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"Okay, have I got everything?" Barry half-murmured, half-whispered to himself, patting the pockets of his jeans.
Pushing up his square glasses and inadvertently obscuring the turquoise markings beneath his eyes, he nodded to himself at last, gave the room one last glance around, and then set out.
It wasn't far from the place he stayed to the edge of the city and the forest that grew there. From there, a certain cave—his destination—was close but hard to find, thanks to the thick vegetation.
But Barry knew where it was.
Walking briskly, he plunged into the close-knit trees. The air was thick with fog, which made the uneven terrain even more difficult to navigate than usual, yet the full moon was so vibrant that its light stabbed like sabers through the canopy.
The ground suddenly sloped downward, and Barry's pace slowed, forced to pick his way carefully among twisted roots and ensnaring vines.
Through the gloom of the forest, a little mound rose out of the ground, a little dome half Barry's height. 
Looking over his shoulder to get his bearings—as much good as that did with every direction looking like fog—the Clydesdale went around to the far edge of the mound and fished into his pocket. Taking out a chunk of obsidian, he held it up and let the moonlight glint off its surface. Within an instant, the moonlight passed through the opaque stone. The light that exited the other side shone like a flashlight, yet it was unaffected by the fog, as if it weren't there at all. Playing his lens around the surface of the mound, Barry gasped, seeing the ethereal runes suddenly leap off the gnarly surface to silhouette an arched doorway.
Reaching forward, the horse put his hand on the mound, felt the concealed opening beneath his three-fingered palm, and then tucked his obsidian piece back into his pocket.
Turning sideways—Barry was well-endowed in the hip department—he stepped up to the miniature hill, felt the ground slope sharply under his hoof, and sidestepped into and under the mound.
The walls were so close together that Barry couldn't face forward and had to keep walking sideways for several paces in the pitch black. But then, after a sharp right turn, the passage abruptly opened up into a wide cave.
"Goddess?" Barry called softly, "I've come for your monthly sacrifice."
Something stirred deep below him, a low-frequency, far-off rumbling that he felt more than heard. Faint light faded into view, dimly illuminating the cavern from everywhere and nowhere at once.
"Thank you, Goddess," Barry said.
Turning to face directly behind himself, he pressed his hand against the wall and felt around until his fingers brushed over an indentation. Poking a finger in, he pulled out on a wooden box the size of a large book inset into the wall. Flipping open the hinged top, he reached in and took out a ceremonial gown, glanced down at the clothes he was wearing, then put the gown back in the box and put the box back into the wall. Then he set about stripping off his clothes, revealing a chestnut coat with a white underside, wrists, and socks.
Tossing his clothes in the corner, he grabbed the box again, took out the gown, and hurriedly put it on. He always felt a little self-conscious being naked in the cave with the goddess. Besides, he was sure that the sight of the gown's inset earthly treasures—mostly polished obsidian with ruby accents, all of it joined with pitch and just enough fabric to keep it all together—was far more pleasing to her than his self-described "chunky" body.
Over the gown that smoldered black and red in the dim light, Barry donned a vibrant, red cloak made mostly of rubies but with accents of obsidian. The outfit was heavy, yet it was just his size; Barry had made it himself based on the extensive research he'd done.
After sliding the now-empty box back into the wall, he reached into his pants pocket and grabbed his hunk of obsidian, then bunched his clothes up in the corner out of the way. Turning back around, he surveyed the descending path in front of him.
The path was long—that much he knew all too well—roughly half a mile of weaving and winding, all while dropping hundreds of feet below the surface. Taking a breath and letting it out, he began the long trek.
As he walked, he couldn't help chuckling sheepishly at how far he'd come over the last year, how one year to the day ago, he had first seen the runes on the cave's surface as the moonlight shone through what should have been opaque stone.
The path branched into three. Barry went to the left.
Of course, finding the cave was only one of a dozen challenging tasks Barry had overcome, he thought as he made a right at the next junction. Finding his way through the labyrinthine path itself had been extremely difficult—and was arguably the most dangerous part. Fortunately, he hadn't gotten lost and starved to death.
The air grew warmer, and Barry was quite aware of both the weight and insulating properties of his robe and gown.
At least he wasn't having to carry them from home anymore! The goddess had so kind as to keep the normally damp cave dry enough to let him store them there—in their wooden box—without fear of mildew destroying his hard work.
And what hard work it had been! Finding that many pieces of stone was not a trifling task, and then figuring out how to get them to stick without turning the gown into a solid, unmoving statue was a challenge unto itself. Thank goodness for the reference books.
Ah, the reference books, where this had all started, he thought as he made two rights and then a left.
It started innocently enough—he hadn't intended to find some obscure goddess to start worshiping. And yet, as he sat there in the ancient history section of the library poring over old texts in search of—well, come to think of it, he didn't remember what he was looking for at the time—he happened to glimpse a woodcut out of the corner of his eye as he was flipping through the pages. Flipping back to it, he saw a feminine form, of a species he'd never seen before. Hunting through the text on nearby pages, he discovered that she was a wickerbeast, an ancient creature best described as a cross between the mane, body, and feet of an anthropomorphic, digitigrade lion, the stout, tapering but ridgeless tail of a monitor lizard, two long, backward-facing, oblong donkey ears, and the jaw and muzzle of the mythological dragons of western lore. The creature took mostly after its mammalian parts and seemed to be covered with fine fur rather than scales.
But besides the unusual amalgamation of features, what really caught Barry's eye—what made him forget whatever else it was he was looking for that fateful day—was the fact that the black-and-white woodcut burst into vivid color before his eyes on seeing it. The fluffy mane exploded into vibrant gold. The creature's back glowed crimson, and its belly turned gray, with a black band separating the two colors. Gray bands encircled the creature's biceps, wrists, and halfway down its tail, and black patches accented its nostrils and covered its cheeks, elbows, feet, and the backs of its hands. Its jaw was gray, and a much thicker gray band separated a band of red on its tail from the black tip.
But most striking were its golden, pupilless eyes that seemed to stare everywhere—to see everything—all at once.
Whatever Barry had set out to do that evening in the library was immediately forgotten, and by the time he finished devouring every word in that book—and also every other book he could find on the subject—sunlight was streaming in through the windows.
The wickerbeast was an ancient goddess of the earth, once with a strong following in this part of the world, but her cult was among many that fell to western religions in the Middle Ages. Through the books, Barry learned about the sacrifices of earth that were made on each full moon at altars hidden deep within labyrinthine caves.
Barry did an about-face and went through a passageway right next to the one he'd just exited, one he never would have stopped to look for if he hadn't just known.
From the second he saw the woodcut, Barry couldn't put it out of his mind. Even as he was frantically reading, he kept flipping back to it, gently running his fingers over the page. He could have sworn the page had been warm to the touch, and though the goddess was obviously covered in hair, the follicles seemed to glint as if each one had been fashioned from a sliver of precious stone.
Speaking of precious stones, a few paces after Barry had made that sharp turn, the walls had suddenly started shimmering with them. The faint light reflected over thousands of glistening surfaces, casting a dazzling rainbow of colors throughout the space. Barry remembered when he had first seen it, how he had stopped in his tracks, his jaw gaping as he reached out in disbelief to feel of the—very real—large fortune of gems decorating the walls.
As he descended further, his wandering thoughts coalesced on the present somewhat as he peered at the scintillating surface, occasionally catching the stray flat spot where he had taken one jewel or other.
The cloak he wore was not his first attempt. In fact, with his meager salary, his first cloak had consisted of precisely one ruby no larger than the tip of his finger, a few bits of obsidian that he had been able to find out and about, and a whole lot of dirt to make up the difference. It was a humble cloak—the best he could do, but humble nevertheless—and yet the goddess had looked at the effort he'd put into it, the devotion he'd shown in doing his sincere best, and decided that he deserved to have his ceremonial cloak look as good as he had tried to make it. Over his shocked protests, she had insisted that he take the stones from the wall and fashion them into a more appropriate cloak. 
Now, a year later, new stones were peeking out of the earth, filling in the blank spots like adult teeth taking the place of baby teeth. Barry looked at them, shook his head, and chuckled ruefully to himself. How splendid this had all seemed a year ago! And now, he had gotten so used to it that the trek seemed like a chore—a worthwhile chore, like flying to visit distant family for the holidays—but a chore nonetheless.
His heart quickened as he rounded the final turn and at last came into a vast chamber, the ceiling of which towered a full hundred feet over his head. The temperature immediately spiked. The gems on Barry's gown and cloak flashed, and he quickly pulled the hood down over his face, shielding his skin from the heat radiating off the pool of magma in the middle of the cavern.
Turning to his right, further shielding himself from the intense heat, Barry went to a metal altar—it was really a barbecue grill, but he did the best he could with what he could get hold of—and placed the chunk of obsidian on the grate.
Closing his eyes, the Clydesdale faced the altar head-on, clasped his hands, and bowed his head.
"Stone and fire, both are yours," he murmured. "Burn with ire; smite with force. Thy enemies will fall. Our goddess now we call. Hear our prayer, O mighty Ruby, and show us that which ought to be."
"Ohh, Barry!" a distinctly feminine voice singsonged teasingly.
Barry grinned.
How she'd startled him the first time! How he'd fumbled over the words, worried he'd mistranslated, worried that she wouldn't like his sacrifice (a chunk of obsidian the size of his fist, incidentally, the biggest he could afford after months of saving up). How the deathly still air of the cave had suddenly whipped at his makeshift cloak, how the obsidian offering had suddenly turned as red as a garnet, caught fire, and melted away, vanishing before his eyes.
And then he'd turned around, and she was there, peering at him in a most perplexed manner.
Barry raised his head, opened his eyes, and turned.
There she was, same as always, sprawled on her side on her bed of magma, her head resting on her fist as she watched him with a mischievous grin.
"Goddess," he said, bowing low.
"Oh, Barry, you know I hate it when you call me that," the goddess said, rolling her eyes good-naturedly.
"Yes, well," Barry replied, chuckling sheepishly, "It still feels weird calling you 'Ruby', even after a year. Happy anniversary, by the way," he said, inclining his head towards the altar.
"Ooh?" the goddess asked, leaning up with a glint in her eyes.
Leaping nimbly from her molten-rock resting place, she trotted over to stand beside him and looked in the altar.
"O–oh," she said, trying to conceal her disappointment. "You brought me a rock."
"Yes!" Barry said excitedly, "But not one from here; I wanted something extra special, so I went on a rock-hunting trip and found this one just for you!"
"I–it's nice," Ruby replied, smiling and feeling of it.
Barry's face fell. "You don't like it," he said. "I should have brought back the bigger one; I knew I should have brought back the bigger one. But, Goddess—"
"Ruby."
"—Ruby—I had to dig very deep to get this one! That big one was right on the surface, and I figured the effort matters more than the size!"
Ruby snickered in spite of herself.
Barry cocked his head quizzically.
"Oh, don't mind me," Ruby said. "Five thousand years by yourself, and you laugh at every double entendre you can."
Barry frowned. "Five thousand, Goddess? I thought your cult ended in the Middle Ages?"
Ruby shrugged. "Five thousand, one thousand, when you start measuring in thousands, it all kinda runs together."
Barry pursed his lips. "Oh. Well, I'm sorry you don't like it. Was there... something else you wanted?"
Ruby sighed. "You know, I really think I've had my fill of old rocks." Glancing at him, her eye glinted. "What I  really want, Barry, is something..." She gave him a significant look. "Younger."
The Clydesdale frowned again. "Younger, Ruby?" he asked. "Well, um, I'm sure I can find you some limestone if you'd prefer?"
Ruby shriveled her nose and shook her head. "Nah, sedimentary sticks in my craw," she said.
Barry searched his brain, wishing for a moment that he were a geologist instead of a historian. "Well, uh... H–how about some marble? I'll have to save up for it a bit, but I'm sure some nice marble would—"
"Nah, I'm really looking for something more"—she glanced at him and smirked—"living."
The horse reeled. "Living?" he asked. "Oh, you mean, like, organic? Maybe some nice soil. Some loam, perhaps?"
Ruby shook her head.
"A–a–a tree branch? Ooh! A sapling?"
Ruby rolled her eyes and sighed, sidled up next to him, and wrapped her arm around his shoulder.
"I was thinking something..." She overtly looked him up and down, up and down. "More mobile."
Mobile. Barry mouthed the word, mystified.
Barely able to contain it, Ruby closed her eyes and put her fingers to her temples.
"I'm having a vision, Barry," she said. "Mm, yes, I see it now! White chestnut and turquoise."
She cracked open one of her eyes to glance at him, then quickly closed it again. "Sturdy hooves—ah, feet—yes. Wide trunk. Lots of junk in the trunk. Mm. Yes."
She dramatically opened her eyes, looked straight at him significantly, and said, "Oh, hello, Barry!"
The horse blinked, then looked down at himself, then gasped and looked back up at her.
"M–me, Ruby?"
"Why, Barry! What a wonderful sacrifice that would be!" Ruby said, her voice dripping appreciation. "Yes, I can see it now," she said. "Here's white..."
She touched the star on his nose and then his wrist.
"Here's chestnut," she said, cupping his face, "And here's turquoise."
She ran her thumb gently over one of his turquoise eye markings, a ring that followed the bottom half of his eye like thick mascara with three dots radiating out from it. Her other hand lightly grazed his neck, where a turquoise band sat like a naturally grown collar.
"Why, no rock has ever shown me the kind of devotion you have," she said, affectionately stroking her hand through his blond mane. Giving a lurid glance at his hips, she added, "And such a wide trunk."
Barry reddened.
"Aww, Barry, you're so cute when you get self-conscious," Ruby teased him, "But you know I wouldn't tease you if I didn't like you."
"I like you, too, Ruby," Barry replied quickly, glad to change the subject. "And you know I would do anything for you."
"Anything?" Ruby asked pointedly.
"Anything," Barry replied. "I will sacrifice myself to you right here, right now, Goddess, if that's what you want."
Ruby smiled, put her arms out, and wrapped them around his neck, hugging him.
"What I want, Barry, is for you to call be 'Ruby'."
"Right," Barry replied sheepishly, hugging her back.
"And," she added intently, "I want to know if you're serious about sacrificing yourself. It's not nice to tease, Barry."
Barry scoffed involuntarily. "You tease me all the time, Ruby!" he protested.
"But that's different!" Ruby insisted. "I'm just messing with you, but promising to sacrifice yourself and leading me on like that and then backing out? Well, it's not nice to get a girl's hopes up like that."
Barry shook his head. "I'm not teasing," he said firmly. "I would die for you, Ruby. Ever since I first saw you in that woodcut, I knew that you were my destiny. Nothing would satisfy me more than to fulfill my destiny in your service."
"Is that so?" Ruby asked. "What if it hurts?"
Barry stood firm. "Whatever the cost, I'm yours."
"What if it hurts... a lot? You've seen what happens to rocks when you sacrifice them."
Barry cringed for a moment. The rocks usually glowed and then vaporized, though she sometimes crushed them into dust first. The notion of his final moments being either boiled alive or crushed was—
He shook his head.
"It doesn't matter, Ruby. If you want me to suffer torture, I will do it, and I trust that you will use my sacrifice in a way that brings you great satisfaction. I hope my trust is not misplaced," he added hesitantly but with a hint of emphasis.
"You say that," Ruby said, "But have you thought it through? Really thought it through? For instance, I'm your height right now and not very imposing. But, if I were to, say, suddenly grow large enough to eat you in one bite, would that make it clear how serious of a promise you're making?"
Barry smirked faintly. "I haven't forgotten the first time I met you, Ruby," he said, thinking back to the time her size filled the cavern. "I know what I'm committing to."
"Well, then."
Ruby let go of his neck and took a step back. Before Barry's eyes, she shot up until her toe was taller than he was.
And now?
Ruby's voice was again so deep that Barry felt it rather than heard it. And yet, he still understood every word.
Barry looked up at the towering goddess and swallowed hard. It might have been a little true that he'd gotten used to her being about his size and much less intimidating. Still, as he gazed up at the two-story-tall face of his goddess, it was awe and rapture that widened his eyes, not fear.
"Yes, Ruby!" he yelled up at her. "Even now!"
Very well. Any last words?
Barry's stomach lurched into his feet as her massive hand swept him up dizzyingly high into the air and held him in front of her face.
Her mouth was open, and Barry could see its bright yellow interior, her uvula practically glinting like a disco ball and her brilliant white teeth standing out against her red and gray jaws.
Staring into that abyss, Barry felt his stomach lurch again. 
This is it, he realized, rather surprised. The last year, the studies that had me in that library in the first place, choosing history as a major... it has all led up to this moment.
He swallowed hard, feeling the heaviness of the situation, the finality. For, once he passed through those jaws—as countless sacrifices had—there was no coming back.
He wondered whether he had been rash in agreeing, whether her challenging him had made him dig in his heels, and in so doing, dig his own grave. But, the more he thought about it, the more he thought that he could go without regrets. Ephemeral concerns—rent, his studies, his "stuff"—would not matter once he'd sacrificed himself to her.
His mind drifted to his loved ones—his family and friends who would miss him—and he did feel a pang of remorse for leaving them behind without an explanation.
"I do have some last words," he said.
Yes?
"Only, I hope that my loved ones will know that I sacrificed myself for the greater good, Ruby. I surrender to your will, Goddess; may that grant them peace in my absence."
The thirteen-foot-tall head nodded solemnly, and then its jaw opened wide. Barry sucked in a deep breath, his heart racing and his eyes bulging as Ruby lifted him above her head and began to tilt her hand.
Barry's hooves slipped, losing traction before regaining it. The horse began to pant, staring down into the gaping maw of his idol.
Ruby's hand tilted again. Barry's hooves left her hand. He screamed as he fell through the air. The bright inside of her mouth flashed, then was all around him. He landed on her tongue and felt her lean her head forward, knocking him over on his side. With a sweeping motion, her tongue brushed him to the side of her mouth, onto her teeth.
The impact with the hard, sharp surface made Barry wince, holding his bruised, lightly bleeding arm.
Sorry, Barry.
Her lips closed, and Barry was plunged into darkness.
Something banged into his head. The horse gasped and rolled just as her teeth came down. But, instead of chewing, she held them closed, trapping him with her tongue.
Down the hatch.
Her tongue was the size of a flatbed truck and swept her mouth with frightening speed. Barry was able to dodge it twice before it caught him, flung him against the inside of her teeth, and then dragged him towards the back of her mouth. Slippery liquid squirted all around him, and suddenly, he was flung backwards. He screamed again as he plunged down her esophagus.
But what ought to have been at least a four-story fall turned out to be much shorter. Expecting to plummet all the way down into what he assumed was a vat of lava and acid, Barry gasped in surprise when the walls of the goddess's throat caught him by the shoulders and, through natural peristalsis, lowered him down as smoothly and gently as an elevator. Their walls were slippery and afforded nothing for the helpless horse to grasp onto, but the snug squeeze and gentle but determined downward push from above as space opened up below carried him down, down, forever down. The process took so long that Barry actually had time to stop screaming, take stock of what was happening to him, and even get a little bored of the gentle descent by the end.
Better than walking? he ventured.
And yet, Ruby's throat was not bottomless, and eventually, Barry's gentle descent terminated with a ten-foot free-fall from the top of her stomach into her digestive juices. The horse barely had time to scream before his head was underwater. Panicking, he began swimming upward, yet what he had thought was water was, in fact, extremely thick, and swimming through it was like trying to swim through gelatin.
Abandoning traditional swimming for something akin to crawling on his belly through muddy terrain, the horse finally surfaced and gasped, partially from needing the breath, and partially at the shocking change of scenery.
No, not scenery, Barry thought. It's pitch-black dark in here. 'Environment'. Yes. Let's go with that.
Having decided that, he suddenly reexamined his position—floating on the thickest, goopiest stomach acid he had ever heard of—and was immediately perplexed as to why he wasn't in indescribable pain. Not that he minded, but he had imagined that digestion would be a more uncomfortable process.
Contrary to his earlier assessment, Barry realized, there was some light. It was faint—very faint—but with nothing to do but adjust to it, his eyes finally began to make out his own faint silhouette and those of the ripples in the stomach acid around him as he moved.
He became vaguely aware of a persistent tingling in his fingers. It was extremely faint at first, and the Clydesdale had assumed it was just the flow of the current as he moved his hands. And yet, after a minute or two, it was impossible to ignore. It wasn't a painful feeling, but something akin to falling asleep on your hand and feeling the pins and needles as it wakes up.
Too, he was beginning to feel that same feeling in his toes. It kind of tickled, and he shriveled his nose in distaste. Bringing his hand to his face, he peered into the darkness, trying to make out his fingers. And yet, though he could clearly see the faint shape of his hand, covered in viscous goop, his digits were definitely not there.
Barry did a double-take and tried wiggling them, yet he realized with a sinking feeling that the sludge running from his hands down his arms before merging with the acid below was all that remained of them. And yet, despite the unnerving feeling, he couldn't help but stare, transfixed, as the goop trailed down his wrist, taking his palm with it.
The stomach acid was working elsewhere, too, and the Clydesdale realized that he couldn't feel—much less wiggle—his toes or feet, either.
The unease at being gently digested alive intensified, and for a few seconds, Barry flailed in the acid, only to find that his arms were slowly dissolving, like sugar straws slowly melting into a cup of water.
At that moment, his legs melded with the goddess's stomach contents, and warmth flowed up into his back, spreading to his neck and head. The Clydesdale sighed, suddenly feeling very relaxed. It was as if, instead of being digested, he was floating in a luxurious hot tub where the temperature was just right. The physiological effects of digestion no longer mattered to him, and his mind began to wander elsewhere.
Thoughts of his past floated into his consciousness—playing on the playground in kindergarten; a book report he'd given in sixth grade; his first, awkward date; getting accepted to his preferred university; discovering the book—
He gasped, suddenly wide awake again. The book was why he was here, and to be here was his purpose! In the excitement of being whisked off his feet, free-falling, being swallowed, and being partly digested, he'd had a little on his mind, but recollecting discovering the book suddenly reminded him that he was here—dissolving in a lake of thick acid—specifically because it pleased his goddess. One revelation led to another, and he realized with growing awe that in sacrificing himself to his goddess, he would become—in some way—part of her.
He brightened. A broad smile slowly traced itself over his lips.
Part of Ruby! he marveled. Though his body and mind might perish, some piece of him would now be with her always.
The Clydesdale let out a delighted sigh and lay back in the thick goo. If he had felt unnerved about being slowly digested before, now he was ecstatically enthusiastic!
With each passing moment, he felt little bits of him tingle and then go silent. His arms bade him farewell and vanished. His waist gurgled, tingled, and then went numb. His ears itched a little, and then the itching went away.
And then he felt in his core—what was left of it that could feel—that deep, familiar rumble. And yet, though he could understand it just as well as he always had, it wasn't speaking to him. Rather, it seemed to be talking to itself, and he was just listening in.
His nipples turned to goo and floated away.
And then, that same, low voice was talking to him.
No, not to him. To itself, still, but he was part of itself.
The thought made him laugh—or would have, had he had lungs to make the sound.
His head began to sink into the goo as his neck dissolved. He closed his eyes, and the deep drumming filled his mind, immersing him in visions of a life he had never lived.
Suddenly, he was towering over an ancient tribe, the old shamans no larger than mice below him, and yet he could distinctly see that they were clad in animal skins adorned heavily with flecks of obsidian and ruby. As they recited some ancient tongue that sounded strange but yet made perfect sense, Barry couldn't help thinking that, dressed that way, they themselves looked like little uncut stones, moving around at his hooves.
No, not hooves. Immense, red feet.
*************
Ruby sighed as she felt Barry fade away. Like a drop of color in a swimming pool, his essence diffused beyond detection. Thumping her chest and burping lightly, she shrank herself down to a more comfortable size and sat with her legs crossed on her magma-bed. It had taken—what had Barry said?—a thousand years for him to discover her cult and seek her out. How long would it be before she had followers again? She looked up at the walls of her cave and sighed again forlornly. He had only been gone an hour or so—only a minute, if you counted his life-force—and yet, she missed him already. How she had enjoyed their visits (the sacrifices she could take or leave, but the banter with him cheered her so), and even when he wasn't in her presence, she enjoyed reaching out to him, gently tugging at his mind, enticing him towards her with each waking moment.
But now, he was gone, and she was going to have to wait until someone discovered her again.
She huffed, bored and impatient already. 
Getting up, she went to the altar—how she'd teased Barry for it once she found out what it was!—and picked up the piece of obsidian he had been so proud to offer her.
"Oh, Barry," she murmured, her voice cracking as she clutched the stone to her chest. "Damn you and your sacrifice!"
Chuckling sheepishly, she brushed away her tears, took a breath, and exhaled sharply. Her mind was made up. Now all that remained was to follow through.
She carried the stone with her and walked back to her magma bed. Standing on the edge of it, she looked hesitantly at the stone and then popped it into her mouth, pressing it against the roof of her mouth with her tongue. Closing her eyes, she waited for it to dissolve as her stomach began to churn and her mouth began to salivate profusely.
*************
Countless memories of events millennia in the past floated placidly in an endless void like galaxies through space. Here and there, a stray comet flickered, so tiny and minuscule that it vanished as soon as it appeared. And yet, there was a change to the droning thrum that pulsed that void. Suddenly, a thousand distant comets flashed all at once, veered sharply, and headed on a collision course for each other.
A tiny explosion erupted in a dazzling flash of light, then vanished.
*************
A consciousness awoke, and yet its mind was clogged, and it wasn't sure where it was or how it got there. It had been presiding over an offering to himself...
Wait, no... Not to himself. Who was himself?
There was something strange about the rumble, a pattern he hadn't sensed in... how long had it been?
Barry! the consciousness realized. My name is Barry.
Sight.
Barry looked around—no, not exactly  looked around, for he had no head, no body whatsoever. Rather, some sort of disembodied consciousness looked around and found itself back in Ruby's stomach. The lake of acid was churning irritably, frothing, and waves crashed down on themselves.
Barry looked up.
Abruptly, something was propelling his consciousness very fast. "Up" rushed towards him at breakneck speed, and if he'd had hands, he would have cringed behind them.
Tight. Slippery walls rubbing roughly against him, and in the wrong direction. Discomfort.
Ow!
Sudden slam into something hard above him.
Light!
Yellow-orange light streamed through a cave in front of him. The mouth of the cave rushed forward.
Freedom!
And yet, like a bat fleeing a cave, his perspective arced upward instead of following the usual gravitational trajectory. Turning, he saw Ruby—Ruby!—hunched over, throwing up a golden-orange mass onto the ground. Floating towards it, Barry's consciousness watched as the mass splattered on striking the solid surface. And yet, instead of going everywhere, the gooey stuff formed itself into two circles a foot or two apart. Those circles began growing upward, forming hooves, fetlocks, and cannon bones. Barry's consciousness did a double-take on recognizing a familiar form.
But, no sooner did he recognize it than he felt drawn relentlessly towards it. Like a spacecraft caught in a tractor beam, he felt its pull on him, dragging him down, down, down.
The goop continued to fall, cascading out of Ruby's mouth as she retched and heaved, purging Barry's essence from her. A groin appeared, joining the leg-columns, and then the thick fluid began to spread out, forming thick hips and a generous midsection. Before long, the golden sludge was mounding itself towards a head, bulging a little at the chest, sprouting arms, and splitting into fingers, while the rain from above slowed, piled on top into a neck, head, and ears.
Barry's consciousness felt itself push into the head part of the goop, plunging him back into utter darkness.
*************
For a moment, the golden mass swirled within its envelope, shimmering and streaked with ribbons of orange. Sighing nauseously and wiping her lips with the back of her wrist, Ruby recomposed herself, then reached down and touched the golden, swirling mass.
*************
Barry opened his eyes and blinked uncertainly. An eggshell-thin crust of gold-orange material flaked off his eyelids, and as he moved his face and eventually turned his head, the whole outer shell around him cracked and rained to the ground around him.
Bewildered, he looked around, then up at the goddess before him.
"Wh–where am I?" he asked, looking at his arms and feeling of his body, as if having a body were out of the ordinary.
"Welcome back, Barry," Ruby replied, shrinking down to Barry's size, skipping over to him, and throwing her arms around him. "I have missed you!"
Missed me. The Clydesdale mouthed the words. "Was I gone?"
Suddenly, his own memories flooded back to him, and he gasped.
"W–wait, you ate me!" he protested. "A–and now I'm here. Did"—he gasped again, horrified—"did I displease you, Ruby?"
The goddess laid her hand on his shoulder. "Far from it," she said, smiling reassuringly. "You were"—she sighed—"too good to sacrifice. But, I have brought you back for a reason."
"Anything!"
"It's time we grew my cult," Ruby said. "You know those cult followers," she teased, "You can't eat just one."

