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  -one-


I DIDN'T REALIZE AT FIRST that the man I was supposed to execute was an incubus.  
Which I suppose meant he wasn't a man at all, really. In all honesty, it didn't matter to me what kindred he was. I just wanted to get the job done. Orders were orders. 
I was spent far past any weariness I'd felt in a dozen centuries, and it was too hopeful a thing to assume that so close to the human side of the Shadow Bazaar, the target I was after was a human man. Too easy to assume he had somehow discovered the existence of, and pissed off, the fae.
Which brought me into the picture.
The Belfry, like most pawn shops in the ninth world city, was owned by kindred. If a human entered, they'd see nothing but a place to hawk their pitiful wares. If kindred patronized it, they'd see an entirely different load of goods. Not all of them physical.
A blue neon sign in the shape of a bat in flight sizzled above the door, part of the elaborate lettering that spelled out the name of the shop. The light was pale and didn't cast into the shadows of the alley, making the dark alley look abandoned.
A wide bank of tinted storefront windows gave off the hint of things both strange and macabre within. Bait for human or kindred alike.
The perfect spot for an execution. And if not perfect, I'd make do. I always did.
I halted outside the door, scanning left and right for passersby. Smelled the air for the taint of human sweat that would indicate that the incubus was not alone inside. I listened for voices. Peered into the smoked windows.
Everything was clear.
I considered rapping on the door as a means to gauge the response, and then figure out in advance where the incubus might be lurking. Because he was in there. I knew because the air smelled faintly of pheromones. 
His powers were on the wane. Maybe even curtailed, but it was clear he was a lust demon. 
The masters hadn't told me he was a castrated incubus, just that he needed to disappear.
What the masters wanted from me, the masters got.
I yanked on the handle.
The door was locked, of course. And not with ninth world metals and gears as most human shops would be. But with magic.
I rolled my head back on my neck and glared at the sign.
"Lyman," I said without raising my voice. "Lyman, there's no sense in hiding."
A rat scuttled nearby, knocking a trash can lid from its container. It clattered to the pavement. The neon sign made a singing sound then went dead.
I was left standing in the dark.
Which meant he could see me better than I could him. I had magics that could control light if I chose to use them, but my magics didn't make my eyesight any better than regular kindred. Or humans for that matter.
The bastard was watching me. 
He must have known I was coming. Maybe one of the masters had warned him. Maybe they wanted him to be afraid. Maybe one of them wanted to test me. I wouldn't put anything past any of them.
That didn't matter. I wasn't the sneaking-about, lie-in-wait and trail-the-victim-for-days kind of assassin. My time was precious. If bluster would accomplish the task faster, I used it. If kindred or human saw me at all, I mopped up the scene like a ninth world mafia cleaner. 
"Let me in," I said to the door.
"You're not welcome," said a high-pitched voice from the other side.
"That only works on vampires," I said. "And then only a few species. You should know that."
It was more than I usually spoke on assignment. Hell, I didn't speak much in general, and it wasn't like I needed to cajole him to get in. But this close to the Shadow Bazaar, I really didn't want to have to deal with a lot of lookie loos who might hear the telltale signs of magic blasting through magic and decide to come rubbernecking. 
I didn't have the energy to mop up a crowd of dead kindred.
It was usually ninth world humans the masters sent to exterminate. I was an urban legend in most of the nine worlds, and my masters preferred to keep me that way. If they were willing to risk the worlds knowing for certain I existed, then the incubus posed a considerably worse risk to them alive.
Unlike my own existence, the worlds knew about the Shadow Sidhe the way humans knew about the KKK or the mafia. They were faceless and nameless as individuals but terrifying as a whole.
The incubus they had sent me to snuff out of this world and send to the one of chaos and death had spent the last ten years using cotton candy to lure children from along the waterfront. He'd lost most of his powers and used his pawn shop as a means to sell the abducted children to kindred who preferred their meals young and tender. Some of those were in the Shadow Bazaar, some were right in the ninth world hiding among humans.
But that wasn't why the incubus was about to die.
He owed the masters for several changeling children, and he'd begun to complain loudly enough about his debts that some members of the seelie court had taken notice. 
The Shadow Sidhe did not want the seelie court taking an interest in its business.
"You've been talking, Lyman," I said, laying my palm against the door.
"I ain't said nothing to nobody."
The steel door felt cold against my palm but it was a good conductor for the light. I pressed a bit into the metal and felt the door grow warm.
"I'll make it fast," I said. "No pain. The masters did not demand pain, just death."
I heard him choke, and the sound of footsteps retreating in an erratic, pounding rhythm met my ears.
He was running. The sound of objects striking walls and floors indicated he was trying to block my way as he fled.
Time to get the show on the road.
I focused my magic into my fingers, letting the light gather there in a laser-like point. I cut through the power-bolt he'd put on the door the way a hot glue gun bites through plastic wrap. I tore downward, letting the hiss of broken magic run its course until the door flung open on its own.
He was on the other side of the shop.
Tall and broad-shouldered, with a mist of five o'clock shadow and a smoky gaze. I felt the pulse of desire for one instant and then it evaporated.
His eyes went wide as he realized his impotent blast of power wasn't enough to distract me. He'd tried, though. I had to give him that.
"It was a waste of magic to turn your waning powers loose on me," I said.
He blanched as he realized I knew he'd used up the last of his residual magic. No doubt he had been storing that energy for weeks.
Unable to hold his human form after depleting his magic, he transformed. Black eyes looked back at me. His skin went wrinkly and pale. I could see the black veins pulsing beneath the crepe paper flesh.
"I didn't do nothing," he said.
I spread my feet wide. One blast should do it. I'd stun him. Disintegrate his body. Collect the ash for my masters. 
"Doesn't matter," I said." You're on my roster. Doesn't matter what you did or didn't do. I have orders."
He scratched at his shoulder where a small horn rose and curved toward his chest.
The magic gathered in my palms. First white light, then blue, then purple. It itched to be free.
He fell to his knees on the tiles. 
"You don't have to follow orders," he said. "Just decide to walk away. It's in your power. Just make the choice."
His palms pressed together over his chest. 
"You don't have to do this," he whispered. 
I sighed. "Of course I do," I said. "I'm Slayer."
His face twisted with hatred. "Slayer," he spit out. "Sociopath, you mean."
I ignored the insult. I knew what I was: the sole assassin for the Shadow Sidhe, at the bid and call of any who needed me, whenever they needed me. I slept when I could, where I could. Ate when time allowed it. Sometimes I was called to service by the group, sometimes by a singular member.
That their call came ever more frequently these last few centuries meant I hadn't had a home since mortal men rode the breadth of the world to crusade for their god.
His insults weren't anything I hadn't heard before.
I sighed, not resolute or sad. Just a release of breath because I wanted it to be over.
The light met him with a crack. He didn't have time to cry out. One second his expression was beseeching, the next, it crumbled like a sand castle.
I stared at the mound of ash for longer than I expected before I strode toward it. It was inert. No magic came off the dust or rose to the air around it. 
I tugged at the shoulders of my leather jacket, a leather vanity I'd taken from my last target: a human man with too much information on the world of the fae. It felt heavy and too big, as though it were coming off my back.
"I told you," I murmured to the pile. "No pain."
My masters hadn't told me to make him suffer. They hadn't told me to consume him, either. They hadn't filled me with their magics to magnify my own because he was nothing to them but a castrated incubus who threatened to expose them. 
He didn't warrant more than a quick photon of destructive light.
And now he was ash. It took me entirely too long to blink as I looked at the pile. I was tired. My eyes stung. The damn jacket was too heavy all of a sudden.
I blew air from pursed lips and nudged the pile with my boot. 
The masters would want his remains as proof he was dead, and they would nudge it with their magic to make sure he was well and truly gone. They might sell his remains in the Shadow Bazaar for a premium price to low end witches too stupid to realize they had purchased impotent incubus ash. 
I scanned the shop for a container to sweep Lyman's ashes into. There were several wooden boxes, some with carvings, some without. Most seemed too elegant or too primitive for such a use.
I scanned the store. I didn't relish scooping up his dust and dumping it in my pockets. I needed something to carry him in.
The shelves held glasses and trinkets. The display case harbored everything from human necklaces, brooches, and rings to antique coins and gold-plated flasks.
I blasted the nearest case with a ray of hot white light. It melted away, leaving a fist-sized hole in the center where a red velvet box clasped a gaudy foot long pearl necklace.
I reached in and shook the necklace free. It clanked against the metal shelf, leaving the box's aged and yellowed cardboard support empty.
I pulled at the tab, freeing that too, and then I palmed the box. It felt soft against my fingertips. The velvet, though rubbed short in places, was still vibrant.
The cover remained where it sat on the shelf inside the glass case, but I was sure I could scoop all of him into the box. He'd been slight in his true form, all sinew and skin.
I knelt to sweep his remains into the box, using the cardboard support as a scraping tool. A few chunks of bone didn't fit, and I left them on the cabinet shelf when I retrieved the cover.
Once the lid was pushed down, no one would ever know that the remains of an incubus rested inside.
I delivered the box to the Burrow the next morning. Lyman was nestled in my leather jacket pocket as I faced the three magistrates of the Shadow Sidhe who had tasked me with the job. 
All three were dressed in angel hair linen in a blue so deep it glinted in places where it caught the light from the magic sconces. One of them wore a crown of crusted emeralds, Letitia, I thought. She had been a fae queen in one incarnation and gave it up to be Shadow Sidhe. 
Despite her incredible beauty and frail stature, she was the most fearsome of them all. 
I flicked my gaze away, knowing if she caught me looking I would burn for it. 
I knelt, as was expected, forehead on the floor, eyes downcast, shoulders hunched, and I extracted the velvet box. It caught on the edge of my pocket and I fumbled to free it.
Letitia groaned loud enough that I winced, yanking at the thing until it came free with a snap.
I almost sighed in relief but caught myself. I laid it on the reflective mica tiles past my head. It didn't make a sound as I slid it forward with the tips of my fingers. 
It stopped when it nudged against a bare foot. Friel, I realized. He hated shoes of any sort.
"This is the incubus?" Letitia said. She sounded angry. She always sounded angry.
I nodded.
"Why not just cast his remains in a Chinese take-out tray?" she said. "You expect us to touch that foul ninth world material?" 
I said nothing. She didn't expect an answer. Wouldn't want one from me.
"And the shop?" Friel said. 
His voice was nasal, the effect of living underwater for so much of his fae life. "You left it as we said? It will look broken into so the ninth world police will find no proof of his existence should they search? So no vermin spilling out from the Shadow Bazaar will find it curious?"
By vermin he meant other kindred who patronized the Shadow Bazaar or used its many portals to navigate the nine worlds. Friel would never leave his cozy mansion beneath the Majestic Falls unless it was to come here to the Burrow to command me.
I knew the others frequented the bazaar. Letitia had a fondness for a fae shopkeeper who had no idea she was Shadow Sidhe. I doubted Friel knew of her slumming and I wasn't about to inform him. It wasn't my place.
"Well?" Friel demanded.
I nodded and he grunted. I'd left the shop exactly as they'd said. No kindred would see it as anything other than a robbery and when the Shadow Sidhe installed another manager, they would merely think Lyman sold out.
Shop keeping could be dangerous business.
The
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Dark worlds. Scrappy chicks.







