In the wearying frigidity of a cold autumn night, as the land was wreathed in fog, an inhuman frame lurched through the darkness. It had all the necessary appendages of the human anatomy, but they attached to an elongated triad with its point drooping toward the earth. Tumorous bulges on its front could be glimpsed in silhouette as it moved, its lumpy mass shifting and tossing its pitiful equilibrium to and fro. It moved with staggering half-leaps, one leg thrusting out and slamming to the turf, pitching its brother skyward and starting the whole endeavor anew. Its arms flailed without sense or purpose, scratching and grabbing at handholds that did not exist. But for all its discombobulation, the terror moved with purpose, each wobbling step carrying it inches further toward its goal. With herculean effort, the shambolic figure reached its goal: a small iron door nestled in a gouge in the earth, the sole entryway to the bottom floor of the prestigious Nyesmith University's literature studies department halls. But the door served its function well and barred the way. The monster gave up a frustrated growl and slammed its fists into the barrier. The blows fell with dull metallic thuds, not even offering the beast the dignity of a proper clangor. But mercy came swiftly. The door opened, and a soft light streamed out from the building's innards.

"Oh wow, you're going as a slice of pizza?" said a woman in a hacked-together fairy outfit.

"Shut up. It was all I could get on this short notice."

The girl in the pizza suit continued her intrepid wobbling, now that the way was open. It wasn't easy getting through, since the building's architects had lived about three hundred years too early to have women in pizza mascot outfits that technically hadn't been borrowed with permission in mind. Still, the cheap nylon crust was only slightly more rubbery than the product it represented, and with some elbow grease applied by both parties present, they were able to get her through the door and the both of them on their way to the actual party present.

This was not a spontaneous social call, as any right-thinking individual could deduce. Few students attended the professors' offices of their own volition, and fewer still did so in the dark of the hottest party night of the year-- October 31st. However, there was one thing that could possibly tempt them into such an irrational move: if the hottest party of the year was taking place right under the enemy's nose. The Nyesmith University literary arts studies department building had once served as an obscure holdout for soldiers in the New Hampshire revolutionary army, and thus provided excellent cover for anyone wanting to enter and leave unseen. It was the perfect location for a transgressive party, the likes of which could only be held under the nearly invincible aegis of family connections and money.

Since she was the last to arrive (and not fashionably late, either; there is no known method of attending a costume party dressed as a slice of pizza and arriving on time), the fairy followed the pizza slice inside and helped to stabilize anything that got caught on the pizza costume's awkward corners. The party was being held in the chamber furthest from the entrance, more out of a desire to use the largest room available than any attempt to keep the party hidden. Unfortunately, that meant that the pizza had plenty of wobbling to do before she finally arrived.

Fortunately, nobody was really expecting her there. It was only by a miracle of the Bacon Effect that she had wound up coming to such an exclusive arrangement, and she hoped that everyone would be too coked out of their minds or busy fucking whomever they'd wound up in a closet with to be able to commit her face to memory. That way she'd be able to slide into the room, plaster herself to the wall for an hour or two while the rich twats who were paying their way to fancy degrees they didn't deserve explored new ways to make their brains even less useless, and then quietly disappear after she'd be there long enough for someone to have registered that she'd attended. And true to her expectation, she received a few hungry stares from chemically-hollowed eyes, one or two derisive laughs from people who'd remained more lucid, and then total dismissal.

The room was decorated with all the attention to detail that one might expect from the kind of people who paid the sort of exorbitant fees charged by higher education and then treated the facilities as though they owned them; that is to say, sparsely, cheaply, and with a mind to vacating with as little effort as had been put into setting them up in the first place. There were streamers printed with fake cobwebs strung from the walls no higher than arms' reach, there were card tables with piles of cheap plastic cups next to pitchers whose contents were only known to the ones who had brought them, and in the center of the room there was a large circle painted on a two meter square patch of canvas. It was the only part of the room that had shown any real thought, and it had already been defaced with the footprints of someone who'd wanted to cross the room more than they'd wanted to respect someone else's work.

The costumes seemed to follow the trend of the decorations. Those that weren't some kind of off-the-shelf fetish gear, like that being worn by the blonde who was practically bursting out of her half-dominatrix "Police Abuse" costume, had clearly been thrown together on the spur of the moment. At a glance, there was the fairy with the star pasted onto a cardboard tube for a wand, some kind of blob monster, a "werewolf" that was more or less some fuzzy earmuffs and fur gloves, a "vampire" whose glitter coated marked them for having been derived from the Twilight canon, a character who could easily have been a zombie or a frog based on how you interpreted the coating of knottled makeup, and some kind of insectoid cosplay.

And then there were the two most important people at the party. The man in the department-store business suit, expensive and audacious for a college student but lacking in any real design sense, was James McVeigh. He was a law student, which was already a strike against him, but worse was the fact that he hadn't even earned the slot. His family had made sizable contributions to the university across several generations, which meant that when James McVeigh's application was processed, a few additional conversations went on behind the scenes to ensure that it was accepted. If one doubted that his credentials were suspect, his unimaginative choice of costume would readily put the issue to bed. His skin was coated in a layer of thick red greasepaint (stopping well short of edges of his suit, breaking the verisimilitude somewhat) and a pair of small red horns had been pasted onto his forehead. On their own those might simply mark him as a man of wealth and taste, but the capstone to the outfit was a heavy plastic book with faux gold letters that spelled LAW. The delinquent law student had deigned to costume himself as an evil lawyer.

Standing next to him was the other half of the party's organization team, and furthermore also James's other half full stop: Marianne Kowalsky. She wasn't the kind of girl that an upper crust rich man's brat like James would normally have hanging off of his arm, but there had to be something that would make him go for a mousy, somewhat overweight girl from the women's studies department. That something, it turned out, was an amorality that James could only pretend to. Whatever jokes that might be made about her choice of degree, she at least had a future in the business of forming connections between people who might not otherwise want to be found. James had paid for all the marvelous substances that were slowly diffusing through the bodies of those gathered, but Marianne had purchased them, knowing someone who knew someone who was in the right place and had the stuff she wanted. Even taking into account the tendency of Halloween costumes to play fast and loose with the rules of decency, she was scandalously underdressed; her "fallen angel" costume was essentially a pair of sandals, two towels, and a small bronze halo worn at a tilt on her head like a circlet.

The two of them stood at the snack table, on the far side of the centerpiece of the party hall's decorations. Marianne was about to cut into some "dark magic brownies" that had been submitted by an attendee, and James was offering moral support by kneading her exposed ass-cheeks with his hand. Just as Marianne started in with the knife, the blonde in the police outfit walked up and said "So, like, what's up with the demon circle thing? It's like, way awesome looking?"

Marianne perked up. "Oh, I made that!" she said. "I wanted there to be something that looked really evil, so I did some research. There was this book from back in the Dark Ages that was all about various demons and what they did and stuff, with, like, instructions on how to call them up and make 'em do what you want to. So I was like, 'hey, let's try to find a good one for our party!' and I came across this one called Bakkenelika, and she's like, maxed out on her lust and gluttony meters."

"Niiiiiice," said the policewoman.

"I know, right? She's like, the perfect fit. So anyway, the book had the circle like, right there, so I just followed the instructions and there ya go."

"So like, stupid question and all, but it doesn't, like, work, you don't think?"

"Oh, nah," Marianne said. "I mean, demons aren't real, for one thing. And just in case, I actually left part of it off so it won't work even if it should. But we can always pretend, y'know? Make a 'virgin sacrifice' or something..." 

The blonde laughed. "We'd, like, actually need a virgin, though?"

Marianne laughed back. "I dunno... Amy probably qualifies. Or maybe we could use--" Marianne's recommendation was interrupted by a clatter and a piercing shriek, which was all the more startling since the shriek was coming out of her own mouth. She had gone ahead and started cutting into the brownies as she was talking, and not noticed how the pan was inching toward the edge of the table. It had finally tipped over, but to Marianne's credit she managed to pin it back against the table. Unfortunately, she'd done so by smashing her hand into the brownies, which slopped right out from between her fingers and sent the pan sliding sideways across the table. Her hand slid straight under the knife and by the time the confusion was over, there was a massive gash across the back of her hand.

"Oh shit!" James shouted. "Yo, someone get a first-aid kit or something!"

Several people reacted at once and headed in various directions. Marianne spun on her heels and spotted someone ripping one of the streamers off the walls on the opposite side of the room. Apparently happy to accept the first available bandage, she ripped herself away from James's comforting grip, staggered off-balance as he tried to hold on, and fell into the center of the room. Blood splattered over the edge of the cloth, covering a nibble of the summoning circle. And then something very strange happened. The paint started to smolder, sizzling audibly and giving up a heavy black smoke. Starting from the bloodstain, it erupted into a perverse antithesis of fire, an eye-tearing distortion that seemed to devour light instead of providing it. The screams of panic and alarm that were beginning to issue from even the least cognizant of the partygoers was drowned out by a rasping, rumbling inhalation. Space itself drained into the center of the room like water out of a bathtub, producing the alarming sensation of one's appendages suddenly being hundreds of feet from their body. Nobody escaped the vortex's pull; the entire chamber disappeared past its event horizon and crushed together into a tangled mass of fright and terror.

There was a tiny, dull pop.

Everyone and everything was where it had been before. The girl in the pizza suit was sprawled against the wall. The frog was still wobbling between several dissociated mental states. The policewoman was still hopping from one foot to another exactly where she'd been when Marianne had cut herself. Marianne lay with her hand at the edge of the pile of ashes that had been the summoning circle. It was as though nothing had happened-- which couldn't have been true. Everyone present had was acutely aware that something was very deeply amiss. Even notwithstanding the woman standing in the center of the circle who hadn't been there before.

She couldn't have been human. The fact that she was nine feet tall would have given the lie to that idea on its own. Her hair spanned that entire distance, glossy and black and with dancing refractions like spilled oil. Her creased, smiling eyes were a hematic red and had no pupils. They sat just at the end of two curved horns, like a goat's, that started from just above her ears on either side of her head. The woman stretched as though she had just gotten off a cross-country train ride, lifting her enormous, head-sized breasts off of her ribcage, then let her arms fall down and slap against her equally prodigiously fatty belly. She was as huge from side to side as she was up and down, an hourglass with a third bulge in the middle. "Goooooooood evening, everybodyyyyyy!" she said, carrying the vowels like an emcee. "Thanks for inviting me to your party!"

All of the confusion prior gave way to a stunned silence. Not even the woman with the gashed hand could bring herself to so much as moan.

"Gosh! I'm not used to things being so quiet," the towering woman remarked. "Usually when someone summons the lovely Bakkenelika, there's already a total rager going on!"

The power of a slow uptake enabled the policewoman to regain her full capacities before anyone else, and though she remarked on something barely germane, it was at least enough to jog the others into attentiveness. "Wowwww. So, like, I thought you said that, like, it wasn't supposed to work? That's what you said, isn't it?"

Spurred by adrenaline, Marianne replied through the pain of her bloodied hand. "It wasn't! I... I left off the command passage. It shouldn't have done anything without telling her what to do!"

The demonness laughed and turned to face Marianne, setting the whole of her flesh to jiggling up and down and side-to-side. "Ohhhhhhh, sweetie," she said. "If you don't tell me what to do, that just means I can do anything I want!" Murmurs of dismay ran through the crowd, so Bakkenelika turned back to face the throngs. "Oh, don't worry, darlings!" she said. "I'm not one of those awful, awful demons that would kill you all just because she wanted to. You're having a party, so we're going to play a game! Yaaaaaaaay!" Bakkenelika applauded profusely, her hands just barely managing to come together around her enormous breasts. The audience's continued silence left ample room for her to continue. "Let's start with the most important rule of all! If you win, you get to go home!"

Someone broke the silence, their identity masked by their position in the center of the crowd. "Wait a minute. Go home? Where are we now, then?"

"That's a good question! Gold star for you! (Gold star may not be actual gold. May not be exchanged for cash prize. No refunds or transferrals permitted.)" Bakkenelika replied. "I've put you all in my special place!" She giggled coquettishly and elaborated: "What I mean is, this isn't your own Nyesmith University. It's a place I made that looks just like it! Mostly. Sort of. Anyway, you've all disappeared from your old world and the only way back is to win. I'll bet you all want to win my game now, don't you?" The crowd, slowly rousing from its communal shock and disbelief, murmured a scattered assent. "Good! Now, here's how you win: all you have to do is bring me one intact human soul. That's it! That's all there is to it."

The students were significantly less enthusiastic about that idea in the aggregate.

One zombie, in particular, had a reservation: "Are you saying you want us to... to kill each other?!"

Bakkenelika reeled backward as if struck, all her various curves wobbling in their own directions. "No! No! Nooooooo! ... well, yes. But actually no! ... not the way you're thinking. In case any of you weren't listening to my lovely little summoner, I am (quite proudly, I might add) a demon of what you call 'Lust' and 'Gluttony'. They are not vices, I want you to know. But! Anyway! Since you all were just boring normal humans, I decided to change things a little bit. I've given you all the ability to eat the way I do! Which is lots and lots, all at once! All you have to do is grab someone, swallow them all down, and let their mortal bodies digest away, and you'll be the proud owner of an extra human soul. Then you just come back here so I can take it from you, and poof! You go right back home, safe and sound, just like nothing ever happened."

Bakkenelika squinted, and a truly malevolent sneer gouged her cheeks. "Except for knowing you extinguished someone else to save your own neck."

There was a long, morbid silence as those gathered looked around them. Some were shaken, timid, and questioning, while others cast suspicious glares into the rest of the crowd. It was the first time they'd taken their eyes off of the demoness, and a few startled cries made Bakkenelika snap to attention and turn back into a game show host.

"Oh, that's right! There was one other thing. Humans are, like, soooooooo boring. So, I decided to give you all superpowers! Isn't that cool? I turned you into whatever you were dressed up as. Totally could have gotten more creative with it, but, y'know, time budgets and all! So have fun with that! Are there any questions before we begin?"

The crowd burst into a clamor. They were all slowly realizing the truth of Bakkenelika's words. James's skin had turned bright red, and try as he might to pull them off, the horns were fused to his skull. Marianne's black-feathered wings fluttered in agitation behind her, and the tarnished halo now floated above her head in defiance of common concepts of gravity. But while the pandemonium went on around them, the drugged-up frogg could still be heard as he muttered, "No way. This isn't real; I'm fucked up off my head or something..."

"Ooooo! There it is! Someone always breaks!" Bakkenelika said, stomping her feet like a giddy schoolgirl on her birthday. Skipping forty years ahead, Bakkenelika transformed into a schoolmarm. "And I will not have unbelievers in my game!" Snorting, she said, "Well then! I need two volunteers!" Before anyone else could so much as move, the demon cast her index fingers into the crowd. "You! You're a volunteer!" she said, pointing to James, "Aaaaand you! You're a volunteer!" this time pointing to Marianne. Bakkenelika applauded the volunteers she'd picked out vigorously for their bravery. 

From somewhere near the front of the crowd, a timid voice piped up: "That... I don't think that's how volunteering works...?" 

"Are you fucking volunteering, then?!" 

"N-no ma'am."

"Well, I don't see any problems then!" Bakkelika said, lilting and clapping her hands together like a children's television host. Maintaining the same tone of voice, she said, "Now then! I think this is a great time for a little puppet show!" She lifted her hands into the air dramatically, as if holding the crosspieces that would hold a puppet's strings. James and Marianne suddenly went limp and floated off the ground, swiveling into position beneath Bakkenelika's fingertips. As they jerked back into an upright position, the audience could see that their eyes alone remained under their own power, darting frantically to and fro, an awful exception to prove the rule of Bakkenelika's control.

James's jaw flapped ridiculously, and though the voice that issued forth was James's, the words were that of the puppeteer. "HELLO EVERYONE. I AM JAMES. I HAVE JUST BEEN THROWN INTO ANOTHER DIMENSION."

Marianne's right arm wobbled in what could only be assumed to be a greeting wave. "HELLO EVERYONE. I AM MARIANNE. I TOO HAVE JUST BEEN THROWN INTO ANOTHER DIMENSION. GOLLY I HOPE I FIND SOMEONE SOON."

James's head tilted toward the outside of the room, and then abruptly snapped toward Marianne. "WHY HELLO THERE MARIANNE. IT IS ME JAMES YOUR BOYFRIEND."

Marianne's hands spurted into the air and flopped to either side. "IT IS SO GOOD TO SEE YOU JAMES. LET US WORK TOGETHER TO SURVIVE THIS HORRIBLE SITUATION."

James bent toward the audience and one of his hands covered his mouth. "DON'T TELL HER BUT I ONLY LIKE HER BECAUSE SHE GETS ME THINGS I AM TOO NAIVE AND DULL TO GET MYSELF. I AM PLANNING TO BETRAY HER BECAUSE SHE WILL NEVER SEE IT COMING AND THEN I CAN LEAVE."

Marianne performed the exact same gesture and said in turn, "DON'T TELL HIM BUT I ONLY PUT UP WITH HIM BECAUSE HE HAS MONEY. I AM PLANNING TO BETRAY HIM BECAUSE HE WILL NEVER SEE IT COMING AND THEN I CAN LEAVE."

The two marionettes straightened back up and addressed one another directly again. James said, "SAY MARIANNE. DO YOU REMEMBER THE TIME YOU SAID WE SHOULD ALWAYS BE TOGETHER?"

Marianne's head flopped three times. "WHY YES I SAID THAT BECAUSE I LOVE YOU MORE THAN ANYTHING IN THE WORLD." She leaned into the audience again. "I AM LYING."

James's right hand, the one clutching the book labeled LAW, jerked above his head. "WELL I HAVE LAW POWERS AND THAT IS A LAW NOW. WE WILL BE TOGETHER FOREVER BY ME DIGESTING YOU OR SOMETHING LIKE THAT."

All of Marianne's appendages began flopping around like beached fish. "OH NO. THIS IS A BAD SITUATION FOR ME. I HAVE TO THINK OF SOMETHING OR I WILL DEFINITELY DIE. OH WAIT. JAMES DO YOU REMEMBER THE TIME YOU SAID YOU WOULD DO ANYTHING FOR ME."

James's body fell into a slump that was as pathetic as Marianne's flailing had been apopleptic. "I THINK I KNOW WHERE THIS IS GOING. OH NO."

Marianne's hand jabbed itself at James. "YOU HAVE LAW POWERS AND THAT IS A LAW NOW. YOU SAID YOU WOULD DO ANYTHING FOR ME AND I WANT YOU TO FEED YOURSELF TO ME."

James's limbs flailed. "DAMN. THAT IS EXACTLY WHAT I THOUGHT YOU WERE GOING TO SAY. WHAT A STUPID SUPERPOWER. ARRRRGH."

James and Marianne swiveled to face each other, and the capstone to the pyramid of bizarre occurrences fell into place. James clapped his hands together with as much dexterity as Bakkenelika's puppetry could muster and all but swan-dived toward Marianne's mouth. Stranger still, Marianne's mouth somehow accepted him. His arms and head swooped straight down her throat, kicking her jaw open with a wince-inducing pop. When his shoulders hit his lips, a convulsive shudder ran the length of Marianne's body. It looked for all the world like she was trying to do exactly the opposite of what she was actually accomplishing. For as much as the gurgling grunts and forward thrusts looked like she was about to vomit him up, the motions only ever dragged James further in. His chest and arms shouldn't have fit, but Marianne's body stretched freakishly around him. The LAW book fell from his grip as his hands were sucked inside. It took just a few more pitches to swallow his legs, and then his loafers, riding feet slackened by the law-magic's command, slid out of sight and into Marianne. The maddening bulges tightened back into their appropriate shape, leaving the only improper distention of Marianne's body the human-shaped mass in her belly that was thrashing in an altogether human panic.

"Holy shit," said the frog.

But the shocks were hardly over. The silent appeal for help in Marianne's eyes was washed away by the sudden vacancy of the gaze that is friend and partner to highly private changes within the body. This particular one announced itself with a loud, rumbling urr~rrrr~rrgle that filled the entirety of the empty space left by the crowd's stunned silence. It was followed by a slosh and the most incongruous thing of all-- an involuntary moan from Marianne. A ridiculous smile had curled her lips, and her cheeks slowly turned cherry red. Her distended abdomen began to writhe, squeezing into her torso as powerfully as James's obvious struggles pushed outward. It was clear that James was fighting, maybe even suffering inside of Marianne's stomach, but between the increasingly audible gastric slopping noises, Marianne's curious wails of a melange of despair and delight, and the layers of flesh involved, it was impossible to make out exactly what his voice was saying. And it was increasingly irrelevant. The sloshing became more and more liquid, the shape of James's body with Marianne's less and less defined. Marianne's gasps became increasingly staccato, building to what everyone could now rather awkwardly guess was coming and had no ability to turn aside from. Wrapping both arms around her gut, Marianne let out a bovine low and squeezed with her entire body. Against all sense, her belly began to empty, its contents seeming to simply shrink away into nothing. When the process was over, Marianne was left panting on her knees, an embarrassing puddle staining her toga, and only a slightly larger amount fat around her gut to show that James had ever existed.

"There! See? Easy as pie!" Bakkenelika said. "If the pie was trying to eat you back, I guess! Now, this is the point where Marianne would normally have to scamper back to this room before someone else got hold of her and it was all for naught. But! It turns out she's right here already! Fancy that!" Wagging her hips as she went. "Pay close attention, now! There will be a test on this." Bakkenelika gave a showman's wave. Marianne jerked and issued an awful belch. But along with some excess air, a massive cloud of azure vapor also erupted. The cloud had a familiar shape to it: it looked exactly like James, but James before he had become a devil, James as he was, human and, awkwardly, completely nude.

He was soon given something far worse to worry about than public exposure. Bakkenelika started to inhale. His feet, or the image thereof, were swiftly drawn into her parted lips. His arms flailed, but there was nothing but empty space to catch them. But despite the peril, there was one thing above all that he wanted to focus on. "May!" he shouted. "You... you bitch! You did this! You set this up! This is all your faul--" The rest of the rant was not to be. James was devoured again, this time from the feet up, disappearing into the demoness's mouth with all the force and abruptness of an exhalation, but in reverse. Bakkenelika only had to swallow once to send the whole mass down to her stomach. This time, it seemed, James McVeigh was gone for good.

"Phew! Sour. I hope the rest of you are tastier," Bakkenelika said, fanning her tongue with her hand. "An-y-way. That's what it looks like when one of your souls gets turned into demon chow! And since Little Miss Emo Wings was so kind to be my volunteer, I'm feeling just terribly magnanimous. Hooray for you, Marianne!"

Marianne hiccuped. Independent of any outside force, her eyes stared vacantly through everyone in the room and fell on nothing.

"Oh, whatever," said Bakkenelika. "You're so boring. Go away." The demoness waved her hand, and Marianne vanished as though she were dust blowing away in the wind. "She is now safely back on the mortal plane, human in body and soul. And if you want that for yourself, you're going to have to win my game. I look forward to seeing who comes out on top! The game starts... now!"

Bakkenelika waved her hand toward the crowd. Space contorted again, this time billowing outward, casting their particles in a hundred thousand different directions. All sense of reality was exploded, stranding their consciousnesses in a hellish infinity of disorientation packed into an infinitesimal span. The ground reasserted itself, the bizarre monochrome Nyesmith University beneath their feet. The game began under a frozen sky, in a world devoid of any being except those they might call their friends, who were now compelled to destroy them in the most utter way possible.

Unless, of course, they could destroy those people first...

