
Taking the proffered glass, I swirled its contents.  The liquid clung to the sides of the wine glass, much like milk does.  It slid off the sides of the glass and back into itself.  It was thick, but not nearly syrupy.  It looked black in the darkness of the room, but honestly could've been any colour.


"Drink," he insisted.


I lifted the glass to my lips, but hesitated.  How was I to know if this was a poison or a drug?  The liquid had an ominous quality, somehow letting me know that with just one drink, I'd never be the same.


Bottoms up.


I was surprised by the metallic taste that washed over my tongue.  There was something deeply human, very familiar about this drink.


"Do you like it?"


I looked at him, and he smiled. His hazel eyes twinkled for the first time since I met him.  Handsomeness lit up all along the lines of his face, and he was stunning.


I shrugged, unsure of what to really say.  I commented on the familiarity of the taste.


"Yes.  Everyone tries it at some point.  Perhaps when they're small and they prick their finger or scrape themselves when they're careless.  As I recall, you first tried it when you picked up a rose to smell it and the thorns dug into your small little hands."


I could feel the colour leaving my face.  Surely it wasn't--it couldn't be...


"Oh, but Darling, it is.  Everyone tries it at some point.  I just happen to need it to survive--in some sense of the word."


My eyes fell to the floor, which wasn't even visible in the lack of light in the parlor.  I was trapped, alone with him in his home.  My eyes darted about the room.  Plush velvet pillows, brocade tapestries, and silk-covered chairs were nothing; what caught my eye were the double French doors leading out the balcony.


He sighed, and stood.  "It's quite cold out there.  Not that fleeing would be much of a help to you.  My neighborhood is very sparse, and my neighbors have a way of not really hearing what their own ears hear."


I pushed him out of my way and ran to the doors.  I threw them open and fell out onto the balcony.  A snowflake touched my nose.


His eyes were there, in front of mine, and full of sympathy.  A velvet cloak drifted down around my shoulders, and he smiled a gentle smile.  He gave me the distinct impression that he knew that I was going to do such a foolish thing.  In fact, he gave me the distinct impression that he knew everything I was thinking.


I blushed.


He offered me his hand, and helped me up.  He led me back into the dark parlor and took the cloak from my shoulders.


A smile graced his pale lips.  "I am not a character in an Anne Rice novel.  I am not a character in a children's book, either.  I am four-hundred-fifty-two.  I have seen things that would drive your delicate mind mad.


"There is a life, of sorts, just beyond the world you know.  We live in the darkness, both terrorizing and protecting the more mortal populous of this city.  I, personally, align myself with those who choose their meals--" he paused to be sure I understood what he meant, "carefully, purifying the mortal world."


Good and evil with creatures like these?  I nearly snorted.


"Don't get huffy.  We're not black and white... nothing in the world ever is.  We are the dark, sinister gray.  I could snap your delicious little neck in the time it would take you to bat an eye, using about that much effort.  I choose my meals to protect mortals from rapists, murderers, and the sort.  I saved your life twice tonight, and my stomach is heaving."


I blushed again, this time bowing my head in apology.  He tilted his head and looked at me, curious.


"You're apologetic.  Why?"


I was blushing even more deeply.  "I've offended you somehow."


He laughed.  He was beautiful, and I found myself longing to hold him.  He was enchanting.


"My sort are not the kind to be apologizing to.  You'll see that soon enough.  I suppose I should tell you about the others.


"Most of my kind join together with others.  Everyone needs to socialize at some point, we are human in that respect.  We come together based on our ideas about suitable meals and how our government should be run.  We have a government, you know.  When you join my kind, you just naturally fall into the company of your father's coven.  After time, many branch out or fall into another, but most just stay where they are.


"When you become like me, you need blood to survive.  I hate to use the world 'live' in tangent with anything to do with my sort--we are not alive.  We are parasites, surviving off of the life of others.  Many say the life we survive off is unimportant--like a hamburger to them.  But I envy life.  I think a beautiful life should continue as long as it can, at least until it has served its purpose.  We all have our niches in the world.  Some of us just have niches that need to carry on for longer than one lifetime can provide.  And since I don't believe in reincarnation, I believe in us.


"We are what control the human population.  We are what carries it and holds it high.  We are what keep human life tolerable.


"My kind is not just born--they are chosen.  When one of my kind decides to create a partner for eternity, or a child, they watch them for many years.  They divulge the secrets of my kind, then offer them the simple choice; eternity or death."


I blinked, soaking up this information.  Even as strange and fantastic as his story was, I believed him.


"Are you ready?"


I looked up at him, and my eyes met his.  I found myself studying his fathomless eyes, somehow finding him in them.  He was lonely, hurting.  He had seen generations and generations, and had never seen love.  The green and brown danced about on his irises and my lips found his.


I rested my forehead against his, but drew back when I felt the cold skin against mine.  I blushed again.


"Are you ready?"


"You just asked me that, and I still don't know what you mean," I sighed.


He stood, sighing.  "Did you really think you'd leave this place alive?  I've told you so much about my kind and my world.  Did you never stop to think why?"


I nearly ran.


But as my body heaved forth toward the door once again, I stopped.  What was I living for?  My tiny apartment which I had given up one too many meals to afford?  My shelves and shelves of memorabilia of a life I never really lived?  My pet rock and my goldfish?


I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him to me.  As he kissed my neck, I let eternity's icy grip choke me and plunge me headfirst into the end and beginning of my life.
