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  Vanguard

  
  




Vanguard Jackson sits on his throne with a look of boredom and disinterest on his face. He’s lived for over a millennium and has seen everything the planets of this solar system has to offer. He is tired and drained. Vanguard—whose original name is Midas—was born on Earth in the year 1010 in a small village somewhere in Africa. His parents were simple tribespeople tending to the hut, hunting for game, celebrating and worshiping the gods, and occasionally moving from one cursed area to the next when the shaman said so. He had two sisters who were immensely beautiful and who loved him, the youngest, dearly.

Growing up, Vanguard had the most peaceful of lives. There were hardly any tribal squabbles, everyone was jovial and the people helped and loved each other. Most of all, no matter what, the tribe stuck together. To put it simply, Vanguard was raised in love. Then, in the year 1030, the tribe was invaded while they slept. It started with a simple torch thrown in the dead of night in the full moon. Two huts down from where Vanguard’s family lived, he had moved out of the hut when he became of age, burned slowly at first then accelerated as the soft breeze fanned the flames.

Suddenly, a scream filled the night as wild tribesman from a warring tribe wearing red paint, feathered masks designed with the faces of evil spirits, and carrying spears charged into the small village. They tore down the huts and killed the men, raped the women, and enslaved the children.

Vanguard, then Midas, was hunting in the night a mile outside the village when all this was happening; he’d just caught an antelope and was about to take it back when he saw the flames. At first, he thought the village was making a sacrifice or celebrating a night of the gods as they sometimes did, but, when he saw a spear going into another of his tribesman’s throat, he understood what was happening. They had been invaded. Midas ran as fast as he could but no matter how hard he ran the village seemed to be getting farther and farther away from him. The village started to fade into a foggy mist and the screams that seemed so vivid and real started to take on a hollow and empty sound until. . .

BEEEEEEP!!!! BEEEEEEP!!!! BEEEEEP!!!! BEEEEEP!!!!

The alarm goes off and lights start flashing red in his room throwing him out of his reminiscence. He senses the presence of two people, humans, traveling through the ventilation system with impressive speed.

He sighs and rests his left ankle on his right knee and his head on his left hand and waits patiently, like immortals do because they have nothing but time, as the two burst through the ventilation shaft and land stealthily with weapons raised and pointed at him.

One is a young boy of no more than twenty-one, probably twenty-two, and the other is a girl of no more than twenty-four, maybe twenty-five. Vanguard stopped guessing ages centuries ago and only knows the two to be over eighteen just by looking at them. They walk cautiously as they emerge from the shadows to slowly reveal themselves. Vanguard’s face remains expressionless and bored.

“Could you two be any slower revealing yourselves?” Vanguard asks.

“Shut up, Vamp!” The boy says as they finally emerge. “We ask the questions!”

“Vamp?”

“I said, shut up!” The boy says again. “One more word and it’s over for you.”

Vanguard chuckles then sighs, “One more word.”

The boy shoots at Vanguard and he dodges the bullets with only tilts of his head left, right, right, left. Vanguard is also catching the bullets with his hands, but the human detectives/vampire hunters don’t see this; Vanguard’s hands are moving too fast. When the boy finishes shooting, the girl puts her hand over his gun and pushes it down gently.

“What are you doing, Ellie?” He asks.

“He’s not a vamp.”

“What?”

“I said, he’s not a Vamp,” Ellie says with a look of recognition and shock. “He’s an immortal.”

“Impossible!” The boy said. “The scouter said the Vamp would be here. You telling me it’s wrong?!”

“No, the scouter’s not wrong.” Ellie said still looking at Vanguard with that shocked, recognizing look, “We just came to the wrong room.”

Vanguard clears his throat, “If I may interject,” the boy looks at him along with Ellie, “the Vampire or “Vamp”, as you call it, is contained in a laboratory where my scientists are performing tests on it. So, even though your scouter is correct it has led you to the wrong Vampire. A simple miscalculation. Now, as for your bullets. . .”

Vanguard opens his hands and shows all the bullets the boy shot at him, “Be more careful where you shoot, you almost messed up my throne.”

The boy’s face takes on the same look as Ellie’s, that look of shock and recognition. That look that says they’ve made a huge mistake and are about to pay a price steeper than death for it. A look of impending fear.

“Now, if I were a few centuries younger I would’ve killed you both faster than you could blink but, since I’ve turned a thousand, I’d say I’ve mellowed out a bit.” The bullets levitate from his hands and start floating slowly toward the boy who’d shot at him. Both of them were too scared to move. The bullets land gently on the ground at the boy’s feet and both he and Ellie look at Vanguard strangely.

“You’re letting us go?” Ellie asks.

“Yes,” Vanguard answers simply, “However, just one question: What is your name, boy?”

“Me?”

“No, the one behind you, yes you,” Vanguard says. “What is it?”

“Brandon.”

“Brandon and Ellie,” Vanguard flashes his eyebrows and sighs, “alright then, off you two go.”

They still look at him in shock.

“If I tell you again, I really will kill you both.”

They leave without a word.
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  Ellie and Brandon

  
  




“Oh God, I thought I was gonna shit myself!” Brandon says in a loud whisper when they get back to their desks at the office.

“I know,” Ellie says, “his presence was just too strong; I’ve never felt anything like it.”

“Say, how’d you know he was an immortal?”

“I don’t know,” Ellie says, “I could just. . .see it.” She continues, “It was in his demeanor. That calm exterior and those empty eyes with a gaze that bores into your soul.”

“Yeah, that dude’s gotta helluva poker face if I’ve ever seen one,” Brandon says. “He’d pass a lie detector test with flying colors and then some.”

“Hello sir,” Ellie says as their boss, Jared Maestro, steps into the office, “do we have an assignment?”

“Hello Ellie, Brandon.” Jared says, “No, not today. Someone wants to meet with you two. The owner of the Porting City Detective and Vampire Hunting Agency.”

“What?” Brandon says, “Why would the owner want to meet scrubs like us?”

“We’re not scrubs, Brandon.” Ellie says still looking at Maestro, “But Brandon’s right, why would the owner want to meet us, sir?”

“Because he’s bored and he thought it’d be a good idea to check on who’s coming in and out of his agency; at least, that’s what he told me when I asked.”

Ellie sighs, “Okay, let’s go meet the owner then.”

Brandon stands up with an uneasiness unique to him when he feels he’s in trouble. Sweat drips from his temples and, as he’s coming around his desk, he almost stumbles and knocks down the stack of papers, catching them just in time.

“Oh God, Brandon, you’re not in trouble,” Maestro says. “He just wants to meet you.”

“Tell that to my full bladder,” Brandon mutters as he follows Maestro and Ellie out of the office.

* * *

Ellie, Brandon, and Maestro wait outside the elevator while the numbers trudge their way from one to thirteen. Brandon is still sweating from the next down and Ellie is frozen like a statue. Although she thinks Brandon may be overreacting a bit, she does agree that it’s strange that the owner of the agency wants to meet with them specifically. Why them? They’d just been hired six months ago and had a success rate of sixty-seven percent. Better than the other new guys that come in but there’s still a lot of room for improvement, and definitely not worth acknowledgement from the higher-ups, especially not the owner of the agency. So why them? That is the question most on Ellie’s mind.

Brandon, on the other hand, is trying not to shit his pants.

The elevator makes it to floor thirteen. Ellie takes a deep breath and Brandon tries to straighten up as much as he can but is failing miserably. Ellie places a hand on his shoulder and pulls him up until he’s fully erect. She can’t do anything about the sweat though, he’s on his own. The doors open slowly and the first thing they see is two big, broad, and muscular security guards in all black suits and sunglasses. They both look to be about six-foot-five and about two-hundred-twenty-pounds. They walk out of the elevator first then clear a path and the person that steps out frightens both Ellie and Brandon to their core. Brandon tries to slip away before embarrassing himself, but Ellie places a stealthy hand on Brandon’s belt loop and holds him in place. His eyes shift to Ellie with a pleading look but Ellie acts as if she doesn’t see it and only looks ahead, putting on her best poker face. Gulping as silently as she can.

“Ellie, Brandon, I’d like you to meet the owner of the Porting City Detective and Vampire Hunting Agency, Mr. Vanguard Jackson.”

Vanguard walks beyond the security guards and sends them away. They enter the elevator and the door closes, the numbers trudging their way down from thirteen to one.

“Maestro,” Vanguard says as they shake hands, “been some time since I’ve last seen you. I must say, you’ve lost quite a bit of weight.”

“Yeah,” Maestro smiles at this, “Since that last encounter with the Vamp before I got promoted, I had a change of heart. I couldn’t walk around looking like a juicy hog in a house full of wolves, could I?”

“I suppose not,” Vanguard chuckles in response, “now, as for why I’m here today.”

“Oh, yes,” Maestro calls over Ellie and Brandon who’ve been as still as mannequins for the last two minutes, “you two, come over and greet the owner: Brandon, don’t be such a baby, he’s not gonna bite.”

Ellie walks with Brandon, still holding his belt loop, to meet Vanguard, whom they almost tried to kill just the night before.

“Hello sir,” Ellie extends a slightly sweaty hand, “I’m Ellie Granger and this is Brandon Sullivan.” Vanguard takes her hand gracefully and is tempted to kiss it but thinks better of it, “We’ve only been here for six months and I’m aware our success rate may not be up to your standards but we’re working extremely hard to increase those numbers within the next two months and—”

Vanguard puts up a hand and silences her, “No, no, no, this meeting is not so formal, Ms. Granger. I’m here for a different reason.”

Ellie and Brandon look at him strangely and Maestro looks with a raised eyebrow and then says, “Then why are you here, sir, if I may ask?”

“I’m here because I want to see how Vampire Hunting is performed,” Vanguard says. “And I picked these two because they almost tried to kill me last night.”

Brandon faints. Ellie’s mouth is agape. Maestro is in shock. It isn’t the fact it happened, per se, but the fact he’s being so blunt about it which catches everyone off guard.

“What?” Maestro asks.

“Yes,” Vanguard says, “while out hunting vampires, their scouters led them to my private quarters. This fellow, Brandon, thought I was a vampire and tried to kill me. It was only after he’d finished shooting that Ms. Granger realized what I was. Now, in their defense, I did have a Vampire in one of my laboratories on the lower levels, so it’s no fault of theirs for this happening. I simply wanted to meet with them to assure them there are no hard feelings.”

Plus, Vanguard thinks, I’m bored, and I feel these two will be able to show me a good time.

Maestro looks between Ellie, Brandon, and Vanguard, bewildered, as his mind tries to process what’s happening at this moment. Ellie, mouth still agape, finally regains her breath and swallows a big lump in her throat which causes an audible gulping sound. Brandon is still passed out on the floor.

“Well,” Maestro pauses then chuckles, “that’s some story. Very few people would dare try to take the life of Vanguard Jackson,” He pauses and then looks to Ellie a second time, “Is this true, Ellie?”

“Yes sir,” Ellie says, “it’s true.”

She goes to take off her service weapon and badge and Maestro and Vanguard look at her strangely. Maestro says, “What are you doing? You’re not fired.”

“Huh?” Ellie says with a look of surprise.

“Didn’t you hear him? He says he wants to see firsthand what it’s like hunting vampires.” Maestro says, “wake Brandon up and tell him the news. You two will have an assignment on your desk on Monday.”

Maestro turns to Vanguard, “I have to see about some of the newer recruits, so I’ll leave them to you, sir.”

“Of course,” Vanguard says as Maestro leaves.

Vanguard watches Maestro off then turns to Ellie and Brandon. Ellie is dragging Brandon by his underarms to the restroom. Vanguard walks over and makes a lifting gesture with his index finger and Brandon’s body levitates off the ground. Ellie lets his underarms go and looks in wonder as Brandon’s body floats toward the restroom. Vanguard walks past her without a word and Ellie tries nothing to stop him. Even if she did try something, what could she do? She was just a lowly vampire hunter, and he was an all-powerful immortal who can make things levitate and God knows what else.

Plus, he’s the owner of the agency. He could have her job in an instant if he wanted to. And that bit about checking to see who’s coming in and out of the agency is a lie, Ellie believes that firmly. Someone as powerful as him always knows who’s coming in and out, no matter where he’s at. He wouldn’t be in power if he didn’t, and that’s just common sense to Ellie. No, he’s here for an entirely different reason altogether, and she’s going to figure out what that reason is. Now, the guy seems approachable enough, if you don’t count his intimidating present and those empty eyes that bore into your soul, to ask directly; but Ellie doesn’t think that’s a good idea. It wouldn’t be a good idea if it had a sign that said, “good idea.” Not in a billion years. No, Ellie thinks, I can’t ask him directly. Too risky. I need to figure out a way to get him in a good mood or something, get him to relax his ever-present guard. I need to befriend him.

Yes, Ellie, and just how are you going to befriend an immortal who’s lived one hundred times as long as you have and knows people’s intentions like the back of his hand? If you can do that, then you must be one hell of an actor, because what you’re describing is impossible.

“No, not impossible,” Ellie says to herself. “Improbably maybe, but not impossible.”

Ellie goes to the restroom after Vanguard to ensure he isn’t doing anything to Brandon.

* * *

Vanguard places Brandon’s body on the ground gently as he stands over it, looking in mild wonder. How could someone like this be a vampire hunter? he thought to himself. Brandon, according to Vanguard’s initial observations, has a weak constitution. He’s easily frightened by beings more powerful than him (which he should be). However, Brandon is a bit slow on the uptake and isn’t the sharpest knife in the kitchen; Ellie, on the other hand, is very sharp. Vanguard is sure she knows the bit about him knowing who comes in and out of the agency is a complete sham. Also, when Ellie and he had something resembling a conversation she wouldn’t look into his eyes (a mistake Brandon made which is probably why he fainted). The eyes of an immortal contain over a thousand years of treachery, murder, rape and subjugation, war, genocide, and only God knows what else. Vanguard bends down to take a closer look at Brandon as he thinks upon him and Ellie’s relationship. He focuses on Brandon’s forehead for a moment until suddenly a screen starts to play in his mind’s eye. It is of Brandon’s past. It seems Brandon was born to two loving parents who died in a house fire; when Brandon got older, he looked back on the story in the Daily Vayne, Porting City’s newspaper, and conducted his own investigation. What he found is that his parents didn’t die in a house fire but were killed by rabid vampires who managed to escape from Consumer Central, the next city over, looking for fresh humans to feed on. When they’d killed Brandon’s parents, they set the house on fire and left the bodies to make it look like an accident. But, if they left the bodies, how did Brandon get out? He was only three or four when this happened. Vanguard finds this out quite easily; Brandon tracked down the firefighters who were there that day and asked who found a toddler in the fire and saved him. Brandon was pointed to the fireman who was ready to go on duty. Brandon went up to him and they talked for a while and Brandon got all the info he needed.

But, Vanguard observes, that still doesn’t explain his relationship to Ellie. Vanguard looks on. Brandon, only about six months ago (the length of time Ellie mentioned they’d been in the agency), discovered an ad in The Daily Vayne that The Porting City Detective and Vampire Hunting Agency were looking for recruits, and, since his parents were killed by rabid vampires, he figured it’d be right up his alley. From Vanguard’s perspective, that’s still up for debate. Brandon jumped at the chance and went into the agency where he met Ellie; from Brandon’s perspective, Vanguard observes, Ellie was an average girl, not too pretty but not ugly either. A face with soft and somewhat attractive features: a button nose, bushy eyebrows, full lips, and an oval face with a slightly defined jawline. Average. Brandon tapped her on the shoulder, said hi, and struck up a conversation easily enough. What they talked about is of no interest to Vanguard as he’s gotten everything he needs on Brandon and his relationship with Ellie. Now, why did Vanguard want this information in the first place? No one knows. Even Vanguard.

He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath as he pulls out from Brandon’s past. Brandon is still passed out on the floor and Vanguard stands up.

He takes one more look at Brandon before saying, “Alright boy, wake up.” Vanguard snaps his fingers and Brandon snaps awake with them.

The first thing he sees is Vanguard standing over him which fills him with outright terror. A terror so absolute he’s about to faint again until he makes the grave mistake of looking into Vanguard’s eyes. Those stainless-steel gray eyes. Eyes that encompass the world’s sins and pleasures, eyes that have traveled through every passage of time and lived them out in full, eyes that instill godly fear in any lesser being that looks into them, eyes that are empty yet filled with the vibrant energy attributed to a deathless soul. The eyes of an immortal. Brandon is about to pass out again until. . .

“Faint again and you won’t wake up.”

Brandon’s eyes snapped front and center.

Vanguard says, “You have nothing to fear from me, boy. I’m not here to harm you. I simply want to see what vampire hunting is all about. You can think of it like an inspection—no—more like having an understudy.”

Brandon says nothing and is being careful to avoid Vanguard’s eyes.

“What is your relationship to Ms. Granger?”

“Who, Ellie?” Brandon asks then scratches his head nervously, “Well, she’s my partner. Not much else, I met her when I applied here six months ago and have known her since then.”

Vanguard knew this but wanted to hear it from Brandon himself; he also knew that Ellie was eavesdropping at the bathroom door and that they would talk about it when he left. He didn’t mind. Let the humans talk and come up with their little plans. It will amuse him to watch them try to fool someone who’s lived fifty to a hundred times longer than they have. Especially Ellie, she should be most entertaining with her stoic interior.

“I’m going to tell you something. You will be shocked. You will want to tell Ms. Granger, but you won’t be able to.” Vanguard says, “Come here.”

Brandon’s body levitates off the ground. He puts a finger on his lips in a shushing gesture as he floats over ear first to Vanguard. Vanguard whispers in Brandon’s ear and the shock that comes across his face is almost comical. You’d think Brandon is preparing for a clown act at a circus, his terror is so ridiculous. When Vanguard places Brandon on the ground, his face is stuck with a look of stark surprise, shock, and a bit of intrigue. He goes to look at Vanguard strangely then remembers what happens when lesser beings look into the eyes of an immortal and averts his gaze quickly. Vanguard turns to leave and Ellie, just outside the door, hears his footsteps and proceeds to act as if she were simply waiting for them to come out. Vanguard opens the door and walks by her without a word and smirks just when he’s about to go beyond her periphery vision. Ellie gets a chill down her spine and when Vanguard turns the corner the chill subsides.

She goes in to check on Brandon.

* * *

“What did he tell you?” Ellie asks from across her desk when they get back to their office.

“I can’t tell you,” Brandon replies with a downcast face. “I. . .can’t. . .tell you.”

“You can and you will,” Ellie says sternly, “Now talk.”

“You don’t understand, I physically can’t tell you.” Brandon says with his face still downcast, looking at his hands with bewilderment, “When I think about or go to talk about it, it won’t come out. It’s like a lump forms in my throat and my vocal cords go out of commission.”

“Did he put a spell on you?” Ellie asks.

“No, he doesn’t do spells.” Brandon says. “He’s much, much, stronger than that.” He continues, “Just his presence, his very being, terrifies me.” Brandon’s hands start shaking. He tries to stop them but can’t. They have a will of their own. “Ellie,” Brandon swallows making a loud gulping sound, “I’m scared of this guy. It’s that simple. I’m totally scared of this guy. I’d rather be trapped in a room with a hundred rabid vamps than to stay in a room with that guy for thirty seconds. At least you know what the vamp’s intentions are; with this guy, you don’t.”

Ellie looks at Brandon with increasing concern. She’s never seen him like this before; usually, Brandon’s the one that’s ready for action. The one that’s not afraid of anything, the one that keeps a cool, yet arrogant, head under pressure; he’s the one that Ellie often has to stop and contain when things get sticky and they need a well-timed, well executed plan to get out of the situation. Now, she’s looking at a scared kid. She’s looking at someone who’s lost his mother in a supermarket and only has his blanky for comfort, someone who doesn’t have any sense of direction or place in this world. In that moment Ellie gets a real sense of who Brandon is and what he’s going through. Most importantly, who he was and what he’s been through.

“Brandon?” Ellie asks, “Hey, let’s get out of the office. Take a day off.”

Brandon is still shaking. His jaws are clenched, his temples pulsing, and his eyes are watering up, trying to fight the tears welling inside him.

Ellie goes over and places comforting hands on Brandon’s arms and helps him up and out of the office. They trudge their way to the elevator and hit the lobby button. They door closes slowly, and the numbers seem to take their sweet time getting to the bottom floor. When they get there, Brandon’s shaking has subsided a bit and the tears have stopped streaming (he cried on the way down and Ellie held him and stroked his head). They walk out and exit the building to go to the spot they always go to when things get too stressful and the job too overwhelming.

They go to the edge of the city.
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Vanguard is on the top of his skyscraper as a helicopter prepares to land in the designated area. The force of the wind from the copter pushes his afro back as well as his blazer. His pants, shirt, and tie ruffle as it gets closer to landing. He breathes in the air and smirks for a moment.

When the copter lands he goes toward it and gets on.

“Where to, Mr. Jackson?” The pilot asks.

“Consumer Central.”

“Are you sure, sir?” The pilot asks nervously.

“Do not fear, my good man,” Vanguard places a comforting hand on the pilot’s shoulder, “We’re going to the only area in Consumer Central that isn’t filled with rabid Vampires.” Vanguard pauses and looks to the cloudy sky momentarily, “We’re going to Alpha Manor.”

The pilot relaxes, “Very well, sir. Alpha Manor it is.”

“Excellent,”

Vanguard sits back as the pilot takes off and delivers him to his destination.

* * *

Gordon Elias Gorbachev, originally Dracul Nabokov, sits in his dark—almost pitch black—throne room. A large, circular tub of blood is in the center of the room with female vampires lavishly bathing for his viewing pleasure. The floors are a blood-red carpet spanning across every inch, making guests who walk in feel like royalty (the guests who aren’t human). On the opposite side of the room are large, blood-red double doors that serve as the only way in and out of the throne room. The ceiling design would make one think they were in a grand theater or church rather than the Alpha Vampire’s throne room with large, colorful windows that let in only enough sunlight to see with. No more, no less. Three balconies span around the room with doors lined up within them. Each door for a fellow vampire who’s either lost their way or a human who’s been lucky enough to have been turned. Gordon is sitting on his throne with his eyes closed and is absolutely bored. Having lived for over five thousand years, Gordon has seen everything there is to see: Treachery, rape and subjugation, plagues that annihilate an entire population, murder, genocide, war, bombings, torture, massacres, you name it, Gordon has seen it. Even participated in some of it. Scratch that, Gordon has participated in most of it and has enjoyed every minute. A smirk that turns into a smile comes over his face as he reminisces on the past.

All the bloodshed and screams of terror, the expressions of fear he has witnessed before killing his prey. The fresh blood of children flowing into his mouth like old-Earth Kool-Aid being poured into a glass with ice on a hot summer day, it was enough to give him an erection. God knows he’s too old for such things. Way too old. But still, when there’s nothing to do these days except supervise the import and export of fresh humans to feed the population things are bound to be repetitive and boring. He’s been thinking about handing the reins over to someone else, but, young vampires today don’t have the patience to learn how it all works. It would take at least two to three hundred years to learn the business (and that was if the vampire he selected is a fast learner). All these young vampires want to do is feed, party, have meaningless sex, and try the strongest of drugs. Gordon sighs, he supposes he understands but still, someone should have the discipline, someone should have some ambition; but alas, it seems all the vestiges of the old generations have withered away. He is the last, and he is the first. He is. . .The Original Vampire.

His eyes shoot open and his blood starts running hot. He takes a deep breath and confirms his instincts, which are still as sharp as when he was a fresh vampire. Yes, someone’s coming. And not just any someone. . .an immortal. Not many immortals live on planet Vayne but there are a few, and none of them know where Alpha Manor is nor that it exists; but, even if they did, they wouldn’t waste their time coming here. What for? They had no business. No, this is a very specific immortal. The only immortal that can possibly have any business with Gordon. This immortal, Gordon knows very well, happens to be the owner of the very agency that specializes in killing his kind. The agency he despises with his very being. The Porting City Detective and Vampire Hunting Agency.

Normally, Gordon would have anyone, any vampire, that mentioned that name executed on the spot; however, the immortal that owns the agency had been bold and smart enough to come to Gordon and offer a compromise: keep your vampires in Consumer Central, do what you have to to make humans come to you, don’t pursue the humans, and we’ll have no problems. That was the gist of the compromise and Gordon had accepted and has had no problems from the agency since. So, why is this immortal headed for Alpha Manor? What business does he have with Gordon, if any at all? Gordon cannot think of an immediate answer and that frustrates him. It frustrates him very much. The only thing that frustrates Gordon more than unannounced visitors, especially immortals, is not being able to figure out why they’re coming before they reach Alpha Manor. Gordon will have to wait until he meets with the immortal to find out. He didn’t want to wait. He wanted to know the immortal’s reasons now. Damn you, immortal. Gordon thought. Were you any lesser being I’d have you killed before you ever set foot in Consumer Central.

Gordon sighs, stands up (the females stop bathing lavishly as he does this), and flashes to the highest balcony and goes through the door that leads to the roof of the manor. When he gets there, he can see the copter in the distance. He squints to hone his vision on the immortal coming to visit him. The immortal knows he’s been spotted and winks at Gordon with a smirk on his face. Gordon smirks and chuckles in return.

“Midas,” He says.
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Brandon and Ellie are sitting in Vayne Capital Park, erected back in 2100 to preserve some of the old ways of life. When planet Vayne was first inhabited, it was a barren wasteland and the people had to figure out a way to transport water from other planets to this one. Normally, a trip from one planet to the next would take a couple of light years (or a couple of generations as the public calls it) until one day a scientist who was on the first voyage discovered an even faster way to get from one place to the next, something called warp speed.

He said that warp speed is at least ten times as fast as light years are long to travel. He came up with an equation that verified it and got in touch with the few technicians that were there at the time, and they managed to build the first warp spaceship.

Upon its invention, people were able to travel many light years in a thirty-minute span which made inhabiting planet Vayne much easier. Within fifty years, planet Vayne had become the most modern and urban planet in the solar system. Since some of the inhabitants came from Earth, the original planet, there was a sense of longing for nature.

To alleviate this issue, scientists build incubators to store plants, animals, soil, books, and other things that would prove valuable and warped to Earth. When they came back, the first thing to be put into place was Vayne Capital Park. Located at the edge of the city so people can be one with nature while viewing the stars at night.

This is where Ellie and Brandon go when things get too stressful or overwhelming.

It calms them down.

“Why did you decide to join the agency?” Ellie asks after a long yet comfortable silence. “You never told me.”

“You never asked,” Brandon says a lot calmer now since the incident with Vanguard. “I joined because my parents were killed by rabid vampires when I was three, maybe four, I was too young to remember.”

Ellie says nothing.

“When I was about sixteen or seventeen, I decided to investigate my parent’s death. I found out that it wasn’t a house fire like I’d been told for years after, but that rabid vamps broke out of Consumer Central and were looking for fresh humans to feed on, and they happened upon my parents. When I found that out, I tracked down the fireman that saved my life and thanked him and we talked for a while. Then, a couple months later—six months ago—I saw an ad that the agency was hiring new recruits so I jumped at the chance thinking I could find the vamps that killed my parents and get revenge.” Brandon inhaled and exhaled with a sigh. “That’s when I met you and now, here we are.”

Brandon turns to Ellie, “What about you?”

“Hm?”

“Why’d you join?”

Ellie looks out into the night sky and watches the warp ships go by. A soft breeze comes in from the right and blows her hair back a little bit, making her look more attractive than she usually does. Brandon looks at her and start to think that maybe. . .no, no, no. Ellie’s his partner. He can’t afford to be thinking about women at a time like this. He just told her what his goal was, and he can’t stray from that just because Ellie looks pretty from the right angle. No way.

“I joined because I wanted to,” Ellie says, “simple as that.”

Brandon laughs suddenly, “you’re joking.”

“Why would I be joking?” Ellie asks. “It’s the truth.”

“No one joins a vampire hunting agency just for kicks,” Brandon says, “people join for personal reasons. Whether they choose to state them or not is their business, but no one says ‘I wanna be a vampire hunter when I grow up’, it’s always personal.”

“Is it?” Ellie asks. “I don’t know what you’ve been through, well, I do now, but you know what I mean. I’m not going to pretend that I don’t have my own baggage, of course I do. We all do. Especially that Vanguard guy.”

“Please,” Brandon pleads, “don’t talk about him. I don’t want to talk about him. Not here.”

“Okay, we won’t talk about him here.”

Ellie lays down beside Brandon as they enjoy the soft breeze and look at the warp ships and stars in the purplish-blue sky.
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Consumer Central, the city of blood and rampage (at least that’s what humans who live there call it). The supergiant red star, known as the red sun to humans and Blood Sun to vampires, rises in the east and shines its radiant yet dim light over the city. With high-rise skyscrapers, mom-and-pop shops lined up on various blocks, humans rushing to and from work in their hover cars and kids rushing to and from school on their hoverboards and hover scooters, the city has a spirit of the old-fashioned hustle and bustle. In Consumer Central, humans run the day and Vampires the night.

When the sun goes down the humans are in the house with their doors locked and their curtains drawn as the vampires come out to play and prey on unsuspecting humans who don’t know the rules. In Consumer Central, ignorance is death, and the only law is the law of the sun and Dancing Moons.

The planet Vayne has three moons which move around often, almost as if they were dancing with the stars hence their name. Alpha Manor, the home of the Original Vampire and as important a place as the White House was back on Earth two centuries ago, sits at the center of a massive estate reminiscent of a Victorian nobleman’s mansion in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It’s blackness apparent to those who visit Consumer Central when they come in either by air train or public spaceship. It’s tall gates have a forbidding energy to them, the black lawn (well cut and cared for) and a black statue erected in his honor (the statue is of Gordon holding a human head as an example of what happens to those who turn against him) stating clearly what type of ruler he is and how tight he holds the reins.

And now we get to Vanguard and Gordon, both on the roof of Alpha Manor, watching the Blood Sun ascend higher into the sky. There’s a cold breeze in the air that would freeze any human to the bones; however, since these two are the highest on the food chain, it doesn’t matter. Let the breeze be as frigid as it pleases, for these two are much colder on the inside. Much, much colder.

“Why have you come here, Midas?” Gordon asks. “Our business is finished.”

“Oh, come now,” Vanguard chuckles, “can’t I stop by to visit an old friend?”

“We are not friends, Midas, and you know it!” Gordon snaps. “Now, why have you come?”

“I’ve come to inquire about a couple of vampires.”

“Oh?” Gordon turns to Vanguard slightly.

“Yes,” Vanguard starts, “there was an incident about seventeen, maybe eighteen, years ago. Two rabid vampires escaped from Consumer Central and decided to look for fresh human to feed on. They found them, killed them, and set the house on fire to make it seem like an accident.”

Vanguard shifts his gaze from the sun to Gordon, “would you happen to know anything about that,” Vanguard pauses and smirks, “Dracul Nabokov?”

“You’d watch your tongue if you know what’s good for you,” Gordon says with murderous contempt, “no one calls me by that name.”

“Oh?” Vanguard’s smirk turns to a calm, and murderous, grin, “I thought we were using original names here, old vamp.”

“I have no time for your banter!” Gordon says. “Either state your business or leave.”

“I did state my business.”

“Nonsense,” Gordon says in a flat tone, “no immortal would waste their time with such insignificance.” Gordon gives Vanguard a suspicious look. “Why do you care about such a case in the first place?”

“How about a walk around the city, old vamp?” Vanguard says. “See if we can’t get your blood pumping and your brains unrattled. You’ve been sitting in your throne room for too long, have you?”

“Your concern for my health is as false as your reason for being here, Midas!” Gordon replies. “Plus, you just want to see if I’ve lost a step or not. Well, I’ll be glad to show you I haven’t!”

“Oh?” Vanguard looks at Gordon with a raised eyebrow. “Is that a challenge?”

“You came here,” Gordon says, “so, is it?”

They look at each other for a long time, both of their gazes cold and unforgiving, exchanging hundreds of years of stories and experiences in a single glance. The intensity of their gazes would bring humans to their knees and bathe them in terror. The stoicism of their deathless souls would drive humans, or any lesser being, to madness and insanity. The tension begins to build, and the Manor begins to tremble underneath them, within seconds the estate starts to tremble, and it makes its way into the city. Hover cars start swerving slightly on the roads and kids start falling off their boards and scooters. The vampire’s bathing lavishly in Gordon’s throne room go about their business as they know very well when Gordon gets riled up shit’s about to go down. What they don’t know, is that Vanguard Jackson, known as Midas to vampires, is present, and that when he gets riled up everybody goes down. The tension begins to subside, and everything returns to normal and both entities smile devilishly at each other and start laughing heartily.

“Still as powerful as when I met you, I see.” Vanguard sighs as he stops laughing.

“Of course,” Gordon’s laugh subsides to a smirk, “and you’ve haven’t lost anything either. Immortality suits us well.”

“Yes, it does.”

Vanguard says, “Now, about those rabid vampires.”

“You’d have to beat me in a race to get that information.” Gordon winks.

“Then I won’t have to work very hard for it, won’t I?” Vanguard grins.

“Still a shit-talker,” Gordon says as both prepare to race, “allow me to shove your tongue down your throat where it belongs.”

“We’ll see about that now, won’t we?”

“Of course,”

They flash out of sight in an instant.
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Somewhere in Consumer Central, not too far from Alpha Manor, Brandon comes home to a rustic apartment with squeaky floorboards, dirty windows, a full-sized wooden bed with a wooden desk that looks worse for wear. He closes his door and throws his jacket on the coat rack he found in front of someone’s house one day. He walks to his fridge (which is the first thing he reaches before his bed because the kitchen is only big enough to hold a stove, sink, and two light brown cabinets that have nothing to do with blood-red painted walls) and pulls out a beer then cracks it open with his teeth.

The top hits the floor, spins around for a bit, then lies flat. Brandon walks over to his desk, pulls the chair out, and sits then turns on the lamp to his left revealing his stack of papers he took from the office relating to the case seventeen, or eighteen, year ago.

Headlines read: House Fire Kills Two, Leaves One; Unfortunate Accident Kills Family of Three; Deadly Fire Almost Takes Neighborhood. Brandon pushes the papers away and looks out the dirty window with a pitiful view of the city; blood stained walls and fire escapes, body parts dumped in trash cans and left to rot, young vampires starting to emerge and walk around like they own the place. Fucking Vamps. Brandon thinks. I’ll kill all you bastards. I swear on my life, I will.

He looks up at the red sun as it takes its sweet time making its way across the purplish-blue sky unique to planet Vayne, its vibrant yet waning glow symbolizing to Brandon the beginning of the end of the vampire reign on Consumer Central or any other city on the planet. He smirks and goes into the bathroom immediately to the right of his desk and showers.

When he gets out, he goes to his bed then kneels and pulls open the drawers beneath it. And, in these drawers are hunting clothes. Vampire hunting clothes. A black trench coat, V-neck tee shirt, boxer briefs, slim fit jeans, and military style combat boots. He pulls these clothes out of the drawer and puts them on then goes to his fridge and opens the freezer door and in it is a black box. He pulls out the box and opens it to reveal a Smith and Wesson and two daggers so shiny and clean they can make the sun go blind by reflecting its own light back on it.

He takes them out and holsters his gun and hides the daggers in his coat. He closes the box and puts it back in the freezer and looks back at his desk one last time then looks out the dirty window and the pitiful view of the city as the red sun’s light winks through and touches his face for a bit then passes. A fire in his hazel green eyes as it did. He turns and leaves his apartment to go kill some vampires.

Tonight, Brandon thinks, should be a good night.
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“So, Ellie, how goes the job?” Ellie’s friend, Jennifer, asks her while they sit at a window table over coffee in a cafe called Porting’s Best.

“It’s good,” Ellie answers while admiring the red sun making its way through the purplish-blue sky, “the assignments are not too bad and the action’s not too much to handle.”

“Sounds boring, if you ask me.” Jennifer takes a sip of her coffee. “Sooooo?”

“So?” Ellie asks with a raised eyebrow.

“Don’t tell me you still haven’t made a move!” Jennifer says in amazement. “You know, you and Brandon?”

“He’s my partner, Jennifer.” Ellie says in mild confusion. “We’re not a thing.”

“Well, you should be.” Jennifer says. “You two go really well together.”

“First off, I’m older than he is, and I don’t do younger guys.” Ellie starts. “Second, I prefer the cool and laid-back type and Brandon sometimes lets his emotions get the better of him, and three, I’m not attracted to him. I mean, I like him as a friend well enough; he’s cool, in that sense, but nothing more.”

Ellie gives Jennifer that look that asks if she’s satisfied, “got it?”

Jennifer gives Ellie a scrutinizing look then says, “I don’t believe you. I want to meet him.”

“You want to meet Brandon?” Ellie asks in surprise. “Why?”

“I wanna see for myself what you say about him is true.” She replies. “You have a way of downplaying people, you know that?”

“Do I?” Ellie asks. “I just try to be as honest as I can. I don’t like to exaggerate or underestimate; I like to get things just right.”

“Well, things will never be ‘just right’” Jennifer takes another sip of her coffee. “Anyway, next time you two got a day off, bring him here.”

“I don’t know if he’ll agree to that.” Ellie says. “Every time I go to ask him to hang out, he says he has something to do. I asked him one time and he said it’s a night job he works to make some extra money and every time he says that a chill goes through me and I see a far off, distant look in his eyes.”

Jennifer is eating up Ellie’s words, “Go on.”

Ellie goes on, “I asked him why he joined the agency and he told me about his past. Remember that story seventeen, or eighteen, years ago about the house fire that killed a family of three, and the one about the rabid vamps escaping Consumer Central?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, the people killed in the fire were Brandon’s parents and he told me the real story, or his version of the story, that the vamps killed his parents then set the house on fire so it looked like an accident. He said he joined the agency to get revenge on them. Well, that’s the short version anyway.”

“There’s more you’re not telling me,” Jennifer’s eyes boring into Ellie’s soul in that inquisitive way only she can, “how do you feel, Ellie? Come on, spill it.”

Ellie sighs, “Okay, I asked Brandon where he lived before he stormed off and he said ‘the next city over’ then left without another word. It’s a sneaking suspicion that’s been on my mind for the past month or so, but, oh it’s too crazy.”

“No,” Jennifer says sternly, “Say it, Ellie Granger.”

“I think Brandon lives in Consumer Central.” Ellie says. “I know, crazy right?”

Jennifer looks at Ellie with those scrutinizing and inquisitive blue eyes, “And?”

“And?”

“Don’t play with me Ellie,” Jennifer says, “We’ve known each other too long for this. And?”

Ellie sighs in resignation, “And, I think he goes out every night and kills vampires in search of the ones that killed his parents.”

“There, was that so hard?” Jennifer asks as she takes another sip of her coffee. “Bring him here. I’ll confirm it for you.”

“Jennifer, No!” Ellie says fearfully. “I shouldn’t even be talking about work, let alone telling someone’s business.”

“Well, you told me.”

“Only because you squeezed me out.” Ellie replies.

“And?” Jennifer says in a flat tone. “I’ll squeeze him out too, same difference.”

“You’re horrible.” Ellie half scoffs and half laughs. “You’d make a perfect detective.”

“I know.” Jennifer smirks and takes one final sip of her coffee before finishing it. “Another cup?”

“Sure, why not?”

They have another cup of coffee and steer the conversation to other topics.
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Gordon and Vanguard race along the city flashing this way and that. They don’t have any finish line in mind, they just race until the other one can’t keep up anymore (which is an event that never occurs). As they race through the city, Gordon begins to get younger; smooth and creamy white skin begin to replace the wrinkled chicken skin that was there before. Muscular arms replace the liver spotted and wrinkly arms he had just a moment before and his physique changes from that of a hunchback to that of a tall, strong, and proud warrior.

When they stop atop the highest skyscraper, the Blood Sun to the east of them now, Gordon begins to look how he did over five hundred years ago. Young and handsome with Anglo-Saxon features that are well-defined and possess vigor, giving him the appearance and exuding the energy of a tougher-than-nails imperial general. His hair is slicked back and jet black, his eyes a steel blue that resembles a dead and cloudy day and his skin a pale yet attractive creamy white, indicative of him being quite the looker in his prime.

Vanguard, on the other hand, remains the same. Appearing no more than twenty years of age, despite being over a thousand, his skin is a dark chocolate with full, pink lips, and a flawless afro that remains forever rounded off and a full, thick beard that connects perfectly. His eyes are a stainless-steel gray that resembles a cloudy sky just when the sun is about to break through. Eyes that have seen horrors beyond anyone’s wildest imagination, survived endless torture beyond the human, even vampire, threshold of pain and eyes that have seen everything he’s loved the most taken from him time and time again, as if God were saying ‘I gave you eternal life so you can endure eternal pleasure and pain’.

Gordon walks until he’s beside Vanguard and they both look into the purplish-blue sky tinged with the remnants of the recently passed red sun. A soft and warm breeze is in the air and they both inhale it deeply. Gordon flexes his recently active muscles and makes grunting sounds of pleasure as he does.

“The two vampires you mentioned go by Damon and Brutus.” Gordon says. “They live on the outskirts of Consumer Central by the dumps and landfill. They front as garbage men by day and by night, well, you know.”

“Interesting.” Vanguard replies. “Funny how two garbage men can escape Consumer Central so easily.”

“They didn’t escape,” Gordon says, “they bought their ticket out for a day.”

“Bought their ticket, huh,” Vanguard smirks then chuckles, “very interesting, indeed.”

“I know what you’re thinking, and I’m glad I do,” Gordon says, “You’re thinking how two scum of the planet Vayne vampires could afford the ticket.”

“Of course,”

“You’re also thinking about how they could’ve gotten the money in the first place, since in Consumer Central there are only two currencies, vanes and blood.” Gordon goes on, “You’re also thinking that I have no use for vanes, since they can only get the ticket from me personally. So, if it wasn’t vanes they used to get their ticket out, the question becomes what did they use, and how much were they able to gather to satisfy me?”

Vanguard considers this for a long time then says, “It seems your brains have unrattled quite nicely, old vamp.” Vanguard pauses. “However, the implications of how it happened in the first place don’t interest me.”

“Of course, it doesn’t.” Gordon laughs. “You wouldn’t be an immortal if it did.” Gordon continues. “What do you really intend to do about those two, hmm? Come on, you can trust me.”

“I couldn’t trust you as much as I can kill you.” Vanguard says.

They both laugh gaily as the day turns into night and the vampires come out to play.
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Brandon drives a dagger deep into a vampire’s belly and blood spills out like knocked over old-Earth Kool-Aid. The smell of iron, piss, and shit fill the air along the dark alleyway the deed is taking place in. Brandon pulls the vampire’s head up until its throat is exposed as he pulls the dagger from its belly. The vampire breathes laboriously as its wound starts to heal, but, before the healing really gets going, Brandon slices open the vampires throat then runs it through until it’s thoroughly decapitated.

The vampire’s pale gray body drops to the floor and blood pours from where its head used to be, and Brandon looks into the vampire’s bewildered, scared, and surprised face. The vampire’s eyes are empty as the deathless souls of countless victims have been released from its greedy clutches. The fangs fall from its mouth like dentures and the head disintegrates in Brandon’s hand. He looks down at the body and it also disintegrates like a phoenix at death. A small burst of fiery ashes erupts then subsides just as quickly and Brandon takes the white shirt the vampire was wearing and uses it to clean his dagger.

He hocks and spits on the vampire’s clothes and puts his dagger away. He looks up at the Dancing Moons and sees they are still this night, as if waiting in anticipation of what he’s going to do next. He can hear hissing and screaming in the night as humans who don’t know the laws of the sun and moon pay the ultimate price. He closes his eyes and uses his ears to pinpoint where the sound is coming from; Brandon is facing south, toward Alpha Manor, and the sound seems to be coming from two blocks over. Dammit. Brandon thinks. Can’t touch Alpha Manor. Reluctantly he turns away from the screaming victims in the south. Then, he hears another scream. A woman, yes. Children? Maybe. This sound is coming from the north, toward Central Square Park, five blocks up. Central Square Park on the other hand, Brandon thinks. I can touch. He shoots out of the alleyway and gets on his all black, hover motorcycle painted with three red claws on the right side and lets out red fire when accelerating at top speed. Brandon wears no helmet because he wants those fucking vamps to know who kills their asses in the night when they think they run shit. Guess again bloodsucking cocksuckers, when Brandon Sullivan’s on your ass. . . Another scream in the night urges him to hurry the hell up. He can’t think of anything clever or witty to say anyway, so he decides to stop wasting time and rides off before the women (and maybe children) become vamp food.

* * *

Monday morning, June 22, 2222, Ellie beats Brandon to the office and is sitting at her desk filling out papers and modifying documents for Maestro so he can present them at the board meeting on Friday. Ellie is making fine progress but periodically glances over at Brandon’s desk and wonders what’s taking him. Brandon is usually the first one here and usually calls if anything comes up (which is a rare occurrence since Brandon doesn’t have any friends besides Ellie).

She shakes her head and pushes the thought of something being wrong aside; however, the thought just won’t go away, like a fly that wants to land on your double chocolate cake, you keep shooing it and swatting it away, but the bastard keeps coming back. Buzzing around your food like you didn’t pull a twelve hour shift the night before and don’t deserve to enjoy your cake in peace. You know what he’s doing, Ellie. You know why he hasn’t come in. A small but powerful voice speaks inside her head. You know where Brandon lives. You’ve known all along yet pretended not to. Ellie starts to type faster as if to escape the thought, but it just won’t leave her alone.

Sweat breaks out from her temples even though the air conditioning is on full blast like it always is; her vision starts to get blurry and the sound of her heartbeat travels to her ear canal where she can hear it nice and clear. A feeling of dread wraps its cold, callous, deathlike fingers around her heart and begins to squeeze slowly as the fear for Brandon’s safety becomes ever more pronounced.

Her right hand starts to tremble as she’s typing and she redoubles her efforts, trying to escape the voice of clarity, the voice of confirmation, the voice of premonition. The faster she types the faster the thoughts run around in her head until the combating voices (hers and the other one) start meshing together and speaking one after the other in a barrage of fearful thoughts.

Ellie’s breathing becomes laborious; the sound of her heartbeat is louder, like a three-year-old that’s been given a drum to play with, and is now beating in a forbidding rhythm, as if foreshadowing something drastic, something tragic. Another voice pops into her head and this one only says her name: Ellie. . .Ellie. . .Ellie! A slam on the table snaps her back to reality. . . “Ellie.”

“Huh?” Her heart almost explodes out of her chest when she looks up. It takes her a moment to register then realize it’s Brandon, safe and sound. “Oh, Brandon. You just about scared the vanes out my pocket.”

“You alright, El? You don’t look too good.”

“I’m fine,” Knowing damn well she isn’t, “just trying to get these documents done for the boss by Friday.”

“That’s what’s bothering you?” Brandon asks. “Come on, you know you’ll get those done. The boss trusts you, no worries.”

Brandon goes over to his desk and sits down, wincing a bit as his butt touches the seat.

Ellie says, “You alright there, vamp slayer?”

Brandon laughs, “Yeah, probably slept the wrong way last night. Been meaning to get a new bed but I haven’t been able to get around to it.”

“Say, you’ve never told me what city you live in.”

“Sure I have,” Brandon says, “next city over.”

“Next city over isn’t a city, Brandon.” Ellie looks over at him, annoyed. “What city specifically?”

Brandon is now opening desk drawers he hasn’t opened in six months, acting like he’s looking for something (which he clearly isn’t). His face is cool and collected enough, but Ellie knows when Brandon’s trying to dodge a question and change the subject.

“Say, El?”

“Nope.”

“What do you mean ‘no’?” Brandon asks. “You don’t even know what I’m gonna ask.”

“I won’t answer your question until you answer mine.”

“And what question was that?”

“You know what the question was, Brandon.” Ellie says in that womanly tone that terrifies all men. “Now answer it.”
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