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      Most problems have temporary solutions…others require a more permanent response.

       Meet Iker the Unseen, expert conflict resolution professional.

       When Iker gets a call from the Dark Council to resolve a conflict involving an ancient clan of vampires, he finds that he is the target of an elimination protocol.

       Someone wants Iker the Unseen to remain unseen…permanently.

       Now, with Dark Council Enforcers hunting him, and clan heads ordering his death, Iker must uncover who sanctioned a kill order against him—and remove them before its too late.
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        Beware; I am fearless, and therefore powerful.

        -Mary Shelley
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      My walking stick tapped the cobblestones with every other step.

      What used to be an affectation was now a necessity, if I wanted to walk without major discomfort. The injury, and the resulting wound was my constant reminder of failure.

      My failure to kill her.

      It tapped out a solemn death march, announcing the impending end of my target: one Lawrence Warrington, high ranking member of one of the older vampire clans in the Dark Council.

      Every Wednesday evening he would visit the Hellfire Club, where he would engage in his particular fetishes before taking a short stroll a few blocks away. He would return to his vehicle which was always parked in the same location—Dey Street, between Church and Broadway, across from the Millennium Hilton.

      Predictable, foolish, and fatal.

      The valet would bring the car up in three minutes. I waited. Three minutes later, I heard his footsteps. He didn’t even try to mask his approach. He had grown complacent and sloppy. Lawrence carried himself with the attitude of a man who is used to abusing his authority. Everything about him screamed arrogance. That would be short-lived.

      Just like Lawrence.

      The irony of a vampire walking down Dey Street in the middle of the night wasn’t lost on me. I made sure he saw me as he drew closer.

      “It’s you,” he said, narrowing his eyes at me. “There’s been a mistake.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “If we’re having a conversation, you’ve made a fatal error. One I’ve been sent to correct—permanently.”

      “You can’t touch me,” he stammered as he backed up against his pristine silver Bentley. “Do you know who I am, what clan I belong to?”

      Denial came first.

      “Yes, I do, Lawrence. It’s why I’m here,” I said. “You have two hours until sunrise. Would you like to greet the sun one last time? I’ve been informed that I can offer you this last mercy, considering your position within the clan.”

      “You dare speak to me this way? Fuck your mercy!”

      “I will take that as a no.”

      “You are street scum,” he spat, the anger rushing to the surface in desperation. “Filth not fit to kiss my shoes.”

      Anger always followed denial.

      “Yet, here I am,” I said. “It would seem someone doesn’t think very highly of you Lawrence, enough to employ me to dispatch you.”

      “Whatever they’re paying I can double it, triple it,” Lawrence offered. “You know I have it. Name your price.”

      Bargaining inevitably followed anger. I never let it get past the bargaining stage. My injury impeded my smooth movement, but not by much. I slid across the cobblestones, drawing my blade as I closed the distance.

      Lawrence was a vampire, which meant he was dangerous. He was also an entitled, self-serving, insolent ass. He left combat to underlings and those he deemed less than him.

      Vampires like me.

      My blade punctured his chest in several locations. He fell back, rolling across the hood of the Bentley and ending up unceremoniously on the street.

      “Did you just stab me?” he asked. “Are you mad? What do you think some blade is going to do to me?”

      I extended my black blade, Slake, to the side and allowed Lawrence to get a good look. The runes along its edge gave off a dull red glow. It took a few moments, but the realization dawned on him.

      “Is that a soulsplitter?”

      “Worse,” I said. “You have one minute before it dissolves you. Any last words?”

      Lawrence began to laugh.

      “You still don’t see it, do you?”

      “See what?” I asked, somewhat confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “They will come for you,” Lawrence said. “You failed. They do not accept failure.”

      “I did not fail,” I said, my voice firm. “You have been terminated.”

      “Not me, you fool,” Lawrence said, turning pale. “You didn’t kill her.”

      I knew who he meant immediately.

      “A situation I will rectify in time.”

      “Too late,” he said. “I’m just the beginning, but trust me, this ends with you.”

      He burst into dust a second later.

      I sheathed Slake into my walking stick and walked away, his words echoing in my thoughts.

      This ends with you.
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      My phone rang a few seconds later. Only one person had my number.

      Sabine.

      Somehow she always knew. Sabine was my second, my facilitator and intermediary. If someone wanted to procure my services, they needed to meet with her first. She would vet and confirm the client as well as the target.

      If she decided the contract was not viable, or exposed me to unnecessary reprisals, she would cancel it, no questions asked. It was the only condition she was adamant about, and the only one I didn’t violate.

      “Is it done?”

      “It would appear,” I said, looking back at the remaining dust that was Warrington seconds earlier. “I have enemies on the Council that want me dead.”

      “Water is wet and the sun kills,” she said. “What else is new?”

      “These individuals it appears. They seem to be a new faction, according to Warrington.”

      “Are you sure he wasn’t just trying to delay the inevitable?”

      “It was after he knew he was gone. He had nothing to gain by telling me.”

      “And it wasn’t the ravings of a lunatic?”

      “No. Just the final words of a dead man,” I said, thinking on Warrington’s last words. “You may need to do some digging around. See what you can uncover about my imminent demise.”

      “Well, that’s complicated,” Sabine said after a pause. “They do realize you’ve crossed that particular road?”

      “I would assume so.”

      “So this is dead as in dust-dead.”

      “Warrington alluded to as much,” I said, walking away from the Bentley. “It goes back to her.”

      A few moments of silence.

      “You realize a resolution will be needed regarding that particular situation?”

      “I’m aware,” I said. “Killing the Director of the Dark Council is not a matter to be taken lightly. The repercussions will be…extensive.”

      “She’s dangerous and not under an active contract, at least not anymore.”

      “Is there still a bounty on her head?”

      Another moment of silence.

      “Yes, it currently sits at forty million, under an open bounty.”

      “Inform me when it reaches one hundred million.”

      “I don’t see that happening; she’s dangerous, but not that dangerous.”

      “She is that dangerous and beyond.”

      “Well, if anyone can prove her demise they would collect the bounty.”

      “And an assortment of formidable enemies,” I said. “Starting with the detective agency.”

      “You could be preemptive and remove them first.”

      “You only say that because you haven’t studied them. I have.”

      “There’s only two of them. Doesn’t seem like much of a threat.”

      “Three, if you factor in the hellhound. Don’t underestimate them.”

      “Two men and a hellhound,” she said. “Sounds like a bad B-movie. Removing them should be possible with enough personnel.”

      “That would only create chaos and bring us undue attention. I don’t do undue attention, it limits my operational mobility.”

      “Understood,” she said. “He wants to meet. Sunrise. The usual place.”

      I checked my timepiece. A little under two hours.

      “Of course he does,” I said. “Tell him I’ll be there.”

      “Do you want me to arrange a vehicle or are you riding your deathmobile?”

      “The Scythe is not a deathmobile, and yes, I will make my own way.”

      “You usually do. Stay out of the sun.”

      “Sage advice.”

      Sabine ended the call.
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      The Scythe was Cecil’s idea of taking an experimental vehicle and improving on it. Based on the Dodge Tomahawk, it wasn’t exactly a motorcycle, but closer to a strange hybrid, sitting somewhere between an automobile, a motorcycle, and a spectacular death. As far as I knew, I owned the only SuNaTran version. I somehow doubted there would be a demand for more than one.

      No one was that insane.

      I walked over to where I had left it parked, put on the glasses that acted as a kinetic buffer, replacing the need for a helmet, and started the wraith engine.

      I sped off in silence.

      The sky lightened as the sun slowly rose over the horizon. I made sure to pull my hat lower over my face. UV radiation was as fatal to me as it was to most vampires, except the ancient ones—the Daystriders.

      Daystriders knew no fear of the sun.

      Solis Augustus was the oldest vampire I knew. In terms of actual age, it was unclear. No one in the Dark Council or any of the clans knew his true age. What I did know was that he was the head of the most powerful vampire clan in the city. No one refused an audience with him and lived long enough to regret their choice.

      I parked the Scythe in front of 405 Lexington Avenue and glanced up at the Chrysler Building. If I hurried, I could get to Solis before the sun blazed on the top of the building.

      I placed a hand on the specially designed panel and the Scythe’s engine turned off, becoming still. Cecil had runed it with proximity aversion runes, which ensured it would remain exactly where I had parked it until I returned. I stepped into the lobby of the building and headed to a specific elevator.

      The lobby of the building always made me pause. This was construction when art and function intertwined. The lobby was created at the height of the Art Deco movement and it showed. Rich woods and silver motifs shared equal space to make the lobby a work of art. The ceiling was covered in artistic motifs that unified the space into one cohesive work. It was like stepping into a temple.

      The Chrysler Building officially had 32 elevators. I headed over to the 33rd which was disguised as a pair of large brass doors labeled Authorized Personnel Only. I punched in the code on the small panel and the doors whispered open, allowing me entry to the elevator that would access what was once the Cloud Club, but now served as Solis’ base of operations—the Solarium.

      The Solarium occupied the top two floors, with a private residence located as a  triplex below it. The Solarium was an office space Solis used to hold his meetings or summon other members of the Clan families. Those meetings usually occurred in the renovated office space on the 69th floor. The 70th floor was an actual solarium, which for obvious reasons was avoided by most of the clans.

      I was headed to the 70th floor.

      The elevator doors opened several minutes later, and I stepped off into a large reception area. Opposite the doors sat a large runed wooden desk. Behind the desk sat a thin woman of indeterminate age known as the Watcher. I had to do some digging to find out her name was Roze, but that was as far as I was able to get in my investigations.

      Her white hair was pulled back in a severe bun, and her thin glasses rested on the edge of her nose as she gazed at the several computer monitors on her desk. She glanced up at me for half a second and nodded.

      “Upstairs,” she said, returning to her work. “He’s expecting you.”

      She wasn’t a vampire, and frankly I had no idea what exactly she was, except to know that she was incredibly dangerous and always watching, hence the unofficial title. I pulled my hat down and tightened my jacket around my body before heading up the large spiral staircase that led to the solarium.

      I had learned from my interaction with Director Nakatomi. All of my clothing was now runed to protect from sunlight and UV radiation from any source on a level equivalent to Daystrider armor. It had cost a small fortune to procure and ensured I could withstand the sun while wearing it, provided I kept any exposed skin out of direct contact. Without it, and with enough exposure, even I would be reduced to dust.

      This vulnerability was why Solis had arranged the meeting in the Solarium.
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      “Good morning, Iker,” Solis said, gazing out over the city. “It promises to be an excellent day.”

      I glanced across the skyline and looked to the side, the lightening sky signifying the approaching dawn and death. Solis and I had differing opinions about what made an excellent day.

      “You wanted to see me.”

      Solis was a large man who, judging from the tone of his skin; enjoyed spending time in the sun. He was fit and radiated an undercurrent of power. The rumors were that he was a mage before he was turned. These were, of course, unsubstantiated. Due to his advanced age and position with the clans, no one had been able to confirm or dispel the accuracy of the rumor.

      Solis ran a hand through his thick gray hair and peered at me. He moved over to a set of comfortable chairs and motioned for me to sit. I sat opposite him, keeping the rising sun to my back.

      “You have a problem,” Solis said, sitting back in his chair. “Are you aware several of the clan heads are asking for your demise?”

      “I was under the impression that this was the current state of affairs,” I said, measuring my words. With Solis, it was always about the subtext. “At least, until they need me to remove a ‘problem’, that is. Then I’m useful, until I’m not.”

      “It would appear you’ve become too efficient. With the exception of the Director, your record of contract fulfillment is flawless. You’ve become, perhaps, too useful.”

      “I underestimated her,” I said. “It’s an error I won’t repeat.”

      “I’m sure you won’t,” Solis said. “She, however, is not your priority any longer.”

      “Understood.”

      Had he said she was not ‘a priority’, I would have been free to pursue the Director at my leisure. By framing it as not ‘my priority’ he had effectively warned me off. I was being instructed to stay away from her until further notice.

      “What were Warrington’s last words?” Solis asked. “I’m sure he shared some wisdom with you.”

      “He informed me that the clan heads want my, as you said, demise,” I said. “Because I allowed the Director to escape.”

      “That is their excuse,” Solis said, waving my words away. “Old vampires clinging to power and realizing their end draws near.”

      “Their end? Are you referring to the Director?”

      “No. She is a long-term concern. They are concerned with short-term survivability.”

      “It’s my understanding that the clan heads are secure in their positions,” I said. “Why would they be concerned about their survivability?”

      “The Director is purging the ranks, and has enacted the blood rule,” Solis said with a small smile. “It was an excellent play. They will retaliate, but not directly, not yet.”

      “They fear her.”

      “They blame you,” Solis said, looking at me. “The consensus was that you should have removed her when you had the chance. Your failure has precipitated the blood rule and the current purge.”

      “I see. They blame me, yet I don’t pose a threat to them.”

      “They fear you,” Solis said, looking away from me and out over the balcony into the city again. “Do you know why?”

      I gave my answer careful thought. If Solis was siding with the clan heads, I would leave the solarium in a dust bin. If he was, somehow, giving me latitude to act, he would be a powerful ally.

      “I can reach them,” I said after a moment’s pause. “Their defenses and protections are meaningless if I went after them.”

      “I wouldn’t say meaningless, more like inconsequential.”

      “This doesn’t track,” I said. “No one has placed a contract on them. No one would dare. We have an understanding. I do my work and they leave me alone. It has always been this way.”

      “Until it changed,” Solis said. “This is not personal.”

      “I find that every time someone needs to inform me it’s not personal, they are in the process of trying to eliminate me.”

      “In order to remove the Director they need a scapegoat. You make a convenient target and catalyst.”

      “Target, I understand. How am I a catalyst?”

      “Your elimination would trigger a sequence of events favorable to the outcome they seek,” Solis said, peering at me. “The death of Iker the Unseen would send ripples throughout the Dark Council, not just the clans.”

      “You overestimate my influence.”

      “You underestimate it,” Solis said. “Your death, were it to pass, would cause instability in the Dark Council. The clan heads would use that to capitalize on dissolving the blood rule.”

      “They would be free to move against the Director and what? Remove her from her post?”

      “Remove her from existence,” Solis said. “You’re thinking politics when you should be thinking like what you are—an assassin. This is a zero sum game. You either remove them or they remove you. There is no middle ground.”

      “No one survives attacking clan heads. The DCE would be on me in force.”

      “What makes you think they aren’t mobilizing against you now?”

      It was the moment to find out where he stood.

      “Why?”

      “I just explained why.”

      “No. Why am I here?” I asked. “You’re one of the clan heads, and yet you’re telling me to be preemptive and eliminate them before they eliminate me. Why?”

      “Director Nakatomi is only wrong in her approach,” Solis said. “Her tactic, while heavy-handed, will ultimately help us and the Dark Council.”

      “Since when are you concerned with the Dark Council?”

      “For now, our interests align. I want to make sure the Dark Council remains intact. For that to happen…”

      “I need to remove the clan heads before they remove her.”

      “Not heads, head. There is one in particular who seems to motivate the others. Remove him and your problems are forestalled.”

      “I thought they all hated me equally. Which clan head is it?”

      “Renault,” Solis said after giving me a long glance. “He pushes Garcia and Petrov against you. Remove him and the others will become more…malleable.”

      “Renault…I’m dealing with the Triumvirate?”

      “Yes, you will need to confront him.”

      “You want me to confront one of the highest clan heads and remove him from the board?”

      “While not dying in the process. Is this something you can do?”

      Now I understood why I was here. He was putting a contract on the clan heads.

      “Renault is a hard target. I would need weeks to coordinate this contract.”

      “You have two days,” Solis said. “Any longer and you will be contending with the full might of the DCE. Right now he’s only able to mobilize the vampire faction. It will be difficult, but not impossible.”

      “Dark Council Enforcer vampires are the strongest of the three factions. Not that I want to deal with mages and werewolves, but DCE-Vs are more than difficult. They’re psychotic. I should know; I was once part of that group.”

      Solis nodded.

      “Which means you know how to effectively neutralize them.”

      I weighed my options. Two days was not enough time to mount an effective attack against Renault and the DCE. Not only was Renault the head of the Triumvirate, he was paranoid about his personal security. Out of the three members, he was the hardest target.

      “If Renault is removed—”

      “When Renault is removed,” Solis interrupted. “You have no room for failure here.”

      “When Renault is removed, won’t his death galvanize the rest of the clan heads, especially Garcia and Petrov?”

      “Overtly they will posture. Once Renault is removed I will make sure they listen to reason.”

      There was something Soils wasn’t telling me. The subtext was more than he was revealing.

      “Why do you need him removed?” I asked. “I imagine the reason has nothing to do with my well-being.”

      “Astute, as expected. Actually, the reason has nothing to do with you,” Solis said, with a slight smile. “Can you do it?”

      “And survive? Unlikely. There is a reason Renault occupies the position he holds.”

      “I have every confidence in your abilities. Roze will provide you with the necessary details.”

      He stood and walked over the balcony’s edge to take in the view again. It would be a simple matter to slide forward and assist him over the edge. The fact that he was turning his back to me was a deception. I’d get halfway to his position before he blasted me to oblivion.

      I remained in the chair and focused on my options.

      If I took this contract, I would be declaring open war on the Clans and the Dark Council. They would unleash their full resources on me. If I refused, I was going to be targeted by the Triumvirate, led by Renault, and eliminated.

      “If I’m to risk open war with the Dark Council, I need to know where you stand,” I asked, finally. “You didn’t answer my question. How does crippling the Triumvirate benefit you?”

      “If left to their devices, the Triumvirate will plunge the Dark Council into a civil war, starting with the vampires,” Solis said, turning to me. “A Clan war serves no one, despite what the war mongers would have us believe.”

      “That’s very altruistic of you.”

      “Altruism has nothing to do with this,” Solis said, with a small laugh, as he pointed out to the city. “I would prefer to have a relatively quiet city in addition to my other vested interests. Suffice to say, if you are successful, you will have a powerful ally on your side.”

      “I can assume you will have no direct interaction?”

      “Correct,” Solis said. “After today, we will not speak again. You will be free to act as you see fit to complete this task. If you manage to do so and survive, we will have another conversation. If you fail, it won’t matter. You will be dust.”

      “Understood,” I said, standing. “How soon before the DCE is mobilized?”

      “According to my sources, I’d say you have a day, perhaps two on the outside,” Solis said. “Make the most of it. Please see Roze on your way out.”

      The meeting was over.
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      Roze handed me a small USB drive as I reached the bottom of the spiral staircase.

      “Do you know how to use that?” she asked, as I looked down at the small device.

      “I’ve managed to keep abreast of technology despite my age.”

      “It’s a temporary drive. Short-term use only.”

      “I’m familiar, yes,” I said. “I’m sure Sabine will be able to retrieve the data it contains.”

      “Once downloaded, memorize the data,” Roze said. “That data on that drive will self-corrupt ten minutes after download, rendering it useless.”

      I examined the small drive I held.

      “And on the computer it’s downloaded to?”

      “Same thing, ten minutes,” Roze said. “Then it’s gone. No damage to your computer, but you won’t be able to access the information. It won’t exist.”

      “Understood.”

      “The usual cost for your services, plus an inconvenience fee has been wired to your account,” Roze said. “Mr. Augustus is counting on your utmost discretion regarding this matter.”

      “I would expect nothing less.”

      “If there is nothing else...?”

      “There is. A question,” I said, pressing the call button to the elevator. “It is somewhat delicate in nature.”

      Roze gave me a look, adjusted her glasses, and sat behind her desk.

      “Of course,” she said, tapping several keys on her keyboard. “I may or may not have the answer, but you are free to ask.”

      I glanced upward at the solarium and then refocused on Roze.

      “What is his plan? Long-term?”

      “His plan?” Roze asked, staring at me. “Why would you think he would share that with me?”

      “Because you’re the person who has been with him the longest,” I said. “Over a century, if I’m correct.”

      Roze raised an eyebrow and gave me an appraising look.

      “Are you considering if he is an ally or enemy?”

      “To put it bluntly, yes.”

      “I cannot pretend to know the workings of his mind or the plans he has set in motion,” Roze said after a brief pause. “I can tell you that those he deems his enemies are never invited to the solarium, much less leave his presence of their own volition.”

      “As I have.”

      She gave me a slight nod.

      “If that is all, Mr. Caecus,” she said, ending the conversation.“I wish you a good day.”

      It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. Only Sabine knew me by that name, and I knew for a fact she would never divulge it. Apparently, Solis had an extensive information network. I made a mental note to investigate that further at a later date.

      I paused and tipped my hat to Roze before stepping into the waiting elevator. The doors whispered closed, the elevator silently descending to street level as I reviewed her response to my question.

      It may have appeared like Roze evaded answering me, but she had revealed enough. She had confirmed her tenure with Solis was at least a century, if not longer, and more importantly, she had shown me where her loyalties lay.

      All information is valuable—if not immediately, eventually.

      If Solis was willing to start a clan war, I would need to have contingency plans in place. When I reached the Scythe, I called Sabine.

      “Am I reading this right?” she said when the call connected. “It’s triple your usual fee to take out…Renault?”

      “He calls it an inconvenience fee.”

      “More like a suicide fee,” Sabine replied. “Is he serious? The Dark Council won’t react well to this.”

      “Not their concern…yet. This is being contained to vampires only for now.”

      “The moment you retire Renault they’ll unleash the DCE-V.”

      “Possibly before,” I said. “Renault and the Triumvirate are looking to remove me from the board. Seems I’m too good at my job.”

      “Mistake…for them. Can you act before they unleash the Enforcers?”

      “Yes,” I said, starting the engine and putting on my visors. “We have a small window of operation.”

      “This is a hard target. In fact, it’s one of the hardest outside of Nakatomi right now. How much time before they mobilize?”

      “Two days.”

      Sabine graced me with a string of creative French curses before taking a deep breath and composing herself. I sped downtown on Lexington Avenue, the sun rising higher in the sky to my left.

      “Feel better?”

      “Not even a little bit. This job is suicide. Tell me he doesn’t want it done during the day.”

      “He left that to my discretion. A daylight attack would be prudent. Renault isn’t exactly defenseless. He would be most vulnerable during the day.”

      “So would you.”

      “Occupational hazard.”

      “I’m assuming the increase in the amount represents the increase in risk.”

      “Yes. We’ll need to facilitate an extraction…just in case,” I said. “It’s not that I don’t trust Solis…”

      “It’s just that you don’t trust anyone.”

      “Exactly. That’s how I’ve managed to stay alive.”

      “Anyone else, I would say decline, but this is Solis. I’m guessing walking away is not an option?”

      “Not a viable one, no.”

      “Two days is nearly impossible.”

      “Two days before DCE mobilizes on me, thanks to Renault.”

      “Did the Watcher provide information?” Sabine asked. “We don’t have time for a proper recon of the target. I’d rather not walk in blind on this.”

      “In my possession on a self-corrupting drive with a ten minute expiration.”

      “Ten minutes? Plenty of time to reroute the data.”

      “It seems like Solis doesn’t want this information existing outside of his control.”

      “And I don’t like you having two days to eliminate a clan head,” Sabine said. “If Roze went IMF with this information, it bears keeping.”

      “Agreed,” I said as I heard the tapping of keys. “Try not to implode the computers while you retrieve the data.”

      “Will never happen,” Sabine replied. “I have you on Lex with no hostiles on your tail. See you in fifteen.”

      “I’ll be there in ten,” I said, accelerating the Scythe.

      “Stay out of the sun.”

      “I intend to.”
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      Ten minutes later, I headed to my base of operations.

      I turned on 35th Street and headed east to 1st Avenue. From there I rode three blocks to the Corinthian, located at 330 E38th Street, and parked the Scythe underground. I took the stairs to the third floor and entered the spacious apartment.

      This particular base of operations was located near Tudor City. I had chosen it because of its proximity to the Silver Terrapin, Director Nakatomi’s residence. It allowed me to monitor her activity without revealing my presence.

      If I survived this contract, I would need a new location to work out of. It was clear the Director was hands-off at the moment. Being this close only invited conflict. The prudent thing to do would be to create some distance until I could strike.

      Even though the building boasted 57 stories, unlike Solis, I had no use for ‘a view’. In a worst case scenario, exiting from a third floor window held a greater chance of survivability than an exit from the fifty-seventh. Sabine was behind a large desk with six computer monitors arrayed for easy viewing, hiding her from sight. She extended an arm without turning to look at me.

      I placed the USB drive in her palm as I walked past her and into the darkened bedroom.

      “Wake me by nightfall.”

      “I’ll have the information transferred by then,” Sabine said. “The usual dossier?”

      “No, we don’t have that kind of time,” I said. “Security, residence, patterns of frequency, if pertinent. A favorite club or restaurant won’t do us any good if he doesn’t visit it for three days. I’m going to have to do this where he lives.”

      “Where the security is going to be the most robust,” Sabine said. “Well, that’s not going to be difficult at all.”

      “What’s life without a little challenge?”

      “A little challenge I can deal with,” Sabine said. “This is going to be nightmarish. You may not be able to solo this one.”

      “Which is why I have you, my incredibly multi-skilled second.”

      “Right. I’ll prep for dual entry and stealth approach.”

      “If we can manage this without the Triumvirate finding out until after, it would work to our benefit.”

      “If anyone can do it, it would be you,” Sabine said. “I don’t think it will remain a mystery for long. Your MO doesn’t leave much to guesswork. You get in where others can’t and manage to do it without leaving a trace. They’ll know it was you. Kind of lends weight to the whole ‘unseen’ thing you have going on.”

      “They will surmise it was me,” I said. “I need them guessing until I confirm it.”

      “How many extraction points?”

      “Three.”

      “I don’t remember adding miracle worker to my list of skills,” Sabine snapped. “Three, really?”

      “I wouldn’t want you to get bored,” I said. “We need redundancies on this one. I don’t trust Renault, and I certainly don’t trust Solis. For all I know, this could be a sacrificial lamb contract.”

      “The Terrapin is a fortress; there was no way to know she could had made those modifications,” Sabine said. “She kept them off every registry. It was a custom job.”

      “Which nearly killed me,” I added. “I’m not in the mood to walk into a trap…again.”

      “Got it,” Sabine said, and I heard her fingers dancing over the keyboard. “Three extraction points.”

      “Good,” I said, closing the door. “See you tonight.”

      I secured the door and made sure the room would remain in complete darkness before settling on the bed and closing my eyes.
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      Night fell, and I rose; fully rested.

      Sabine greeted me as I stepped out of the bedroom. She was dressed in black, form-fitting combat armor, her black hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. As my second, she was imbued with many of my own qualities, but to a lesser degree.

      Sabine was no longer entirely human, but she wasn’t a vampire, either.

      She outclassed any normal human with greater endurance, healing, reflexes, and strength, but she was no match for a true vampire. The bond we shared protected her to a certain degree, but a determined enemy could end her existence. Her greatest advantage was her ability to move during the day.

      The fact that I had saved her life without giving her any of my own blood made her a special kind of hybrid. Normals, while they couldn’t figure out what she was, always felt uneasy around her, while vampires despised her existence, thinking of her as a lesser being. I think the latter was attributable more to being my second than anything else.

      She never requested to be fully turned, and frankly, I preferred her being semi-human. I have, on occasion, been accused of being cold and calculating. Sabine was capable of presenting a fresh, and not entirely annoying perspective, to the contracts I took. In several instances her insights proved valuable because she was able to assess a situation in a way I never could, due to her humanity.

      “Do you want the bad news, or the worse news, first?”

      “Worse news,” I said, moving to the special unit holding my current supply of blood. Synthetic blood never agreed with my system. Another reason the Dark Council forcibly requested I leave their ranks.

      I managed to procure a fresh supply through my contacts at several blood banks throughout the city. Leaving a trail of drained bodies in the streets will make you wildly unpopular in short order.

      “Renault recently updated his security system,” Sabine said, reading from her e-pad. “High-powered UV lamps positioned in and around the property on a timer, as well as guards equipped with LIT rounds. There is also a record of some mage work done to the perimeter of the place. I would assume runic defenses of some kind. Bottom line? It’s all lethal nastiness.”

      “Whats the bad news?”

      “DCE-V has been mobilized; as of tonight you are KOS.”

      “A kill on sight order?” I asked. “I’m flattered.”

      “They aren’t joking,” Sabine said. “So far it’s just vampires, but there have been requests for the entire DCE to be mobilized.”

      “I doubt that request will be fulfilled.”

      “Because you’re going to somehow convince them otherwise?”

      “Because Renault won’t live long enough to apply the necessary pressure to have it fulfilled,” I said. “Upload the schematics to my terminal. Were you able to transfer and keep the data from Solis?”

      She gave me icy look.

      “What do you take me for?”

      “Do you really want the answer to that question?”

      “I’m not an amateur,” she said, waving my words away. “The information is stored in several servers in case we need it again. Roze’s encryption method was amateur at best. I was almost offended.”

      “I was merely confirming your superb computing skills,” I said. “I want you on the perimeter for this one. If the security is what you say it is, I need you watching the extraction points.”

      “I’ll bring the Omega.”

      “Use the LIT rounds. No sense being at a disadvantage.”

      “I like how your brain works,” she said with a small smile as she handed me the e-pad. “LIT rounds are packed.”

      “Excellent,” I said, looking down at the schematics of Renault’s property. “This is where he lives?”

      “For now,” Sabine said. “Dark Council gave him use of the property last year. He was farther uptown before this. You know this property?”

      “Yes, the James B. Duke house is a fixture in the city,” I said. “The Dark Council acquired the property from New York University through a blind trust decades ago. I thought it was still being used by the university?”

      “It was, until last year when Renault moved in,” Sabine said. “Now he stays there six months out of the year.”

      “With increased security.”

      “Going to be an interesting night,” Sabine said as she nodded. “You sure about this?”

      “Prep your gear,” I said, examining the security details. “We go in twenty.”

      She handed me a small communication earpiece, which I inserted into my ear.

      “I’ll be ready to go in ten,” Sabine said, pointing to the schematics. “I have some excellent firing solutions there and there. Extraction points are located at these”—she pointed to three different points on the map—“three locations. All are accessible, none are overtly easy to get to. Best I could do on short notice.”

      “This will work,” I said. “Sanitize this place. We won’t be coming back.”
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      I equipped my gun with LIT rounds and waited for Sabine to check in.

      The Duke property was located on the corner of 78th Street and 5th Avenue, across the street from Central Park. The two story mansion was an impressive property, dominating the corner it sat on. It was a throwback to a much earlier time in the city’s history, when mansions on ‘Millionaires Row’ were a prerequisite for the new elite class, denoting wealth and status.

      Tonight, I would transform it from Renault’s residence to his mausoleum. I approached from the park, the trees providing adequate  cover in the darkness.

      “I’m in place,” Sabine’s voice came over the coms. “I have 5th and 78th covered. The rest of the place is yours.”

      “Confirm perimeter security,” I said, peering into the darkness. “I have six outside.”

      “Confirmed. Six outside,” Sabine replied. “Another ten inside. Renault stays on the top floor. Outside guards are normals, inside are DCE-V.”

      “I can circumvent the outside security. Inside will be…difficult.”

      I recalled the position of the new security measures, specifically the UV lamps and runic defenses.

      “If the security is competent, you’ll have eight minutes before reinforcements arrive,” Sabine said. “I can get their attention for three minutes more before they overrun my location. After that, we extract or die.”

      “Eleven minutes is a lifetime,” I said. “On my mark, drop the three on 5th Avenue. There’s an alley between the buildings I can use to gain access.”

      “And the other three?”

      “Dispatch them once I’m inside. Do not kill them.”

      “Understood,” Sabine said. “What about the DCE-V?”

      “I’ll deal with the ones inside. Even your Omega rifle will have difficulty shooting through that glass. I don’t expect to be in there after eight minutes, but if I am, thin the DCE ranks, then extract before the cutoff time.”

      “Sounds like Meg is going to sing tonight.”

      “You are to extract before the cutoff. Are we clear?”

      “Can’t get any clearer,” Sabine said. “Waiting for your signal.”

      To say Sabine had anger issues was a gross understatement. She harbored an irrational hatred of vampires, which was ironic, considering who saved her.

      “Ten seconds,” I said, moving into position. “Once I phase shift, begin.”

      “I have you in my sights. Once you go ghost, I’ll put them to sleep.”

      My ability to phase shift was part of my curse. There are plenty of stories of my kind transforming into bats, and other assorted creatures. Most of them were myths. There were, however, rare vampires cursed with the Mark of Bahkri—the ability to phase shift through space.

      Another reason the Dark Council feared and hated me.

      Bahkri, one of the original Daystriders, had perfected this ability, managing to enter and escape enclosed areas by phase shifting, an ability similar to planewalking, but much shorter in duration.

      The benefits were considerable in my line of work. No target was off limits, no one was untouchable. The danger of the mark lay in its abuse. Prolonged phase shifting could result in a permanent out-of-phase state.

      I would be rendered immaterial, unable to affect reality around me—a ghost of sorts.

      Needless to say, I used my ability sparingly, opting for speed, misdirection, and illusion to simulate it. In a case such as this, I would have to actually shift to get inside.

      I focused and slipped.

      It was the best way to describe my ability. The mark allowed me to slip through time and matter for short bursts without being detected. To the untrained eye, it would look like teleportation, but I wasn’t leaving my plane of existence, merely altering my frequency to allow for unseen traversal—hence the title.

      As I shifted, my perception of time slowed. I knew this was misleading. I hadn’t slowed time, just stepped out of sync with the flow. Time was still progressing at its normal rate; I was the one who was moving faster than normal.

      I saw the first security guard go down as I crossed the street. The remaining two collapsed in quick succession as I reached the alley between the Duke house and the French Embassy next door.

      “You will lose me in three seconds,” I said, moving down into the alley. “Deal with the remaining three then.”

      “Copy that,” Sabine said in my ear. “I’m reading some odd energy signatures. Looks like the interior runic defenses are active. Watch yourself in there.”

      “Understood; eight minutes. Start the clock.”

      “Starting now,” Sabine said. “Don’t waste time and don’t get dead.”

      “Be right out.”
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      I shifted through a wall on the ground floor. The room I found myself in was a large ballroom-style space furnished with antique desks, ornate lamps, several chaises, and large comfortable chairs. I stood beside two large desks, positioned face-to-face. Directly in front of me, between the desks, stood a group of Enforcers, who, judging from their expressions, apparently were waiting for me.

      The group of Enforcers moved as one, drawing their guns and opening fire. I managed to dive behind one of the desks as bullets ripped through the wood. The Light Irradiated Tungsten rounds left blue trails of light as they chewed through the desk.

      So much for the element of surprise.

      “Guess he’s not as unseen as the stories say he is,” one of the Enforcers mocked. “Come on out, Iker the semi-seen. Let me see how bulletproof you are.”

      The other Enforcers laughed as they spread out to flank my position.

      “Merde,” Sabine hissed over the coms. “What was that?”

      “It appears I’ve been compromised,” I said. “They were expecting me.”

      “You just got in there,” Sabine said. “Did you trip some perimeter defense when you ghosted in?”

      “Unknown. Right now I’m focused on not being reduced to dust by LIT rounds,” I said. “We’ll have to go tactical.”

      “The Dark Council is going to shit a horse if we blow this place up,” Sabine said. “Low-key this is not. That place is a landmark.”

      “We can always say it was the detective agency. They’re notorious for these kinds of renovations.”

      “I only have two baby MOPs. I was saving them for an emergency.”

      “I’d say this qualifies,” I replied, as more gunfire blew apart what remained of the large desk. “I’m on the north side of the building, do not blow me up.”

      MOPs—massive ordnance penetrators, or bunker busters—are designed to penetrate hardened targets buried deep underground. The smaller RPG versions Sabine carried, courtesy of the Moving Market, would make short work of the walls of the Duke house.

      “You need to clear the area,” Sabine replied. “Piggyback sequence in five-ten.”

      The stairs were twenty feet to my left. A piggyback sequence meant Sabine would use the first MOP to obliterate the wall. Ten seconds later, the second MOP would obliterate everything and everyone on the ground floor.

      Including me.

      I preferred subtlety and silence to destructive demolition, but this situation had escalated beyond the silent subtle phase. I returned fire, dropping one of the Enforcers and converting him to a pile of dust. The other four remained behind cover as I shifted to the stairs. A second later, the first explosion rocked the building.

      “What the hell was that?” One of the Enforcers called out. “We need backup!”

      “I’m on it!” Another Enforcer yelled. “Stay down!”

      “We lost Philipps with the wall!” An Enforcer called out. “Get that bastard! He’s heading upstairs!”

      It was the last thing I heard, right before the second explosion obliterated the ground floor.

      I stopped on the stairs and listened for any signs of life below.

      Silence.

      “You have movement on the second floor and reinforcements in five minutes,” Sabine said in my ear. “We’ve been set up.”

      “Five minutes is plenty of time,” I said, racing up the stairs. “Get ready to extract.”

      Three Enforcers waited at the top of the stairs.

      They never stood a chance.

      I moved just short of a shift, drawing Slake as I moved past them. They collapsed as I sliced through their bodies, becoming dust as I drew my gun. I fired at the remaining two Enforcers across the floor, introducing them to LIT rounds before they, too, collapsed into dust.

      I heard the sound of clapping off to the side as a figure stepped into the large room. This space was mostly empty of furniture, acting as an enormous reception hall with a spacious balcony overlooking the floor below. Around the hall, on the walls, I noticed the new high powered UV lamps, situated every few feet, all pointing to the center.

      Where I currently stood.

      “Impressive,” Renault said, as he strode confidently into the hall. “Those were some of my best men.”

      He was close to my size. Slightly taller, and I could tell he invested plenty of time in the gym. He moved with a self-assured poise, reminding me of a dancer taking center stage. He held a black blade in his hand; a Soulsplitter. Like my own blade, Slake a Soulsplitter was the weapon normally carried by Nightwalkers.

      “Renault, you know why I’m here.”

      “The question is: do you?”

      Shooting him was out of the question. He was too fast. Even if I tried doing it while shifting, there was a large probability I would miss. He would exploit that opportunity to bury his sword in my chest or remove my head.

      Neither option worked for me.

      I tightened my grip around Slake as Renault closed the distance.

      “You, and the Triumvirate, are looking to retire me,” I said. “I’m here to violently express my disagreement with your course of action.”

      “Duly noted,” he said, with a slight nod as he stepped into a defensive stance. “The only reason you’re still alive”—he gestured to the UV lamps all around us—“is because I wanted to see if the rumors were true. Show me.”
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      Against normal enemies, I barely notice my wound. My skill level surpasses them to such a degree it makes the difference insurmountable for them.

      Renault was another matter entirely.

      He was an accomplished swordsman, and launched his attack on my weak side with a swipe at my leg. I pivoted away from the slash, parrying with Slake and stepping back.

      “You should have let the Enforcers end you,” Renault said. “It would have been neater. Now, I’m going to cut you, and your legend, down to size. I will make sure to ship your remains to Solis.”

      He must have caught the look of surprise that flitted across my face. He stepped back and laughed.

      “You didn’t know? He sent you here to your death. Didn’t you hear? You’ve grown too efficient,  too dangerous. It was decided something needed to be done about Iker the Unseen. The clan heads agreed—all of us. You needed to be removed, permanently.”

      “He said the same thing about you.”

      “There is no love lost between Solis and me,” Renault said, circling. “He wants me dead, but can’t move against me directly.”

      “Too much fallout?”

      “The Triumvirate is a check to his ambitions.”

      “Unless he removes you.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But he can’t do it himself, so he sends me.”

      “He stands to lose too much if he tries and fails,” Renault said. “It’s why he chose to use you as his weapon.”

      “Plausible deniability.”

      Renault nodded.

      “With the added benefit of your sanctioned death. Everyone either hates or fears you. Most both. To him, you’re expendable. I doubt he expected you to succeed here. This is more likely a test of my defenses.”

      “Solis informed you, then set the window of opportunity,” I said, connecting the pieces. “Then all he needed to do was wait.”

      “He’s been moving you around like a pawn,” Renault said. “Tonight, I remove you from the board. It’s not personal. We have been playing this game far longer than you have roamed the earth.”

      I slid in with a short lunge. Renault turned his body and parried, falling for the feint and moved to the left. I reversed direction, slashing horizontally, aiming for his neck and missing, cutting his shoulder.

      Renault backed up and circled.

      “Touché,” Renault said, glancing at the cut. “Well done.”

      He stepped forward with another lunge. I barely managed to parry the attack as he unleashed a devastating kick to my knee. I stepped back, causing him to miss by fractions of an inch.

      I needed to end this.

      He pressed another attack, and I did the last thing he expected. I let him run me through with his blade. The pain was agonizing as an expression of shock covered his face. I grabbed his wrist with one hand, and drew my gun with the other.

      “You’re insane,” He said, as I pulled him in close. “This blade will kill you.”

      “You’re misinformed,” I said, firing several rounds into his chest. “There’s a reason Nightwalkers were trained to remove the heads of their targets.”

      He staggered back, dropping his blade as the LIT rounds exploded in his body. The light momentarily blinded me as he disintegrated into a pile of dust. The pain subsided as I looked around at the damage. Sabine was right, the Dark Council would be extremely upset.

      “You should have used the lamps,” I said to what was left of Renault. “It would have been neater.”

      “Two minutes before that place becomes extremely popular,” Sabine said. “Extract now. DCE-V incoming.”

      “Where are the controls for the UV lamps?”

      “Are you insane? They will fry you.”

      “That’s exactly what I need them to think,” I said. “Can you access the lamp controls from your location?”

      “Yes, but you don’t want to be in there when they go off.”

      “I won’t be,” I said. “How long until the Enforcers arrive?”

      “Forty five seconds.”

      “In thirty seconds you turn on every UV lamp in here at full strength.”

      “That will kill you, even with your sun proof clothing.”

      “I know. Thirty seconds.”

      Some more french curses came across the coms as I picked up Renault’s clothing, switching it with mine. I left everything except Slake and my gun in the large pile of dust that was once Renault, even my hat.

      For a brief second, I almost reached out and picked it up. Those who knew me, knew I would never discard my hat. Which is why I left it.

      Renault’s clothing was a loose fit, but adequate. I moved around, adjusting the jacket as I holstered my gun and sheathed Slake.

      “Ten seconds until those lamps blast you into dust. Get out of there.”

      “Leaving now.”

      I jumped over the edge of the second floor balcony into the crater below. Once I hit the ground, I shifted outside into the cool night. Behind me, Renault’s residence became lethal as every UV lamp on the property switched on, bathing the mansion in a deadly purple light.

      I made my way into the park as several large combat vehicles pulled up outside the mansion. Enforcers exited the vehicles, but no one made a move to enter the death trap the mansion had become.

      “Someone cut the power to those damn lights!” I heard one of the Enforcers yell as I made my way deeper into the park. “Now!”

      “I’m at extraction point one,” Sabine whispered in my ear. “I’ll meet you  at the safe house.”

      “I have one stop to make first.”

      “Don’t do what I think you’re going to do.”

      “What exactly do you think I’m going to do?”

      “Pay Solis a visit,” Sabine replied. “Maybe introduce him to your death blade?”

      She knew me too well.

      “I have no intention of killing him,” I said, meaning it. “But he will answer my question.”

      “He’s a Daystrider,” Sabine said. “That didn’t happen by accident. He’s way above your league.”

      “I only have one question for him.”

      “And if you don’t like his answer?”

      “Then…I will find out what it takes to eliminate a Daystrider.”

      “Or die in the process.”

      “It’s a possibility.”

      “Why not just give him a call?” Sabine asked. “Or send him an email with your question?”

      “Because some matters need to be dealt with in person.”

      “Two hours,” Sabine said. “Then I’m gone.”

      “More than adequate,” I said, mildly surprised she would wait that long. “If I don’t make it in time, execute the wasteland protocol.”

      “Already in place, just waiting for the command. I’d rather not burn everything to the ground; try to avoid getting yourself dead.”

      “I’ve already crossed that bridge,” I said. “I’ll meet you at the safe house.”
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      I shifted inside the Chrysler Building, stepping into the shadows, and paused, feeling the wear on my body.

      The frequent phase shifts were having an effect. If I wasn’t careful, I’d shift myself into oblivion. I made my way to a hidden stairwell, making sure to avoid any surveillance cameras in the darkened lobby.

      Like the door leading to the special elevator, this door was a ruse, warning would be trespassers that high-voltage electrical equipment was contained in the room behind it.

      In actuality, it led to a narrow staircase that led directly to the Solarium. It was unguarded at the ground level, but that would change upstairs.

      It took me several minutes to reach the 65th Floor. On the landing above me, relaxed but alert, were three guards, protecting the entrance to the 66th floor and Solis’ residence.

      I climbed the stairs silently.

      “I’d prefer to do this without bloodshed,” I said, as they all drew their guns, aiming at me. “I’m not here for you.”

      One of the guards raised a hand and nodded before holstering his weapon.

      “Stand down,” the guard said. “Phoenix is expecting him.”

      The other two guards holstered their guns and allowed me to step through the door. I made my way into the residence that was once part of the Cloud Club.

      Solis lived comfortably with little excess, for an ancient vampire. Most of his furnishings, which were an eclectic mix of European, Asian and Middle Eastern, would cost a fortune if purchased now. I had the feeling that he managed to procure them when they were originally made, several centuries ago.

      I climbed another set of stairs into a large sitting room. The hardwood floor was dominated by a silk Isfahan rug. Around the rug were several zabuton—Japanese cushions for sitting.

      Solis sat on one opposite the entrance to the room. He wore a loose fitting turquoise robe, displaying a repeating phoenix motif, with matching pants. He motioned to the zabuton directly across from him. I sat and admired the Isfahan as he stared at me.

      The spacious room was empty except for the rug and the few zabuton situated around it. Subdued lighting was provided by sconces spaced out on the walls around the perimeter of the room at even intervals. The ceiling was one large skylight, allowing an unobstructed view of the night sky.

      “This rug once belonged to Doris Duke, heiress to the owner of this property nearly a century ago,” Solis said, gazing at the rug. “It cost a small fortune to locate and purchase, but it is fitting that it is now here, where it belongs, don’t you think?”

      “It is truly a work of art.”

      With Solis it was always the subtext.

      “During my contemplations, it reminds me that everything comes at a cost, some steeper than others. Ultimately, it’s not the cost that matters, but whether one is willing to pay it.”

      “Renault knew I was coming.”

      “Yes, I may have assisted him in that regard.”

      “You told him I was coming. When?”

      “Minutes after you left the Solarium.”

      “That wouldn’t have given him enough time to prepare the new defenses,” I said. “He was expecting an attack long before you told him.”

      “True,” Solis said, with a nod. “Renault had no shortage of enemies.”

      “You sent me there to die.”

      “I sent you there to assess your abilities. You’re already dead.”

      “I could have failed.”

      “That would have been an accurate assessment of your abilities, or lack thereof, but you didn’t fail. You fulfilled the contract I retained you for.”

      “This was an audition? You wanted to see if I could do it?”

      “The vampire clans within and outside the Dark Council are in a state of flux,” Solis said. “The Director will not be able to maintain the blood rule indefinitely. I intend to make sure there is a Dark Council once she is obligated to end the blood rule.”

      “A state of flux,” I said. “You’re talking about the start of vampire civil war.”

      “Start? It’s an ongoing conflict,” Solis said. “I need to be able to strike at strategic assets with surgical precision, excising the tumorous growths.”

      “And I’m the scalpel?”

      “Of sorts, yes. Are you feeling retaliatory?”

      “I don’t enjoy being manipulated.”

      “My apologies,” he said, rolling up his sleeves, revealing three concentric circles etched into his skin, on his forearm—a Mark of Bahkri, identical to my own. “Full disclosure would have negated the purpose of the exercise. Please feel free to attack me.”

      “How old are you exactly?”

      “Old enough to know that any attack you mount will result in your permanent demise.”

      “Renault felt the same way. It didn’t end well for him.”

      “Understood. A demonstration, then.”

      He vanished from sight, and reappeared a split-second later behind me. I felt the metal of his blade resting near my neck.

      “I was given my mark by Bahkri himself,” Solis said from behind me. “You have barely uncovered the depth of its abilities. I could end you before you finished your next thought.”

      “Losing your ability to act with impunity.”

      “Join me and increase your ability, or I could end your existence now.”

      “You want me to work for you?”

      “I would never insult you in such a manner,” Solis said, reappearing on the zabuton across from me. “I want you to assist me in maintaining an uneasy truce among the vampire clans.”

      “A truce that requires death?”

      “It is a steep cost, yes. Are you willing to pay it?”

      I considered my options.

      Refusing Solis was a death sentence. Working with him, I could learn more about the abilities of my mark, while eliminating those who preferred I was a memory.

      Until our purposes no longer aligned, there was only one choice.

      “Yes, I am.”
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      Thank you for reading this story and jumping into the dark world of Iker.

      Iker was supposed to die.

      When he made his appearance in the Rule of the Council trilogy, his character wasn’t supposed to survive. He would face off against Michiko and that would be the end of his story. It appears Iker had other plans (as do many of my other characters). When it came time to write his demise, I couldn’t. He was too good a bad character, if that makes any sense.

      He made his exit and I thought in the back of my mind, I’ll tell some of his story some day. As I finished my latest project (Requiem), Iker’s story began whispering in my ear. It went from quiet whisper to firm voice, distracting me from the next project. At some point I gave in and wrote a quick outline in the hopes of silencing the voice.

      No such luck.

      You have the outline, may as well tell the story, the voice said.

      If you stop harassing me, I will, but it’s going to be a short story…a real short story. None of this 10k to 40k shenanigans, I answered. I have other projects to write and you’re not even supposed to be alive.

      A short story? I can live with that…for now.

      This is how these conversations go in my head(really) and it was how Iker made his way into a short story. This is not his backstory or how he came to be. It’s more a snapshot of his life and what he can and can’t do. It shows his life and what he deals with and how.

      Iker’s corner of the M&S World is actually quite deep and interlaced with the Dark Council and the forces that are vying for power. There is plenty to share, but Iker is like is like a good spice, a small amount goes a long way. Too much and it overpowers everything.

      You will see more of him in the other stories in the M&S World. His cameos will have meaning and actually be the catalysts for some important upcoming events. Will he have more short stories or even a full length novel? That, actually, is up to you. I enjoyed writing Iker and delving into what makes him who he is. There are plenty of questions left to be answered, which I am comfortable leaving unanswered for the foreseeable future. However, this story was planned as one short story not a trilogy.

      I wouldn’t mind revisiting his little corner of the M&S World and writing more of his adventures if you really enjoyed the story. That’s what I mean when I say it’s up to you. Let me know how you feel about this short, your responses (very similar to how the NAC formed and mobilized to push for more Nyx and Acheron) will impact my decision to write more of Iker.

      Overall, this was a great story to write. Yes, it’s short. It’s supposed to be.

      I want to thank you for allowing me the latitude to explore other characters and their particular stories. Your support allows me to ask ‘what if’ and then pursue that question into a story.

      There are so many stories to share. I’m excited to write them all for you. Currently I’m in the middle of Divine Intervention (M&S 14) and all I can say is buckle up and hold on tight.

      Thank you again for joining me on an adventure of imagination. I write these stories for you and I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoy writing them.
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