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As she gathered with the other young women in front of the elders, Layla tried to calm her pounding heart. It had been a tense season preparing for the ritual. The last three offerings had been refused and the village was on the last of their food stores. If their crops were not successful, they would all starve. All of the women of marrying age without a partner were gathered in the hopes that when summoned, their god would take whomever he desired most and bless them with a bountiful harvest.

Layla didn't stand out as much as the other available women her age. Spending most of her time apprenticing with weavers and garment makers kept her too busy for official matchmaking. With her plump frame and mousy brown hair, she expected to wait through the ritual for one of the comelier beauties with slim hips, soft hands, and golden hair. Or perhaps he would prefer one of the women with hair as black as his eyes? Layla remembered the last sacrifice to be accepted had dark hair. But so did one of the refusals.

The priests began to chant and the women around Layla looked up at the huge stone altar. The elders went around lighting every candle on the altar and the torches around the glyph carved into the stone ground where the god would appear when summoned. Layla let her mind drift to the incomplete tapestry on her loom. 'Perhaps this ceremony will be swift and I can work on it when our lord is satisfied.' She felt sure there would be time for more work when the incense thickened and turned bitter like a cooking fire hissing with fatty meat dripping into it. 

The priests were nearly done with their chanting and the female elders clapped their hands to get the young women's attention. "Ladies, you must be examined to ensure your purity for our lord to make his choice."

Layla sighed, her cheeks turning red. Not many women had seen twenty-five summers without knowing a man, or even a woman if she'd had the interest. No suitor had come to her and this inspection felt like a ritualized embarrassment of her unwanted state. She tried to avoid assumptions that came with her age by slinking away to the very back of the line to be checked. The last thing she wanted was to be the eldest unmarried virgin and a refused sacrifice on the same day.

'I should have claimed an illness,' She thought, trying and failing to put herself further down the line.

Most of the women ahead of her were excited for the chance to be the one to end the string of rejected offerings, entering the huddle of older women hopeful looks to those in line behind them. One by one each woman was checked to ensure their virginity was still intact then excitedly waited close to the summoning circle.

Layla distracted herself by watching as their lord materialized within the circle. He was taller than any man in the village with skin as deep green as the dense forest they used to hunt. His eyes were the clear blue of a flowing river and his head was crowned with antlers sprouting his jet black hair. He looked out over the assembled crowd then down at the chanting priests.

"Why have you summoned me?" He sounded bored with all the activity around him and he sat on the altar among the candles.

"What are you doing?!" A woman hissed, grabbing Layla by the arm and pulling her into the circle of elders. "Do not keep our lord waiting!"

Looking down to avoid the stares she knew she was receiving, Layla scampered to the safety of the closed circle of older women. She removed her undergarments and pulled up her skirts, arranging them carefully as she made these herself. The last thing she wanted was to be seen in her own work with snagged thread on her delicate embroidery. Layla drew up her legs and spread her knees, exposing herself to the keen eyes of the women around her. The three of them with the most experience peered into her parted folds and inserted a slim rod carved with the visage of their god.

With her hands on her belly, Layla watched the stars blink to life as the sun sank into the horizon and patiently waited as she was examined. As she was so accustomed, she didn't pay much attention to the women as they murmured to themselves and removed the rod and left her to smooth her skirts down. As she put on her undergarments, their next words made her heart leap into her throat. "You are not pure. You can go."

Layla's jaw dropped. "Impossible. I've never lain with anyone."

"Yes, yes. There is no shame in it, girl. Move along." One of the elders went to move her to the side but Layla resisted.

"I am not being prudish! I am in earnest!" Layla refused to be moved and went to climb back up on the examination slab. "Check again. You must be mistaken!"

"We have served in this capacity for longer than you have been alive. Stop this foolishness and move aside." The eldest woman with strong hands and hard green eyes hissed at her and grabbed her wrist. She scowled when Layla resisted. "We have other offerings to examine. Stop delaying the sacrifice!"

"I would never lie!" Layla didn't care everyone was staring at her and whispering to each other. "And I would never jeopardize the ritual by being deceitful about my virginity!"

"Get her out of here!" One of the priests ran over to assist in dragging Layla away as the crowd looked on in embarrassed horror.

Their god looked to the source of the commotion. "What is all this?"

The head priest prostrated himself at the lord's bare feet. "Just a bothersome offering that is not up to your standards, my lord. We will send her away immediately."

His eyes narrowed. "What is unworthy about her?"

The gathered villagers went silent and still. "She is lying about being a virgin, my lord. We have examined her to be sure she is worthy of consideration." The old women also bowed save for the one with a rough grip on Layla's arm.

"I have been truthful, I swear it!" She wrenched free of the old woman and distanced herself from the angry stares. Layla felt tears spill from her eyes and she wiped them away in anger. "I would never lie when so much is on the line!"

Even in the silence, Layla was too distraught to notice when her lord walked right up to her. "What is on the line?"

When a priest tried to interrupt, a simple glance from his lord changed his mind. "This ritual has been prepared for you, my lord." Layla stammered, looking pleadingly right into his eyes. "Our fields are in dire need of your blessing or the village will starve. All the untouched women have been brought to you in hopes you will accept her in exchange for a bountiful harvest."

"She has been rejected, great one." The eldest woman said, going to lead Layla away. "We have a gathering of virgins ready for you to choose from."

Bending down, the god appraised Layla as she recoiled from the older woman. "This one will do perfectly."

The old woman's jaw dropped and the other villagers whispered among each
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