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         “It's got his moustache,” I said.



We stared at the mounted head, secured inside a sigil-fortified cage. It was translucent, not like glass but like a thin shell of smoke. Its wild horns suggested something much more lethal than the simple defences of a plains herbivore. The light shining through the head lent a hint of a red glow to the rudely cocked eyes, and the lewd mocking leer offended me to my core. But that disgusting split tongue was the most disturbing of all. Just looking at it tied a knot in my crotch.



“Ms. Trammel?” said Inspector Graemes of the CID, Supernatural Branch. “Let's stay on track. When was the last time you saw Mr. Mabbleton, uhm, alive?” 



“This past night,” I said. “The recent meeting of the Hell Explorer's Club. This plaque with the demon's head had just been brought in by al-Haqarabi. He said he won it in a game of pachinko behind a shoe store in Marrakesh. He tells a lot of hard-to-check stories like that, but he gets results so most of us let him have his way.”



“And for your club of demon hunters, was this a usual sort of item?”



“It’s good that you qualified that. Sir Marles has an impskin cap that occasionally gives him prescient visions, but costs him a finger joint each time he uses it. Lady Syesti has a matched pair of drake tattoos that can crawl over her body at will. MacAiles has boots that let him tread directly on unknown and alien soils; his feet seem to disappear into black clouds when he wears them. 



“The demon head was the sort of thing we were used to handling, and we’d found nothing about it that would require additional procedures beyond the usual ritual words. We’ll be revising our rules and procedures in light of these events.”



Inspector Graemes nodded and flipped a page in his notebook. 



“There was a collar of green metal that affixed the demon head to the plaque, and strange glyphs were burned into the collar. We started discussing what they could mean, and al-Haqarabi called in a bet he’d won last month, and challenged Mabbleton to decipher the glyphs, or at least pinpoint their origin. Mabbleton is--was--an expert linguist and master of sigilla, so he declared himself game and had a go at them.



“He sat there for nearly an hour, turning the plaque about, tracing the characters, checking the club’s library for references, and muttering under his breath. He tried ciphers, mirror images, iterative structuring, and even Lull analysis. Finally, he gave an enormous sigh, set the thing down and spoke nine words; only nine words, but they were all it took to set the horrible thing off.



“That damned head extruded its tongue, and it shot out like a cobra and went straight down Mabbleton’s pants. He turned the most remarkable shade of vermillion, but he kept his cool right up until that tongue hit the bullseye, so to speak. He yelled then, and a number of us were pulling on his arms and legs to get him off. But that tongue just kept going deeper and deeper, and the nightmare part was watching his expression change. It went from surprise, to indignation, to horror, to desperation. But when that damned tongue had struck deep enough into him to reach his heart, and you could see him starting to accept it, that was when most of us had to turn our heads aside. We knew we were losing the battle and so did he. It was stomach-wrenching and heartbreaking all at once--”



Graemes paused sympathetically and allowed me to collect myself. I took slow deep breaths for a minute, then continued. 



“Mabbleton started to… collapse. His limbs shrank and curled up, escaping the grasp of those who sought to pull him free. His body thinned as he was drawn up to the demon’s mouth, and he started to merge with its face. It was as if he was a stocking being drawn over the thing’s head. You could see his face being pulled and stretched, the horns bursting through his forehead, and that obscene tongue supplanting his own tongue and protruding through his lips. The moustache may well be all that’s left of him. For his sake, I hope that’s true.”



Graemes paused in taking his notes. “You said he’d spoken nine words; what were they?”



I knew it should be safe to repeat them, with the thing under containment.



“He said, ‘I'll be damned if I let this lick me.’” 
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         Stroking one of her ancillary gripping claws down the side of the male's face, Chersal crooned, "Oh, sweetness, that was phenomenal," into what her studies had shown to be his ear.



The male stirred in the cocoon beside her. "Please..." he muttered.



Chersal chuckled deep in her thorax. "My eager little lover." Her ovipositor twitched with a desultory sort of arousal, but no. "Now that I've pumped my eggs into you, darling, another bout, as pleasurable as that would be, would simply be superfluous." She touched his lower back with her primary gripping claws. "Even as we speak, our children are latching onto your luscious interior and will soon truly be blood of my blood and flesh of your flesh."



He moaned, though she knew he wasn't in pain. The first thing the eggs did upon attachment was dull the entire nervous system. "That can't—" he said. "It isn't— It's impossible! This far out in the galaxy, nothing should be even remotely compatible with human biology!"



"Shhh, my sweet." Chersal stroked his face again, delighting in the smooth meat of him. "Your basic building blocks will prove admirable, I'm sure, and really, that's all any mother can ask of a father, isn't it? The carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and nitrogen that will bring their children to life?"



"But my complex organic molecules would be poisonous to—!"



Her ovipositor stirred even further, sliding against the back of his legs with a friction that made her catch her breath. His voice choked off, too.



"You're perfect," she said. "And so concerned for our children!" All her gripping claws deployed almost of their own accord to draw him closer, warm and soft and yielding against her carapace. "You humans will make wonderful mates for my sisters and me." Nestling her mouthparts against his ear, she whispered, "Really, though, I thought my speaking your language would be more astonishing." She sighed. "All the years I spent listening to your subspace broadcasts and puzzling out the syntax..."



As still as he'd gone in her embrace, she began to fear he'd had a adverse reaction to their mating. But the strong thump, thump, thump of his circulatory pump—heart, she recalled, was the word in his language—reassured her. "I take it," he said then, "that I'm not likely to survive the birth process?"



She reached around to trail some feelers across his ventral surfaces—chest and stomach, as they termed them. "You will live on in our progeny, and I'll be certain to tell them all about their father."



"But..." He drew in and blew out several breaths, a process that made him swell and shrink against her quite delightfully. "But if all you need are the basic elements, aren't there non-sapient beings you could plant your eggs in? Wouldn't that be, I don't know, less problematic?"



With a sigh of her own, Chersal shifted, the spongy rock of the cave outside their cocoon suddenly too spongy. Why did so many males want to talk about religion afterwards? "Would you doom our children to a life of non-personhood? They can't form souls from soulless animals, can they?"



"Souls?" He chuckled. "Yeah, well, good luck with that."



The nictitating membranes in most of her eyes flickered. "Darling? What...what do you mean?"



"I mean I'm fucked anyway—quite literally, right? But you? Expecting to get souls from us humans?" His head lolled back and forth across her upper thorax. "We've been trying forever to figure out if we've even got 'em, and the consensus, last time I checked, was coming down pretty heavily on the 'no' side."



His language and attitude made Chersal frown, a flexing of mouthparts that she certainly hadn't thought she'd be engaging in on such a joyous day. "Well, of course you have souls. You can talk and think and construct robust-enough mathematics to power the ship that carried you to this spot however many light-years from where you started." She clicked two claws together as one did when one had proven a point. "Sapience is all that's required for a soul where I come from, and it's the traits that mark your sapience that you'll be passing on to our children along with your more basal elements."



He made some sort of small clicking sound. "Yeah, that's even worse."



Chersal's cilia began vibrating in a quiet sort of alarm, but she tried her best to quell the tremors. "Again, I'll ask you what you mean."



"If these little zygotes or whatever are gonna be picking up human traits, well, you oughtta know that we're the loudest, crassest, most argumentative buncha rat bastards in the galaxy." The slurring of his words told Chersal that the inner quickening was proceeding apace: she'd heard that the process acted upon the male nervous system much as alcohol did. "So how long?" he asked with a hiccup. "How long've you and your sisters been grabbing unsuspecting spacers of whatever species and shoving eggs up their asses, huh?"



Not sure where he was going with this line of questioning, she answered, "Ever since the first Diribian ship arrived on our world nearly five thousand years ago. Their children were filled with their knowledge, and we've been spreading steadily throughout the stars ever since."



"Yeah, well, that'll be changing soon." He was quivering now, a sure sign that his essences had begun flowing to fill the new life growing within him. "Once you get human pieces floating around in your gene pool, it'll all be about changing the way you do things: sometimes for the better, sometimes for the worse, sometimes just changing things because you haven't changed 'em in a while. Get ready for questions to every answer and vast social upheavals every...three decades or...so..."



Bubbling noises overwhelmed every other sound he was making, and he lurched violently in Chersal's grip. Red fluid burst from the dozen sudden holes in his ventral region—chest and stomach, she reminded herself—and spattered across the surface of the cocoon ahead of her. Cooing and chittering rose up to caress her ears, and she smiled at their twelve children, spiky and undulating and breaking their father down into his component elements before absorbing those elements into themselves.



Cooing back, Chersal used her claws to slice her mate's skin into easy-to-digest cutlets and draped them over the children's backs, their own pin-like claws stabbing and injecting caustic fluids into their first external meals. So cute!



They looked different from her other children, of course, the underbellies smooth and narrow like their father, their eyes almost as large as his. And...was there perhaps something sharper in those eyes than she was used to seeing from children just emerged from incubation? An awareness, a calculation, an odd dissatisfaction?



She clicked her claws to dismiss the thought. They were simply children like any others despite whatever it was their father had been going on about there at the end.



Change for the sake of change? Ludicrous! But then one could never put much stock in things males said, could one?
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         Neil woke up from his doze when Opal’s voice buzzed through his subcutaneous coms implant.



“The meet’s happening. Time to get up, sleepyhead.”



Blinking away the tatters of some comfortable dream he was having—even now, only half-remembered at best—he glanced at his watch. Just before quarter past seven. A little later than what they’d expected. Hopefully, he’d still have enough light.



“How many are showing up?” He only had to mumble the words for the transmitter in his jawbone to pick them up and beam them to his sister.



“I see five vans from Kingfisher Inc. Seven from Punjab Tech. Both parties making their way to the anticipated meeting point.” The sound of Opal’s voice had that little tell-tale distortion that happened every time her computer was running near max capacity. “How are you feeling, Neil?”



“I’m awake,” said Neil. “I’ll take a tab if I’m getting drowsy. But only after I take the shot.”



The stimulants were good at keeping him alert, bad at keeping his hands steady.



“What about you?” He asked. “I’m hearing a little static on the line.”



“Don’t worry,” she said. “It’s just that damn cooling fan on CPU six again, I think. Something’s probably got it gunked up again, so I’m working with one processor less.”



“Sorry. I’ll fix that when I get back.”



“Thank you.” The smile was apparent in her voice, and so was the anxiousness beneath it.



The gas station that he was sitting in had probably been abandoned for the last fifteen years. It’s been a long while since he last saw a car that ran on gasoline.



This whole section of the city was dotted full of buildings that had outlived their purpose or profitability. And considering the state of the infrastructure—the rusted water pipes, the decaying two hundred year old electrical wiring that had never been organized in a way to support modern needs—it was unlikely that any company would be willing to put in the investment to make these city blocks popular with anyone other than vagabonds and rogue corporate agents looking for a place to conduct unofficial dealings off the grid.



Neil sat up in the chair he had found in that dusty gas station, and scootched it closer to the window he was sitting next to. There was no glass pane in the widow, so his rifle sat perched on the windowsill on a bipod, waiting for him.



It was an older design, an AR-10/SR-25 pattern gun chambered in 6.5mm Creedmoor. Quality ammo in a vintage calibre was hard to come by, but whenever they could afford to keep it fed, this was the gun that Neil preferred on jobs.



“They’re here,” said Opal.



Neil peered down his rifle scope at the scene unfolding four hundred yards away. A dozen armored vans with black, reflective windows were pulling up to an old, concrete basketball court. Right where their source told them they would be.



“Where’s our mark?” asked Neil.



Opal highlighted one of the Kingfisher vans in Neil’s retinal overlay. He saw it blink blue a couple of times.



“That’s probably our most likely car, based on corporate SOPs for these sort of events.”



“Okay,” said Neil. He tugged his rifle’s charging handle just far back enough to confirm that he had a round in the chamber. “Let’s go ahead and start streaming.”



A little blinking red dot manifested in the corner of Neil’s left eye’s field of view, indicating that his visual feed was being broadcasted live to their client. Opal handled the triple encryption that made the livestream extremely difficult to trace for third parties.



There were people coming out of the vans, now, dressed in armor plate carriers worn over business casual shirts and pants. Almost every one of them on both sides carried compact rifles, held in that falsely relaxed way that telegraphed alertness.



Neil kept his crosshairs floating lazily over the target’s van. With just a little bit of practiced mental effort, he tuned out the little swaying movements the scope would make every time he breathed. He could almost imagine that the van was right there, within an arm’s throw, and not a quarter of a mile away.



The van’s door opened.



Another two guards, and one that wasn't a guard. She exited the far side of the car, so at first only a little bit of her was visible. But from what Neil could see, the stern-looking, gray haired woman matched the description he was given. He immediately started tracking her through his scope.



“Client says that’s her,” said Opal.



“Heard,” he said. He flicked off his rifle’s safety with a twist of his thumb and waited for a clear shot.



The woman walked forward, apparently already in discussion with one of the Punjab representatives. Her movement took her out from behind one of the armored vehicles, and then Neil finally noticed the dark, bulky vest she was wearing.



“She’s got armor on,” said Neil. “Do we know what kind?”



He didn’t want to try for a headshot at this distance if he didn’t have to.



“Hold on just a second,” said Opal. “I’m asking the client.”



A long stretch of seconds passed. Neil’s index finger found its way into the trigger guard, and he squirmed in his seat. How long would the mark's conversation with Punjab take? Was she just about to duck back into the safety of her armored van?



“Client says he’s pretty sure it’s just a steel plate,” Opal said, finally. “He says he got the info from the company armorer. Owed him a favor, apparently.”



“Okay, we’ll take his word for it,” said Neil.



Less than five seconds later, he fired.



The gun kicked sternly against his shoulder, and the sound of the shot was immediately dampened by the noise-sensing implants in Neil’s ears.



For half a second in the clear, windless air, he could see the mirage distortion from the arc of the bullet, rising at first, then falling and striking the mark dead in the center of her chest.



Even at this distance, Neil could see a brief flash on impact, when the projectile’s tungsten penetrator core superheated and punched through the steel armor.



While the supersonic crack was still lingering in the air, Neil fired again, just for safety.



By then the woman was already crumpling to the ground, and the round just went into whatever body mass was still available for Neil to aim at. At this point, he was less concerned about good shot placement.



With a remarkably quick reaction time, the two sides were shooting at each other.



“Client sent half the payment. We’ll get the rest when he confirms her death.”



“Congratulate him on the imminent promotion we just freed up for him,” Neil muttered, suddenly very tired. He began began his after-action rituals. Removing his rifle’s bipod, changing the magazine for a fresh one, switching the optic for tritium iron sights.



Just when he stood up, Opal’s voice came again, desperate in his ear.



“Neil! There was a perimeter team I missed! They’ve already got a bearing on your shots.”



Shit.



“Where are they?” he asked.



“On top of you!”



Shit!



Neil slung his gun, and began to hurriedly move to the back exit. Just as he walked into the alley, he saw the glow of flashlights pierce the evening darkness ahead of him.



He ducked behind the first bit of concealment he could find: a rusted green dumpster. Even without peeking, he could see the pools of light from his assaulters’ flashlights wash over towards him, bouncing as they ran towards the gas station.



“They’re here,” he mumbled. “Give me some cover.”



“EM chaff on the way,” said Opal. “Three, two, one…”



Almost ten thousand feet above Neil and the Kingfisher thugs, Opal’s camera drone was spinning lazy circles in the sky. On her command, it delivered payload from its single 40mm launcher.



The falling canister exploded at a precisely calculated height over the gas station alleyway, dispersing several ounces of highly charged carbon nanotube material milliseconds before the canister’s second component, a magnetic flash coil, detonated.



The resulting dispersal of a powerful localized electromagnetic field disabled everything that held an electrical current, for at least a few minutes.



Neil began moving as soon as he saw the flashlights shut off. He saw a team of five corporate soldiers that were suddenly fighting to regain their bearings. Some struggled with artificial eyes and limbs that had suddenly failed them, leaving them groping blindly with weapons dropped. Others suddenly had their attention elsewhere, instinctively trying to pull their disabled colleagues to cover or fidgeting with electronic targeting systems that were suddenly unresponsive.



None were looking down the alleyway as Neil leaned out from behind the dumpster, rifle shouldered.



Neil’s left eye was, of course, just as disabled as the Kingfisher men’s gear. But his right eye was organic. And the tritium sights that glowed atop his rifle didn’t run on batteries.



He began putting two shots on each target as quickly as he could, starting with the ones that were still on their feet. In a surprisingly clear part of his mind, he registered that without the electronic dampeners, his ears were ringing out in sharp pain with every trigger pull.



Two of the mercs were able to open up with their rifles, in an almost perfunctory kind of way. With their feet knocked out from under them and caught off-guard, they had almost no chance effectively returning fire.



As soon as all the soldiers were on the ground and moving only limply, Neil starting running away. He didn’t want to stay and give any of the survivors the chance to recover.



With the whine of tinnitus in his ears, he barely heard the sound of his own footfalls as he crossed the rest of the distance to his getaway trike.








When he arrived home hours later, Opal was immediately yelling at him.



“Why in the hell didn’t you talk to me, you complete fucking tool?!” Her voice cracked at the edges from worry.



And only then did he realize that he hadn’t yet rebooted his coms implant after the EM burst.



“I’m sorry,” he said. Arms were raised placatingly, a dizzy smile on his face from leftover adrenaline. “I forgot.”



“Oh my god, you idiot. How do you forget that kind of thing? Honestly!” Opal’s voice stretched out, teetering on the edge between crying and laughing from the pent-up emotions that were finally being released.



In that moment, Neil remembered Opal as a child. Baby Opal, who was born fourteen years after him, who chased the invasive pigeons on the streets, and who sometimes hid behind his legs when he was barely a man.



Neil smiled at the memory. And then he remembered something from earlier that day.



“Here, peace offering,” he said, leaning down until he was at her computer tower. “Lemme get that busted fan for you.”



“Some fucking peace offering,” grumbled Opal. And even though her voice came only through the room’s speakers, he could easily imagine her sitting, cross-armed, like she used to.



The computer was a big thing, and it generated a lot of heat. It had to, in order to run Opal’s consciousness.



Neil carefully removed the outer casing, and then with a can of compressed air, he blew away whatever tangled mess of dirt had seized up that one cooling fan in the back. It started spinning again in short order.



“Feels so much better,” said Opal. “Thanks, Neil.”



“It’s nothing.”



Suddenly as exhausted as he had ever been, he fell face-down on his bed, his body still unwashed and his dirty clothes unchanged.



Idly, he booted his datapad up, and glanced at the new sums in their bank account.



“We’re just a little bit closer. Thank you so much,” said Opal, quietly, like she always did.



“Yeah,” he said, like he always did. “Not that much more, now.”



New organic bodies were very, very expensive.
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         BENEDICT, FL—A terrible shooting incident occurred at Benedict Elementary School, resulting in two dead and one injured. The shooter, identified as Jacob McCullough, age 26, walked into the recess area of the school with a .22-caliber pistol, opening fire and killing one student before turning the gun on himself.



The sole victim of this shooting has been identified as Kate Egan, age 7. Egan, whose passing was mourned by few residents, was by all accounts a completely unremarkable student. No one particularly took notice of her when she was alive.



"She [Egan] did fine in math, and she liked to draw when she wasn't doing school work," said Anne Delaney, age 41, when asked about her now-deceased student. "At the same time, I can't bring myself to remember anything that she drew. I suppose she liked to draw fish, clouds, horses, the usual things little girls like to doodle when they're bored. I guess I'll never know for sure now."



When asked about how she felt about the shooting, Delaney said, in a detached voice, "It was quite bad, I suppose. But it could have also been a lot worse, and that's something important to keep in mind."



Indeed, several residents agree with Delaney's assessment, that the shooting was nothing special.



Completely forgettable, when one gets down to it. Our sources say that the numbers pulled here are mediocre, if anything.



"You know," said local businessman Kenneth Donahue, age 44, "compared to what happened at Sandy Hook, and Parkland, and Santa Fe, we got off pretty light here. Shame what happened to the [...] girl, but at least it didn't get worse." Donahue went on to list several more school shootings that were much more spectacular. True enough, there was not even a competition in this case. The Benedict shooting lacked the spectacle and body count of most other shootings, which meant that only local papers have been running the story for more than a few hours at a time.



The only other person attacked during the shooting, Shelly Smith, age 7, had taken a bullet to the right shoulder blade. She has been under watchful care since then, and doctors expect her to make a substantial recovery, at least physically.



Little Shelly has been naturally unavailable to comment on these events, but her mother Heidi, age 33, spoke with our reporter about the incident. "I can't even begin to imagine how I would react if it was my own daughter who had died," she said calmly. "Thankfully it was the other girl [Egan] who had been attacked more brutally. Poor thing. Still, I'm thankful that my little girl is safe now."



When asked about the name of the girl who had been killed, Smith found herself unable to give an answer. "I'm sorry," she said, "but I believe that sort of thing is up to the parents of the deceased to know." She twiddled her thumbs, looking guilty of something. "And besides," she said, "it's such a lovely day today. The sun is out, and the kids have gone back to school already. It's as if the whole ordeal never happened."



True enough, today is Wednesday, and Benedict Elementary opened its doors on time. Students attended classes as usual, and none of the teachers seemed to give Kate Egan a moment of silence. This would surely be a controversial move on the part of the school's faculty, if not for the fact that no one who's been interviewed has acted as if the shooting was news-worthy.



When asked about why McCullough could have ever murdered a small child in cold blood, local police officer Derek Callihan, age 30, said, "So far we haven't been able to figure out a motive for the killing. We've talked with Jeff and Joanne [McCullough's parents], and they're perfectly nice people. Good people. Jacob lived with them, and [...] as far as we can tell, he didn't exhibit any obvious anti-social behavior or what have you." Callihan, sounding exhausted, also couldn't remember the name of the victim, despite having received a file on her death.



"If I may be perfectly frank with you for a second," Callihan told our reporter, "I don't think it matters all that much. These things happen all the time, and we ought to just be glad that it was such a confined incident. You know?"



No, we don't.



Earlier today, our reporter made his way to the Egan household and talked with Kate's parents. Kate, who was the youngest of three children, came from a perfectly normal home by local standards. No one living in the area would think much of it.



Kate's mother Louise, age 38, said, "I feel empty inside." She didn't say much else, as her body language did most of the talking. She kept gathering all the photos she had of Kate and sorting them into a pile. "I've been thinking about getting rid of every picture I took of her," she said. "I don't want to walk around the house and be reminded of my dead daughter." Louise showed our reporter an antiquated digital camera that she used frequently. "I like to take pictures of us, when we're all together. At family gatherings and such." Her eyes appeared misty as she scrolled through high-quality photographs of Kate, a person who was alive and well just two days ago.



To keep the conversation going, our reporter asked Louise about smartphones, and if she also took pictures on hers if she had one. "Oh yes," she said. "It's an old iPhone. I remember my husband [Gabe] getting it for me last Christmas. I have pictures of my mother on there, before she died." Louise's mother had passed away from advanced liver cancer in April. "I'd been meaning to give Kate the talk about what happened to her grandma," she said, "but then she died too."



Gabe, Kate's father, age 39, refused to comment on what had happened. Our reporter noted that he just sat in the corner of the living room, in his rocking chair, with a glass of rum in his hand. He didn't say anything to anyone.



Truth be told, there is not much to say about the shooting. It is a totally forgettable occurrence, according to the residents of Benedict. Many of them have already forgotten there was in fact a shooting, and that a 7-year-old girl had been killed by a man who had apparently lost his mind for no reason. Indeed, there is no discernible reason for the shooting to have taken place. In the minds of many, the case has already been closed.



Even as I type this article, Kate Egan's name becomes foggy in my memory. She has been forgotten by most of the adults and fellow classmates she knew in life, and all of our sources say that she will only be more thoroughly forgotten in death.



But if there is anything to take comfort in, it's the prospect that in the case of the Benedict school shooting, both the killer and the victim are equally likely to be forgotten by history. Usually the killer has the better chance at being remembered, but perhaps not this time.



Be prepared to read an article rather similar to this one when more children are inevitably gunned down by maniacs.
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