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Sacrificed

To The

Forest Gods

“I’m sorry, Mira,” the elder priest said solemnly. “The gods demand a sacrifice.” 

“I’m not even part of your congregation!” I shouted, trying to yank my wrists free. Two robed silent priests bound my wrists together and wrenched them over my head, making me cry out. I glared up at the priest, who was calmly watching. “Shouldn’t one of you be sacrificed? He’s your god!” 

He didn’t respond, turning to the men holding me and gesturing. 

I was yanked upward off my feet. I screamed and squeezed my eyes shut as they dragged me up the side of the giant smooth rock they said was sacred or whatever. The group of robed bastards mumbled something at the base of the rock and then filed out, solemn and silent, as I shouted obscenities at their backs.

I pulled and pulled at the ropes around my wrists until my arms burned, then went numb, then felt like they weren’t part of me at all. My fingers twitched uselessly above my head, tingling and foreign. I writhed against the rock, hips twisting, legs scrambling for something – anything – to push off of, but the smooth stone gave me nothing. Just endless slope, just sky and bark and rope. I screamed until my throat gave out, raw and dry and hollow. No one answered.

Tears welled up and spilled over, hot on my cheeks, but I didn’t sob. I was too far past that. I was vibrating with rage, with frustration, with the bitter sting of everything I’d tried to do. I’d almost made it. I was supposed to be gone by now. Supposed to be halfway to a real town, someplace with clean water and locked doors and no freaks in robes.

But I hadn’t made enough. Not yet. Just a few more days and I could have bought my ticket out.

Now I was going to die here. Strapped to a rock by lunatics. Sacrificed to some ancient forest nightmare like I was nothing more than meat.

I let my head fall back against the stone, eyes closed, breath shuddering. The sun was almost gone. The trees swallowed it inch by inch, the shadows creeping longer across the clearing. Soon it would be dark. I wouldn’t even get to see it coming.

I thought about the people who wouldn’t miss me. There were a lot of them.

And then – 

A rustle.

Small. Sharp. At the base of the rock.

My head snapped sideways. I craned my neck, straining to see, but the position was all wrong. My spine bent, my arms pulled high, the incline keeping everything just out of reach. I couldn’t see anything.

Another sound. Closer.

Panic surged again, sick and electric. I tried to scream. A broken wheeze came out, thin and dry. My throat scraped. I was too hoarse.

Shadows shifted below me. A silhouette moved. Slowly and deliberately.

Someone was climbing the rock. I heard the scrape of a boot on stone and nearly choked on the sob that burst from my chest.

Someone heard me. A wild surge of relief crashed through me, so overwhelming I almost couldn’t breathe. My eyes filled again, but this time they were happy tears, burning down my cheeks. I wasn’t going to die up here after all. I wasn’t going to be meat on a rock or bones in the dirt. Someone was coming. Someone was coming to save me.

Thank God. Or whatever. I didn’t care. I twisted my head as far as I could to see.

A shadow rose over the edge of the rock.

“Hey –!” I rasped, too hoarse to shout. “Help me – please –”

And then he stepped fully into view.

Hooded. Calm. Smirking. My whole body went cold. It was one of them.

One of the ones who tied me here. One of the ones who left me. 

Not just any of them. I knew that face. Even half-covered in the gloom, I knew him. Brother Anthony. From that isolated, strange little cult in the woods.

We always thought they were weird, but harmless. We were wrong.

My body froze as I realized he was holding a dagger. 

“Hello, Mira,” he breathed into my face, reeking of ale, raising the knife slowly in front of my face. My eyes kept darting from it back to his face. I was trembling. My mind was whirling. 

“I’ll admit, I was a bit disappointed,” he whispered, hovering the blade over my chest, “when Father Paul said we weren’t allowed to help... prepare you.”

My stomach twisted, but my body was frozen. I felt numb. I was panting, short, sharp breaths trying to make sure my body didn’t touch the knife hovering over my ribs. 

“Lucky for me,” Brother Anthony continued, hot, rancid breath in my face. I couldn’t help closing my eyes and turning away, on reflex. I heard him chuckle under his breath. 

I could still hear the smirk in his voice. “I got to volunteer for this part.” I kept my face pressed into my upper arm, willing this to be over, willing him to die on the spot. A miracle. Please. 

He dragged the blade straight down my chest, slicing the front of my dress open in one slow motion. I felt the fabric part under the tip, a sharp whisper of linen tearing in two. One side slipped free and fluttered in the breeze like it had never belonged to me at all.

I cried out, instinct taking over, legs scrambling to curl up and trap what remained of the dress between my thighs. It didn’t matter. He laughed. A low, amused sound like I was a child playing a losing game. Then he shifted downward and settled his weight across my legs, pinning me flat against the stone.

Another rip. Louder this time. Final.

I went still.

The rest of the dress was gone.

My arms were stretched above me, still bound tight. My sleeves were bunched at my shoulders, useless scraps of tattered clothing that did nothing to hide me. My entire front was bare to the cold air and to his eyes.

I glared at him anyway. It was all I had left. He crouched over me and grinned like I’d just handed him something sweet.

His gaze crawled across my chest. He took his time with it, eyes trailing down and then back up again, lingering in places I didn’t want noticed. When he finally raised the dagger again, I flinched. I couldn’t help it. He was already too close, and he wasn’t done.

The blade slipped down again, this time between my thighs, and with one smooth movement he sliced through my undergarments. The sound was quick, brutal, and final. My whole body jerked. I turned my face into my upper arm, cheeks burning.

There was nothing left to protect me.

I tried to tune him out, tried to sink into the stone, disappear, become anything else. But I couldn’t stop the way the blazing humiliation under my skin or the way my ears felt his breathing. The smell. 

Then I heard it. A muffled groan. Not pain. Pleasure.

I clenched my jaw and said nothing. I didn’t hear him leave. All I could hear was the blood pounding in my ears and panic snaking up my spine.

When I cracked my eyes open, panting with terror, it was darkening quickly. Bright orange still barely peeked above the treetops, but the dusky twilight was giving way to the pitch dark. The air around was quickly cooling, goosebumps rippling across my body. My heart pounded. I yanked weakly at my binds again. 

It was no use. 

I was going to die. 

I had no idea how, or when. All I knew is that those stupid cultists grabbed me, called me a sacrifice and tied me to the rock naked; honestly, I was rather thankful that they hadn’t gone further. Such is a woman’s lot in life, I raged internally. Live well, be pleasant, get sacrificed anyway. 

Rustling in the trees snapped through my spine like a live wire. The irritation was gone. This was different. My eyes shot to the treeline, scanning frantically for movement, trying to make sense of what I was hearing. Something monstrously big was coming. Branches cracking, the rhythmic crashing of limbs hitting each other like something too large and too careless was pushing through the forest without concern for who or what it disturbed.

I writhed against the stone, dragging at the ropes until my shoulders screamed. My legs flailed, kicking at the smooth incline, desperate for leverage. Nothing. No grip, no give. I arched my back hard, pulling with everything I had left. The rope didn’t budge. I collapsed back against the rock, breath shallow, chest heaving, just in time to see something emerge from the trees.

At first I thought it was a man. Then I saw the antlers.

My mind tripped over itself, trying to assign meaning to what I was seeing. He was tall, too tall – and broad, moving like he belonged there, like the forest had made him and he was returning home. The tips of his antlers brushed the canopy above as he stepped fully into view, shadow clinging to him. His body was massive, human-shaped in theory, but cloaked in shadow and bulk and wrongness.

His eyes found mine. I couldn’t look away. There was no white in them, just a gleaming circle of light ringed in black. Hypnotizing and mythical.

He kept slowly moving forward.

I was so locked on him, I didn’t notice the other two stepping out behind him.

I was so fixated on him – the towering one with the eyes like a target and the antlers like twisted branches – that I didn’t realize he wasn’t alone.

Two others emerged behind him, one to either side.

The one on the left seemed jumpy. His antlers were jagged and wild, a spiked crown around long, tangled hair the color of gold coins. It shimmered as he walked, falling nearly to his waist. His eyes were golden too, sharp and hungry, and there was a grin stretched across his mouth; like he’d been looking forward to this. He was smaller than the first, but not by much, and there was a quickness to him that made my skin crawl.

On the right, the third was almost graceful. His antlers were long and smooth, arcing back like polished bone. Silver hair spilled over his shoulders, glowing faintly in the moonlight, and his eyes were pale, unreadable. Even from a distance, there was something cooler about him. Controlled. Watchful. He moved like he was measuring the distance between us and deciding what I was worth.

They stopped in a line in front of me. Silent.

Three of them. All massive. All staring.

And me; naked, tied, shaking like a leaf, trying to figure out what they were.

Or what I was supposed to be to them.
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CHAPTER TWO 
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CLAIMED

For a moment, we stared at each other. 

“There is only one,” the one on the left muttered. 

“We can see that,” the one on the right retorted quietly. 

The one in the middle just glowered at me.

My teeth were clenched, my body trembling. I wasn’t going to go this way, damn it. 

I felt a second surge of strength and I started pulling at the ropes with everything I had, wrenching and pushing and trying to use my feet to get more leverage. None of them made a sound as I writhed and grunted with the effort. Had to get – free – 

“Well, I will take her,” the one on the left said breathlessly and I whipped my head back up, collapsing back down. He had gotten a few steps closer. 

A wave of fear went through my body and I froze. I was able to see more of him... All of him. All three of them were nude from head to toe, not a stitch between them. Their bodies were scratched and scarred, all over, bulging muscles and sharp edges. Their glowing eyes and And... 

My eyes bulged. My breathing stopped. Absolute weapons hung between their legs. The one nearest me, the one eyeing me excitedly and breathing hard, was getting aroused. A strange flush went through my body as I realized he was hard for me. 

“Absolutely not,” the one on the right said sharply. His voice was smoother, higher. His body was slimmer, smaller. I was trying to keep my eyes from darting to their crotches. 

The one in the middle took a deep, ragged breath. Both of the others looked at him, but then when he remained silent, the left one took another step forward. 

“Theren,” the one on the right snapped. 

The golden-haired one – Theren, I guess – kept his eyes on mine as he took another step forward, his hands rising slightly and twitching like he couldn’t contain his instinct to reach forward. 

“Quiet, Velien,” he said softly. From the edges of my vision I saw the silver-haired one – Velien –  throw his hands up. 

Theren took another step towards me and gently raised his hands, hovering over me. My body stilled. His hands were the size of my torso. 

“May I untie you, lady?” he asked gently. 

A wave of conflict rose through me but I couldn’t contain a fast, frantic nodding. I hadn’t felt my shoulders in hours. He reached up, with one hand, fumbling slightly before easily pulling the rope free. 

I couldn’t hold back a cry as my limp arms dropped, my hands smacking the rock, shock-waves of nerves rippling through the numb flesh again. As I slid down the rock, untethered, Theren’s hand gently helped lower me to the ground. 

I collapsed to my knees on the cold, wet grass, completely unable to lift my arms, unable to stop the tears coming down my cheeks from the rush of sensations. 

“Thank – thank you,” I
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