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Book Description



Nariah has found a disturbing pile of bones in the woods. But who is the bone witch supposed to call for backup when the bones are stacked overhead? She reluctantly recruits Varrien, the local wolf pack prince, to help her investigate.  
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The Werewolf Curse




Nariah Boyd marched through the woods behind her house without her usual cheerfulness. The afternoon was bright, the breeze pleasant, and the birds were singing, but Nariah frowned as she watched her steps over scrabbling rock. Instead of a water bottle, she carried a sturdy stick, and instead of enjoying the afternoon, she threw a concerned look over her shoulder at the man following the trail she broke. 

It wasn’t often Nariah lead anyone into the woods, let alone Varrien Vicaro, eligible only son of a billionaire. And a werewolf. 

Elidee had set Nariah up on a blind date with Varrien a few months ago. Nariah had expected disaster, but Varrien had been a generous date and held a good conversation. It was only afterward Nariah learned of his heir-to-the-business status and she was still figuring out how she felt about that.

To complicate matters, his father was the werewolf equivelent of a king. A pack leader among leaders. The ultimate authority over all werewolves in the western States. Which made Varrien some kind of prince-apparent. 

Nariah wasn't sure about that either.

But it was his werewolf-side she needed today. His dating eligibility just made things awkward when Nariah’s friend Elidee asked for updates.

Varrien had come dressed in jeans and a polo shirt. Nariah thought the jeans were designer and the button down polo shirt was certainly fancier than anything she had in her own closet. Despite that, it was the most dressed down she’d ever seen him. Without a suit jacket or anything. He wore a pair of sneakers—she didn’t recognize the brand—and while his steps were sure, Nariah suspected this was the most rural experience he’d hand in a long time. He kept twitching at the bugs that droned past his head.

Nariah wore a beat-up pair of hiking boots, a loose pair of pants she’d found on the bargain rack of the local Goodwill, and whatever t-shirt had been on top of the pile in the drawer—a faded NASA logo swirled over some planets. She poked at the overgrown rocks and roots with her staff and kept half an eye out for deer shed.

The back edge of Nariah’s small property abutted national park forest. Her cottage sat in the center of a single acre, but suburbia sprawled in every direction. Her neighborhood was urban, but her back yard was as wild as managed forest could get. The park boundaries stretched for miles to the foothills and up into the mountains in the distance. It was a lot of room to get lost in.

Or to find things that should have remained lost.

“Will it still be there?” Varrien asked as they navigated through some close tree trucks. His deep voice had a resonation Nariah hadn't noticed before. Like he belonged in these woods--despite the designer jeans--and the woods recognized his right to be there.

Nariah always felt like a visitor. And she always took care to thank the forest for its hospitality.

“I hope so,” Nariah said. “I think.”

“You think?” Varrien laughed.

But Nariah frowned again. “A pile of bones that big is weird. A pile that big going missing two days later…?” She shook her head. “I don’t think that’s better.”

“If it walked off, it’s not your problem,” he said, with the kind of vocal shrug that told Nariah Varrien was used to having problems handled for him.

Nariah blanched at the idea of a six-foot pile of bones sprouting legs and ambling off into the forest like some horrible Baba Yaga. “Something like this always becomes my problem in the end,” Nariah muttered.

She’d been on a hike through these woods a few days ago on the lookout for deer shed and any wildlife bones that still held on to their spirits. Nariah could see and interact with spirits of all kinds, but animal spirits were easier to work with. They understood death, decay, and the rebirth cycle better than humans. They were willing to donate their bones to charms and wards that Nariah sold to warn about vampires and harpies. Sometimes the spirits even tagged along, living in their old bones after she’d transformed them into jewelery.

But the bones she’d found hadn’t just been a leftover skull or a stray scapula. She’d stumbled over a cache of some kind, a massive pile of deer, hog, and other bones taller than her and capped with a wolf skull on top.

It was the wolf skull that really gave her pause. Nariah had extensive experience with bones from all sorts of animals. Even from a distance, the wolf skull had seemed too large. The jaw too long. The crown too wide at the back.

Nariah knew a wolf skull when she saw one, but she’d never had a chance to study a werewolf skull.

And the pile of bones it sat on top didn’t strike her as a welcome invitation to start now.

She’d reached out to Varrien with the very odd request to join her today. She wanted him to confirm the skull belonged to a werewolf, or maybe tell her this kind of cache was the doing of the local pack. She wanted some reassurance.

A six foot pile of bones in the woods was eerie, even to the Bone Witch. Nariah had never seen anything like it.

She pushed the low branch of a pine aside, holding it clear for Varrien to step up the granite and join her. This rock shelf lay at a slight angle between two ancient pine trees--their gnarled roots had plunged through cracks on the edges, breaking off a boulder the size of a car that had become a ramp up to the top. The stone caused a break in the canopy above, which let a rare spotlight of sunlight hit the forest floor. Blue-eyed grass sprang out of every edge and stone overlap where even a dusting if dirt had lodged, reaching for the sun with tiny five-petal violet flowers. Light green and yellow lichen crusted the rock itself, and a dark stain had spread in the center.

The pile of bones still sat there, unexplained. It didn’t make her feel better.

Small vertebra, foot bones, and pieces piled up at the base, like someone had swept them from the nooks and crannies of the rock. Phalanges and remnant bones stacked like cairns. An intact spine, a large deer by the look of it, curled up one side. Its ribs branched outward, hugging a hodgepodge pile of other bits. Some of the ribs had extensions hinged onto them, other ribs, a couple of tusks from the local pig population.

The wolf skull sat on top.

“Weird,” Varrien said as he stepped carefully around the pile. His steps remained cautiously clear of that dark stain on the stone. Dappled sunlight shifted across the pile with the breeze.

“I thought bones were white,” Varrien said, his voice speculative. “These are all…”

“Fresh,” said Nariah. “They’re still greasy from the bodies they lived in, and that spine is only holding together thanks to some tendons still in place. Bones don’t really connect otherwise.” That was probably the source of the stain, too. Old fluids seeping out of the bones. Marrow and oils.

Varrien wrinkled his nose and stepped away from circling the pile. “Ew,” he said. Then he sniffed. “Shouldn’t it stink, then?”

He was right. It should have. Nariah sniffed cautiously, then stooped closer to sniff again when she noticed no sour, rotting smell. Not even that touch of sweetness that came with old meat. Nothing at all. She peered at the pile, between the crossed leg bones and tangled pelvises. No flies. No beetles or grubs. Her gut tightened. No natural pile of bones would be this untouched.

No bones would be in a pile like this naturally, of course, she was just hoping Varrien had an explanation that didn’t lead directly to a necromancer hiding in her forest.

“Is the skull a werewolf?” she asked.

Varrien looked up at the pile. It was overhead for him and Nariah only stood at his shoulder. “I dunno,” he said with a shrug. “Are werewolf skulls different from wolf skulls?” Nariah shot him a flat look and he chuckled. “Sorry, just poking fun. I’ll need a closer look.”

Before she could stop him—before Nariah even realized what he was going to do—Varrien wedged a sneaker into the pile and stepped up, reaching his long arms over the spine to grab the skull on top.

His fingers wrapped around the muzzle. When he yanked it free, the bottom jaw and several feet of spine came with it. A lot more spine than a wolf would have and, now that it was unwinding from the pile like a wrapped extension cord, a lot more spine than a deer, too.

“Oh my goddess, you can’t just pick up random bones from the spooky pile in the forest," Nariah hissed.

"Why, are they cursed?" He shot her a wry grin, just a flash of one sharp canine tooth, as he turned the skull over in his hands. He flipped it upside down. The lower jaw snapped closed, its teeth perfectly aligned. Nariah watched him stretch the fingers of his hand between the protruding angular processes in the back of the jaw. They were so wide, he barely reached them between thumb and pinky finger. He turned the skull over again, peering at the spot where the assembled deer spine connected to the rympanic bulb. Did he know the scientific anatomy? Nariah had an entire library worth of books, diagrams, and research back at the house to help her identify and reassemble a skeleton.

"This is the tell," he said, turning the back of the skull to face her. The spine cord swung down past his hip. "The ridge here above the occipital lobe." He ran his finger across the bone in question, skimming down the back. "It's a soft point in a natural wolf. Not this ridge. We have a lot more muscle back here--higher bite force--and this bone ridge is where all those muscles attach." He rotated the skull until her eyes met his through hole made by the wide cheekbone. "The zygomatic arch is wider to accommodate, but that's not always so obvious."

He offered her the skull. "Have a look."

Nariah pursed her lips. This wasn't how she prefered to engage with the forest's bones. When she found something in the underbrush there was a process. A way to ask permission, check for spirits, and clear any lingering malaise. It was a slow, respectful approach. Nariah had a relationships with these woods she didn't want to disrupt.

But if anything had been tied to these bones, she would have felt it by now, surly. She stretched her spiritual sense over the skull and pile, but it just sat there, inert. And weirdly bug-free.

She reached for the skull.

And the moment Varrien dropped it into her palm she realized her mistake.

It wasn't inert, it was asleep. Spiritual power surged out of Nariah's palm and into the skull. It traveled up the spine in a wave of ghostly blue. The bone pile drew on her like a battery, draining her dry of spirit energy in only two or three heartbeats. She only had time to gasp softly as she sank to her knees with sudden exhaustion.

Wrapped around Nariah's wrist, a bracelet of polished white bone sprang to life. A snake spirit, pale blue and mostly transparent, slid out of her spine bones and coiled on Nariah's wrist. She struck the wolf skull with force, all fangs bare, and while she passed through the physical bone, her attack hit the spiritual.

The skull toppled from Nariah's hand. Her energy stabilized immediately. She threw herself back from the pile, stumbling up to her feet on the granine, and grabbed Varrien's arm to drag him along with her. He helped her stay upright. Nariah's snake dropped off her wrist and coiled on the granite in front of her, a defender the size of a tennis ball.

"What the hell was that?" Varrien asked. He ran a hand up the back of her arm.

Nariah could only point at the bone pile.

Nariah's shot of energy had given it some kind of jumpstart. She could feel the spiritual being drawn to it, pulled in gently from distant corners of the forest. She felt drawn to it, a subtle pull that hadn't been there before.
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