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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 Crone’s Anthology)

	Summoning Trouble (an Uncollected #31 story!)

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










  
  Chapter one
Spirits At Liberty


Nariah Boyd was not a social woman. She lived in an isolated cottage backed up against national forest and her only companions were a parade of animal spirits no one else could see. She worked with bones, precious gems, and the dead. It left her rather lacking in interpersonal skills. 
None of these facts deterred her best friend Elidee—the most social butterfly in town—from dragging Nariah under heavy protest out into the public eye at least once a quarter. For her mental health, Elidee claimed, though Nariah liked to complain that Elidee was naturally sadistic. Nariah went along with her friend only because she didn’t put her foot down often, but Nariah also had a lingering concern that maybe being a hermit in the woods wasn’t a great long-term plan. She could tolerate a social event for a few hours to hedge her bets.
And Elidee always bought her the best books as a bribe.
Nariah sat in the passenger seat of Elidee’s little four-door Subaru. It had a bunch of letters after its name and, according to Elidee, was modified aftermarket. She could rattle off specifications and details that made Nariah’s head swim. Nariah just knew it was blue.
Nariah had an old Jeep she’d inherited from her mother ages ago. It was loud on the freeway, but parts were easy to source and she sent it to the mechanic every six months to stay on top of things. 
Elidee picked her up—with bribery in hand—because left to her own devices, Nariah would have skipped the party. Parties were not her scene. She’d only agreed to this one because it started at eleven in the morning instead of eleven at night. No chance of running into any vampires that ruled the city, or ex-boyfriends that were now vampires who thought they were still boyfriend material.
But when Nariah slid into the passenger seat, Elidee handed her a crisp copy of book one in the latest epic dragon fantasy series, and Nariah couldn’t bring herself to regret agreeing to come. Elidee knew her weakness well.
In exchange, she’d given her outfit an assessing look and decided her work-shirt—an old ratty gray t-shirt with the Reading Rainbow logo—wasn’t appropriate for the event. Today was summer solstice and the whole week had been hot, so she swapped the old shirt for one that proclaimed The Sun Is A Deadly Laser instead. 
She kept two pieces of jewlery. A pair of earrings made from the very tiny hand bones of a rat armatured in the finest silver wire. Each rat hand clutched a moonstone—the stone most attuned to spiritual power. In a few hours, at the peak of the solstice, the veil between the mortal world and the spiritual one would be at its thinnest. Spirits would pass through easily. Power would flow. 
And the little rat spirit bound to her hand bones would help charge the moonstones. Nariah just had to be in the sun for a little while.
The other piece she wore was a bracelet made from the spine of a snake. The first jewelry piece Nariah had ever made when she was barely a teenager—re-made a few times since as her skill improved. The little garter snake spirit inside the bracelet had been with Nariah for years.
She tried not to feel underdressed beside Elidee, who wore a bright sundress and so many dangling pieces of jewlery she glittered as the sun slanted through her open window. It should have been too much, but Elidee knew how to style a look and the effect was more like a suncatcher casting rainbows. She shined. Her black hair was tied in a knot behind her shoulders—out of the way, but without a complicated style—and she grinned at Nariah from behind a pair of dark aviators.
The two of them were matched opposites. Pieces of a puzzle that somehow fit.
Nariah’s first clue that this party was more than she bargined for arrived almost two blocks away from their destination when parked cars on the side of the road suddenly filled every available space between the driveways. Huge fifty-plus-year-old oaks lined the street and met over the road, casting a cool shade in every direction. The further into the neighborhood they drove, the further back from the road the houses had been set, leaving a lush, perfectly mowed half acre of lawn in front of each one. A waste of water, in Nariah’s opinion, but it was the look of the wealthier neighborhoods. 
Elidee pulled into the neighborhood of their destination. It was packed. Every parking spot was full and even the driveway of their host was clustered with half a dozen cars. They were going to have circle back around to find something further away and walk in.
But just as Elidee slid past the giant whitewashed home, a truck pulled out onto the street ahead of her and left the perfect parking spot behind. 
“Oh!” Elidee said, “ Nice.” She pulled in.
Nariah tisked and shook her head. Elidee claimed she worked no power, but Nariah had seen something like this happen over and over again. There were small magics at work in her friend’s life.
Nariah reluctantly left the book in the car. A pair of men paused on the sidewalk to admire the vehicle, but when they saw Elidee climb out of the driver’s seat, they traded a look and moved on, up the driveway toward the party.
“What was that about?” Nariah asked.
Elidee shrugged her little yellow purse onto one shoulder. “Girls can’t be into cool cars, don’t you know?” She waved a hand dismissively and hooked one arm through Nariah’s. “Come on. I’ve got someone here you should meet—“ she held up a forestalling hand, “Just one person, I promise.”
Nariah sighed but allowed herself to be guided up the driveway—as wide as the city street and textured to look like stone bricks—and right through the front double doors of the house.
This place was huge. Two stories visible from the front and what seemed to be an entire wing added to the left side. The front door spilled into an open-plan greatroom with a cluster of couches on the left and an island on the right that cornered the kitchen. A hallway stretched down both directions. Straight ahead, the greatroom stepped down into a second cluster of low slung couches and chairs which overlooked a massive wall of windows.
Outside, a stone patio spilled into an expansive grass lawn bordered by another one of those massive oak trees and lined around the edges with roses. 
Nariah stared at the kitchen and its island. Several people worked the counters, mixing drinks mostly, with enough room for someone to be in the fridge digging through a drawer, another person behind them leaning on the island, and space remaining to walk by. She shook her head. “I think the kitchen alone is bigger than my cottage.”
“Welp, my daddy always said to marry rich and you’ll never have to worry a day in your life,” Elidee said. She peered into the cluster of people chatting in the great room, looking for someone.
“That doesn’t sound like a viable life plan.”
“Worked for him, I guess,” Elidee groused.
Naraih squeezed her friend’s arm in sympathy. Years ago, Elidee’s father had an affair with and then ran off to be with a wealthy client from his work. He’d left Elidee, a teenager then, and her mother, disabled and unable to work, without an income or, they discovered later, a savings to fall back on.
It turned out, the rich woman was a vampire and Elidee’s father just another snack, leaving nothing behind for Elidee to exact her revenge—or forgiveness—on. 
“Ah, there he is.” Elidee moved onward with light steps and a grin flashed at Nariah. “Please don’t hate me.”
She guided Nariah down the steps toward the looming windows. Conversational noise picked up. Nariah wondered if she should have packed her headphones in Elidee’s car for the ride home.
Then she spotted him. Varrien Vicaro. Eligible only son of a billionaire. And a werewolf.
The same Varrien that Elidee had set Nariah up on a blind date with only a few weeks ago. Conveniently forgetting to mention the billionaire bit, of course.
He looked good. His brown hair was tousled just a little on top and he was impeccably dressed in a kelly green button down and dark brown slacks. He laughed easily with the two women draped next to his chair.
Nariah stiffened. “I’ve changed my mind. I’m taking your book as collateral and I’m going home.”
“Nariah—“
“Don’t Nariah me, this was a setup.” And she didn’t appreciate having it sprung on her unexpectedly. The only thing worse than a party full of people she didn’t know was a party full of people she did.
“Ok, yes, you’re right. It was totally a setup. But… you’re already here…?” And before Nariah could retort, Elidee struck her hand into the air and called out, “Varrien!”
Varrien and both women on either side of him looked up. Varrien’s expression went from polite interest to genuine smile, like a rising sun. The women beside him fell from smiles to scowls.
Oh, hell no. “I’m not doing this,” Nariah said, yanking her arm from Elidee’s. “Give me your keys.”
Elidee waved again as Varrien stood and started making excuses to his hangers-on. “What are you going to do, drive the WRX back and leave me to catch a ride home?”
“I’m going to do doughnuts in it,” Nariah hissed.
Elidee dropped her waving hand and turned to Nariah curiously. “You know how to do doughnuts?”
No. Technically. But Nariah was sure there was a youtube video that could teach her all about it. It couldn’t be that hard. “I learn very quickly,” she muttered.
And that was it. Her chance to escape narrowed and closed as Varrien left his fans—somehow convincing them to stay behind, he was very smooth—and held his hands out to Elidee.
“Darling, how have you been?” he asked, apparently genuine in his greeting. His smile carefully hid the pointed teeth that would give him away as a wolf. Nariah wondered how many people actually knew.
Elidee offered her cheek and his leaned down to kiss beside it. “Better now that I’m here,” she said. Nariah believed that was the truth. Elidee thrived in this kind of environment.
“You remember Nariah,” Elidee said, turning to include her.
Nariah’s smile froze on her face. Exactly how long was she required to tolerate this before leaving wouldn’t be seen as a critical faux pas?
Varrien read her discomfort easily. He didn’t try to hug her or kiss her cheek or anything, thank the goddess. Instead he held out a hand to shake. “Of course I do. It’s a pleasure to see you ag—“
Just as Nariah reached out to shake his hand, someone in the great room found the stero system. Everyone flinched as full-volume rock and roll screamed from hidden speakers all around them. Nariah squeezed Varrien’s hand in surprise. Her eyes started watering.
Varrien leaned close to them both and had to shout over the music. Even then, Nariah only got every other word. “Lets—outside!” He made a gesture toward the backyard. 
Nariah turned in that direction gratefully. She was through the glass doors and marching across the lawn to be further away before she noticed Elidee had ditched her. She wrinkled her nose. The traitor. 
But the music was a pleasant low volume here under the oak tree and had the convenient side effect of being so far away from the party, that Nariah and Varrien found themselves effectively alone. Nariah had to focus on letting her shoulders drop.
“Well,” Varrien said. “That was something.”
“At least they have good taste in music.”
Varrien chuckled. 
And Nariah was saved from having to make smalltalk by the bounding joy of a terrier that sprinted across the lawn like he’d just escaped. His coarse white fur flopped with every lunge. He gave Varrien a playful bark in passing, then tumbled into Nariah’s feet. She laughed and scratched his belly, which he wiggled about, kicking his little legs in delight.
The entire world shifted a little. Like the axis had turned suddenly.
“Whoa.” Nariah held on to the grass.
The dog whipped over to his feet with a concerned whine.
Varrien remained standing and oblivious. “You ok?”
Nariah checked her watch. “It’s noon, that’s all.” The solstice had reached its peak. 
And all around her, Nariah saw spirits walk across the veil. The snake in her bracelet slithered out of the bones and dropped to Nariah’s feet where she sipped at the free-flowing power that bleed from the veil. She grew from a garter snake to a python in seconds.
From under the tree, a ghostly, shaggy dog rose up from her grave. She shook herself. And when she spotted the terrier, she loped happily forward. The terrier tentatively sniffed noses. Barked. And the two scrambled around the lawn to play.
Other spirits faded into
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