The acolyte knelt in her cell, whispering prayers to a small wooden statue. It seemed strange to still address the ritual morning benedictions to a mere carved image on the day she would meet her god in person, but the routine formula helped calm her mind. The acolyte- she had a name, but none had used it to her face in years- took a deep breath and looked into a small piece of polished metal to see her own reflection. She'd sheared off her hair last night both on her head and below; church doctrine held that hair was unclean, so it would be a mortal sin to bring tainted parts of her body into the presence of  god. Only slight hints of dark stubble showed atop her head and above her small brown eyes. She could shave further, but... the hour was too late, and she would do.

One last time, she surveyed the little cell she called home for the past seven years with a critical gaze. She'd left her mat clean, arranged her holy books in the proscribed order on the little reading desk underneath a tiny square that served as a window, and hadn't left a mess for her successor. That was all that the sisters could ask of her. The acolyte arranged her white robe (freshly bleached last night in another errand of purification) around her shoulders, and let a faint smile come to her lips. The day she'd yearned for as soon as she had been properly enlightened had come. She would meet her god- and join him in his kingdom.

The white-robed acolyte strode through the narrow hallways of the acolytes' quarters, pride burning hot under her skin. The others in their cells looked at her with envy and longing, wishing they had received their calling instead of her. She could feel their stares, and the unworthy emotions behind them strengthened her heart. As she left the part of the church she called home, the corridors she traveled both widened and brightened. Instead of the rough (but clean!) wooden floors, her footfalls echoed from granite floors off granite walls set with more and larger windows to let the sunshine in. The passersby here smiled at her and nodded; the priests and omnipresent gray-faced clerks that ran the church had no reason to envy an acolyte receiving her fondest desire, and instead wished her well on her way. Their support bolstered the acolyte's resolve as surely as the envy of her peers had, and her pace quickened on her way to the heart of the temple. 

Her path took her further inward, past where the acolyte had ever gone in person. Despite that, she knew the way by heart as all acolytes did. After a few minutes of walking, she passed through a low arch and set foot on brilliant marble as white as her robe that marked the inner sanctum of the temple. This was the heart of the church- mere doors away from the resting place of her god. An imposing wrinkled woman in black formal robes sat perched on a metal chair. The acolyte stiffened to militaristic attention. “Mother superior,” she said, “I present myself for my sacrifice.”

The older priestess rose to her feet, joints creaking with age. The acolyte felt a brief pang of sympathy; to grow so old, surely she had been passed over time and time again for the greatest of honors, always getting a consolation instead of the top prize. And now at the end of her life, she had to usher proud acolyte after proud acolyte to the reward she'd been denied, each a fresh dagger reminding her of the  salvation she could never herself receive. Her heart bled for the older woman; the priestess replied in a raspy, age-scarred voice, “You are expected and accepted. Come with me, daughter.” 

She shuffled to the plain metal door set into the wall behind her, opening it and limping through without a backwards glance. The acolyte followed, shutting the door behind her and leaving the two women in a dim room not much larger than her cell. The acolyte knew what to do; she quickly removed her robe, folded it, and laid it on the clean marble floor beside the door. Nude, she strode over to the only furniture in the room, a wrought iron cauldron whose yellowish contents filled the small room with a sweet-sour scent. Reaching down into the thin liquid, the acolyte felt the oil surround her hand; she withdrew her dripping hands and touched her forehead, both cheekbones, and base of her neck in a smooth motion. She let her hand fall to her side, resting it gently on her hip. The acolyte stared straight ahead, controlling her breathing; she had anointed herself. It would be improper to continue on her own.

The crone dipped her own tool into the broth. A long brush as a painter would use, but sanctified; she began to coat the acolyte's skin in the warm, slippery oil to make her sufficiently holy to meet her god. The acolyte had helped brew the unguent several times in her service, and knew what she was being anointed with. The finest pressings of olives, god's favored fruit, formed the base and was further sanctified by eleven special types of incense. Working quickly, the older priestess slathered every inch of the acolyte's exposed body in the slick oil. Once finished, the priestess placed the brush in its holder beside the cauldron. She curtsied, and opened the door for the acolyte; in such a perfect state of grace as the acolyte was now, she outranked all church officials in her lofty station. 

The sanctified young woman strode with fresh purpose out the door and back into the hall. Her destination was further yet towards the center of the temple, and the old priestess shadowed her like a heartsick gargoyle. The acolyte was a healthy young woman, and her body glistened in the morning sun with the coating she'd been given. The gazes of the clerks passing her were more than disinterestedly reverent, but to defile an acolyte so holy and close to salvation was a truly grievous and soul-staining crime. And, more immediately, would result in the offender being very slowly tortured to death. Thus, the gazes the acolyte received were all that she received on her triumphant walk towards the home of her god.

---

She'd been named, once; the acolyte could only dimly remember her life before arriving at the temple and beginning her life as an acolyte. The constant, backbreaking work interspersed with the grueling purification rituals of her first six months had a way of making everything before seem almost like a bad dream. She barely even remembered that she'd been named Tabitha, once. Tabby; the nickname had held on more tenaciously than the real name, and the acolyte still thought of herself as Tabby in unguarded and sinful moments. She'd been taken from her village around the time she'd stopped being just a girl, and begun drawing appreciative looks from the boys who were no longer just boys. Before she could defile herself, the priest came with his soldiers as they had every year. Before, Tabby had been a spectator; now she was eligible to be selected to serve god. 

She, with her youthful mind, remembered being so proud when the priest had daubed her forehead with the same oil that now coated her body. Her parents had cried, but made no move toward her; she didn't belong to them anymore, after all. She climbed into the wagon with the other young men and women who had been chosen in her duchy that year, none of them knowing if they were allowed to speak or chatter. The next day, they all arrived at the Church. None left. Tabby's initial phase of indoctrination finished when the abbesses deemed her sufficiently healthy and pure of thought to serve; after that her life was the study of holy books and endless menial labor. There was always plenty of healthy food, and the exercise made sure acolytes grew strong rather than fat. One by one, acolytes were called away to their divine destiny. The others waited and hoped their name would be printed on the impersonal sheets of parchment hung in the rectory once a day. Those chosen often lapsed, and shouted for joy  before discipline reasserted itself. Tabby had simply nodded, not even smiling. She had learned her lessons well.

---

At last, the acolyte stood before the vast double doors that led to the holy of holies, god's residence on this world. Each door was etched as finely as the human eye could see by master craftsmen with depictions of god's divine arrival in the world, how he slew the armies of unbelieving kings and devoured the false idols of the land; how all worshiped him now, and how he protected the people his children from harm, and how they venerated him in turn. Others, above the acolyte's eye line but familiar from reproductions in her books, showed the blessed fate of those chosen as sacrifices; how they would dwell in splendor and glory in the bosom of god for eternity, how the love of their deific protector would envelop them in bliss... the acolyte felt a brief smile flit across her glistening face. With a backwards glance, she looked at the old priestess. On her wrinkled face the acolyte saw nothing but pity. A strange idea, that one fated to stay behind would pity one who would be joining the blessed, but the acolyte felt pity rather than scorn for the old woman's shortsightedness.

The acolyte leaned forward, and pressed an oil-slicked hand to the elegantly carved door. The excellently balanced doors slid inward without even a whisper. She walked through, head held high, and the doors sealed closed behind her. The acolyte looked around, taking in the sights; it was open to the sky, and the warm rays of the sun shone off of her oiled skin like a beacon. Various ponds and luxuriant plant life filled the god's chambers, a circle perhaps two hundred yards in diameter where he rested when he was in this world. It felt like a swamp, only more wholesome and less threatening than the ones near her village. The muggy air smelled of both life and death at once, and the acolyte breathed it in. She knew it as the essence of divinity. Bracing her shoulders, she marched towards the large figure sunning itself at the center of the sanctum.

The acolyte had seen her god's image every day of her life since coming to the church. A man, muscled and strong, with the gleaming green scales of an alligator's head set easily atop dark tan skin. In person, the images were... not inaccurate, the acolyte hastily censored her treacherous eyes, simply... unable to fully convey the full girth of the god. 

He was kind of... fat.

Nevertheless, as the acolyte walked towards the twenty foot tall alligator-headed giant, she felt her heartbeat quicken. However flabby his stomach might appear, or however shabby he might look to her mortal eyes, that was merely a sign that she was just barely holy enough to be permitted this honor. Her soul would know his truth soon enough. For now, the acolyte was simply certain she beheld divinity, and she respected the aura of power her god's corpulent form still radiated. A slitted eye opened and god looked at the acolyte; with slow movements, he rolled over and rose to his feet. The god towered over her, and with a few wet footsteps he reached her. The acolyte looked down, unwilling to make eye contact with her lord.

Above her the sharp clacking sound of sharp teeth colliding thundered, followed by a heavy sigh. The acolyte stood still, and soon she felt a rough and calloused pair of hands grab her around the waist. The god hauled her thrice her height into the air, holding her in front of his head as he inspected her proffered, oily body. The acolyte still refused to look into his eyes, even as she was turned this way and that; when the god's maw opened she focused instead on that welcoming portal to holiness, another unbidden smile coming to her face. Her subconscious tried to betray her, yammering of terror and fear and the urge to flee or cry for help, but long hours of training and meditating on the holy books had given the acolyte a disciplined mind able to forestall her own betrayal. She did not struggle and did not quail as the god opened his mouth wide and placed her slippery body onto his wet tongue.

The acolyte shuddered with subconscious terror and conscious joy. Her god's tongue undulated underneath her, wrapping around her torso and squeezing her body. Drool dripped from the roof of his mouth to drench her as he shut his mouth, gently making sure his sharp teeth didn't crush his sacrifice between them. The tongue continued to savor the acolyte's taste, stripping the holy oil that purified all the acolyte's myriad sins and made her a worthy sacrifice to seek the taste of her flesh beneath. Soon, divine drool supplanted sanctified oil as the acolyte's wet second skin. The powerful muscles of his tongue still caressed her, and moved her closer to the back of his throat with every motion. The acolyte ached to push further, but dared not move or squirm for fear of giving offense; she could only quiver with joy as the wet heat of her god's mouth smothered her. 

Soon, her body reached his gullet; the velvet-soft flush puckered as it met her head, and pulled her down. Quickly, efficiently, the god's throat removed her from the back of his tongue and dragged her down the black tube. Muscles kneaded the acolyte from all sides, and the regular thumping of the heartbeat that timed the sunrise each day filled her ears. Crushing embraces and the slime soaking her body squeezed her down his throat, past his chest and into a black, hot chamber she knew to be the entrance to her afterlife. It was larger than she was, but not by much; soon enough, a surprisingly undignified belch compressed the acolyte's body into a ball.

There had already been a layer of thick, slimy fluid inside to greet her. A nagging mild burning on her skin marked where she sat in the fluids; the shaven top of her head soon felt the same slime dripping onto her scalp, leaving trails of fiery sensation as it slid down her sides. The acolyte relaxed as she felt the god laying back down, blissfully happy in her new home. The crushing black heat all around her, the stinging feeling as the god began to make use of her physical body as a sacrifice to keep his worldly strength, the drumming of his heartbeat and gurgling of the acidic goo she lay in all confirmed to the loyal acolyte just how lucky she was. She was feeding her god, and her god would cherish and treasure her soul always for it- no finer fate could be asked.

The edges of the acolyte's mind began to fray; there wasn't much for her senses to focus on, and the young woman had no real desire to stay conscious. One by one her muscles loosened as she accepted the kneading of the oozing wrinkled walls around her as they pushed her into various contortions. He had accepted her; she would be with him soon. There would be no pain from the acids melting her body, no panic as her consciousness faded in the bad air. The acolyte smiled into the darkness as one contortion shoved her face into a thick puddle and the stinging spread up her nose and into her eyes. Her mind shut down, unable to cope with her lungs futile and naive demands for air and the stinging of digestion that became an intense searing pain over her entire body. At the end, Tabby wondered if the other acolytes would be there to greet her. And then why it had to hurt so much to get into heaven-

