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Chapter One





The oppressive heat of late summer hung like a veil over the city, casting long shadows through the canyons of crumbling brick and glass. It was a heat that seeped into the bones, wearing down even the most stalwart souls, and yet, within the walls of St. Augustine’s Church, Father Michael found no solace from the suffocating weight pressing upon him. He stood in the dim light of the sanctuary, gazing up at the stone saints whose hollow eyes seemed to peer down with silent judgment, their faces carved into expressions of stoic endurance. 

It was Father Michael’s day to receive confession. He sat alone halfway down the aisle near the middle of one of the pews. It was his special place. Especially on these hot, sticky days. He couldn’t explain it, but this was the coolest spot in the sanctuary. The confluence of coordinated directions converged on this one spot. An endless supply of cool air drifted over him, pulled in multiple directions depending on which door or doors were open in the sanctuary and adjoining rectory. He loved this spot.

It also gave him an uninterrupted view of the confessional. He watched as a young man in his thirties walked past him toward the wooden booth and stepped inside, closing the door behind him. Michael sighed as he rose and walked over and settled into his side, the old wood groaning under his weight. The air inside was stifling and thick. Sweat gathered at his collar, his cassock clinging to him like a damp shroud. He tugged at his neckline, but it did nothing to ease the suffocating heat.

Michael heard the soft shuffle of the parishioner, no doubt working up his courage to begin. He straightened, trying to ignore the stickiness of his clothes and the oppressive warmth.

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” the voice began, shaky and low.

“How long since your last confession?” Michael asked, his voice flat.

“Six months.” The man’s words came out in a rush. “I’ve been... struggling with lust. It’s gotten worse. I look at women—at work, on the street—and I can’t stop. I feel trapped, like I can’t control it. I’ve—”

Michael’s mind drifted. The man’s words blurred into the background noise of the city—the car horns yelling at each other outside, the distant hum of the subway rumbling underneath them. He adjusted his collar again, feeling the slickness of sweat on his neck. The heat was unbearable, squeezing his patience thin.

“I don’t want to be this way,” the parishioner continued, his voice cracking. “I pray, but it feels like God isn’t listening. I feel lost.”

He almost responded, “I feel the same way,” but caught himself short. Michael stared at the faint light seeping through the cracks in the booth, his thoughts far away. He caught fragments of the confession—guilt, shame, desperate pleas—but they felt distant, meaningless.

The man finally stopped talking, his silence weighted with expectation. Michael blinked, pulling himself back to the moment.

“Yes,” Michael said, his tone distant. “You need to resist these urges. Focus on your faith. Avoid temptation.”

The man mumbled his agreement, waiting for more, but Michael had nothing left to give. The usual comfort felt hollow. 

“Pray for strength,” he said. “And do better.” He gave the man a quick blessing, his motions mechanical, empty. “I absolve you of your sins. Go in peace.”

The man whispered a thank you and left, the door closing softly behind him. Michael sat there, staring at the dark wood, feeling the heat and the emptiness settle deeper into his bones.

The church was a refuge for the broken and the lost where souls weighed down by sin came seeking absolution. But for Michael, the vaulted ceilings and solemn tapestries offered no comfort. A hollowness filled his chest. For some time now, a gnawing void had grown over the years despite his pious exterior and the reverence of the wayward souls who looked to him for guidance. Faith, once a beacon of warmth and hope, now felt like a cold and distant star.

Michael's mind was sharper than most men of the cloth, which proved to be both blessing and curse. It wandered restlessly beyond the confines of doctrine and scripture. As a boy, his curiosity had been his greatest asset, and it was this very trait that led him to the priesthood. As a priest, he sought answers to the great questions that plagued his thoughts. Yet as he had grown in both age and experience, the answers he once believed in began to dissolve like mist before the rising sun, replaced by far darker and more dangerous questions. 

It had begun with the scriptures—those ancient texts that spoke of heaven, hell, and the order of the cosmos. But what were these but the sanitized myths of a much older, far more terrifying truth? Late at night, when the outside world was silent and seemed like a distant memory, he would retreat to his modest study, pulling down volumes not sanctioned by the church. The Apocrypha, the Zohar, fragments of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and, though he would never confess it to another soul, passages from the accursed Necronomicon—a tome of unspeakable knowledge rumored to be penned by the mad Arab, Abdul Alhazred. He had been reading it when the lustful young man had come in.

In these texts, Michael found not the comforting platitudes of divine love and eternal salvation, but whispers of something far older, far more indifferent. They spoke of ancient beings—gods, if one could call them that—whose awareness of mankind was as fleeting as a gust of wind. Creatures whose forms defied comprehension and whose purpose lay beyond the petty struggles of mortal existence. Azathoth, Nyarlathotep, Yog-Sothoth—names that should never have been uttered by human lips, names that, when spoken, seemed to vibrate in the air with a sinister resonance. 

And yet, Michael felt drawn to them, to these eldritch secrets that promised answers to questions no other priest would dare ask. What was the nature of God? What lay beyond the thin veil of human perception? Could man, in his arrogance, hope to understand the vast, cosmic machinery that governed the universe?

But these thoughts, so dangerous, had taken root in his mind like a cancer. And they had begun to fester.

A soft knock at the confessional door broke his reverie, pulling him back into the present. Michael hesitated, a wave of irritation rising within him. Another supplicant, another lost soul seeking refuge in the only answers they had ever known. What could he, a man whose own faith was crumbling, offer them? 

The parishioner stepped inside, closing the door behind him. A lattice screen separated them, but through it, Father Michael could make out a shadow—a man, judging by the shape. 

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” came the voice, trembling and hoarse, as though the words were being dragged from the man’s throat.

“How long has it been since your last confession?” Michael asked, though his mind was only half present.

“Two months, Father. But... it’s not the usual sins I come to confess.”

The tone in the man’s voice shifted, a note of fear creeping in. Michael straightened in his seat, his attention now focused. There was something unusual in the air, something that made the hair on the back of his neck prickle.

“Go on,” Michael prompted.

“I’ve seen... things, Father. Horrible things. Things I don’t understand. I work for Dr. Albright—the physicist. You’ve heard of him, yes? He’s been researching... space, the stars. But lately, Father, the things we’ve uncovered... They’re not... they’re not of this world.”

Michael’s pulse quickened. “What do you mean?”

“There are forces, Father. Things older than the earth itself, older than the stars. We thought we could... control it, understand it, but the more we studied, the more we realized... it’s beyond us. It’s beyond anything. Dr. Albright tried to stop, but... the dreams... they won’t stop. They’re everywhere now.”

The man’s voice trembled, and Michael could hear the soft sound of weeping.

“What dreams?” Michael asked, leaning closer to the screen, his own heart now pounding in his chest.

“Endless dark. Things... crawling in the void. And something watching. I don’t know what it is, but it’s there, Father. It’s always there.”

The man’s voice grew more frantic, his words tumbling out in a ragged whisper. “It’s not just the stars, Father. There’s... there’s a woman. She comes to us, to the lab. At first, I thought she was just a hallucination, something in my head. But others—others have seen her too.”

Michael leaned in closer, his breath catching in his throat. The man’s silhouette trembled, his fear seeping through the screen like cold air.

“She’s... she’s not real. Not in any way that makes sense. Her eyes... they’re like black holes. Empty. They don’t just look at you, Father—they see through you. It’s like she knows every sin, every thought you’ve ever had. Her voice...” The man’s breath hitched. “It’s like hearing a beautiful song and the worst scream you’ve ever heard at the same time. She tells us things. She wants us to go deeper, to learn more, to keep going. But she warns us, too. Like she’s daring us to destroy ourselves.”

Michael could almost feel the man’s terror radiating through the thin lattice between them. His own heart beat faster, driven by the pull of the unknown, the lure of forbidden knowledge.

“What does she say?” Michael pressed, his voice barely a whisper.

“She calls herself...” The man choked on the words, his throat working as he struggled to get them out. “She calls herself…Lily.”

The name lingered, sharp and sinister, cutting through the stale heat of the confessional. The man’s breathing became ragged, and in an instant, he bolted. The door flew open, banging against the wall as the lattice work splintered and fell to the floor in pieces. Michael pushed out of the confessional, catching only a flash of the man’s retreating back as he stumbled down the aisle, nearly knocking over a row of candles in his panic. The church doors slammed shut behind him, the echo reverberating through the empty sanctuary.

Michael stood there, rooted in place, sweat prickling his skin. His eyes tracked the empty pews, the stillness settling once more. He could still feel the presence of the man’s terror, lingering like a shadow. And somewhere, in the deepest, darkest corners of his mind, the name echoed: Lily.

He stared at the door, his mind spinning with fragments of texts, of whispers and warnings buried in pages not meant for human eyes. A woman not of this world, with eyes like voids and a voice that pulled at the darkest parts of the soul. Michael felt it—the pull to know more, to understand the things that lurked just beyond the veil of reality. But now, for the first time, there was something else.

Fear.

A chill passed over Michael, a feeling he could not name but one that sent a shudder through his soul. He knew of what the man spoke—he had read the same name in the ancient texts. Lilith. The one who guarded the forbidden knowledge. 
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