

Prologue

The chamber was quiet, save for the soft crackle of torchlight reflecting off obsidian walls.

Matthew knelt upon the cold stone floor, hands clasped behind his back, head bowed low. He wore no suit here, no tailored armor of the mortal world. Only a thin black tunic — sleeveless, collarless — that left his neck and shoulders exposed to the cool air of the temple.

Before him stood the goddess.

Martessa.

Her presence filled the room like smoke and storm. She wore no crown — she was the crown. Clad in tight black leather, her waistcoat hugged her torso like it had been forged to her shape, and her trousers clung to every flex of her muscular thighs. The bullwhip coiled at her side was silent, but its memory ached in his spine from lessons past.

She circled him slowly, boots echoing through the stillness, the sound deliberate. She did not need to speak. Her silence was command. And still, Matthew trembled, not from fear — not exactly — but from something deeper.

Anticipation.

Longing.

Service.

At last, she stopped in front of him. He could smell the leather of her gloves, the faint metallic scent of her body. Her voice, when it came, was low and rich.

“Do you know why you were chosen, Child of Twilight?”

Matthew kept his head bowed. “Because I obey.”

She smiled — though he couldn’t see it. He felt it.

“No,” she said. “You were chosen because you used to rule. Because you once believed the lie of power — that it was something to be seized, worn, flaunted. You tasted it. You devoured it. And then…” She leaned in closer. “You surrendered it.”

He exhaled slowly. “And I was reborn.”

Martessa moved behind him. He heard the soft slide of leather against leather as she uncoiled her whip — not to strike him, not yet, but to remind him.

She trailed its length across his bare shoulders.

“You will deliver them,” she said. “The arrogant. The untouchable. The kings of the human realm. Bring them to their knees.”

“I will,” he whispered.

“Not because I command it. But because you crave it.”

His breath caught.

“Yes, goddess.”

Her voice dropped lower — not tender, never tender — but something crueler, something closer to devotion. “And when you kneel again before me, soaked in their screams and their shame, I may grant you your reward.”

He closed his eyes.

“Yes, goddess.”

She stepped in front of him again. One hand beneath his chin lifted his gaze. Her eyes burned like violet fire.

“You live in their world,” she said. “But you belong to mine.”

“I do.”

Martessa leaned close, her lips nearly brushing his.

“Then go,” she commanded. “The Realm is hungry.”

Chapter One

The factory loomed in the distance, a silhouette of rusted steel and crumbling brick against the dying embers of twilight. A chain-link fence rattled softly in the wind as Matthew stepped out of his car and surveyed the place. To the world, it was nothing more than a derelict ruin, forgotten by time and progress. To Matthew—and to the goddesses he served—it was a sanctum. A place of passage. A trap.

He walked with purpose across the cracked concrete, his polished shoes clicking sharply with each step. Though the building appeared lifeless from the outside, it was already prepared. Hours earlier, he had arrived to sweep the dust from the ritual floor, to hang thick velvet drapes over the shattered windows, and to clean the mirror—her mirror—until the obsidian gleamed like a pool of midnight. It always had to be perfect.

Inside, the air was cool and still. The vast main floor stretched out before him like a cathedral of decay—its rusted beams casting long shadows across the exposed girders, and the twilight pressing hard against the stained glassless windows. But there, in the far end of the room, cloaked in a heavy black cloth, stood the only thing that mattered. The mirror. The threshold. The mouth of power.

Matthew approached it slowly, reverently. He reached out and let his fingers graze the black cloth, already sensing the charged energy thrumming beneath it. It responded to him faintly, like a cat rousing from sleep. Soon, it would wake fully. Soon, it would devour.

He turned away and pulled out his phone. One by one, he checked the invitations again. Sent, received, confirmed. Six men—each successful in his field, ambitious, arrogant, dripping with wealth and unchecked pride. Men who would never kneel. Men who had laughed when he mentioned the Nocturne investment circle. Perfect candidates.

He smiled faintly. They never see it coming.

The Nocturne Realm always demanded a certain type of man. The kind who thought he owned the world. The kind who thought submission was weakness. The goddesses found those types particularly satisfying to break.

Matthew adjusted his tie and glanced at the time. Just past six. They would arrive soon.

He moved to a folding table he had set up earlier and opened a black leather case. Inside, everything gleamed in order: six scrolls, bound with silver cord. He untied one and unrolled it. The parchment bore the seal of Martessa. The Goddess of Discipline and Dominion. Her symbol, an inverted triangle with thorns around its edges, glowed faintly. He held the scroll up to the flickering gas lanterns lining the floor. The text seemed to move slightly under the light, words written in both a human tongue and the sacred script of the Nocturne Realm.

Matthew recited the vow silently.

“May they kneel in ignorance, rise in resistance, fall in obedience.”

Footsteps.

He turned quickly, head tilted toward the distant sound of gravel being disturbed. Headlights flashed briefly through the high windows. Then more—six beams dancing along the wall before disappearing. The sound of car doors. Voices.

They were here.

Matthew smoothed his suit jacket, tucked the scroll back into the case, and walked slowly to the front doors. The heavy steel groaned as he pulled them open, revealing the first group of men already walking toward him.

“Matthew,” one called out with a smirk. “Hell of a place for a business pitch.”

“Industrial chic,” another joked. “You plan to sell this to ghost hunters or luxury developers?”

They laughed, unaware of the noose drawing tighter with every step.

Matthew returned their smiles, calm and gracious. “Gentlemen,” he said, “thank you for coming. I know the location is… unusual. But I promise, this will be a venture like no other.”

He held the door open and ushered them inside, one by one. Six of them—powerful, sharp-dressed men. Corporate sharks, lawyers, bankers, and real estate moguls. They carried themselves like wolves in suits. Joking, jostling, already eyeing the empty factory like prey.

Inside, the light had dimmed further. The gas lamps cast long shadows on the floor, and the great draped mirror stood like a silent sentinel at the far end. One of the men squinted toward it.

“What’s that back there? You got some kind of art installation?”

Matthew offered only a vague smile. “A piece that ties into the presentation. You’ll see.”

Another man laughed. “You trying to pitch us a cult, Matthew?”

Someone else chuckled. “Hey, if it’s got tax advantages—count me in.”

Their voices echoed against the steel rafters. Matthew led them further in, to the cleared circle at the room’s center. He gestured for them to form a loose half-circle facing the veiled mirror.

One of the men, a tall financier with graying temples and a Rolex that gleamed like a badge, folded his arms. “So? What’s the pitch?”

Matthew held up both hands. “First, let me thank you all again. What I’m about to show you is not just an opportunity. It’s an awakening.”

They groaned. “Awakening? Seriously?”

“I’ve heard this before—yoga retreats in Ibiza,” one sneered.

Matthew’s voice remained calm, but something in it hardened. “What if I told you that this building sits on a threshold between worlds? That what you see tonight will change the way you understand power forever?”

They exchanged looks. Some amused, some skeptical, some wary now.

“I’d say someone needs a drink,” one muttered.

Matthew nodded once and stepped back toward the mirror. He took a deep breath and reached for the cloth.

Time to begin.

Chapter Two

The black cloth fell away with a whisper, revealing the mirror.

A murmur rippled through the group. The surface of the mirror was not glass at all, but a deep, obsidian black. It reflected nothing—no light, no movement, not even the men standing before it. It drank in the world around it, as if it were not a mirror at all, but a hole in reality.

“What the hell is that?” muttered one of the men, stepping closer.

Matthew didn’t answer. He stood beside the mirror, his posture straight, hands calmly folded in front of him. A soft tension began to coil in the air—so subtle most of the men didn’t register it, but it pressed gently at their skin, tingled along their nerves.

One of them, the youngest—a tech entrepreneur in his early thirties named Joel—chuckled nervously. “Okay, you got us. This is… what? Some immersive art experience?”

“Did we just walk into an installation piece?” asked another, trying to sound amused, though his voice trembled slightly.

Matthew turned to face them, his expression serene. “This place is sacred. It hasn’t been touched by the mortal world in decades, and tonight, it opens again.”

“For what?” The Rolex-wearing financier’s voice carried more skepticism now. “Because if this is some kind of prank, I’m walking.”

“Not a prank,” Matthew replied softly. “A gift.”

A flicker of motion passed across the surface of the mirror—quick and faint, like the shimmer of heat on pavement. Several of the men noticed and stepped back.

“What was that?” Joel asked.

The others laughed it off, brushing the moment away with tension-laced grins.

“Must be a projector hidden somewhere,” someone muttered.

But the light was wrong. It wasn’t projected. It came from within the mirror—slowly pulsing, like a heartbeat.

The atmosphere thickened.

“You want to tell us what the hell’s going on?” snapped the eldest of the group—a former defense contractor with a scar across his knuckles and the kind of voice that expected obedience. He took a step toward Matthew.

“I already have,” Matthew replied. “You were just too proud to listen.”

The mirror pulsed again, brighter this time. Not white light—something colder. A rich violet, tinged with silver and shadow. The kind of light that doesn’t just touch skin, but enters the bones.

And then the doors slammed shut.

All six men jumped. The heavy crash echoed like a thunderclap through the space. Seconds later, the steel shutters along the windows fell in a series of rapid metallic thuds. The light from the setting sun vanished completely. In an instant, the factory was cloaked in utter darkness.

“What the fuck?!” someone shouted. “Matthew!”

Panic set in quickly. There was scrambling, curses, footsteps stumbling in the dark. Hands reaching for phones—finding no signal. The mirror’s pulsing grew stronger, a low hum accompanying it now, like a living frequency vibrating through the floor.

“Open the door!” someone yelled.

A body collided with metal—hard—and fell back with a grunt. The door didn’t budge.

“Lights. Someone get a light!”

A flicker sparked to life—Joel had found a flashlight app, and its white beam slashed through the gloom. It caught Matthew standing perfectly still beside the mirror, eyes closed, lips moving silently.

The beam swung to the mirror again—where something was now taking shape behind the surface.

It was a figure.

At first, it was unclear whether it was a trick of the light, some cruel visual joke. But no. It was moving with intent. Something massive and feminine was stepping through the surface like water. The reflective black rippled outward as her form emerged, and with each step, the light in the room seemed to recede further.

She was tall—impossibly so—and built like a warrior goddess. Her skin shone like bronze polished to a perfect sheen, her shoulders broad, her arms strong and defined. Her dark hair was pulled back into a high tail, sharp and severe, matching the precision of her movements. She wore black leather trousers tucked into high boots, and a fitted waistcoat cinched tightly over her torso, accentuating her form. In one hand, she held a whip—long, coiled, and glistening as if it had a life of its own.

The men were silent now.

“What… what the fuck is this?” whispered Joel.

“She’s real,” said another. “That’s not a screen. That’s not a fucking screen.”

The goddess walked slowly forward, the sound of her boots echoing with absolute clarity against the floor. Her gaze moved over the men one by one, cool and assessing, as if inspecting livestock.

Her eyes settled on the financier with the Rolex. He met her gaze and, like an idiot, grinned.

“Well… hello there,” he said. “I don’t know what kind of trick this is, but I like it.”

Martessa did not stop walking. She passed by Matthew without acknowledgment, her attention fixed on the group.

“You think you understand power,” she said. Her voice was low and commanding. It filled the room—not loud, but undeniable.

“You wear your suits like armor. You speak in numbers, in acquisitions, in profit. But your power is an illusion. A child’s game.”

“Jesus,” muttered one man. “We need to get out of here—”

Another voice interrupted from the darkness—female, sharper, colder.

“You will not leave.”

A Domina maiden stepped from the shadows. Her leather armor gleamed, molded to her form with cruel elegance. Her eyes were cold, predatory. She carried herself with the poise of a soldier and the sensuality of a panther.

Then another stepped out behind her. And another.

In seconds, there were six of them—positioned perfectly to cut off any escape. Their weapons were subtle: leather straps, metal rods, chains. Not flashy, but efficient. Practiced. Ritualistic.

“Matthew,” one of the men snapped, turning. “What the hell is this? Some kind of trap?”

Matthew opened his eyes. Calm. Serene. “It’s an offering.”

“I’ll fucking kill you.”

“You won’t.”

He was right.

As one of the men lunged forward, the nearest Domina stepped in and struck with clean precision—her rod connecting with the back of his knee, dropping him instantly.

“Stay down,” she commanded.

The others backed up instinctively—straight into the circle of maidens.

“Do not resist,” Martessa said. “You were not brought here to understand. Only to serve.”

One of the men tried to run. He was caught mid-stride by two Domina, slammed to the ground, and bound within seconds.

“This is insane!” shouted Joel. “This isn’t real!”

Martessa turned to him slowly. “That’s what you said about obedience. And now… here you are.”

The mirror behind her pulsed again.

She raised her arm.

“Strip them.”

Chapter Three

The command echoed through the factory like a war drum, vibrating in the bones of every man in the room.

“Strip them.”

For a moment, no one moved. The stunned silence stretched, broken only by the sound of labored breathing and the soft clink of chains as the Domina adjusted their grips. The trapped men looked from one another to the goddess, as if hoping someone else would call her bluff. But there was no bluff. There was only Martessa.

One of the Domina maidens stepped forward without hesitation. She seized the man nearest to her—an arrogant venture capitalist with perfect teeth and a thousand-dollar watch—and with one swift motion, tore open his shirt. Buttons scattered across the concrete floor like coins tossed to the gods.

“Get off me!” he shouted, struggling against her grasp, but she was faster, stronger. She kicked his legs out from under him with merciless precision and dropped him flat to the ground. Her knee pressed hard into his back as she began unbuckling his belt.

“Stop! This is assault! You can’t—!”

His protest was cut short by a gloved hand shoved into his mouth.

Another Domina circled a second man, her eyes gleaming with calm focus as she began to undo his tie, not as a lover would, but as an executioner might remove a noose. He tried to back away, tripping over one of the broken chairs. She was on him in a flash, leather-clad thighs wrapping around his torso as she dragged him down.

“Get off me! You can’t do this!”

“Oh,” Martessa murmured, pacing slowly through the chaos, “but they can. And they will.”

The men fought — some with desperation, some with fury, all in vain. The Domina moved as one, a sisterhood of precision and power. Their leather armor flexed as they stripped, bound, and subdued. Each movement was practiced, honed through years of training in the Nocturne Realm. There was no hesitation, no sympathy — only dominance.

One man managed to slip free. Naked from the waist up, his tie still clinging to one wrist, he sprinted toward the door, chest heaving.

He didn’t make it far.

The sound of a whip cracked like thunder, and in an instant, the long leather tail wrapped around his ankle, yanking his leg out from under him. He crashed to the ground with a howl. Before he could rise, Martessa was upon him, one foot on his chest, the other pressing down onto the whip’s handle.

“You were swift,” she said, her voice low. “But not swift enough.”

He looked up at her, eyes wide with confusion and terror. “Why are you doing this? What the fuck is this?”

She leaned down slowly, her lips close to his ear. “This… is the end of your illusion.”

With one powerful yank, she dragged him across the floor, his naked back scraping along the cold concrete. His fingernails clawed at the ground, but he might as well have been trying to dig through steel.

The Domina had already stripped the others to their underwear. Protests had become sobs. Shouts had become whimpers. One man slumped against the wall, his shoulders trembling, face blank with disbelief. Another sat on his knees, muttering, “This isn’t real… this isn’t real…” like a prayer.

Matthew remained silent through it all. Still standing near the mirror, hands calmly folded before him, his expression unreadable. He watched each man stripped bare—physically, mentally, spiritually. They were being reduced to something far more honest.

Martessa stopped in the center of the room and snapped her fingers.

At her signal, two Domina dragged forward the man who had tried to flirt with her earlier. The one who had called her “gorgeous.” His eyes were bloodshot, his suit jacket now wrapped around his wrists like makeshift shackles. Sweat clung to his skin.

She regarded him coldly. “You think you’re brave because you speak without fear. Because you touch without permission. Because no one has ever told you no and made it matter.”

He tried to glare, but it faltered beneath the weight of her gaze. “You’re fucking insane,” he spat. “All of you. You can’t just—”

Her hand moved before his sentence could finish. A sharp backhand cracked across his face, stunning him.

“You will not speak unless told to.”

A Domina stepped behind him and tore the rest of his shirt away. Another knelt and removed his belt with slow, theatrical precision. He tried to pull away, but the goddess was faster. She grabbed his jaw, forcing him to meet her eyes.

“There is still arrogance in you,” she whispered. “Good. It will make your breaking so much sweeter.”

She released him, and he collapsed into the hands of the waiting Domina.

Around the room, the others were now stripped fully. Naked, bound, trembling. Each one of them a trophy of conquest, laid bare before the goddess they didn’t believe in an hour ago.

Martessa raised her arms.

“You are no longer men of power. You are property. Playthings. Offerings to the goddesses of the Nocturne Realm.”

The room filled with the crackle of energy as the mirror pulsed again, brighter now — as if fed by the humiliation unfolding before it. Shadows twisted along the walls, long fingers reaching, beckoning. A low hum began to rise, like a chant spoken in a language none of them knew.

“I am Martessa,” the goddess declared. “Goddess of Discipline. Mistress of Order. Queen of Obedience.”

She strode across the floor, dragging her whip behind her like a tail of coiled fire.

“You were brought here to be unmade. To be rebuilt in our image. You may crawl, you may beg, you may scream. But in the end, you will serve.”

As she passed each man, she traced the tip of her whip along their backs, their thighs, their chests. Some flinched. Some moaned. Some sobbed quietly, already unraveling.

Martessa paused before Matthew.

He knelt wordlessly, head bowed.

“You have done well, Child of Twilight,” she said. “You may yet earn your reward.”

He didn’t look up. “I live to serve, my goddess.”

“Then you will watch,” she said. “As your offering is accepted.”

She turned toward the mirror.

It pulsed again — once, twice — then opened.

Not like a door.

Not like anything earthly.

It bled open, shadows peeling away from its surface like layers of skin, revealing a swirling, starless void behind it. A gateway.

“To the Realm,” she commanded.

The Domina seized the naked men. Some struggled. Some collapsed. One screamed until his voice cracked.

Martessa smiled.

“Oh, I do love it when they scream.”

And then she stepped through the mirror.

One by one, the men were dragged behind her, pulled through the dark gate, their cries growing fainter as they were swallowed by the shadows.

Chapter Four

The air shimmered where the mirror had once been.

Now it stood as a rift — a yawning portal to the unknown. No longer a polished surface but a swirling curtain of smoke and shadow, opening into the heart of the Nocturne Realm. It breathed, it hungered.

And it took.

The first man was dragged through screaming, feet kicking, voice cracking. The second thrashed violently until the whip wrapped around his thighs and silenced his struggle. The third had already gone quiet—his mind retreating into a numb void. His body sagged between two Domina as they carried him like cargo into the darkness.

Each one passed the threshold, vanishing into the velvet black.

Those who remained saw only glimpses of what lay beyond. Glimpses that would haunt them: stone corridors bathed in flickering purple fire, high walls etched with glowing runes, the low moan of other voices… broken, obedient, unseen.

A Realm not built by men, nor for them.

A Realm of goddesses.

Of discipline.

Of control.

One of the men dropped to his knees. “Please…” he choked. “Let me go. I won’t tell anyone. I swear. I don’t want to go in there.”

A Domina stepped beside him, her hand closing gently around his jaw.

She leaned close, her lips brushing his ear. “You should have begged sooner.”

Then she yanked his head back and shoved a bit gag between his teeth, buckling it tightly as his eyes welled with panic.

Another man, desperate, naked, tried to run — only to be slammed into the floor by two booted feet. One of the Domina climbed on top of him, pinning his wrists to the cold stone as she straddled his back.

He gasped, “Why are you doing this? Who are you?”

She grinned, voice sweet as venom. “We are your future.”

He screamed when she yanked his head back and buckled a blindfold over his eyes.

Another Domina knelt beside a man who had fallen silent in fetal position. She caressed his cheek tenderly, like a lover.

“You’ll be beautiful when you’re broken,” she whispered.

Martessa stood at the edge of the portal, her whip draped lazily over one shoulder, watching the process unfold with a look of detached satisfaction. She raised a hand to Matthew, still kneeling in reverence.

“Leave one,” she said.

Matthew lifted his head slightly. “Which?”

Martessa’s gaze slid to the man with the Rolex—the same one who had flirted with her earlier, the one who still bore a red mark across his cheek from her slap.

“Him,” she said. “He will be our message.”

The man’s head shot up. “Wait. Wait! No, please—”

Martessa silenced him with a gesture.

“Strip him further,” she said.

The Domina obeyed.

They dragged him forward into the center of the floor and pushed him down onto his knees. One removed the last of his clothing, exposing his trembling form completely. The other affixed a metal collar around his neck, engraved with glowing runes that pulsed as they locked into place.

“Please,” he begged, tears finally falling. “I have a wife… children…”

Martessa stepped toward him, towering above his kneeling figure.

“You have nothing,” she said. “Not anymore.”

She leaned in close, her voice like silk drawn over steel. “They’ll never recognize what comes home to them. Not after what we do to you.”

Then she turned her back on him.

“To the Realm!” she commanded again.

The final two men were dragged, limp and silent, into the portal. The mirror’s surface rippled once more and began to seal shut like a closing wound, the last cries swallowed by the silence that followed.

Darkness settled again.

Only one man remained, still trembling in the center of the factory, naked and collared.

Matthew rose slowly, brushing the dust from his knees. He stepped over broken buttons and torn silk ties. His polished shoes clicked once again across the concrete floor.

The goddess met him halfway.

“You have done well,” Martessa said, her voice now lower, almost intimate.

Matthew bowed his head deeply. “It was an honor to serve.”

Martessa tilted her head, her eyes narrowing. “You enjoyed watching, didn’t you?”

He hesitated, then nodded.

“I did.”

“Good,” she said, smiling. “You are beginning to understand your role fully.”

He looked up at her. “Do I… go with you?”

She shook her head. “Not yet. There will be others.”

She turned to the man left kneeling in the middle of the floor. “This one is yours now. Break him. Use him. Display him. Then return him to the world as a shadow of what he was.”

Matthew inclined his head. “Yes, goddess.”

With that, Martessa stepped backward into the mirror. The portal folded around her like silk, shadows curling, consuming her shape until she vanished completely. The mirror shimmered for a final second… then went still.

Black glass once again.

Dead.

The windows of the factory opened with a slow, mechanical hiss. The heavy doors unlocked with a hollow clunk. Night air rolled in. Crickets chirped. Somewhere in the distance, a car horn sounded — the mundane world continuing as if nothing had happened.

But here, everything had changed.

Matthew walked over to the man on his knees.

He crouched beside him and gently lifted his chin. The man flinched, but Matthew only smiled — warm, calm, reassuring.

“Shhh,” he whispered. “It’s over.”

The man blinked through tears. “What… what do you want from me?”

Matthew chuckled softly.

“Everything.”

Chapter Five

Darkness swallowed the men as they crossed the threshold.

There was no sense of motion. No up or down. Only silence—followed by a deep, resonant hum that vibrated through flesh and bone like the beginning of a hymn too ancient to remember.

And then—light.

But not the light of Earth.

This was the cool glow of twin moons suspended in a twilight sky, casting violet rays over a city not built, but carved — from stone, shadow, and desire. Towering obsidian spires rose like fangs against the horizon, and across the sky flew streaks of silver fire, whispering runes as they passed overhead.

The Nocturne Realm.

The birthplace of obedience.

The kingdom of the goddesses.

Martessa stepped from the mirror first, her boots crunching softly against a polished obsidian pathway that coiled like a serpent through the Temple of Binding. Behind her, the Domina emerged with the prisoners, dragging them into the sacred court like war trophies.

The men could barely stand now.

Most had gone silent, stripped of resistance. Their bodies slack. Their minds fraying. Some walked in chains, others were carried. A few whimpered softly, their words lost in translation — Earth’s tongue held no power here.

The temple was vast.

Its vaulted ceiling opened to the twilight above, held aloft by towering pillars wrapped in iron vines. Silken banners hung between them, marked with the sigils of the goddesses: the Eye of Vespera, the Flame of Sashca, the Thorned Crown of Obsidiana, and the Triangular Brand of Martessa.

The floor shimmered — a black glass pool beneath their feet, reflecting not what was, but what would become.

At the far end of the chamber stood the Pillar of Reversal — a spiraling structure adorned with cuffs, shackles, and ancient brands, humming softly with latent energy.

This was the place where men became property.

Martessa turned to face the captives.

Their eyes struggled to comprehend the architecture, the gravity, the truth. Every instinct inside them screamed that this couldn’t be real. That this was a nightmare. A hallucination. A spell.

They were right — and wrong.

Because this was no illusion.

This was power unveiled.

She raised a hand. “Strip the names from their minds.”

The Domina obeyed, stepping forward to each man and placing a black-gloved hand over their eyes. There was no struggle now. Only trembling.

Words were whispered. The sacred words of severing.

> “You are no longer called. You are no longer known. You are no longer yours.”

Each name, each memory of identity, was pulled away like fabric from flesh. Their titles, their boasts, their history — gone.

And in the space where pride once lived, the Realm poured in its truth: You were never more than flesh waiting to be claimed.

Martessa walked slowly among them.

“You are fortunate,” she said. “For most men are broken slowly. Over years. Through failed marriages, failed ambitions, half-lived dreams. But you… you were worthy of a more noble undoing.”

One of the captives tried to crawl away. He didn’t get far.

A Domina pressed her boot between his shoulder blades and pinned him down as another locked a collar around his neck — this one thicker than before, forged from darksteel and etched with glowing runes that pulsed in time with his breath.

The branding pillar stirred.

Martessa turned toward it, and with a single gesture, the obsidian spiral unfurled — revealing six sets of restraints fitted to its surface. Shackles clicked open. The air grew electric.

“Bind them.”

The Domina dragged the captives forward, one by one, and fastened them to the structure. Wrists above their heads. Ankles spread apart. Bodies fully exposed. It was not only about control. It was about display.

These were no longer men.

They were examples.

A warning to the world above.

Martessa walked between them as the structure slowly rotated, displaying each one in turn. Their eyes searched her for mercy, for understanding, for reason.

She gave them none.

Instead, she reached toward the wall and took down a ceremonial brand. It shimmered in the light — not red hot, but glowing with a violet fire that seemed to pierce the air itself.

“This is your last pain,” she said. “Before your true purpose begins.”

The first brand pressed against skin — and the scream that followed echoed up into the open sky.

The mark glowed on his chest: a spiral of submission, the sign of the broken.

The others followed, some screaming, some biting their lips so hard they bled. One passed out entirely. The scent of burning flesh was thick in the air, but the Domina didn’t flinch.

They had seen this before.

They would see it again.

When the ritual ended, the Pillar reversed its rotation and slowly lowered the men to their knees — still bound, still marked. Silent now. Humbled.

And from the shadows of the temple, others began to arrive.

Maidens.

They emerged from archways and hidden alcoves like living statues stepping down from their plinths — tall, graceful, and terrifyingly beautiful. They were Martessa’s chosen, the Domina’s sisters from every corner of the Realm. Their armor wasn’t uniform; each bore her own signature of power. One wore black leather corseted tight around her waist with silver chains trailing from her wrists; another had her hair braided with thorns, her boots laced with whipcord. Some carried crops, some carried rods, some carried nothing at all, their hands empty but far more dangerous than any weapon.

The room changed with their arrival. The charged, disciplined atmosphere became something even heavier — a mix of predation and play. The maidens didn’t just enforce discipline. They delighted in it. And they had come to inspect the new intake.

They circled the branded men slowly, like huntresses evaluating fresh catches. Every step was deliberate, the click of their heels echoing off the obsidian floor. Their eyes swept over the captives’ naked forms — some cool and clinical, some openly amused, some predatory with hunger.

One maiden bent low, her lips curling into a smirk as she traced a gloved fingertip down a captive’s trembling thigh. He shuddered violently, his knees threatening to give way beneath him. She tilted her head, amused.

“This one shakes already,” she murmured to her sister. “He’ll break beautifully.”

Another maiden crouched before a different man, tilting his chin upward with a single leather-clad finger. “Look at me,” she commanded softly. He tried. He couldn’t. She laughed — a low, dark sound. “Oh yes… there’s still pride in this one. I like that.”

The maidens whispered to each other as they circled, their voices carrying like a chorus of dark angels:

“Too soft…”

“Too pretty…”

“This one will crawl fastest…”

“That one will fight longest…”

The branded men, still bound to the Pillar, squirmed under their gaze. Some tried to avert their eyes. Others stared back with a desperate mixture of shame and arousal, unable to stop themselves.

One maiden with flame-red hair — her armor studded with tiny black opals — leaned in close to a captive and exhaled slowly against his ear. “Smell that?” she whispered. “It’s the scent of your old life burning away.” Her tongue flicked across his neck, leaving a wet mark that made him gasp. She pulled back, smiling wickedly. “I might keep this one for myself.”

Martessa watched all of this from the dais at the end of the temple, her whip coiled loosely at her side. She didn’t intervene. This was part of the process. Part of the breaking.

Another maiden, taller than the rest, with a chain belt that jingled as she moved, tapped the edge of her crop against a captive’s branded chest. He flinched at the touch even though it didn’t strike him. She tilted her head. “They still think this is punishment,” she said softly to no one in particular. “They don’t understand it’s rebirth.”

The captives’ breath came faster now — some with terror, some with something darker creeping under their skin. The maidens had that effect. They didn’t just strip flesh. They stripped certainty. They made fear feel like anticipation.

Finally, Martessa raised one hand and the maidens stilled, their movements halting in perfect synchronicity.

“Enough,” she said, her voice filling the hall. “They have been seen. They have been weighed. Their training begins at first moonrise.”

The maidens straightened, a few casting hungry looks back at the captives before retreating into the shadows again. Their laughter lingered like perfume, soft and mocking, fading slowly into the high vaulted dark.

Martessa stepped forward, her eyes raking over the bound, branded men.

“You have glimpsed your mistresses,” she said. “You will soon know them far more intimately. Every command. Every punishment. Every mercy.”

She smiled faintly.

“Welcome to your new life.”

The captives stared at her, breathing hard, their collars pulsing in time with their terrified hearts. The temple hummed softly, runes glowing brighter as the first moon of the Nocturne Realm rose high over the spires outside.

Chapter Six

The night above London was cool and still when Matthew stepped out of the factory. He closed the heavy doors behind him, sealing the echo of screams and the fading scent of incense inside. His hands were steady as he brushed dust from his sleeves, his suit immaculate again, his expression composed.

To anyone passing, he was just another man leaving a forgotten building.

But inside, he still felt the echo of Martessa’s whip cracking like a heartbeat.

He slid into his car, turned the key, and merged into the traffic of the sleeping city. The glow of streetlights flickered across his face, briefly revealing the faint brand burned into the inside of his wrist — a mark invisible to human eyes, but blazing to those of the Realm. It pulsed faintly, as if calling him back.

A single message appeared on his phone screen as he drove:

> Come home.

He smiled.

The city blurred around him. Concrete and glass dissolved into shadow. His car, the street, the night — all became smoke. And then, with a breath, the Nocturne Realm opened itself and swallowed him whole.

---

He emerged into the Temple of Discipline.

Martessa was waiting.

She stood at the center of the hall, whip coiled loosely in her hand, her boots planted on the same black glass floor where, only an hour ago, the new captives had been branded. The runes glowed softly, fed by fresh energy. In the distance, faint cries still echoed from deeper chambers as the Domina led the men to their first tasks.

Matthew walked forward slowly and knelt before her. His hands found their place behind his back automatically. His head bowed until his forehead brushed the cool floor.

“Rise, Child of Twilight,” Martessa said.

He rose to his knees but kept his eyes lowered. “It is done, goddess. All have been taken.”

“All but one,” she said.

“Yes.” He hesitated. “You told me to keep him.”

“And you will,” she said. “You will break him at your pace. He will become your proof, your tool, your message to the world above. When you return him, he will be a ghost of a man. A whisper of what waits beyond arrogance.”

Matthew bowed his head deeper. “Yes, goddess.”

Martessa circled him slowly, as she had in the prologue. Her shadow slid across the black floor like liquid. “I watched you tonight,” she said. “You did not falter. You no longer pity them.”

He felt her gloved finger trace the line of his jaw. It was not affection. It was appraisal.

“No,” he whispered. “I pity nothing now.”

“Good.” She stopped in front of him. “You are almost ready.”

He dared a glance up at her. “Ready?”

Her smile was small but predatory. “For more.”

She snapped her fingers and two maidens appeared from the shadows. They carried a small iron box bound with chains. They knelt, set it before her, and withdrew. Martessa opened the box. Inside lay a new collar — darksteel, etched with runes more complex than any he had seen before.

“This,” she said, “is your reward.”

His breath caught. “A collar?”

“A key,” she corrected. “The first link of your ascension. Wear it when you deliver the next offering. It will draw you deeper into our Realm, grant you access to what others of your kind will never see. You will not simply deliver them. You will prepare them.”

She lifted the collar from the box. It was heavier than it looked, humming faintly in her hands.

“Do you accept it?” she asked.

He lowered his head. “I do.”

Martessa leaned closer, her eyes burning like amethyst fire. “Then kneel fully.”

He pressed his forehead to the floor. The cool stone felt like ice against his skin. He heard the soft chime of metal as she brought the collar down.

The moment it touched his neck, the runes flared to life — violet and silver, pulsing in time with his heart. The sensation was not pain, not exactly. It was weight. Claim. Power settling on him like a second skin.

“You are bound,” she said. “And through binding, you are free.”

He shuddered as the collar locked into place. He felt its magic running through him, a pulse of the Realm itself. Images flooded his mind — glimpses of the men already crawling in the training pits, their eyes glazed with a mixture of terror and awe. He saw them being taught the first lessons of obedience by the Domina maidens. He heard their new names whispered like prayers.

And he saw himself there too, standing beside Martessa, instructing, commanding.

The goddess placed a gloved hand on his head. “Rise.”

He rose slowly, the collar cool against his throat. For the first time since kneeling, he dared to look her directly in the eyes.

“What am I now?” he asked softly.

Martessa’s smile was a slow, dangerous curve. “You are my harbinger.”

She stepped back, letting her whip unfurl from her hand. The sound cracked once, echoing through the temple, and the new captives screamed in distant chambers.

“Go,” she said. “Bring me more.”

Matthew bowed his head. “Yes, goddess.”

And with that, the Child of Twilight turned toward the mirror, his silhouette framed by violet light. Behind him, the cries of the broken rose like music. Ahead of him, the mortal world waited — full of men who thought themselves untouchable.

He smiled as he stepped forward.

The Realm was always hungry.

And so was he.
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