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A hopeful story is, in my experience, not necessarily one that has a happy ending. It is one that touches me so deeply that my world gets bigger and my inner landscape richer. Many of these stories I discover in the words of other writers, but occasionally I find one inside myself. I rage and pace and weep as I write, praying all the time I can manage to come close to that vision. Sometimes it feels as if I have not so much written the story as been midwife to it. 

I chose “Transfusion” (originally titled “Keeping Kosher”) as the lead story because it is one that stretches beyond the usual expectations of fantasy and into a very personal sense of spirituality. I always felt uneasy when conventional vampires cringe at the sight of a brandished cross. Would a vampire be affected by some other religious symbol—a Star of David, perhaps? How would an observant Jew, who lives apart from the traditional Christian mythos, respond? Would he be able to see the human being through the horrific exterior? 

“Green Chains,” like “Summoning the River,” also in this collection, is an exploration not only of grief but of the enduring bond between mother and child. In so many conventional fantasies, it seems to be an unwritten rule that heroes—both men and women—cannot have parents or children anywhere in sight. I believe there is as much scope for magic and wonder in the close bonds of family as in any external adventure. This story, set in contemporary Southern California, is the closest thing to mainstream fiction I’ve written, and for me that similarity highlights how permeable the boundaries are between “ordinary life,” imagination, and fantasy—all of them equally true.

I wrote “Heart Healer” when I was working for a cardiologist and thinking about the two meanings of “heart,” one the physical organ, the other a metaphor for the spirit. Many times, I heard patients use their cardiac disease as a metaphor for some other aspect of their lives; I sometimes witnessed the incredibly moving stories of patients and their families who came to the office terrified, only to recover both health and hope. Astute readers may recognize the placement of ECG electrodes in my healer's approach to the dragon.

One of my few stories for Young Adults, “What the Dinosaurs Are Like” appeared in Bruce Coville's Book of Magic II. While not minimizing the emotional power of dinosaurs as monsters, I had gotten more than a little tired of how they were portrayed in film and wanted to do something different. Like many children, I was taken to the Museum of Natural History and used to have nightmares about the mounted dinosaur skeletons coming to life and chasing me. One of the blessings of imagination is that we can tell different stories.

“Hellhound” also began as a nightmare, but one I had as an adult. As a young writer, I met Octavia Butler, who told me that she used her darkest fears as the driving energy for her books. Following her example, I took the portions of my dream that disturbed me most and let them spin themselves into a story. As so often happens in my work, what I initially thought the story was about turned out to be only superficial “window dressing.” The images of riding through a forest, chasing a silver dog, overlay the darker issue of childhood sexual abuse.

I wrote “Summoning the River” for an anthology of historical “warrior enchantresses.” Since I’m more interested in non-military resolutions to conflict, I hit upon using the Indus Valley civilizations as my setting. Archaeological evidence suggests that these cities coexisted peacefully, with the exception of raids by river pirates, until the Aryan invasions.

I love creating contrary interpretations of well-known creatures and characters. “What the Dinosaurs Are Like” took animals that often evoke fear and turned them into something else. For “Totem Night,” I used a sideways twist on unicorns.

“Unmasking the Ancient Light,” like “Transfusion,” takes its roots from Jewish spirituality. The story arose from an invitation to an anthology of historical fantasy featuring women. As I was flopping about, discarding one female historical figure after another, a friend said, “What about Dona Gracia Nasi?” I’d never heard of her, but as I delved into her biography, I realized that nothing I could write in the way of fantasy came close to the courage and power of her real story. She fled Amsterdam for Venice under much the same circumstances as those in my story, and thence to Turkey, and she ran the largest spice trading firm in Europe, pretty much single-handedly, and helped many Jews to escape the Inquisition.

“A Borrowed Heart” began with the ballroom scene, a sketch for a Regency vampire story that quickly transformed itself into something else. Like the old Jew in “Transfusion,” the young prostitute in “A Borrowed Heart” uses compassion instead of violence to resolve her conflict. Another way in which this story stands out for me is that the central bond is not a romantic one between lovers but an even stronger emotional attachment between sisters.

“The Seal Hunt” also began life as an out-take, this one from a fantasy novel that never found traction in the writing. The scene of people hunting in kayaks on an icy inlet was just too vivid to completely set aside. It kept coming back to me, and the rest of the story—both forward and backward in time — unfolded naturally from there. I also loved the scene with the bees, and I love the idea of a heroine who is a scholar and tackles dangerous mysteries armed with deductive powers instead of a sword.

I didn’t grow up loving opera, and for a long time, the plots struck me as idiotic, depending all too often on misunderstandings that anyone with a grain of sense would have avoided. But as I delved into the research for “Sing To Me Of Love And Shadows,” I came to appreciate that operas are the synthesis of plot, words, music, costume, and setting, the whole being greater than any individual part. Not only that, as I read through the history of opera, I found a sort of evolution of plot lines as well as singing and performance styles. I could not resist the notion of a character from a time period before the first recognizable opera channeling that progression.

“Fire and Fate” includes its own interpretations of several elements of other stories—dinosaur dragons, compassion for a suffering enemy, unexpected love, sword skills, and a woman warrior heroine. It’s also got a cool horse, which for me is always a treat to write.

“Remembering,” like many stories, takes its emotional drive from the feeling of not belonging and of longing for the place we come from. Sometimes this takes the form of a conviction we were adopted, or that we (or our families) are aliens in disguise. When my own children were small, we lived in France for the better part of a year. As wonderful as it was, and as similar as many Western cultures are, I always felt slightly “out of phase,” not to mention such comforts as maple syrup and peanut butter. What if home were not a place across the ocean but beneath it? What form would that longing take?

This collection begins and ends with stories about vampires, which makes for nice bookends. When editor Barbara Hambly told me she was beginning work on an anthology of female vampire stories, I asked her if she would consider a humorous tale, and “Survival Skills” was the result. I was active in the PTA at my daughters' school at the time (the early 1990s) and so this story flowed naturally from a blending of the two. I have read this story aloud both at fantasy conventions and to groups of parents. The fantasy fans get all the vampire jokes and the parents get the PTA ones. This has always struck me as wonderful.

––––––––
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Transfusion
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Once Jacob asked me if I dream, and for a long time I did not know how to answer him. I was once a man; should I not still dream like one? The days do not go by in an instant, of that I am sure. I feel each moment, the slow poisonous creeping of the sun. They are not dreams, the visions that come to me. They are memories.

One memory in particular stands out, the night I met Jacob. The night he saved what passes for my life and in so doing saved his own. 

In those days, the great American cities still struggled against encroaching decay. San Francisco clung to the shards of vanished grandeur while human vermin crawled her alleys. Fault lines, weakened by the nuclear bomb the Celestial Jihad had set off in Los Angeles, shivered and slipped. Hunting, I myself became a victim.

It took me a week to dig myself free of the tons of cement and steel, each time awaking weaker and closer to despair. When at last I staggered free of the rubble, I saw scavengers picking through the darkened ruins. I wasn't sure I could take one of them. My senses wavered and I could barely stand, yet I must play the game out until the bitter end, following these pitiful creatures until either starvation or dawn finished me.

Starvation almost got me first. After wandering half-witless through one unfamiliar neighborhood after another, I collapsed behind a building where lights still burned in the few unshattered windows. My fingers curled around a chunk of broken concrete and then, for the first time in three centuries, I truly lost consciousness.

o0o

My first awareness was that I had been moved somewhere indoors. The time was later that same night. I felt a surge of patchy artificial energy. It overrode my hunger like a stimulant drug. I would need to act quickly, before it faded.

I sat up, taking in the kerosene-lit room. Beneath me lay threadbare carpet, beside me a low pallet—a pile of blankets and crumbling foam pads—and there, a man almost as pale as I. Connecting us was a length of clear surgical tubing, broken only by a central valve. I traced the tubing from one needle—in his veins—to the other—in mine. The valve, I noted, was open in my direction.

My mind began to work by fits and starts, unraveling the message of my eyes. This young, aesthetic-looking stranger with a hooked nose and tapering scholar's fingers had thought to save my life by transfusing me. He must have mistaken my coloring for anemia. 

The poor fool had offered me his blood in the one form that would give me no sustenance. His own death hovered a short time away, not just from his meaningless sacrifice but from a wrongness in his body, the lingering taint of chemical pollutant. In retribution for his charity, I would consign him to the longer, more painful death.

Moving carefully, though there was scant chance of awakening my nameless savior, I reversed the valve. I watched our blended blood flow back into him. For a moment I thought of feeding, for hunger now shrieked through every cell of my body. 

But no, I would let him live and in living, die. 

Yet even as I turned away from him, ready to plunge back into the night, I scented a tempering of the poison. I told myself a portion of my own blood now ran in him, even as his ran in me. I told myself it did not matter.

o0o

Forty years later, autumn twilight settled on the Mendocino hills, ridge after ridge stretching into the distance like the backs of grazing sheep. A last breath of heat shimmered up from the crusted soil, and a hunting owl soared noiselessly on the shifting thermal currents.

Breathing heavily, Jacob Rosenberg clambered to the vantage point from which he could look across the valley. He lay down his walking stick and lowered himself to a flat stone. Below him, the town lay hidden behind a shoulder of hill, the fields of ripening grain now faded to golden-gray.

Moving carefully, for the stone, although smooth, was unforgiving, he took off his spectacles and ran his hands over his wiry, white beard, massaging the indentations on the bridge of his nose. The world blurred, unknowable. He took a hand-sewn yarmulke from his pocket, placed it on his head, and composed himself for prayer. He did not own a siddur, a prayer book. It, along with his father's fringed tallis, had perished four decades ago in the nuclear ashes of Los Angeles. He had only his memories to guide him now.

As Jacob's thoughts quieted, he closed his eyes, feeling the faint chill that heralded the season's change. He found himself thinking of the observances of his childhood—the songs, the stories, the long discussions of his father's favorite passages from Hillel and Maimonides, all tinged with the sense of delicious mystery. Soon the High Holy Days would be upon him, the Days of Awe. He would set aside a time for reflection, for putting his life in order for the new year, for examining the wrongs he had done and making restitution where he could. The valley people would not understand if he asked their forgiveness, for what had he ever done to harm them, he who'd cured their children of pneumonia and bloodrot and fevers? 

“Baruch atah Adonai eloheinu melech ha-olam...”

Words came softly from his mouth, half-remembered prayers. The ancient syllables lingered in the air. He rocked back and forth with their rhythm, wondering if anywhere else in the world, some other of his scattered people were doing the same. At moments like these he wished there might be, just once, other voices raised with his, the community of a minyan. That there might be someone to say Kaddish for him when he died. 

He pulled himself to his feet, joints and muscles protesting. The last of the day had fled. As he started down the path, the beam of his flashlight wavered. He caught the ghostly pattern of grass and rock, hardly distinguishable from one another. His heart beat raggedly. He caught his foot on a stone and stumbled, struggling to catch himself.

Suddenly the earth fell away beneath him. One hip slammed against something hard. Darkness rushed past, battering his senses. His flailing hands met branches, thin and dry. He grasped at them, and they broke away in his fingers. Then his body came to a jarring halt at the bottom of a gully. 

Jacob lay on the rocky ground, one leg twisted under him, hands sprawled outward. His first thought as he blinked up at the emerging stars was amazement that he was still alive. 

Years ago, when there had still been libraries, he'd read a story of an old man, a Native American, who'd gone out into the snowy forest, built a fire, and sat with his back against a tree just out of the circle of its warmth. At the time he'd read the story, Jacob had been young and filled with passion. How could a man choose death? he'd stormed. How could a man not struggle against it in all its protean forms—microbe and mob and tainted rain? How could he just sit there while the light died and the heat seeped from his body into the endless night? How? How?

This night, it comes for me?

Gradually his heartbeat slowed and his breath came freely instead of catching in his chest. His thoughts seemed unusually lucid. He had gone to the hilltop for evening prayers, he had stayed too long and in the darkness strayed from the trail and fallen. A man of his years should rightly have broken his neck. But something had preserved him from his own folly to arrive at this moment of wonder.

Above him, the dark outlines of the gully melted away. The sky opened up, and his vision came suddenly clear. Stars swirled overhead in milky splendor, sweeping the heavens with their brilliance. Lying cradled by the earth, Jacob felt as if he could see forever. The radiance that filled his eyes had left those stars hundreds, even millions of years ago. He was witnessing the universe of Moses and of Abraham, the times of miracles and deliverance, still going on, not in the unimaginable past but this very moment.

Then the moment passed. His left knee, bent under him, twinged. Carefully he straightened it, visualizing the ligaments and tendons that might be torn, the age-brittle cartilages that might be damaged, all the injuries that he'd seen and treated over the years. The joint creaked and smarted, then his kneecap gave a resounding pop! as it settled back into place. The knee felt sound enough, even when he crawled to his feet and took a few experimental steps.

His hands were empty, the flashlight and walking stick gone. The yarmulke had flown off his head during his tumble. He ran his hands over the ground but could not find his spectacles.

Since there was nothing else to do, no possible way he could climb out of the gully in the darkness, he sat down, made himself as comfortable as possible, and turned his thoughts to what had happened to him, to that moment of awe. He didn't expect to recapture it, only to remember that it had indeed happened and in that remembering to hold at bay the question that would not go away. 

This night, it comes for me?

o0o

I do not know why I went back the next night, back to the hospital loading deck where Jacob had found me. But I waited there, deep in the shadows cast by the yellowed lights, tasting the despair, the grime and crusted filth, searching for that faint whiff of sweetness, the last scent I had of him. 

At the emergency entrance, men with jumpy eyes greeted me with submachine guns. I paused, for what could I say to them? What reason could I give for my presence there? No hospital could give me healing, nor any priest grant me absolution. 

Wordless, I melted back into the night to wait the long hours until I felt a shifting in the pall of death. At the staff entrance, I caught sight of a figure slight and stoop-chested. Myopic, shambling. Anything but heroic.

I knew him as I knew the silence of my own heart. But he no longer reeked of pollution and slow decay. Something sang like music in his blood. I followed it, powerless to turn away, knowing all the while it was not thirst that drew me, but a feeling so disused and forgotten that I no longer knew what it was.

o0o

Night chill seeped into Jacob's bones, sharper than he'd expected. He drew his coat more tightly around his shoulders and wished he had a hat. 

A lump of darkness appeared along the top of the gully, for a moment as still as the rocky ground before it disappeared. The next instant Jacob sensed a figure standing beside him, substance but no trace of warmth. Against the night's blackness, he caught the blurred paleness of teeth. 

Fingers smooth as marble curled around his arm, chill even through his coat sleeve. “You were not in the cabin when I woke,” a soft voice said. “I thought you might have gone down to the village, but you were not there, either.” 

“Thank you, Victor.” Jacob accepted his spectacles, slightly more battered than before. “You've been to the village and back? Already?”

“It is two hours past midnight.”

So late? How long had he lain there, enraptured by the stars? How long had they been waiting for him to truly see them? Years? Centuries? 

They reached the trail and climbed out of the shadowed gully. Jacob's chest tightened, squeezing the breath from his lungs. The grasses no longer looked withered, but touched with silver. The hillsides shimmered with light.

o0o

Jacob had built his cabin into the rocky hillside, a single room with table, bed, and bookshelves. Fireplace and kitchen area, hand-pump for water. One door led outside, facing east, the other into the deep caves. Victor lit the lantern and hung it on the hook above the table, where he placed the flashlight and yarmulke, now covered with dust and bits of dry grass. 

Jacob lowered himself to the bench. The pain in his chest had steadily increased during the journey home. Now it subsided, leaving him sweating hard. He had laid out his dinner before he left: a pitcher of water, a sliver of goat cheese, herbed beans, and bread, everything covered with a clean, many-patched cloth. Candlesticks stood at the end of the table, unlit. 

With the first bite, he felt nauseated. He forced himself to eat a spoonful of beans. It took an effort to chew properly.

Victor moved closer and sat in his usual place on the second bench. Jacob glanced up at the expressionless face and was struck, as he had been so many times over the years, by its beauty—the arched lips, the brows shaped like the wings of soaring gulls, the lines of jaw and cheekbone, the skin as fine as alabaster. 

“Stop hovering over me like an old grandmother,” Jacob grumbled. “I'm fine.”

The perfect face inclined a fraction, lamplight gleaming on the blue-black hair. Even when the light fell on the eyes, they seemed all pupil, all emptiness. 

“You are not fine, Jacob. Your angina is worse, and your cardiac function is compromised. The next infarction will kill you.”

Jacob stared at his half-eaten plate of beans. Victor could hear his diseased old heart as it struggled and failed. Could taste the imminence of his death.

“You might have died tonight,” Victor said, as Jacob knew he would. “I might have come too late to save you. You stubborn old Jew, do you want that? No? Then why won't you take what I offer? Do you think your god cares if you drink blood—my blood—any more than he cares if I take a man's blood or a deer's?”

“I care,” Jacob said quietly. “Blood then is not merely blood, it is the symbol of life. I revere life, I do not consume it. The word kosher means—”

“Nothing!” Victor exploded. “Superstitious nothing!”

Jacob shook his head, refusing to be drawn in. Victor was angry at being lectured. “Nu, you went looking for me?”

For Victor to go near the town was remarkable in itself. Since he had followed Jacob up to the mountain, he had avoided other human contact. 

“A boy is sick,” Victor said. “Some pathology in his blood—not a pollutant, not any microbe in your books.”

“Which boy?”

A hesitation, a deepening of the stillness. For all the years Jacob had known him, Victor resisted learning names. At first Jacob thought it was because names bestowed individuality, identity; later, much later, when he knew Victor no longer sought out human prey, the truth came to him. Who could endure the weight of so many names? 

“Never mind,” Jacob said gently. “I'll go down tomorrow and examine him.”

“Be sensible, old man. You're tired, you're bruised from one end to the other, your heart requires rest. It's too strenuous a journey for you.”

Jacob lifted his chin. “I have a choice? This child is going to diagnose himself?”

“At least let me carry the heavy things for you.”

He would come after dark, of course, and vanish just as quickly. Jacob sighed. “The microscope, then.”

“I will not let you go so easily.” Victor rose to his feet. Darkness swirled around him like a cloak. He placed his hands on the table and leaned forward. “Once I would have hunted there, in the village. I would have reveled in their terror. I would have been everything the priests said I was.”

On any other night, Jacob would have turned away. Now the brilliance of the heavens lingered behind his vision. Everywhere, darkness gave birth to mystery. When he looked at Victor, this night of all nights, he seemed to be looking into a mirror.

o0o

I stayed hidden from Jacob for a long time, months in the city until the next big earthquake and the fires, and then years afterward on the road. Hunger and plague stalked the countryside. People turned in an instant from friend to enemy, grateful to savage. 

Once I threw a rock through the glassless window of a ranch house where he was sleeping, to warn him. Other times I muddied his tracks or left a half-exposed cache of supplies and a false trail in the other direction. I argued with myself that this was madness, but still I watched.

I never knew why Jacob kept going, nor did I have any notion of what he did or why he did it. Doctoring, to me, was just another kind of priesthood with its own collection of smells and incantations.

Then one suffocating summer night, Jacob walked down a deserted side street of a little town, medical bag in hand. Following him, keeping to the shadows, I saw the jackals waiting: shaved, tattooed heads, black leather vests, back-sharpened knives. They had guns, too, but wouldn't use them. They wanted to savor this killing.

I took one from behind, breaking his neck with a jerk. A slash and the nearest lay in a spurt of arterial blood. 

Jacob turned, his eyes hidden behind twin moons of reflected light. 

“Get him!” yelled the tallest, the leader. 

The world blurred as I darted in. Air rushed by me, though I had no breath to steal. I spun and lashed out at another hunter with one foot. Hand bones shattered and the knife went spinning in an elongated arc. I back-handed the next across the jaw and his head snapped, twisting. I heard the crack! of his fractured spine. Felt the sudden, exhilarating chill as his heart stuttered and froze. 

Three of them left now. The leader raised his hand, aiming the weapon he'd thought hidden. I caught the whiff of machine oil and gunpowder. He screamed, “Bastard!” and pulled the trigger.

It would have taken me hours to die from such a belly wound, if I had been a living man. He saw my eyes and knew me for what I was—the template of evil beside which he was no more than the merest shadow. Wordless, he turned and fled. The other two bolted after him into the night.

Jacob crouched beside one of the crumpled bodies. His gaze took in the street, the clotting shadows. He straightened up and came toward me. Behind the moonlit lenses, his eyes narrowed and then widened.

“I remember you,” he said, wondering. “From San Francisco. The transfusion, it worked. You're alive!” He paused, brows knotting. “But you haven't changed at all.”

But he had. The road had taken its toll, the nights birthing babies in lonely ranch houses, the miles walked in sleet or blazing heat, the poor food, the tainted water. I marked the lines around his eyes and mouth, the shining dome of his forehead where the hairline had receded.

I closed my hand around his arm, this skinny weakling of a man with no muscle to speak of, no strength, no fear. I could break him with a single finger.

“Where are you taking me?” he said.

It was the wrong question. Not where was I taking him, but where was he taking me?

o0o

The river snaked along the valley floor, barely more than a mud-banked trickle until the winter rains came again. A mule-drawn reaper crawled across the squares of gold-ripe grain. The village itself centered around a much-repaired farmhouse, barn, and silo. A crisscross of unpaved streets led to a smithy, chicken coops, pigsties, pens for goats and milk cows, a shed for the mules. The roofs were covered with water heaters, tubes of age-whitened plastic. 

Jacob trudged down the hill toward the village. His long coat was now too warm and the pack weighed heavily. Thirst gnawed at him. He knew he should have stopped, rested. There had not seemed enough time. 

A woman's voice hailed him from the cluster of houses. Something white waved from one of the windows, a dish towel or apron. His eyes were no longer keen enough to tell. When the woman emerged, he recognized her—the elderly beekeeper, wearing faded denim overalls several sizes too big for her. She offered him a dipper of water.

The water had a faint metallic taste. Jacob handed the cup. “I had word a child is sick. Whose is it?” 

“The Coopers' boy. Young Peter.” 

And so, the town had gone on without him, kaleidoscopic lives slipping through his fingers. 

The Cooper family house lay to the north end of the settlement. It was one of the newer buildings, pine from the scrub forest ten miles seaward, simple and a bit dark because window glass was hard to come by. The door stood open to reveal a wood-burning stove made from parts of gasoline automobiles.

Jacob paused at the threshold. Perhaps Victor's sensitivities had rubbed off on him, that he could feel the fear hanging like a pall in this house. These people remembered all too vividly the plagues, the bloodrot, and the fevers. Even a common cold might send whispers through the community, “Will it begin again?”

This night, it comes for me?

A chair leg scraped over the bare wood floor in the second, smaller room. For a moment Jacob did not recognize the woman standing shadowed there, one hand on the door frame, only the skull-shaped face, the eyes like wells of darkness. In the texture of her bones, he read the certainty that her child was dying. 

Then she moved into the light and became Mary Cooper. “Doc!” An exhale, barely audible. 

The room was small and close, one bed covered with a faded quilt under a window and another along the opposite wall, a wooden chest and the rocking chair where Mary had nursed her babies. The unfinished walls bore pegs for clothing and a narrow shelf with handmade toys, bits of antler, and smooth-worn green glass.

Jacob remembered Peter as a whirlwind of freckles and an impish grin, always sporting a skinned knee or elbow. Now he'd shrunk, his skin stretched over sharp-edged bones. Jacob leaned over him, noticing the fever-bright eyes, the purpling bruise on one temple. Emmanuel Cooper might be a stern man, but never one to strike his children.

Jacob slid his pack off, took off the coat, and folded it carefully, and sat on the bed beside the boy's legs. The child did not respond. Jacob touched the pale cheek, felt the heat radiating from the boy's body. He pulled the patched quilt up around the thin shoulders. 

Relentlessly his mind enumerated the symptoms. Fever, pallor, easy bruisability. Rapid onset. Age between three and seven. Exposure to mutagenic agents—who in the entire community had escaped that? He couldn't be sure without a microscopic examination of the boy's blood. 

Jacob sat back and ran his fingers over his beard. And if he were correct, then what? He had a little pancillin left from the last batch from Sanfran, and some cephaloxin for resistant bacterial strains; he could make tinctures of willow or foxglove or birth-ease for other conditions. Poppy syrup to numb the pain. Straws, straws in the wind.

We cured leukemia once.

He knew why no one had sent for him earlier, though he had once lived as one of them. Now he saw what he had not wanted to see before, their need to continue without him. 

An idea germinated and took root in Jacob's mind. It might not work, for the malignancy arose from the bone marrow and not the blood itself. It might do no more than buy the child a little more time. Victor might refuse. But what choice did he have but to try?

o0o

“Are there more like you?” Jacob asked me. We huddled around a campfire somewhere near the Oregon border, him for warmth and me without any good reason. I had fed earlier on the blood of a chicken that Jacob had drained and then salted for his own dinner. 

The question was one I had been dreading. I could not understand how Jacob could know what I was, could have seen what he had seen, and still have no fear of me. And with every one of his interminable questions, I feared the ending of that innocence.

Some streak of madness urged me to say, “What, should I create another as cursed as I am?”

“Tell me, who has cursed you?”

I looked away into the night. The only sounds were the faint crush of the falling embers. Images of the past, like flakes of light, sprang up behind my eyes. I could not hold them. I no longer remembered a time before I became evil or what sin placed me forever beyond redemption. I knew only there had been such a time.

Jacob's question echoed in my mind. Who had cursed me? Could it be that I had become only what I believed I must be?

The thought blew away in an instant. I was damned forever; the priests had sworn it a thousand times over.

“I am what I am,” I said in a voice I hardly knew as my own. 

I had had no choice but to drink the blood that changed me forever. I never knew why the nosferatu forced it down my throat, most likely to share his eternal damnation. But what if immortality were a gift freely offered? What if there were two of us to share the long, unbroken nights?

“A long time ago, a very long time ago,” Jacob said, his voice settling into the musical rhythm of a storyteller's, “a wise man named Maimonides wrote that each man is both good and evil, in such balance that perhaps his very next action could tip the scales and determine his fate. And if a city contains both good and evil people, in equal proportion, then one man's choice might determine its course. And if an entire nation—”

“Stop!” I saw where this story was going. “What has any of this to do with me?”

“I think it is Maimonides's choice we all must make. Every hour, every day. Even me, Victor. Even you.”

o0o

Jacob settled on the porch with the children who were too young to work in the fields. They crowded around him, their eyes shining. He took each child on his lap in turn. At first they were stiff, for it had been too long since he was here last. Then they softened to his words and touch. His mood lifted. Through the afternoon he examined them individually, telling each his favorite story. Aesop and Moses and Peter Pan.

He thought to continue with the other villagers, the women who'd stayed behind and the others who returned early to prepare the evening meal, but he felt too tired. His chest wavered on the border of pain, a thrumming deep in his bones. He told himself it was only the long night, the walk down the mountain—no, it was more than that. 

This night, it comes for me?

o0o

We came to a town that had lost its doctor and pleaded with Jacob to stay. There was a hunger in him, a weariness from all those shiftless years. I saw it in the way he touched the dusty books, the exquisite care with which he laid out the dead man's instruments. He set the brass microscope on the dining room table and lit an alcohol lamp. 

I watched as he squeezed a drop of his own blood on a glass slide. The rank, intoxicating perfume filled me. I held myself very still. 

He gestured for me to come nearer. Warmth lingered on the focusing wheels where he'd touched them. As I squinted through the aperture, the image jumped and trembled, a phantasm of brilliance. 

I sat back in astonishment, for although I knew the lamp supplied the illumination, in that moment it seemed to me that the blood itself gave rise to the light.

“Look again,” Jacob said. “Blood is not magic, but tiny enucleated cells. Corpuscles, they were once called.”

I would have wept then, if I had been able, at the sight of those swirling discs, pale as damask rose, in their silent, mystical dance. I knew the darkness of blood—the hunger, the fever, the thousand intimate shades of death. But of the light of blood, I knew nothing.

It wasn't until Jacob laid one hand on my shoulder that I tore myself away. He adjusted the lamp to shine on the pages of the book he held. “Here is a stem cell, found in the bone marrow. It gives rise to these immature cells, called erythroblasts, which lose their nuclei as they synthesize the hemoglobin to carry oxygen to every part of the body. It's not so mysterious.”

Not so mysterious.

All through that night, I pored over the books and stared at the circle of light with its ghostly shapes. I had seen books like this over the years, the drawings of Vesalius and Michelangelo. They held no interest for me, beyond a fleeting acknowledgment of the artistry involved. 

But this—this orb of light-soaked blood, this remembrance of the time I had brought healing instead of death—it drew me, excited me, sickened me.

But Jacob was wrong. It was mysterious. Life itself was mysterious. Mysterious and beautiful and terrible beyond bearing, because I no longer had a part in it.

o0o

Jacob awoke some time later, thirsty but steadier in his thoughts. A pulse rippled through his chest. He got up, used the outhouse, washed, and began his work again. The men presented the usual array of badly healed wounds, minor infections, and arthritis. A cough that might be old tuberculosis or one of the spore-borne lungrots, or only a reaction to harvest dust. He prescribed, dosed, warned, and instructed in exercise and hygiene. 

The Cooper parents nodded as Jacob explained his diagnosis. It didn't matter to them that he could not be certain. “We don't want him to suffer,” Emmanuel Cooper said, his voice rough. 

The evening meal, communal because of the ongoing harvest, was eaten on long tables outside the old farmhouse. Hand-carved wooden trenchers alternated with stoneware plates, for the kiln was small. The women served pies of smoked ham and rabbit, potatoes, beans and onions, stewed apples, and cornmeal cakes with ​honey. A chair instead of the usual benches was brought up for Jacob.

They all settled in their places and even the children grew still, watching Jacob with solemn eyes. The coming twilight carried an expectant hush. Emmanuel Cooper turned to Jacob. “Will you lead us in grace, Doc?” 

Faces turned toward him, sun-reddened and weathered. He had birthed many of them, treated them, and held them when their loved ones died. How could he throw this honor back in their faces?

“I will lead you,” he said in a scratchy voice. He paused, waiting for words. Gentle as dew, they came.

“Blessed be Thou, Lord our God, Master of the Universe, who brings forth bread from the earth...”

More, there should be more. His thoughts blurred. Phrases in Hebrew came to him and blew away again, like dead leaves. 

Stillness hung over the table. Jacob's eyes focused on the bowed heads. A wave of emotion—tenderness and awe and something he could not put a name to—swept through him. Tears rose to his eyes; his heart fluttered like a caged bird.

From the other end of the table, someone murmured, “In Jesus' name, Amen.” A moment later, they were laughing and handing round the platters of food.

o0o

Half-drowsing, Jacob sat on a chair drawn up beside the Cooper boy's bed. Around him, the house lay still and quiet. The two older children who usually shared the second bed had spent the night with friends so that he could stay near his patient. From outside came the small noises of the animals, the barely audible cries of hunting bats.

A soft tap and Victor entered, carrying a leather satchel and a large pack. He moved warily, his eyes never still. Emmanuel Cooper waited inside the door. He smelled faintly of cut hay. Jacob laid one hand on his arm and said, “We will do our best for him.”

Emmanuel Cooper started for the door, every line of his body expressing reluctance. Teeth glimmered in a fleeting smile. “I'll pray for you.” A nod. “Doc, Doc Victor.” 

The door closed.

“Oy. Did you hear that, Victor? Now you're included in his prayers.” Without waiting for a reply, Jacob described the results of his earlier examination. 

Victor listened, his eyes fixed on the boy's pale face. “Acute myelogenous leukemia. Diagnosis confirmed by the presence of leukemic blast cells in peripheral blood smears.”

“Let's take a look then, you and I.”

Victor's pack contained the sturdy wooden box that housed Jacob's microscope, alcohol lamp, and light-focusing mirrors. At Jacob's command, Victor set up the apparatus on the clothes chest. 

Jacob smeared a drop of the boy's blood on a clean glass slide and added stain and a cover slip. Ignoring the ache in his knee, he crouched beside the chest and positioned the slide on the microscope stage. The eyepiece showed him a circle of brightness. Then, as he adjusted the fine focus, detail became apparent—the reddish biconcave discs and a single mature white cell.

He wet his lips as his eyes scanned the field, marking the primitive, undifferentiated cells that should not be there.

Victor bent over the microscope, adjusting the focus and scanning the slide. He spent a long time looking. “Those are the blast cells?”

“Yes,” Jacob answered. “They'll be all through his bone marrow, crowding out the normal blood-forming elements. Liver, spleen, lymph nodes, too.” 

“The sickness rages in his blood.” Victor knew the technical terminology; he remembered everything Jacob had taught him and everything he'd read in the medical texts. It was not his intellect responding so powerfully to the boy's illness. 

“Do you remember how you cured me?” Jacob asked. “How my blood flowed into your body, and then you reversed it? My blood—through your body—and back to mine. Like dialysis, only better. Deeper. Permanent.”

“Dialysis,” Victor said, as if tasting the word. “You mean to try it with this child. You think it will work?”

“I think we must find out.” 

Victor placed one hand on the faded quilt, not quite touching the boy's arm. “Why should I do such a thing?”

“You must answer that question yourself,” Jacob said. Even as I must.

“You mean Maimonides's choice? You mean the single action that will tip the balance between good and evil in my soul?” His voice roughened into a whisper. “There is no balance, Jacob.”

Behind Victor's quiet statement, Jacob thought he heard the echoes of despair. “No balance, Victor?” he said gently. “Yesterday that might have been true. But today or tomorrow, perhaps there will be.”

“There will be? You mean that if I save this boy's life now, it will somehow make a difference?”

Jacob laid one hand on Victor's shoulder. “Was it evil to save my life?”

“I had no choice. Not that first time.”

“And afterwards?”

Victor looked up with his lightless eyes. “That was many years ago. And this boy, what is he to me?”

Jacob recalled the moment he truly acknowledged what Victor was. He had asked himself almost the same question: What is this creature to me? He is not a Jew. He is not even a man. He'd spent the rest of his life searching for the answer.

“What you are to me, or I to you. What any one of us is to another, a fellow human being in need of our help.”

With feral quickness, Victor leapt to his feet. His lips drew back over his teeth and his face went ashen. His legs trembled. He cried out, “I cannot change what I am!”

Weariness swept through Jacob. He felt worn out with a lifetime's struggle, as if he had given all that was in him to give. He turned and walked to the door. 

Victor started to follow him, then paused, as if hesitant. Something shifted behind the darkness of his eyes, something disused and half-forgotten. He turned, glanced down at the boy. With his free hand, he brushed the boy's hair back from his forehead and caressed his cheek. For an instant, Jacob caught the expression on Victor's face. What he saw there was neither hunger nor desire, but the faintest shadow of hope.

Without a word, Victor opened the leather bag so that the lantern lit its contents: needles wrapped in fine boiled cloth, lengths of precious surgical tubing, and disinfectant. Setting aside the bag of IV glucose water, its use-date long expired, he began laying out the transfusion equipment. He seemed to have forgotten Jacob's presence. 

The sleeping boy didn't stir as Victor punctured his vein and then his own, attached the tubing to the needles, and checked for air bubbles. Then Victor lay down and began slowly, rhythmically, to clench and open his fist. 

Jacob stood by the door and watched, but he could not bring himself to lift the wooden latch. He lingered at the very edge of the light, his eyes held by the pool of brightness cast by the lantern. Life seemed to have gone on beyond him, as if it possessed a momentum of its own; he felt it slipping through his fingers. 

o0o

Jacob woke to the clatter of goats. He pulled his coat over his shoulders, shivering in the mild morning air. His joints ached and his eyes stung as if from too little sleep. He felt a longing to be back in his own house, away from all the noise and bustle. 

The boy's fever was down. He stirred and asked for breakfast as Jacob reexamined him and called the parents in. People came by in response to news spread by the older Cooper boys. They shook Jacob's hand. He tried to tell them about remissions and relapses and placebo effects. 

What did it matter, he asked himself, if these country people did not grasp the niceties of prognosis? They knew the taste and scent of hope. 

Jacob drank from the metal cup that hung beside the outdoor pump. He took off his coat and folded it, noticing the shiny cuffs, the bits of hair and dust, the grime along the collar. It smelled like an old man's coat.

The day filled with light, the clouds thin and hazy. Brightness drew him onward, up the trail to his mountain. He was already nine parts gone into the hills, with only his physical body yet to follow. One step and then another, he plodded and trudged, slowing to catch his breath but never stopping.

o0o

His feet followed the trail out of old habit, but as he went on, the familiar landmarks seemed increasingly wild and exotic, as if he had somehow strayed across unimaginable distances, across centuries as well as miles. He might be journeying with Moses out of Egypt, with the sun pouring over his shoulders and the sky stretching overhead. 

He thought of the medical instruments he'd left behind. There they would remain, safe, for Victor to find. It seemed fitting that he set forth with no baggage, no provisions, alone into the wilderness.

Victor. He should have prepared him better or done more so that the townspeople would accept him. He should not have held on so long.

At moments he seemed to pass through the steepening hills without a trace. Hawks pierced the bright sky, lizards sunned themselves on rocks, and insects whirred. Sweat beaded his face. His breath came high and fast, too fast.

Pain crept through his chest, tightening like a wire net over his left shoulder and arm. Panting, he sat down on the tufts of dried grass that lined the path. The angina would pass, he told himself, disbelieving his own words. The warm air turned chill and the sky dimmed. His left hand trembled. The hillside slipped and faded.

o0o

Jacob awoke in his own bed. Candles, his precious Sabbath candles, burned on the nearby table. He thought he had never seen anything as wondrous and as fragile as their flickering light.

Victor had drawn up one of the benches beside the bed. His face was very pale. He held a small knife in his hands, one Jacob had never seen before. The metal glinted; it looked very sharp.
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