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The Last




Moments earlier, the room was dark, but not now. A
red light wanders from the windows to the south, painting
everything it touches in blood. Through the windows to the north,
we can see another light, golden, transforming curtains and
furniture into gold, just like Midas’s touch.

Challenging all chromatic laws, a black line appears
where the two lights meet, in the middle of the room. Beneath it,
sitting in a leather armchair, rests baron Ekkehard, his eyes fixed
on the fireplace, which hasn’t seen burning fire for over five
centuries.

He remembers the day he discovered the truth about
Heaven and Hell, when, in this very room, using a crystal ball, an
old mage showed him the two possible destinies every man had to
face after his demise.

Hell didn’t please him. Excessive light and heat
always bothered him. Not to mention the complete and total anarchy
and the torments the Horned One inflicts to everyone who ends down
there.

However, Heaven wasn’t any better. An excessively
quiet realm, where everything had a rule in an attempt to suppress
individuality and create an artificial and impossible equality.

Ekkehard decided, then, that he would do everything
he could to keep himself on Earth. The mage told him to search for
a man he heard rumors of and that might be able to help. However,
he warned him about Armageddon; the day where all beings, with no
exception, would be taken to one of the afterlife realms. The
baron, however, didn’t pay attention to this last advice. After
all, that doom was still far away.

Ekkehard takes to his mouth a cup of Bordeaux, the
only wine his taste buds, withered over the centuries, could
feel.

The baron then recalls his trip to Transylvania,
including all the adventures and misadventures. There, he found the
man that the mage told him about. That is, if the creature could be
called as a man. It was a deformed and hunchbacked thing, bald and
with purple skin. Only a few perceptible words fell out of his
mouth, full of crooked and missing teeth, among which two long
canines could visibly be seen.

Ekkehard understood why he looked like that when he
saw the shelter of this once a man: a cavern in the middle of the
forest, lost between the Carpathians, without furniture or tools or
any other signs of civilization, but full of bones and animal
carcasses whose blood had been drained.

With a lot of effort, the baron was able to make the
creature bite him without drinking blood. Only enough to pass the
disease, to make him one of the eternal living-dead, capable of
enduring until the last days of this Earth.

Ekkehard rises from his armchair and adjusts the
plates of his secular armor, which he kept in perfect condition
precisely for this moment. Calmly, he walks to the fireplace and
takes the sword resting carefully upon it.

Images of the centuries following his transformation
start coming to his mind. Practically immortal and still looking
Armageddon from afar, he dedicated himself to what he loved the
most: war. Leaving his castle to the care of his mortal servants,
he participated in every single war he was able to: the Turkish
wars, the Anglo-Spanish War, the American War of Independence, the
Napoleonic Wars, the Crimean War, and many others. And during them,
he also quenched the thirst every member of his undead race bears -
human blood was much more nutritious than animal blood.

However, as vampirism started to destroy his taste
and tact, and also pleasure, all the emotion he felt from fighting
quickly faded away. After the Great War, he put down his arms and
started searching for something to fill the void he felt inside
him. It didn’t take long for literature to fill it.

Knowing that there were less than a hundred years to
the End, he searched for a genre which totally satisfied him, and
he devoted himself to it, ignoring all others. He chose speculative
fiction. Science Fiction, Horror, Alternative History; especially
interesting to someone who lived through History as it occurred,
fascinated him. But it was Epic and Heroic Fantasy which drew him
in completely. Stories by Howard and Tolkien, and their successors:
Brooks, Eddings, Gemmel, Feist, Cook, Abnet, and Martin, just to
name a few. Impossible journeys, epic wars, valiant heroes, but not
always perfect, cruel villains, but not always evil, incredible
duels. All of them similar, but not the same, they stoked all the
emotions that he felt in his fighting days, even when heroes
defeated creatures similar in every single trait to the one he
became.

Ekkehard leaves the room. As he walks through the
corridor, he takes a last glance to the multiple rooms, all of them
full of shelves packed with books. He laments that he will not be
here to read future adventures. Then, he remembers that there is no
one left to write them, that all other human beings are dead, sent
to the realms of the afterlife by the two clashing armies in an
attempt to acquire numeric superiority in the final battle of the
Eternal War. How many artifacts will be left unfound? How many
villains left undefeated? How many heroes unborn? How many battles
unfought?

The baron walks down the exterior staircase of the
keep, through the cobbled courtyard, past the gates, through the
stone bridge built over the moat and finally to the fields where,
many centuries ago, his serfs worked.

He looks around. Yesterday, the castle was still
surrounded by mountains, but not now. As far as his sight can
reach, there are only plains. Both armies destroyed everything
through which they passed. And now they are almost on him.

To the south, there are demons, some huge, over ten
feet tall, other minuscule, not even reaching one foot. Some slim,
some fat. Some flying, using bat-like wings, some dragging their
feet on the ground and others, still, walking mid-air like they
were on solid ground. However, every single one of them has two
horns striking out of their forehead and red skin that radiates a
light of the same color.

To the north, there are angels. They have a much more
consistent appearance than the demons, as all of them look like
humans. Only their wings, covered in white feathers, distinguishes
one from the other, as their size varies, probably according to
status. A golden aura surrounds them all, issued by the halos
hovering above their heads.

Although all vampires are thought of as almost
immortal, being only able to die if someone stakes their heart or
hews their head, Ekkehard knows he doesn’t stand a chance against
the vast and powerful enemies who draw near. However, he still
doesn’t give up. He won’t be just another collateral damage to the
Eternal War. He won’t fall to neither angel nor demon, not without
a fight.

Holding his sword with both hands, Ekkehard adopts a
fighting stance. His eyes jump between north and south, waiting for
the soldiers of both sides to come within sword reach. Preparing to
make his incarceration in the afterlife kingdoms as difficult as
possible.

 


THE END

 



Sasabonsam


Sitting by the fire, I watched the other soldiers
celebrating around the Commander. He had just shot down, for the
first time since the beginning of the war, a Portuguese plane.

“Fearless!” shouted my comrades, invoking his
nickname. “Fearless!”

The man smiled, holding the anti-aircraft missile
launcher, a Soviet Strela, above his head. Cursed Mandingo. Fucking
butcher.

I was doing my best to ignore the disgust I felt. Not
because a tuguese plane had been shot down, of course. The less
white slavers, the better. But to see that cheered made me sick to
my stomach.

The atrocities I had seen him commit; especially
against those who should be his people, who were also Guineans. But
tribalism was too strong.

I left my engineering studies in Lisbon, fleeing to
Paris so I could return to Guinea. Renounced the comfortable place
that was offered to me at the Party because I wanted to be on the
ground, to fight the tuguese. Only to end up under the orders of
this illiterate sadist.

The celebrations lasted a few more minutes, watered
by a fair amount of beer, until Fearless put an end to them.

“Roca, Mechanic, the plane's debris fell in the
jungle. Go see if you find something useful.”

My two comrades took their AKAs and disappeared into
the night. The rest returned to their duties.

Fearless came to the fire.

“So, Intellectual, are you crying over the death of
one of your tuguese friends?” he said to me, sitting at my
side.

Another of his provocations. Seeing that I wasn't
going to react, he continued:

“It's dangerous not to join us as we celebrate the
death of an enemy. Some of the men are beginning to doubt whose
side you are on. One of this nights, you might wake up with your
throat sliced.”

I had no doubt that he would be the one doing the
slicing. He hated me more than I hated him. I had had a good
education, had lived in Lisbon and, worst of all, was a Fula. To
him, all that made me a threat.

“Be careful,” he said, getting up; his shiny black
skin reflecting the orange light of the flames, giving him a
demonic look. “Be careful.”

And he went to bed. Minutes later, I ended up doing
the same, although I couldn't fall asleep.

Two hours had passed, when screams coming out of the
darkness woke up all camp.

“Commander! Commander!”

I got up, as did Fearless and my other comrades. The
men on watch pointed their AKAs and lanterns to the source of the
cries. Roca was returning alone. He limped noticeably and was
covered by what appeared to be blood. He didn't bring his gun or
anything other than his clothes.

But only when he entered the perimeter of the
firelight did we realize the state he was in. His clothes were
torn, as were the skin and flesh underneath it, and he bled
profusely from many injuries.

Before I could say anything, he fell to the ground,
semi-unconscious. Doctor, who in reality was a mere soldier with
some nursing training, rushed to him immediately.

“What happened?!” Fearless asked when he saw the
terrified look of Roca. “Where is Mechanic?!”

“Mechanic... is... dead,” said the soldier, at cost.
“It was a sasabonsam... I saw it... it almost killed... me
too.”

Some of the men looked at each other, thinking that
his comrade had gone mad. The others, shuddered. Sasabonsam was the
name of a creature from the legends of Ghana. Despite the distance,
some of the stories had reached Guinea. It was said that it
resembled a man with a body covered by a short black coat. It had
bat wings, and big canine teeth, which some said were made of iron.
This was just a silly legend, of course, propagated through the
centuries to justify mysterious disappearances, which weren't
uncommon in the jungle.

“Get a grip, man!” said the Commander. “It was only
some tuguese that scared you.”

Despite his ignorance, Fearless wasn't superstitious.
However, his skepticism, as well as mine, was put to the test when
Doctor took the bloody clothes off Roca. His injuries didn't seem
to have been made by knives or machetes or any other instrument
created by man.

“It was a panther or a lion, then,” Fearless said to
break the silence that had fallen over the camp. “In the dark, you
didn't even realize what it was.”

“I know what I saw
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