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Our endless search for sustenance sometimes brought us into the abandoned mansions of the wealthy. On one such occasion, we came across a particularly foreboding place in the midst of a dank garden of rotting foliage set behind a high stone wall. The multi-story edifice, shaped somewhat like a castle, was full of dark passageways, ghastly paintings, coats of arms, mounted weapons, and other paraphernalia. We seemed to be trespassing within the bowels of a living thing. It breathed malevolence from every pore.

We loved it.

Berry and Ruffian and Slips and I had met while wandering in the ruins of the city and had joined up for survival. First I came across Slips and her younger sister Berry as they foraged for food in an already-ravaged supermarket. We encountered Ruffian soon afterwards on a garbage-strewn street. In school he had been a bully and had beaten me up on more than one occasion. Under these circumstances, however, he was lonely enough to foreswear animosity and wholeheartedly agree to join our team. 

We explored the mansion as thoroughly as we could, starting from its summit and working our way down. We lingered long in the library, where we studied esoteric volumes full of dark spells and fragile yellowed documents detailing incoherent formulas. From this investigation we determined that the estate had been owned by a scientist turned alchemist named Pascal Crepuscule. From what we could gather, he had inherited a fortune and had ensconced himself within this domicile to carry on sinister experimentations.

I wanted to learn more, but Berry and Ruffian and Slips insisted we move on.

And so we did, through bedchambers with elaborately carved four-posters whose decrepit curtains sagged with mold, through echoing hallways where rats and insects scurried away at our approach, through a vast kitchen whose once-white tiles had been turned gray-green with slime, through a dining room with a high arched wooden ceiling.

And we came, finally, to the cellars. They included a vault with a thousand or more wine bottles on racks. We supposed that nothing could top that, but then we came across an actual torture chamber with a rack, a pillory, an iron chair, and other devices and instruments. 

"Wow," said Ruffian. "Should we check it out?"

"No way," I said.

The wide-eyed girls also mumbled their objections.

As he contemplated the horrific mechanisms, Ruffian's enthusiasm began to wane. We moved on.

We then entered what appeared to be a crypt. In a low-ceilinged stone chamber were six evenly-spaced polished pseudo-wood coffins on waist-high platforms, three on the left and three on the right.

The beams of the flashlights Ruffian and Slips carried were becoming yellow and dim. They had spare batteries in their packs, but we blustered, remonstrated, argued, and then all agreed that our hunger for the macabre had been satiated and it was time to leave.

We were just about to exit the crypt when the tapping began. 

It was coming from one of the coffins.

We should have run screaming for the surface, of course, but since we had found one another after the devastation of the plague our association had always been dependent on bravado.

We looked at each other. It was easy to discern that we all wanted to turn and run, even Ruffian. But it was just as obvious that no one wanted to be the first.

The tapping paused and then continued, with each tap stronger and more spaced apart.

We looked at each other in the fading light, and then we all turned and stared at the coffin. The sound was coming unmistakably from the one on the far right.

Slowly we crept closer.

The lid was secured by metal clamps that could easily be disengaged.

Glancing first at each one of us in turn, Ruffian reached forward, freed the clamps, and lifted the lid.

Within was a clean-shaven man ensconced in comfortable cushions. He was not, as we would have supposed, in an advanced state of decomposition. Instead, he appeared as if he had just stepped into the coffin for a nap. He wore a black suit, white shirt, and red tie. A black bowler hat perched next to his head. His feet were bare. He was of an indefinable age between very young and very old.

Abruptly he opened his eyes.

As if with one voice, the four of us screamed.

We had almost reached the crypt door when the man sat up and called out, "Wait!"

We turned.

"Don't listen to him," said Ruffian. "He's one of those... One of those..."

"Vampires!" said Slips. "He's a vampire!"

"I'm not a vampire," said the man.

"That's just what a vampire would say," said Slips.

Berry said, "What's a vampire?"

"They bite your neck and drink your blood," said Slips. "And then you become one, and you drink the blood of other people."

"That sounds kind of awesome," said Ruffian.

"It's not," said Slips. "It's a curse."

By this time the man had climbed out of the coffin and placed the bowler hat on his head. In combination with the black suit and bare feet, it made him look ridiculous.

"Wait a minute," I said. "Don't come any closer. If you're not a vampire, then what are you? No human person could survive in a coffin and then get up looking spry and ready for action."

"Before I answer that," said the man, "tell me one thing. Where is Crepuscule?"

"Who?" said Berry.

"Pascal Crepuscule. The owner of this mansion."

"We read about him upstairs," I said, "but the place is empty. He must have died in the plague."

"Plague? What plague? What year is this?"

I told him.

"Remember the part where we were going to run away?" said Ruffian.

"I'm not going to harm you," said the man. "But I have been confined down here for far too long. Can we go upstairs, please?"

*     *     *
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In the dining room the man, who identified himself as Theodosius, sat at one end of the long table and Berry and I sat at the other while Ruffian and Slips went off to find something to eat. 

The foragers soon returned carrying bags laden with packets, cans, and bottles. "There's a huge storage room," said Ruffian, "and the shelves are full." Not bothering for the moment with the cans, he ripped open a bag of vegetable chips, a packet of nuts, and a packet of meat jerky. When Berry twisted the top off a bottle of soda it sprayed her in the face and we all laughed. I hefted a bottle of wine and rummaged in a sideboard for corkscrew and glasses.

Soon the four of us were eating and drinking and laughing while Theodosius sat watching dispassionately.

"Aren't you hungry?" said Ruffian.

"I eat sometimes," said Theodosius, "but I don't have to."

Slips said, "See? Remember what I said? Vampire!"

"I'm not a..."

"Forget it," I said. "His choice. It leaves more for us."

"The amount of food you found concerns me," said Theodosius.

"Why?"

"Crepuscule might still be alive."

"It's old food," I said. "Most of it has expired."

"What's happening out in the world?"

"We told you," I said. "There was a plague. Most of the people died. We didn't."

Slips said, "Your turn. If you're not a vampire, how could you be trapped in a coffin without dying?"

"He put me there."

Ruffian said, "He? He who?"

"Crepuscule. I came to him because... Do you understand the concept of immortality?"

"That means when you live forever," I said.

"Like vampires," said Slips.

"Or angels," whispered Berry.

"Well, I am not a vampire or an angel. I am, as you have pointed out, a human person. I was born in Alexandria, Egypt, many centuries ago."

"That's ridiculous," said Ruffian, after taking a big swig of wine. "A century is a hundred years. My grandpa lived a long life, and he died when he was ninety."

"Yes," said Theodosius. "I am an anomaly."

Berry said, "A what?"

"An anomaly. Something different or unique. Not like everyone else. In Alexandria, since my family was part of the Greek aristocracy, I had access to wealth and education. My hunger for learning brought me into contact with a certain scholar who studied the art of alchemy. However, he did not waste much of his time with petty activities such as the transmutation of base metals into gold. No, his was the nobler pursuit of immortality. All his efforts were bent towards discovering the elixir of life, and I became his assistant. I procured what he needed; I cooked his food; I swept his floor. One hot, dry evening when he and I were alone in his workshop, he decided to test one of his formulas on me. He had run experiments before, but they were all failures. This one, he felt, was destined to succeed. I obediently drank the brew and... Since then, I have not aged. I was then as you see me now. My master died, having never realized what he had accomplished; my parents died; everyone else died, yet I endured. I traveled from Egypt to Ellada..."

I said, "Where's that?"

"Greece. Ellada means Greece. And from there I went many other places. I accumulated wealth. I raised families, although I always outlived them. I sampled many experiences in the pursuit of happiness, or at least contentment. I supposed that my longevity would give me an advantage. However, as I made my way through one century after another, always seeking to improve and justify my existence, I came to an awful conclusion. Death is an integral aspect of the human condition. The realization of eventual death gives life its piquancy. On the other hand, without the contemplation of imminent death I had become jaded. Pleasure was enough for a time, but not for forever. Everything has something that gives it balance. For wisdom, there is ignorance. For love, there is hate. For life, there is death. And for pleasure, there is pain. Therefore I began to seek out pain."

"That's crazy," said Ruffian. "That doesn't make any sense at all."

"You have to understand that I did not come to this realization lightly. The ruminations came to fruition through several of your lifetimes."

Berry said, "What?"

"He means that it took him a long time to figure it out," I said.

Theodosius smiled. "Succinctly put. But when I say I pursued pain, I don't mean that I deliberately cut myself or walked on hot coals. I was not and am not a masochist. I merely realized the balance and sought to reestablish it in my own life. To this end, instead of indulging in situations in which I could gratify myself with pleasure, I sought circumstances that would put me in touch with the sufferings of the world. I assumed many identities. I helped establish the Kingdom of Jerusalem during the Crusades; I took part in the siege of Calais during the Hundred Years' War; I was one of the original survivors of the Jamestown settlement in the colony of Virginia; I fought in the American Revolutionary War; I joined Napoleon's assault on Moscow and the devastating retreat; I participated in the First World War, the Second World War, and the Third World War. Immersing myself in drama and excitement was distracting if not fulfilling; it took me more than ten centuries to realize the futility of my endeavors."

Ruffian shrugged. "Makes sense to me. You wanted thrills."

"I wish it was as simple as that," said Theodosius. "When you are immortal, time functions differently. It runs together. It blurs. It flows on by like a river and because there is nothing to mark your passage you drown. How do I put it? You go about your existence, and occasionally you wake up and realize you are lost. Indulging in traumatic events helped for a long time, but ultimately I came to the realization that it was all the same. Too much
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