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CHAPTER ONE 

SACRIFICED
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“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.
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