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  The Bone Witch Series


Don’t miss the other Bone Witch stories!

What happens when the chosen one dies?
Years ago, the vampires Rose. They came out of hiding, they took over major banking, government, and social institutions overnight, and they won a war in hours that humanity didn't realize was being fought. Some things changed—blood banks started taking a monthly tithe to pay the local vampire kiss—but a lot of things didn't. People still lived their lives and had to buy groceries every week.
For Nariah Boyd, the world has been forever altered. This is her story.

      ***	Prequel: The Call Of The Grim – Sign up for Tami's Newsletter to get this one for free!

	How Not To Raise The Dead

	Taco’s Tuesday

	Playground Monitor (published in the Crones Anthology)

	Summoning Trouble (an Uncollected #31 story!)

	Blind Date With A Hellhound (published in the Valentine’s Day Anthology)

	The Werewolf Curse (published in the Halloween Anthology)

	Someone Else's Luck (published in the St. Patty's Day Anthology)










  
  The Weight Of A Spirit


Nariah stumbled over a root tangle, caught herself against a towering tree, and shoved off the rough bark in a breathless rush. Her boots crashed through pine needles and low shrub. A snag caught at her pants but she pushed through, disregarding the damage she did to the bush.  
It would recover. Elidee might not.
Nariah’s breath rushed in pained gasps, but she pressed onward through the forest. She shoved branches aside when she could, ducked under others in an attempt to follow the path. Her palms stung, scratched by bark and twigs and needles.
Her skin felt too hot.
But it was nothing compared to what waited for Elidee.
Nariah shuddered to think of the terror her friend was going through. Elidee was a strong person, both physically and mentally, but this fight was spiritual.
Spirit was like gravity, it didn’t care about belief or understanding, it simply was. Every living thing had a spirit—person, plant, animal—big or small. Nariah could see them, communicate, and even manipulate the energies they were made of.
The very world had a spirit, and the mass of it ebbed and flowed over the surface of the world like wind and rain. Where it collected and pooled, people tended to gather. Celebrate. Build. All the major cities of the world were places of high spirit concentration. There were others, hidden in the wild natural places where animals did the same.
Nariah’s little house on the edge of town abutted protected national forest where one such concentration lived, and it was this very forest through which she plunged at a reckless pace. She pushed her burning legs harder, shoved herself forward off of trees and rocks. 
And prayed she wasn’t too late.
There were very few absolute laws in magic. A witch could have good or bad ideas, certainly, and the execution of a spell always came with a cost. Nariah could spend time charging emeralds in the moonlight, for example, then draw on that energy later. Or she could spend her own energy to cast something urgently and need to rest and recover after.
Big magic came with big price tags, in energy or time or both, but if a witch was willing to pay the price, there was very little she couldn’t do if she set her mind to it.
In the spirit realm of Nariah’s magics, there was one absolute law: only one spirit could inhabit a living body.
Until today, Nariah had thought that meant that a person’s body/spirit pair were immutable. A gestalt. A single entity, magically speaking, that could not be separated.
But it wasn’t until Elidee was snatched that Nariah realized how wrong she was.
And now Nariah was the only thing standing between Elidee and a fate worse than death.
She wasn’t alone. Nariah was the Bone Witch and she worked her spirit magics with the remains of the dead. Mostly animals, since human spirits didn’t like learning they were deceased. Most spirits she helped move on from the world, into whatever lay beyond this life, but some chose to stay.
On her right wrist, Nariah wore the spine of snake like a bracelet that wrapped twice around. The bones glowed a bright, pale blue in her sight—spirit power. The snake spirit who lived inside the bones had once been a small garter snake Nariah had found in her garden. Now she traveled with Nariah.
Her second companion, Rena, was a former pet rat. Her spirit was bound to the bones of her hands, which Nariah had painstakingly armatured into earrings that gripped a pair of uncut emeralds. The emeralds had a faint pale glow that even the non-magical could see, but Rena’s spirit perched on Nariah’s shoulder, invisible except to the gifted.
Spirits were bound to their bones, so Nariah didn’t worry about Rena tumbling off her shoulder and the little rat pointed her nose toward Elidee, fixed on the fleeing creature that had taken her. There was no chance of losing Elidee’s trail, the problem was Nariah could only run so fast for so long.
She was only mortal.
Her heaving breath and overwhelming heart rate forced her down to a jog. She refused to stop entirely. She swung her legs forward without grace or precision, stomping mechanically through the woods just to feel like she was making progress. She gasped for air and when the gasping finally became less strained, she pushed herself back to a run.
The air was cooler on her skin when she plunged into a thick corner of the woods. Or was the sun slipping behind the distant mountains? It was hard to tell this deep into the forest. It tended to get dark quickly, without warning, and while Nariah was confident she’d be able to find Elidee with Rena’s help, actually rescuing her in the dark was another matter.
Elidee…
The two of them shouldn’t have been friends from the start. They were as opposite as two people could get. Where Nariah was a short, thin, black woman, Elidee was tall, broad, and Native. Her black hair was straight as a pin and long enough to get tangled in. But that was just the start. Nariah lived alone by the forest, she craved silence and nature. Whereas if Elidee didn’t attend a party for three days in a row, Nariah knew she was either sick as a dog or dead altogether. Elidee had a social calendar that rivaled businessmen and it was to Nariah’s continued disbelief that they maintained a friendship.
But they had bonded fiercely one afternoon over books and tea—the only hobbies worth socializing over in Nariah’s opinion—and Elidee wasn’t immediately repulsed by Nariah’s proclivity with bones.
They’d been close for nearly fifteen years since.
Of course, if Elidee decided that long friendship was over, now, Nariah couldn’t blame her in the least.
Nariah stumbled up against another tree, her legs trembling with the effort of moving. She’s considered herself in decent shape until now. Nothing to write home about, but at least she ate right and moved every day. But she was a mile into the forest. Maybe two? And her heart was trying to jackhammer out of her chest. She couldn’t feel her feet. Everything had a shadowy tinge to the edges—or maybe it really was getting dark.
Shit.
Nariah pushed onward. She didn’t have time to waste.
The thing that had snatched Elidee from Nariah’s back yard could have already—
Not thinking about that. Nariah would track her friend down in time. She just had to keep moving. No one else knew she was in danger, no one else would be able to come help—hell, Nariah wasn’t sure she’d have phone signal anymore. Not after rounding that hill of stone and stumbling down the opposite side into some kind of gully.
The trees loomed overhead, even taller than before. Their tops whispered secrets in the breeze.
Nariah followed Rena’s insistent push, her nose sniffing the air. This way, this way, her spirit urged. Faster. Hurry.
The heart-stopping moment in Nariah’s backyard played behind her eyes. They’d been heading inside. The afternoon had been waning even then and a breeze off the mountains made them chilly in the shaded yard. They’d been planning on tea—
Shit the kettle was still on the stove. It must have boiled dry by now.
Goddess, Nariah prayed she wasn’t going to come home to a burned husk of a house. 
She narrowed her eyes. If she saved Elidee, the whole house could burn. It was just stuff. 
Because just as Nariah had opened the back door, the thing had come sprinting out of the treeline. Except for its speed, Nariah had though it was a zombie, at first. The body didn’t run smoothly, but more like a puppet on loose strings. 
Her spiritual sense didn’t read it as anything other than a normal human—but normal humans weren’t prone to rotting right off their bones. Normal humans didn’t sprint across half an acre of yard with the speed of a vampire. Normal humans didn’t have glowing eyes.
It fell firmly into the uncanny valley of not-human. Human-like, but not like-enough.
The skin had split and pealed away at the joints. Bloodstains and fluids soaked what was left of the shirt and jeans. Most of the hair had fallen out already, exposing a wealth of oozing sores across the scalp. Teeth were missing. The face’s structure had sagged on the left, like a stroke victim. No fingernails. 
Nariah had put a confused arm between it and Elidee, she’d thought to prevent it from getting into the house or—she wasn’t really sure, the whole thing had happened so fast. And because it felt, spiritually, like a normal human—mostly, Nariah hadn’t been immediately on her guard.
The fact that it was actively rotting would have alarmed anyone else, but Nariah had been around desiccating bodies her whole life. Mostly animal ones, to be sure, and they certainly didn’t run around by themselves.
But there were enough familiar elements to make the initial impression one of stark confusion rather than immediate fear. Enough confusion that the monster had smacked Nariah’s arm aside, grabbed Elidee bodily around the waist, and hauled her up over one shoulder before Nariah could react.
It wasn’t until that startling moment of impact, when the not-a-zombie had smacked Nariah’s arm out of the way, that she’d felt a flash of the truth underneath. That there was a second, dormant spirit locked away on the inside and that the one driving the body around wasn’t original.
Elidee had barked her initial surprise, caught as she was from behind, and then followed up with the most impressive shriek of terror Nariah had ever heard. It crossed two octaves going upward and she projected it through the whole valley. The sound of it alone had knocked sense into Nariah and she’d pursued, trying to puzzle out what the thing could be.
Elidee’s screams had transformed rapidly into impressive cursing, but even that had faded with distance and tree density. Nariah simply couldn’t keep up.
But Rena’s nose still pointed firmly and she kept pursuing.
The monster had to have a base out here in the forest. Probably a dense point in the spiritual ebbs and flows. It needed enough room between the trees for a ritual circle and some way to keep Elidee from running.
Because the only thing it could be, was the one thing Nariah thought wasn’t possible. 
Someone had tied a spirit—probably their own—to a different living body. 
That body was now rotting away under the weight of two spirits—one in control, and the other, the original, suppressed. Nariah hoped she was suppressed enough to be unaware of what her puppetmaster was doing…and what the spiritual weight had done to her physical body.
What he planned on doing to Elidee.
The dominant spirit had been distinctly male in Nariah’s quick exposure. Some long-dead warlock that had survived for decades beyond his natural lifespan by hopping from body to body—young female bodies.
Nariah gagged. She ran harder, trying to push out of her head the all-too-ready ideas of what he could be puppeting his host to do after he took over…
Elidee would not suffer this fate. 
Nariah snarled into the looming darkness.
A necromancer planned to jump into Elidee and drive her around like a flesh suit. 
Like fucking hell.
It was commonly known that a witch couldn’t inject their magic into a person without consent—it simply failed to penetrate—which only served to reinforce Nariah’s understanding of a living person’s innate spiritual power.
But clearly she’d been mistaken. Maybe she just wasn’t evil enough to think of away around the natural law. It hadn’t even occurred to her that the disruptions around town—two kidnappings and one attempted—had been spiritually related at all.
The shock of it had left Nariah breathless. She still didn’t understand how it was possible. But that brief glimpse had been one of desperation and recklessness. The host body was falling apart.
The puppetmaster needed a new host and his previous two kidnappings hadn’t given him what he needed.
Nariah ran with tears squeezed into the corners of her eyes as she spiraled through more and more dire scenarios. She would find Elidee dead. She would find Elidee already puppeted. She would get there just in time to see the awareness leave her face as the warlock took over and made her his new home.
The possibilities were horrifyingly endless.
They all vanished from Nariah’s mind in an instant when she crashed into an invisible wall of spiritual power so dense, she physically came to a stop mid-stride. She could move, but everything felt slow, like wading through water up to her chest.
Rena’s paws smacked twice on Nariah’s shoulder. HereHereHERE. But Nariah could barely breath through the spiritual pressure bearing down. Every step she took felt heavier until she crashed to her knees.
She crawled forward, trying to shove
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