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​Chapter 1 — The Mark Beneath

[image: ]




The bells rang at dawn. Hollow things, echoing through stone corridors like ribs around a dead heart. Selene opened her eyes before they stopped. She always did.

Cold stone beneath her back. Threadbare blanket across her chest. The same dream slipping away like smoke: blood, fire, a girl’s voice screaming her name. Or maybe it was hers.

She sat up slowly, muscles aching, throat dry. The Cloister didn’t beat you every day. Just enough to remind you that the Church still owned your body.

Today was a reminder day.

She dressed in silence. Simple shift, rough linen, collar tight at the neck. Hair braided with precision. No mirror, vanity was a sin. Her reflection lived only in memory, and that memory was wrong. She hadn’t looked like herself since they burned her books and carved prayers into her back.

The mark stirred.

It lived beneath her skin, at the base of her spine. A coiled black brand, inked in a language no priest could name. When she was calm, it slept. When she was afraid, it pulsed. When she felt anything, it moved.

She had learned not to feel.

Down the hall. Past the dormitories, past the locked doors where the louder girls slept. Past the altar, where the bones of Saint Braxis stared blindly through glass. Into the chapel.

Sister Myla stood waiting, whip in hand.

“Good,” the nun said. “You remember your place.”

Selene bowed her head. “Yes, Sister.”

The rites began.

She knelt. Received lashes, seven for her thoughts, seven for her body, seven for her birth. Each one sharp and sanctified. She didn’t cry. That was the point. The Church didn’t want tears. It wanted silence. Obedience. A hollowed thing.

The mark was not silent. It twisted beneath her skin, hot and eager. It liked the pain. She hated that it liked the pain. Hated that part of her wanted it to like the pain. It meant she was weak. Dirty. Witchmarked.

Afterward, she helped clean the blood, hers and the others’. Then she scrubbed the floors. Then she sang hymns until her throat went raw. It was always the same. A rhythm of shame.

She had no friends here. Only watchers. Everyone was broken in their own way. Some girls whispered to the walls. Some clawed at themselves at night. Some, like Selene, learned to vanish behind a smile.

The only place she ever let herself be was in the garden.

It wasn’t much of a garden. Just thorns, really. Twisted vines and pale, angry roses. No priest tended it. That was her job, punishment for disobedience once, now tradition. She liked the quiet. Even the thorns. They reminded her of herself.

Today, though, someone was watching.

She felt it before she saw him. A presence like smoke and steel. She turned, and there he was.

Behind the bars of the transport cage, filthy, half-beaten, eyes like frostbite.

A man.

Tall, shackled, shirt torn down the spine. Scars there, like hers, but older. Faded. He sat slouched like a prisoner, but watched like a wolf. Not like the priests did. Not with judgment.

He looked at her like he saw it. The mark. The secret. The thing beneath.

And then, he smiled.

Selene’s stomach clenched. Her mark stirred, hotter this time. Curious. Awake.

“Sister Selene,” barked a voice behind her. “Leave the prisoner be.”

She dropped her eyes, turned away, obeyed.

But as she walked back into the cloister’s shadow, her heartbeat didn’t slow.

She hadn’t felt anything in months.

And that terrified her more than the mark ever had.
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​Chapter 2 — The Ritual Room
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The iron bell rang at vespers. Not the chapel bell, this one rang deeper, from the cloister’s lowest halls. It tolled only when the Church wanted to touch something it wasn’t supposed to.

Selene didn’t move. She knelt in the nave, scrubbing the floor in circles. Water seeped into her callused palms. The lye stung her knuckles. Her breath slowed. She didn’t have to look. She already knew.

The bell tolled for her.

Bootsteps echoed down the nave behind her.

“Selene Vael,” came Sister Myla’s voice. Calm as glass. “Stand and follow.”

She did.

No words. No questions. None allowed. Selene rose, wiped her hands on her skirts, and followed the nun down into the belly of the cloister.

The Ritual Room was beneath the crypts. Older than the rest of the building, cut from stone black with age. No light save for oil lanterns and the pale halo of a stained-glass eye above the altar. It watched. They said it watched for sin.

Selene didn’t believe that anymore. If it could see, it would have wept.

She stripped.

They always made her undress. She knew the motions: shift down the shoulders, careful not to tremble, kneel on the cold stone, fold the garment to the side. Naked. On display. Not woman. Not witch. Just body.

Sister Myla anointed her back with holy oil, whispering prayers in Old Cant. Each syllable brushed her spine like a blade.

Other sisters entered. Hooded. Rigid. They carried tools.

A priest followed, Brother Enoch.

Younger than most. Too handsome. His eyes never met hers. He spoke of purity like he believed in it. That made it worse.

“The Witchmarked must be cleansed through humility and submission,” he said softly, as though comforting her. “Pain tempers the will. Desire poisons it.”

Selene said nothing. The mark on her back quivered. It remembered him.

They began.

She was bound to the ritual frame. A wooden cross, padded at the wrists and knees, angled just enough to arch her back. Her hair was pulled forward, exposing the spine.

The rites always started with confession.

“What lives inside you, Sister Selene?” asked the priest, brushing her skin with a silver rod.

“Darkness,” she said.

“Louder.”

“Darkness.”

“And what does it hunger for?”

“...Flesh.”

The rod struck, one sharp line across her thighs. She flinched. The mark thrummed in response. Not with pain. With pleasure.

Heat coiled between her legs. Not arousal. Not exactly. Just the sensation of being present. Awake. Real.

The priest struck again. And again. The questions continued, mechanical, rote.

What was the first time you felt the power?

Did you like it?

Would you use it again, if no one could see?

Would you beg for it, if it promised to love you?

By the fourth blow, the mark was feeding.

Selene bit her lip until she tasted copper. The pain didn’t matter. It was the shame that burned. The wetness slicking her thighs. The way her body betrayed her.

Sister Myla leaned in close, brushing oil between her legs. “Stillness is strength,” she whispered. “Stillness is salvation.”

Selene trembled.

Another strike, this one harder, across the ribs. Her breath hitched.

The priest's voice softened. “You want to be saved, don’t you?”

Selene’s head dropped forward. Her voice was barely audible.
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