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Book Description

Nariah Boyd has enough going on between her client's memorial jewelry requests and the spirits attached to the bones she works with. Getting involved with a resistance force against the vampire overlords isn't on her to-do list. 

But her mother has a new recruit for the resistance that Nariah doesn't like the sound of. He claims spirits can do the fighting--and dying--for them.

Nariah won't let him destroy a spirit's afterlife.
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Summoning Trouble

For Nariah Boyd, final delivery for a client was always tangled in conflicting emotions. The satisfaction of a creative work well done butted up against the knowledge that, for her client, this moment was a gut-wrenching reminder of what they’d lost. There were usually tears. 

Nariah… didn’t handle tears well. Especially other people’s. 

And other people didn’t handle her well in the middle of them.

It was the one reason Nariah organized payment in advance. The first time she’d done this, her client sobbed in Nariah’s shoulder for a half hour and Nariah couldn’t bring herself to talk about billing her after that.

So sorry for your loss. You owe me four hundred dollars.

It wasn’t a good business practice.

She didn’t regret giving that first one away for free. Paying tuition, her mother called it. Earning lessons more valuable than cash.

So now she coordinated payment and contracts ahead of time and it kept this moment, today, from feeling too much like a transaction instead of a memorial. 

Of course, it was much less a memorial for Nariah since she could see the spirits of the dead. 

This one barked.

Cosmic was a long dog. Thin and whip-fast. With more fur than a greyhound, but not as much as an afghan. She was a saluki, not a common breed in the States, and made more uncommon now that she was a ghost. She’d figured out her new incorporeal state quickly, too. By the time Nariah had picked up her body only an hour or so after her death, Cosmic had already figured out she could run through walls, people, cars, even her owner, Intan. 

She was currently running her paws off next to the car, trying her damnedest to beat Nariah to her favorite park at the edge of the forest where they’d be meeting up with Intan once more. Her long tongue hung out of her mouth, it and her ears blown back in the wind as she galloped faster than any greyhound thanks to the tether that kept her spirit tied to her bones.

Since Nariah was carrying those bones in her front seat, Cosmic ran alongside with glee, barking all the while.

She could lie down and let the tether carry her about, but where was the fun in that? She was an award-winning athlete. A Grand Champion of agility and conformation. She wasn’t going to let a little inconvenience like her death stop her from proving she had what it took.

Nariah teased her from the driver’s seat. “I’m gonna win! You gotta keep up!”

Cosmic barked at her, then lowered her head to find another gear of speed. She plowed right through a parked car without flinching as they took the corner up to the park.

Nariah slowed at the guard shack, but no one was in attendance today. She shoved her two dollar day-use-fee into an envelope and stretched out the window to drop it in the collection box, then eased her little car up the drive. Cosmic trotted beside her, ears forward and attentive. She knew where she was.

Intan was already here. Her black sedan was parked neatly in the lot—the only other vehicle here on a mid-day Wednesday. This was the quieter end of the park, where the city property abutted a national forest. All the trails and playground were at the south entrance.

But here, an adventurous person could plunge into the national forest and take in the wild nature around them. Forest bathing, as the Japanese called it. Let the stress of the city seep away and breathe in the peaceful silence of the trees.

Nariah parked and unloaded the car. Cosmic’s body, carefully wrapped and housed in a pine box, went onto a small folding cart with extra large wheels. Cosmic paid her body no mind. She wasn’t tethered to it anymore, so it meant little to her. Nariah found pets to be more attached to their people than their bodies. Instead, Cosmic pushed her head through the passenger door to peer at the small jewelry box Nariah had tucked there for safekeeping.

Nariah had to shoo Cosmic’s ghostly form aside to retrieve it. She refused to walk through a spirit.

They found Intan standing fitfully beside a small pile of dirt and a hole near the edge of the forest tree line. It was well trimmed thanks to the park management, demarcating city property and national forest with a finely mowed edge.

Nariah’s cart handled the lawn like a champ and she greeted Intan with a soft smile and a careful, “Good afternoon.”

Intan stood like a dark slash of ink against the bright forest. She wore short sleeves and a skirt in deference to the heat, but in all black. Her dark skin and straightened black hair gave her a distinctly gothic look.

Cosmic barked. She ran ahead, hopping and loping around Intan with joy. She took off suddenly in a fit of zoomies, circling the grave and her person with her tail flying high.

It took some work for Nariah not to smile.

She had to remind herself that Intan couldn’t see the spirit. She didn’t even twitch as Cosmic ran right through her. To Intan, this was a burial. A final goodbye.

To Cosmic, this was reuniting after a week away on a curious vacation.

Intan didn’t smile. She nodded at Nariah, her eyes flicking to the box on the cart, then away. As if she couldn’t bear to look at it, but also couldn’t help herself.

Nariah put her hand on the lid. “Would you like to see her?”

Intan stiffened, her dark eyes closing. She shook her head, but Nariah gave her another moment to think about it. Most of her clients changed their minds once or twice, and she’d learned to leave some space for that.

Intan opened her eyes with a big, shaky breath. “No. I’m sure.”

“Alright.” Nariah said. “If you’d like to say goodb—“

Intan burst into tears. She covered her face with her hands, her breath shaking and hitching as she tried to bring herself back under control.

Cosmic rushed to her side, the spirit standing nearly up to her elbow as she stared intently, quivering, unable to help.

Nariah pulled a new pack of tissues from her back pocket. She opened it and gently put her hand on Intan’s shoulder. “Here, use this.” Intan groped for the tissue.

“I’m sorr—sorry.”

“You’re alright. Take your time.”

Nariah gave her some space. She turned away, taking a leisurely stroll at a little distance, her hands in her pockets. The distance was specific. Far enough that the client felt they could have a moment, but not so far away that Cosmic’s tether forced the dog away from her person. Since Nariah carried the little bones to which the dog cleaved, she had to balance on the edge.

She tried not to listen to Intan’s grief. 

Cosmic raced over to Nariah with a low growl. She whipped in front of her, standing tall, ears forward. The dog looked at Intan, then back to Nariah. She snapped her teeth.

Nariah sighed. It was always harder when the pets were smart.

“I’m sorry,” Nariah whispered. “She doesn’t understand you’re still here.”

Cosmic huffed and stomped one foot.

“I can’t explain it to her. She’s not…” Nariah rubbed her forehead with one hand. “She doesn’t believe in spirits.”

A surprising number of her clients didn’t believe. A majority, in fact. It wasn’t Nariah’s place to change their minds. She’d gotten into a few fights about it early in her practice, trying to explain she could see the client’s cat or dog. They were right here. It just made people angry. And hurt. 

Cosmic looked back and forth between Intan and Nariah twice, before huffing her annoyance again and jogging back to Intan. 

“Yeah,” Nariah said quietly. “I get it.”

She gave Intan another few minutes. When Nariah heard the woman’s breath hitching and sighing—a sign she was coming down from her tears—Nariah smoothly returned to the cart.

Intan dabbed at her eyes and sniffed. “You must see this a lot.”

“It’s always hard to lose someone,” Nariah said neutrally.

Intan nodded in that automatic way. She sniffled again, then straightened and blew out her breath deliberately. She let her shoulders fall. “Ok. I’m ready.”

Cosmic stood beside her, ears up, tail still.

They both took one side of the box. Between them, it was easy to lift. Nariah attached some simple rope and together they lowered the box into the hole. Cosmic watched curiously, head tilted. They tossed the ropes into the bottom on either side, and Intan stood there at
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