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The Sin Beneath His Skin

Chapter 1 – The Marks Beneath the Gloves
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Rain battered the stained-glass windows of Saint Verena Cathedral hard enough to sound like handfuls of thrown gravel.

The storm had arrived just after dusk, swallowing the city beneath black clouds and silver sheets of water. Wind moaned through the ancient stone corridors with the low, grieving sound of something alive.

Deep beneath the cathedral, Luke Vale worked alone.

The underground archive smelled of dust, candle smoke, and old leather left too long in damp air. Shelves towered toward the arched ceiling, packed tightly with forbidden texts, saint records, sealed confession ledgers, and relics too dangerous for public display.

Luke preferred it underground.

The dead were quieter than the living.

Most nights, the silence soothed him. Tonight, however, unease pressed steadily against the back of his neck.

He dipped his pen into ink and carefully continued cataloguing a silver reliquary recovered from a burned monastery outside Prague. According to the attached documents, the box supposedly contained the finger bone of a saint who had once performed miracles of healing.

Luke had touched the relic earlier by accident.

The moment his bare fingers brushed silver, agony flooded him.

Not physical pain.

Memory.

A dying child coughing blood into linen sheets.

A priest whispering prayers he no longer believed.

A mother begging God to spare someone else instead.

Luke had nearly collapsed from the force of it.

Now the reliquary sat wrapped in black cloth across the table from him, untouched.

He flexed his aching hand slowly.

The gift — if it could even be called that — had haunted him since childhood. Physical contact with objects tied to strong emotion allowed him glimpses into lingering memories. Sometimes harmless.

Sometimes unbearable.

The clergy valued his ability when it benefited them.

Outside that usefulness, they treated him carefully. Quietly. Like a man carrying disease beneath his skin.

A violent crack of thunder shook the archive.

Candles flickered.

Luke glanced toward the narrow staircase leading upward.

Footsteps echoed above.

Several sets.

Heavy.

Hurried.

He frowned.

No one came into the lower archives this late unless something had gone wrong.

The door burst open hard enough to strike stone.

Father Corvin entered first, rainwater dripping from his dark robes. Two cathedral guards followed behind him, both straining beneath the weight of a large coffin strapped with iron chains.

Luke stood immediately.

“What happened?”

Father Corvin’s face looked pale beneath the candlelight.

“Move the central table.”

Luke hesitated only briefly before obeying.

The guards dragged the coffin forward with harsh scraping sounds against the stone floor. Water streamed from the black wood. Strange symbols had been carved across the lid — old Latin warnings mixed with something older Luke did not recognize.

The iron chains wrapped around it had been blessed.

He could smell the incense oil.

Luke’s unease deepened.

“Where did this come from?” he asked quietly.

“Saint Lazarus Monastery.”

Luke looked up sharply.

“That monastery burned down three months ago.”

Father Corvin avoided his eyes.

“Yes.”

That single word carried enough tension to chill the room.

The guards finally lowered the coffin onto the table with exhausted grunts.

One of them immediately stepped backward and crossed himself.

Luke noticed then that none of them wanted to touch the coffin longer than necessary.

Rain hammered overhead.

Another crack of thunder rattled the walls.

Father Corvin removed a folded document from inside his robes and handed it toward Luke.

“Read it.”

Luke unfolded the soaked parchment carefully.

The handwriting looked frantic.

If this reaches Saint Verena, then God has abandoned us entirely.

Do not open the coffin unless absolutely necessary.

Do not allow him near a church congregation.

Do not let him remove the gloves.

Underneath the message sat only a signature:

— Brother Matthieu

Luke stared at the final line again.

Do not let him remove the gloves.

A cold sensation crawled slowly along his spine.

“What is inside?” he asked.

Father Corvin answered too quickly.

“A body.”

Luke looked back toward the coffin.

“No,” he said softly. “It isn’t.”

Silence settled heavily through the archive.

One of the guards whispered a prayer beneath his breath.

Father Corvin stepped closer.

“Whatever happens next, you are not to touch him unless instructed.”

Him.

Not it.

Luke’s stomach tightened.

Father Corvin produced a small silver key and unlocked the chains one by one.

Metal clinked loudly in the underground silence.

Each released lock seemed to thicken the air itself.

The guards stepped farther away.

Luke remained where he stood, though instinct screamed at him to retreat.

The final chain fell loose.

For several seconds, no one moved.

Then Father Corvin slowly lifted the coffin lid.

The smell that emerged was not decay.

It was winter.

Cold cedar wood.
Snow.
Ancient incense.
Inside lay a man dressed entirely in black.

Luke forgot how to breathe for a moment.

He looked unreal.

Long dark hair spilled across crimson silk lining. His features were elegant enough to resemble sculpture rather than flesh — sharp cheekbones, pale skin, dark lashes resting against aristocratic features untouched by death.

Black gloves covered both hands.

The man looked asleep.

Not dead.

Luke stepped closer before he could stop himself.

Father Corvin caught his arm immediately.

“Careful.”

Luke barely heard him.

There was something profoundly wrong about the stillness inside the coffin. Not emptiness.

Restraint.

As though violence slept just beneath the surface.

Then Luke noticed the marks.

Dark veins spread beneath the pale skin visible above the man’s collar. Not natural veins.

The blackness moved faintly beneath the flesh.

Like ink drifting through water.

Luke’s pulse quickened.

“What happened to him?”

“No one knows,” Father Corvin said quietly. “The monastery kept him hidden for over two centuries.”

Luke tore his gaze away from the coffin.

“Two centuries?”

“The records are incomplete.”

One of the guards suddenly muttered, “I don’t like this.”

Neither did Luke.

Not even slightly.

And yet—

He found himself staring again at the stranger’s gloved hands.

The warning echoed through his mind.

Do not let him remove the gloves.

Lightning flashed outside.

For the briefest instant, the underground archive flooded silver-white.

In that flash, Luke could have sworn the man’s eyes were open.

He jerked backward sharply.

The light vanished.

Darkness returned.

The stranger remained motionless.

Father Corvin noticed Luke’s reaction immediately.

“What is it?”

Luke swallowed.

“Nothing.”

But his heart had begun beating too fast.

Father Corvin motioned toward the guards.

“Seal the upper doors tonight. No one enters the archive without my permission.”

The guards obeyed eagerly, clearly desperate to leave.

Within moments, only Luke and Father Corvin remained beside the coffin.

Rain continued roaring overhead.

Luke forced himself to speak calmly.

“What exactly do you expect me to do with him?”

Father Corvin looked toward the body uneasily.

“Observe him.”

“That sounds absurd.”

“And yet here we are.”

Luke almost argued further when he noticed something strange.

The left glove.

A small tear near the wrist.

Bare skin visible beneath black fabric.

Before Father Corvin could stop him, Luke reached instinctively toward it.

“Luke—”

Too late.

His fingertips brushed exposed skin.

The world exploded.

Voices slammed into him all at once.

Hundreds.

Thousands.

Sobbing confessions tore through his skull like shattered glass.

—I killed him—

—Please forgive me—

—I wanted him to suffer—

—God never answered—

—It was my fault—

Blood.
Fire.
Desire.
Murder.
Grief.
Starvation.
Hands clasped in prayer slick with blood.
Luke gasped violently as the force of it drove him backward against the table.

Not memories.

Sins.

Human corruption poured through him in endless screaming waves.

His vision blurred.

He felt people dying.

Begging.

Loving.

Hating.

Bodies writhing beneath candlelight.

Priests whispering absolution they did not deserve.

Children crying.

Men confessing monstrous acts with relief instead of remorse.

The sheer emotional weight nearly crushed him.

And beneath all of it—

Loneliness.

Ancient and endless.

Luke tried to pull away, but something held him there for one horrifying second longer.

Not physically.

Emotionally.

A presence reaching back.

Then another hand closed around his wrist.

Ice-cold.

The voices stopped instantly.

Luke sucked in a ragged breath.

The room spun.

Father Corvin shouted something distant, muffled beneath the pounding in Luke’s ears.

Slowly, trembling violently, Luke looked down.

The man from the coffin was awake.

Dark eyes fixed directly onto his.

Beautiful eyes.

Terrible eyes.

Far too aware.

The stranger’s grip tightened slightly around Luke’s wrist, not enough to hurt, only enough to keep him from fleeing.

His voice, when he spoke, was smooth and low and impossibly calm.

“At last,” he murmured, “someone who can hear me properly.”

Luke could not move.

Could barely breathe.

The stranger studied him for another long moment before his gaze shifted briefly toward the priests’ silver crosses hanging nearby.

Amusement flickered across his face.

Then his eyes returned to Luke again.

And softened.

Only slightly.

“What a dangerous thing you are,” the man whispered.

Another crack of thunder shook the cathedral above them.

Somewhere deep beneath the stone floor, something answered.
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Chapter 2 – The Gentleman Who Should Not Live
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The cathedral bells rang at three in the morning.

Low.
Heavy.
Funeral bells.
Luke had not slept.

He sat alone in his small chamber above the lower archives, staring at his trembling hands while rain crawled endlessly across the narrow window beside him. Every time he closed his eyes, the voices returned.

Confessions screamed through his memory in fractured waves.

—I buried the child beneath the chapel floor—

—I loved him more than God—

—I wanted to watch her suffer—

Thousands of emotions still clung to his skin like rot beneath fingernails.

And beneath all of them lingered the same terrible feeling:

Loneliness.

Not ordinary loneliness.

Something ancient enough to hollow a soul.

Luke pressed both palms against his eyes.

The stranger in the coffin should not have existed.

No human body could contain that much suffering without collapsing into madness.

No human eyes should have looked at him with such terrifying recognition.

A knock struck his chamber door sharply.

Luke lowered his hands immediately.

“Enter.”

Father Corvin stepped inside wearing fresh robes, though exhaustion dragged visibly beneath his eyes. Two other priests waited behind him, both pale and visibly unsettled.

Luke stood.

“How is he?”

Father Corvin hesitated.

“Awake.”

The room fell silent.

One of the older priests crossed himself instinctively.

Luke noticed it.

Fear.

Not caution.
Not concern.
Fear.

Luke swallowed slowly. “What happened after I left?”

Father Corvin exhaled through his nose.

“We attempted preliminary rites of binding.”

Attempted.

Luke already disliked that word.

“And?”

The older priest answered quietly.

“The chains melted.”

A chill moved through the room.

Luke stared at him. “Melted?”

“No heat source,” Father Corvin added. “No visible force. The blessed iron simply... decayed while touching him.”

Luke’s pulse quickened.

“And he allowed this?”

“He watched.”

That somehow sounded worse.

The priest near the doorway muttered under his breath, “The thing smiled during scripture.”

Father Corvin shot him a sharp look.

Silence returned.

Then Corvin faced Luke directly.

“You will accompany me to the crypt.”

Luke frowned immediately.

“Why?”

“Because he speaks only when you are present.”

Luke felt genuine unease curl in his stomach.

“That isn’t possible.”

“It is unfortunate regardless.”

Luke almost refused.

Every instinct told him to stay far away from the man below the cathedral. But duty had been carved into him since childhood, and curiosity remained his greatest weakness.

Especially where impossible things were concerned.

So he nodded once.

Father Corvin turned immediately toward the corridor.

“Come.”

The cathedral at night felt less like a place of worship and more like the corpse of one.

Candles burned low inside vast hallways lined with stone saints whose faces had long ago worn smooth with age. Rain echoed softly overhead while shadows stretched endlessly between pillars.

Luke walked beside Father Corvin in silence.

The deeper they descended, the colder the air became.

By the time they reached the crypt level beneath Saint Verena, Luke could see his own breath.

Two armed guards stood outside a reinforced iron door.

Neither looked eager to remain there.

One immediately opened the door for Father Corvin.

The smell inside struck Luke first.

Cedar wood.
Old incense.
Blood.
Then he saw him.

Byron sat restrained in a heavy iron chair bolted directly into the crypt floor.

New chains wrapped around his chest and wrists, each engraved with scripture. Black gloves still covered his hands.

Despite the restraints, he looked less imprisoned than inconvenienced.

Candlelight softened the sharp elegance of his features while shadows gathered beneath his eyes like bruises painted in charcoal.

He lifted his head the moment Luke entered.

And smiled.

The expression was calm enough to be polite.

It disturbed Luke immediately.

“There you are,” Byron murmured.

His voice carried effortless refinement, smooth and dark like velvet dragged across exposed skin.

Father Corvin remained near the doorway.

Luke noticed he had no intention of standing too close.

Byron’s gaze moved briefly across the priests before returning to Luke again.

“Have they told you yet,” he asked mildly, “whether I am meant to be a demon or a saint?”

One of the priests hissed a prayer.

Byron sighed softly.

“Oh dear. Still dramatic after all these centuries.”

Luke stepped forward carefully.

“You remember centuries?”

Byron tilted his head.

“Some of them.”

The movement revealed black veins shifting faintly beneath the skin of his throat.

Luke tried not to stare.

Failed.

Byron noticed anyway.

“Disgusting, isn’t it?”

Luke looked back toward his face quickly.

“I didn’t say that.”

“No,” Byron
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