
Chapter One

			“Tamar, have you checked on Room 203?”

			Tamar Richler looked up from the nursing station computer, did a quick mental translation, and nodded to her boss. “Yes. Mr. Melnyk’s vitals are fading. His daughter is on her way.”

			Tamar loved her boss, sometimes a bit too much, but she was annoyed at the woman’s tendency to report on their hospice patients as room numbers instead of individuals. Tamar took the effort to memorize each one’s name and family information as they came into hospice at the Sunlight Hospice Care facility, where she worked.

			Her boss looked back at Tamar. “It must be over an hour drive up here from Boston. Think she’ll make it on time?”

			“I know she will.”

			Her boss gave her a sad smile. “I don’t know how you manage to predict these situations, but you’re right most of the time.”

			Tamar hid her blush by staring back at her computer screen. She knew exactly how she did it, but it was sort of illegal. She didn’t give the patients extra drugs. She gave them extra life. Tamar Richler was an untrained, unlicensed necromancer. A resurrector, according to Professor Google and her online searches. She’d never tried a real resurrection, but since getting her nursing license and becoming a hospice nurse, she’d learned how to give just a bit of herself to a hospice patient who might be passing before their loved ones could arrive and spend their final moments together.

			Her boss put her hand on Tamar’s shoulder, a lovely, warm hand that turned Tamar’s blush into a full-on burn of embarrassment. Yeah. Tamar had a crush on her boss—a silly, foolish crush, because her boss had a wonderful husband and two teenage kids. Her boss’s gate swung only one way, but that didn’t stop Tamar’s feelings or the heat building in unmentionable places when her boss came near. She was one of the few people shorter than Tamar, coming in at about five feet, with naturally black hair wrapped with a bright-patterned green scarf holding it back in a puff. That was a hairstyle argument her boss had with corporate when she joined the floor two years ago, and she’d won hands down.

			“You look exhausted,” her boss said. “Why don’t you head home? There’s only thirty minutes left on your shift. I can cover that.”

			Yet another reason for Tamar’s hopeless crush. Her boss took compassion to a new level sometimes.

			“Thanks,” Tamar mumbled. Her tired state was a direct result of the partial resurrection she’d just done for Mr. Melnyk so he would still be aware when his daughter came to say good-bye. Tamar wrapped up her data entry and headed out the door. The late-afternoon sun peeked out from a bank of clouds as a warm September breeze blew through her unruly curls. She drove her orange Jeep home and unlocked the door to her first-floor apartment. A boundless bundle of energy jumped up and pinned her to the wall with his front paws.

			“Okay, okay! You missed me. I get it!” She scratched Kalev, her black Lab, behind the ears and lowered his paws back to the ground. “Now let a girl get inside, okay?”

			She knew she’d have to take him out for a walk soon. It had been four hours since her upstairs neighbor had done that. Her neighbor had retired from her job as a teacher five years ago and used Kalev as an excuse both to get some exercise and to guard against anyone who might think about taking advantage of a seventy-year-old woman out on her own in Gloucester, Massachusetts. Not that anyone should be afraid of Kalev. He was seventy-five pounds of cuddle, but would-be muggers wouldn’t know that.

			First, though, Tamar really needed a short rest. She shuffled into her living room, which faced the front of her building. She had a choice between an upright chair with unyielding, black-and-white-checkered cushions or a dark green sofa with soft throw pillows. It wasn’t much of a competition. She loved the chair because it was a gift from her grandmother, who’d raised her since she was seven, but a comfy sofa won out for sure. With the blinds tilted for light but privacy, Tamar peeled off her scrubs and kicked them to the floor. She flopped onto the sofa in her boxers and sports bra and fell asleep while Kalev nudged into his place beside her on the now-cramped sofa.

			She woke up an hour later as the low sun angled in. Her energy hadn’t returned, which she took as a good sign. Mr. Melnyk must still be alive, or she’d have felt it. Kalev hopped off the sofa and eyed her face-to-face. She knew what he wanted, and maybe she did have the energy for one more excursion today.

			Tamar walked to her bedroom at the far side of the apartment and laid a pair of red swim trunks on her queen-sized bed, along with a bikini top and a windbreaker. Kalev gave one quick yip and jumped up on her bed.

			“I didn’t even say the word yet!” She knew better than to say “beach” in front of her dog, but he obviously recognized the swim clothes and knew he was in for a treat. Dressed for a swim she didn’t think she’d have the energy for, Tamar stepped into her kitchen and sat in one of the high chairs, resting her head for a moment on her folded arms on the Formica island. She took a long, slow, breath, trying to convince herself she was ready to let go of Mr. Melnyk. A cantankerous old man, but so well-loved by his family, he must have been a great father and grandfather.

			She lifted her head when Kalev put his big head in her lap. “Yes. Yes. I put on the clothes. That’s practically a legally binding contract to take you to the beach, isn’t it?”

			Kalev scrambled past her, grabbed the hanging end of his lead from the wall hook, and tugged at it. He trotted back to her, clearly knowing just how clever he was. Tamar gave him a tired smile and clipped on the lead. Before she left, she grabbed a towel for each of them and snacks. Beaches required snacks. That’s something she and her dog agreed on wholeheartedly.

			The drive to the beach took less than fifteen minutes. Mid-September saw a dramatic cutback in the number of visitors to Gloucester. Even the locals seemed to give up on beach fun shortly after Labor Day. She preferred these warm days before fall with fewer people and the beaches available to dogs.

			“Their loss, our gain,” she said to Kalev as she opened the back hatch and let him jump out. He waited just long enough for her to toss him a ball before he ran off along the sandy beach with far more energy than she had.

			Tamar followed at a slower pace, her flip-flops kicking up still-warm sand as she found a spot close enough to the shore to keep an eye on her water-loving dog, but far enough away that he’d shake the water out of his coat before coming to bug her for more attention.

			She sat in the cooling sand, watching the tide go out. Gloucester in off-season had a beauty not visible with the summer crowds. Midweek meant she had the sunset virtually to herself. She shut her eyes and let the ocean scent and the sound of lapping waves wash away her exhaustion.

			That peace and quiet lasted less than a minute, when her black Lab trotted back to her and shook the salty water off his coat.

			“Dagnabbit, Kalev!” she said. “Did you have to wait until you were right next to me to do that?” Not that she didn’t want to get wet. The ocean remained warm even if the air temperature leaned toward the cooler side. “I’d have liked to get into the water on my own terms, you know.”

			Kalev dropped his ball at her sandy feet as if that made up for it all.

			Tamar grinned, picked it up, and tossed it back into the low surf. Of course it made up for it all. Kalev took off after it.

			“‘Beware of still water, a still dog, and a still enemy.’” Her grandmother’s Jewish quotes never failed to creep back into Tamar’s memory, but this one worked. The waves weren’t still, her dog was splashing in those waves, and she had no enemies. All to the good!

			Tamar peeled off her windbreaker and walked to those waves. Her feet squished into the cool, wet sand, but that didn’t prepare her for the first wave that tickled her toes. If she had the energy, she’d get all the way in, but she still felt the exhaustion from work.

			It was a good feeling, though. It meant she’d helped her patient the best she knew how. She didn’t glance at her smartwatch, but with the angle of the sun on the horizon behind her, she knew his family would be with him for his last moments.

			Being a hospice nurse took a lot out of Tamar, but when she could give a little back of herself to make sure families got to say good-bye, it was worth the drain and the exhaustion.

			Just as the last rays of sun glinted off the waves, she felt a sudden burst of energy. She looked back at the setting sun, opposite the waves. “Rest in peace,” she whispered.

			She knew her patient had passed, the way any necromancer knew—the life force that Tamar had given to Mr. Melnyk to help him remain awake in his final moments came back to Tamar in a jolt that some nefarious necromancers called “juicing up.” To her it wasn’t that. It was a last good-bye.

			Tamar turned to the waves and walked in up to her hips before she dove in and let the cool water wash over her and clean away the sorrow. Her energy increased. She floated in the waves with a smile and a dog barking on the surf because he wouldn’t get in as deep as she floated.

			Chicken, she thought with a grin.

			* * *

			“Dr. Wu, you wanted to know when we had another necromancer volunteer?”

			Maddy Wu glanced up from her laptop at her assistant, Devin, standing in the open door of her glass-enclosed office. “Believable story?”

			Devin shook his head. “Not to be biased, but sounds like another wannabe necromancer looking for proof of what probably isn’t there.”

			Maddy took off her blue-light-filtering computer glasses and pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d had state approval to start up the first privately funded necromancer testing site for two months now. Two months of providing a free service to help necromancers identify their abilities and qualify for the training and licensing program her brother Kenneth had pushed through the Massachusetts Statehouse.

			“With state grants available for the two community colleges offering the new necromancy program, we’re bound to attract interest.” Even if the accreditations for both were still pending at the federal level. “It’s a beginning,” she said. A beginning she’d fought for right beside her brother.

			“Do you want me to take the blood draw?” Devin asked.

			Maddy sighed. “Yes. Prepare it with yesterday’s sample, and I’ll run both through the standard blood tests myself tonight. Thanks.”

			“Will do.”

			Devin stepped out again, and Maddy leaned back in her black office chair to stare out the window. Her view of the sunset sending glowing beams across the blue pond outside their office park did little to lighten her mood. After two months of blood samples and tests, she had a batch of seventy-five blood draws, with only eight that showed signs of actual necromancer ability. The rest of the volunteers told stories of resurrected pets and other tall tales, but she doubted most of those stories. Since the federal government legalized necromancy with controlled and licensed regulations, it had become a popular trope in movies and TV shows. While that helped destigmatize her kind, it also created an undercurrent of normal humans wanting to be something special that dragged on the funding for her projects.

			She put her glasses back on and stared at her test results, a call on her cell phone interrupting her a moment later. She smiled as she picked it up. “You always know when I have data, don’t you?”

			“Hi to you too, Maddy, my girl.”

			Her brother’s voice relaxed some of the tension Maddy held in her shoulders. “Hello, Kenneth. And how’s your day been?”

			“Wrangling compromises out of state senators, pressing palms with mayors who think necromancy schools are great so long as they aren’t in their city. The usual.”

			“Not in my backyard,” she said. “You love it, though.”

			“Yes. Yes, I do. My little badge does say necromancer marshal on it, after all.”

			He didn’t have an actual badge, except the one he picked up from a toy store the day he was promoted to that position last year. It remained a running joke between them. “How’s your data then, since my spidey sense says you have it up.”

			“Inconclusive,” Maddy said. “I’m short another four samples at least before I can run DNA tests on the batch. I still can’t isolate which necromancer has the potential to fully resurrect another human based on genetic markers in their blood.”

			“But you can determine which are from potential necromancers.”

			Most necromancers had some level of ability for deathbed depositions, where the licensed necromancer could reengage the memories of the departed to provide a court-ordered deposition in cases of presumed wrongful death. Full resurrection remained rare.

			“Yes. That’s evident from simple blood tests. The volunteers have signed release waivers so I can continue tests on their blood once I have enough, both human and necromancer.”

			“Now you’re channeling our opposition there,” he said.

			“Channeling what we all grew up with, but you’re right. Continuing to use outdated terminology doesn’t help our drive for full acceptance. We’re all humans.”

			He chuckled. “Just some of us are better-equipped humans.”

			Maddy smiled. Kenneth had always had a way of lifting her spirits when they were children. He didn’t try as often as he used to, but when he did, it always worked.

			“Thanks.”

			“I have faith in you, little sister,” he said. “How about dinner?”

			“I can’t. I want to run the most recent batch through the blood tests tonight.”

			“Okay,” he said before hanging up. “I know better than to suggest you should just put it off until tomorrow.”

			Sometimes she wished he would, but he equaled her in drive and motivation to move the necromancy world forward. His talents shone in the political sphere, something Maddy never would have thought, given what he’d been like as a teenager, before the accident. But then neither of them was the same after that, were they?

			A ping on her computer brought Maddy out of her reverie. Devin messaged that the blood samples were prepped and ready. Maddy pushed back from her desk and grabbed her cane. She headed to the elevator and back to work.

			She tried not to see her own reflection in the elevator doors, but it was hard to avoid. Her straight black hair with the highlights she’d added a month ago remained pulled back in a ponytail at the nape of her neck. Her dark blue dress fell straight, erasing some of the evidence of her weight gain. Presentable after a long day, but her dark brown eyes told a different story. She felt tired, as always. If she didn’t pace herself better, she’d be sick by the end of the week. Chronic fatigue and frequent lab work weren’t a good combination. Maybe she could work from home tomorrow. After she analyzed these test batches.

			Her lab at Conn BioTech had that pristine appearance from pictures—white lab benches covered in expensive equipment with blue metal stools to provide the least amount of comfort possible. Most of her lab associates just stood up, but that wasn’t an option for Maddy, so it was uncomfortable stools for her. Someday she’d requisition a better lab chair for herself.

			She paused at the prep room outside the lab to pull on a lab coat, gloves, mask, and safety glasses, then proceeded into the lab. She didn’t don the equipment all the time, but definitely when she was running blood tests. She walked past the giant DNA analyzer, the company’s latest flagship product, the CR-2000. She pressed her palm against it. “Someday, soon, you’ll get to work.” She needed only four more samples from actual necromancers.

			She pulled up a stool next to the sample tray Devin had left for her. The bench included the microscope with touch-screen display that would help her identify necromancers, as well as a laptop to enter the test results into her database.

			The first-level necromancy tests were crude but simple. Devin had already labeled three test trays for her—one for each sample and one non-necromancer control. She prepped each tray with the test material, in this case just a milligram of partially decayed plant material. Then she used a fresh pipette to transfer three milliliters of blood from each necromancy sample into the two sample trays, and one sample from the control.

			She set a timer for thirty seconds, and when it beeped, she put the control sample under the microscope and studied the display. She adjusted the focus and verified there was no change to the plant sample. Pushing that control tray to the side, she picked up the sample one and repeated the test.

			No change. Human normal. She added that fact into the laptop and picked up the last sample, repeating the steps.

			She sat up taller, adjusted the display again to focus in on one area of activity. “There you are,” she whispered.

			The display showed cell-level healing in the plant test material. Necromancer.

			One down, three to go.

			




Chapter Ten

			“You don’t have to interview her, you know,” Maddy said as Tamar finished off her lunchtime smoothie.

			“I don’t mind,” Tamar said. “She seems a nice enough person.”

			“Seems being the relative word.”

			Tamar picked up the hint that Maddy didn’t much like Representative Jasmine Bunte. She assumed it was a political rivalry but didn’t want to force Maddy to explain her dislike of the woman. “I need to complete the interview requirement for my necromancy journeyman level, so it seemed like a good opportunity.”

			Maddy sat silently sipping her tea and pushing her salad around on her plate.

			“Not hungry?” Tamar asked.

			Maddy grimaced. “Stomach acting up.” She pushed the plate away. “I might just have some plain toast instead.”

			“Want me to get it for you?”

			Maddy shook her head. “No, but thanks. You probably need to head out if you’re going to be on time. Representative Bunte is a stickler for punctuality.”

			Tamar grinned and put her and Maddy’s dishes into the dishwasher. “Thanks for the hint.”

			Wednesday traffic was light at one o’clock, so Tamar had a smooth ride down to Brockton, where Representative Bunte had agreed to meet her at her local office. Tamar found a parking spot two blocks from Bunte’s office and made it there with five minutes to spare. It had that aged look that said the internal paneling and furniture had been in place since at least the mid-80s, maybe longer. To her surprise, the only person in the small place was Bunte herself.

			“Representative, thanks for offering to be my interview candidate,” Tamar said, holding out her hand.

			“Please, call me Jasmine.” She shook Tamar’s hand and pointed to an old sofa that lined one wall. “Have a seat. Do you want anything to drink?”

			“No, thanks.” Tamar sat and pulled out her laptop. “Do you mind if I type your answers in directly as we go along? Makes the paperwork easier.”

			“No problem.” Jasmine took a seat next to her, holding a warm mug. “I assume you have a fixed set of questions to ask?”

			Tamar smirked. “Yeah, sort of.”

			“This will be interesting,” Jasmine said. “And might inform me on how best to steer this questionnaire in the coming necromancy legislative updates.”

			“The stuff you’re working on with Maddy?”

			Jasmine laughed. “Well, I’m not sure she’d agree that we’re working together on it. We have somewhat differing views on where necromancy should go in this state.”

			Tamar felt like she’d stepped on a landmine there and glanced down at her questionnaire on her laptop to avoid following up on that comment. “Okay. First question seems kind of invasive. Sorry about this. The question asks, How did you decide whether to allow a necromancy resurrection in your medical directives?”

			“Easy enough,” Jasmine said. “At the time, legalized necromancy in Massachusetts was a new thing. I think most of us at that point signed up to support both the legislation and the benefits we saw in having another medical intervention for a critical patient.” She smiled. “At the time, I never thought I’d need it. I was twenty-six years old and the newly elected representative from Brockton.”

			Tamar glanced up from her typing. “Sounds like you’ve had a change of heart?”

			“Perceptive of you. I’m sure there’s a question coming about the resurrection experience itself?”

			Tamar looked down. “Yes. The next question.”

			Jasmine leaned back and put her mug on a side table. “Officially, I died two years after signing my resurrection directive. A car accident.”

			Tamar’s thoughts flashed to the person she’d resurrected a few weeks earlier. “That’s a common scenario, I hear.”

			“Yes. That and drug overdoses are the top two resurrection scenarios in this state. Anyway, I won’t bore you with too many details. Mainly, I woke up in the hospital. I wouldn’t have known I’d died if the hospital’s staff necromancer, Kenneth Wu, hadn’t been in my room shortly afterward to explain what had happened. Part of my proposal differences with Dr. Maddy Wu is her insistence that we continue to have a licensed necromancer explain the resurrection to a resurrected patient. Frankly, I think it would all go smoother if a doctor or nurse handled that part.”

			Tamar nodded as she typed. “I can see that. None of my license training deals with people skills, so to speak.”

			“Perhaps you can share that opinion with your mentor, then?” Jasmine smiled. “Something tells me she might listen more to you than to me.”

			Tamar’s cheeks warmed. “Um. Yeah. The next question…”

			Jasmine held up a hand. “Before we move on. Something else that hasn’t been made clear to people signing up for a resurrection—the aftereffects of it all. How old would you guess I am, Tamar? Don’t be shy. I can take the truth. Lord knows I look at it every morning in the mirror.”

			Another landmine in front of her, but Tamar had no way to avoid an answer. “I’m not good at picking ages. I guess late forties?”

			Jasmine tapped her arm. “Now you are being too polite. Most impartial estimates put me in my fifties. As do my medical records. My actual age is thirty-five.”

			Tamar couldn’t school her expression fast enough.

			Jasmine gave her a nod. “Yes. You see, even in your necromancy training courses, they aren’t covering the long-term effects of resurrection. I went from being a twenty-eight-year-old woman to walking around in the body of someone at least a decade older, and that clinical age gap is only growing. Do you know the average life expectancy of a resurrected?”

			Tamar shook her head.

			“Fifty-nine.”

			“That’s…”

			“That’s a well-known fact in necromancy research that certain parties refuse to put into the literature the average person receives when they’re asked to accept or decline resurrection in their medical records. And no, it’s not Dr. Wu who is holding out against this disclosure. That comes from her brother Kenneth, our state necromancer marshal. His department owns the legal framework for what people sign up for, as well as the details on the state government website.”

			“Sorry,” Tamar said. “That doesn’t seem right.”

			“Glad you agree, dear. Don’t get me wrong. I am grateful Kenneth gave me a part of himself to bring me back to life. But we need to go further here, at the state level at least. If I am to die before I reach sixty, then maybe we resurrected should be eligible to tap in early to our Social Security benefits, or disability, and so on.”

			Tamar glanced at Jasmine and noticed the skull pin she wore. “Zombie rights?”

			Jasmine smiled. “Does it surprise you that we coopted the term some people use against us? It takes their own prejudice and directs it toward them. We aren’t a big political faction, but we do have allies that join us in letter-writing campaigns and political pressure.”

			Tamar kept to the predefined questions for a time, not sure how to process what Jasmine was telling her, but the final question was an open-ended one. “Anything else you want to tell me as a potential necromancer?”

			Jasmine leaned forward and put a hand on her arm. “First and foremost, thank you. Another item not publicized well is the impact resurrections can have on the necromancer. Dr. Wu has suffered for years after her attempt with her brother. Part of what I want to see implemented is better protections for minors. It’s one of the items she and I agree on. I thought I had her support on a registration requirement as well, but she seems to have changed her view on that one.”

			“A registry of necromancers starting in middle school? I agree with her on that.” And had maybe influenced Maddy’s evolving view. Tamar could just hear her grandmother’s voice in her head warning of the end results when anyone is categorized by something they have no control over. “That sort of thing never ends well.”

			Jasmine nodded. “Yes. I can see that from your perspective, and perhaps there is room for compromise here, but the goal is important. We need to prevent our young people from hurting themselves and potentially others by using their innate talent without training.”

			“That seems fair,” Tamar said.

			“I just wish our necromancer marshal shared your willingness to compromise. I know Dr. Wu might be convinced, but her brother is in a different world than the rest of us sometimes. His ambition controls his actions, and his actions, unfortunately, dramatically impact the state’s legislation.”

			Tamar closed her laptop since they were done with the interview questions. “I don’t know Kenneth well. I mean, I’ve seen him from time to time.” She didn’t much like talking about him because she still felt awkward about him hiding her unlicensed resurrection for her. She didn’t like owing a relative stranger for something that important.

			“Lucky you. My advice, stick with Dr. Wu. We may be political opposites, but I respect her opinions and her willingness to hear me out on issues. And her research is more open than her brother’s. He has yet to release summaries of his ongoing projects, though the state budget has been funding them for years.”

			“Yeah. Maddy can’t seem to get my test results from him either.”

			Jasmine raised an eyebrow. “He’s running tests on you?”

			Tamar wished she’d kept her mouth shut. How to backtrack that one? “Well, it’s part of the licensing, I guess. He needs to verify the strength in my blood for resurrections so I don’t over, um, resurrect what should be a deathbed deposition.”

			“Interesting.” Jasmine stood up. “Well, this has been an educational opportunity for the both of us. I’m sure we’ll have the chance to talk again, soon.”

			That comment came across more ominous than Jasmine might have intended. Tamar gathered her belongings to hide her discomfort. “Thanks again.”

			She was glad to be out of that office and heading home. Well, to Maddy’s home. After a few weeks, she didn’t know how much longer she’d be staying there, and the thought of leaving bothered her more than she’d imagined it would. Still, she had this weekend to share with Maddy at her grandmother’s house for Rosh Hashanah.

			* * *

			Maddy sat at the kitchen table watching Tamar at work. She had half the kitchen counter covered in flour as she kneaded the dough she’d made from scratch. Maddy was tempted to tell her she had a splash of flour across her pale cheek as well, but it was too cute to risk Tamar wanting to wipe it clean. “So why the four strands of dough?”

			Tamar glanced at her over her shoulder, showing off that flour and her deep-red lips. “It’s to braid it. It’s a challah loaf, but instead of the standard braid, I’ll make it round, and that needs four strands. Do you want to come help?”

			Maddy approached the mess formerly known as a countertop. She cleaned and dried her hands, then applied some flour to keep them from sticking to the dough. “How can I help?”

			“Easy. It’s a weaving pattern. Like braiding hair, almost.”

			Maddy smiled. “I can’t picture you braiding another girl’s hair.”

			“Oh you’d be surprised what a teen lesbian will do to impress a girl.”

			“Like braiding a fancy Jewish loaf of bread?”

			Tamar blushed. “Maybe. Here, you take these two, and I’ll manage the others. We’ll take turns on the weave.”

			The pattern was simple, yet heat rose in Maddy’s cheeks as they worked so close her shoulders brushed Tamar’s on every over-and-under of the weave. She felt disappointed when it was done, yet a bit proud. “That does look round and braided.”

			“Never doubt my culinary skills,” Tamar said as she set the loaf back under a towel to rise one more time.

			“Oh, I’ve seen your culinary skills.”

			“Yeah. Maybe they aren’t the greatest, but I can do a few things well. My grandmother taught this to me when I was eleven, and I’ve been making the Rosh Hashanah challah bread ever since.”

			Maddy cleaned her hands and helped Tamar put the kitchen back into some type of order. “You’re sure your grandmother doesn’t mind the company?”

			“Oh, not at all. Samantha and her boyfriend will be there as well.” Tamar’s blush deepened. “I mean, Nanna is fine with me bringing a friend. She loves company out there.”

			Maddy smirked and took her seat again. Making Tamar blush could just become her favorite pastime. “I suppose I should pack. Anything in particular I should take?”

			“Pajamas,” Tamar said with a wink that caused Maddy’s cheeks to heat again. Teasing could go both ways. “And a warm jacket. Nanna likes to use the stream out back as part of her religious rituals.”

			“You know I’m not religious at all. Is that okay?”

			“Oh, sure. You don’t have to participate in that part if you don’t want to. It’s kind of nice, though. We take bits of this bread out to the stream. Nanna says a prayer in Hebrew, and then we toss the pieces into the stream, letting it carry away last year’s sins. Though I prefer to think of them as regrets and mistakes. It’s a nice way to clean house, so to speak, before Yom Kippur.”

			Maddy had lived with a Jewish roommate in college, so she’d heard some of this before, but she still felt a little awkward intruding on a family gathering. “Okay. I can pack a coat. And my sins.”

			Tamar smiled. “Good thing about sins, they don’t take up room in the luggage.”

			Maddy made her way out of the kitchen with one final tease. “Oh, you underestimate my sins.”

			Leaving Tamar with her cheeks a lovely rosy color, Maddy went upstairs to pack for an overnight stay in Western Massachusetts. The first thing she packed was the woolen dress Tamar had complimented her on a week before. She added a silky nightgown, not that she anticipated anything, but it felt good to include something pretty. She took out her traveling pill case and handled the task of packing the day and a half’s worth of medications she needed. And she took her cane as well.

			Maddy popped her head into Aiden’s room to say good-bye to him. Luis sat there reading to him from one of his sci-fi books he’d loved as a teen. Sometimes she wondered if he was sick of hearing the same old story over again, but then who knew what he heard?

			“On your way?” Luis asked.

			“Yes. Can you help me get my luggage down the stairs?”

			“No problem.” He stood up. “Remember to pack something sexy?”

			“Oh my God.”

			Luis tapped her arm on the way by. “You never know.”

			Maddy knew, though. She wasn’t the type to sleep with someone, especially someone she hadn’t even kissed yet. What was he thinking? That thought ran circles around in her mind as they put everything into Tamar’s Jeep. What did Maddy expect out of this trip, and why had she agreed to it?

			* * *

			Maddy sat in silence as Tamar started the car and headed to the highway.

			“Something on your mind?” Tamar asked.

			Maddy sat up straighter. “No, not really.”

			Tamar shot her a quick glance. “I realize we haven’t known each other long, but even I can tell when you’re stewing on something, Dr. Wu.”

			Maddy laughed. “It’s Dr. Wu now, is it? Fine. Yes, I am wondering about what to expect this weekend.”

			“Oh, easy enough. Nanna will shower you with invasive questions, attempt to convince you that gefilte fish is tasty, and in general get you to eat far more than you intended.”

			“That’s supposed to make me feel better?”

			“Okay. Maybe not,” Tamar said with a smile. “Avoid the gefilte fish, by the way. It really isn’t very nice. Nanna loves it, though. As for the questions, they won’t necessarily be personal, but she is a retired professor of philosophy, so we can pretty much guarantee some kind of deep conversation that’s hard to follow if you don’t live in Nanna’s brain.”

			Maddy visibly relaxed. “Okay. I think I can handle that.”

			Tamar tried to keep the conversation light, but an uncomfortable awkwardness was taking over. Her attraction to Maddy had only grown, and they’d be together overnight at her grandmother’s house. She’d invited Maddy on the spur of the moment, not thinking Maddy would accept. Now she felt both the anticipation of what might happen and the fear of misjudging the whole thing and making a fool of herself.

			The drive along Route 2 was slightly longer, but the winding, tree-lined road already had fall colors on display in some places. It would be great to see her dog, Kalev, again after so many weeks. “Hey. You haven’t met my dog yet, have you?”

			“No, but you’ve shown me pictures. A beautiful black Lab mix, right?”

			“Yes. I hope you like dogs.”

			“Yes. I like all animals. I introduced you to my pet tortoise already.”

			“Yes. A tortoise named Donatello,” Tamar said with a laugh.

			“No pet-mocking,” she said and grinned. “It was Kenneth’s before the accident. After, he just didn’t seem interested in Thor, so I took him.”

			“Thor? He named his tortoise Thor?”

			Maddy laughed. “Yes. It’s an odd name, but Kenneth named him when he was in his Marvel comics phase. So, yes. Thor.”

			“God of Thunder. Carries his own shell.”

			Maddy slapped her lightly on the arm. “I renamed it. And what’s your dog’s name, then?” Maddy asked.

			“Kalev. You’ll love him. He’s super friendly.”

			“Kalev?”

			Tamar winced. “Okay, not the most creative name. It’s Hebrew for dog.”

			“Do you speak Hebrew?”

			“Not really,” Tamar said. “Nanna does. I can barely make it through Friday prayers with her. I’m not really religious, but things like Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Hanukkah are family times.”

			Maddy stared out the window. “Our parents raised us Methodist, but Kenneth and I don’t really do much with it anymore.”

			“Not even Christmas? I mean as a Jew, I confess to a certain level of jealousy over that one.”

			Maddy turned to her. “Well, maybe we can celebrate Christmas this year, just to return the favor. You can come over for a nice roast dinner.”

			Tamar couldn’t stop the wide grin on her face. Maddy assumed they’d be together through Christmas. That glow lasted all the rest of the way to Peterborough. She took the final turn onto the gravel drive that led past a pair of overgrown horse pastures until the house and barn came into view. “We’re here.”

			* * *

			Maddy stepped out of the Jeep and took in her surroundings. A two-story red clapboard house stood in front of her, and she was glad she’d brought her cane for those inevitable stairs. The front of the house was edged with burnt orange, as well as red hardy mums. A smattering of similarly colored leaves floated down from the surrounding maple trees.

			Two other cars sat parked in front of the double doors to the big red barn adjacent to the house. “Who else is here?” Maddy asked.

			“That’s Nanna’s old Prius,” Tamar said as she pulled luggage out of the back of the Jeep. “I don’t recognize the silver sedan. I’m guessing that’s Samantha’s new car.”

			“She’s your cousin, right?”

			“Yep.” Tamar’s luggage consisted of an overstuffed backpack. She slipped her arms into the straps as Maddy reached for the handle of her own bag. Tamar gently pushed her hand away. “I can drag it.”

			Maddy could have insisted that she was able to carry her own luggage, but that would have been a lie, given she’d struggle just climbing the handful of wooden steps that led up to the wide wraparound porch. She pulled her cane out of the back of the Jeep. “Thank you.”

			The front door opened just as they started up the steps. A short, older woman stepped out, her gray hair wrapped in a green scarf and a smile on her face. “Tamar!” She held her arms wide until Tamar stepped into the embrace.

			“Hi, Nanna.” Tamar separated herself and turned back to Maddy. “This is my friend, Maddy.”

			“Welcome, Maddy. I’m Judith.” She wrapped Maddy up in a quick hug. “Glad you could join us this weekend.”

			They stepped inside to be met by the glare of a tall, bleached-blond woman dressed immaculately. This other woman eyed Maddy, who somehow felt she’d come up lacking in some way. Maybe because she didn’t have the perfect thin figure?

			The woman stepped closer. “So this is the necromancer?”

			Maddy squared her shoulders. That was the reason for the glare. Well, she’d faced prejudice before for multiple reasons. “I’m Dr. Wu, yes.” And yes, she was not above slinging her professional accomplishments about in the face of anyone willing to judge her without even knowing her.

			“Samantha Ross.” Judith slapped the woman with the dish towel in her hand. “Your mother raised you better.” Judith turned to Maddy. “Excuse my other granddaughter. She was raised by wolves.”

			“Sorry, Nanna.” Samantha said the words, but her cold eyes told another story.

			“Knock it off, Samantha,” Tamar said, dropping the luggage on the wooden floor with a thump, close enough to make Samantha back up a step. Tamar took Maddy’s hand. “Samantha likes to think she’s my protector, but mostly she’s just an old nag in a young body.”

			Samantha let out a heavy sigh. “Fine. Sorry, Dr. Wu. I shouldn’t take out my frustration on you. Tamar’s the one who’s done the about-face and jumped into this necromancy thing with both feet and no common sense.”

			Tamar
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