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      “Paige Ewing has written a romp of a book in Precise Oaths. Liliana is an engaging, sympathetic heroine with a striking view of the world. One of the things I enjoyed was the way it made me look at being neurodivergent in a new way without once being preachy. What’s more, Precise Oaths is tremendous fun. Liliana’s quirky worldview is mixed with pure determination and ingenuity, along with a strong moral core. The writing is clean and flowing, with a host of terrific characters and great worldbuilding. It’s hard to write a thought-provoking book that’s also fun to read, but Paige pulled it off in spades.” — Angela Knight, New York Times Bestselling author

      

      “Liliana may not always know how to act with humans, but she has deep knowledge of the ways of the Fae and the Others. Some unlikely alliances and Liliana's abilities give us a rollicking adventure and set the stage for more stories to come. It’s a lovely book and I look forward to reading the sequels. I need to know what happens next!” — Nancy Jane Moore, author of The Weave

      

      “A delightful paranormal fantasy with romantic elements. Precise Oaths takes place in the not-so-distant future, when fae, shifters, and normals coexist in an uneasy reality. Liliana is spider-kin—a neurodivergent loner who tells fortunes and longs for connection with others. Thrust into a murder investigation, she ends up having to work with unexpected allies to find the real killers and keep her new-found friends safe. Liliana is strong and intelligent, but she's not good at peopling. Which makes sense, because she's not human. But she is kind, loyal, and determined to make things right. I was rooting for her right from the start. This is an excellent beginning to a new series by paranormal fantasy author Paige Ewing. Fans will adore Liliana!” — Patrice Sarath, author of The Sisters Mederos
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      The bloody image of two young women in military uniform being shot in the back of the head jolted Liliana awake. She sat up abruptly, her heart pounding, a pointless “No!” forming on her lips.

      Her fourth eyes that saw things in other times and places were already open, the source of the ugly dream.

      Who are they?

      But her mental question did not elicit any new visions, just a repeat of the same horrors. She needed more information to have any chance of saving the women.  Her fourth vision showed her nothing near them but a forest, trees, and grass. There was a pine leaning on an oak tree, and a bush with lovely white flowers beneath it. The oak tree had no leaves, so it must have been winter. The plant life looked like the local forests, but that same kind of forest could be anywhere for hundreds of miles around. North Carolina had a lot of forests, especially since paper, and for the most part, wood, had become obsolete.

      The two women both had faces in her vision that shimmered with Otherness. They were not Normal humans, but that was all Liliana could tell about them.

      Death overwhelmed her fourth vision under the best of circumstances. When she slept, she didn’t have as much control over her vision as she did when awake. She had no idea why the two women she didn’t even know were suddenly in her mind, or if the vision was of the future or of the past. Oddly, it had a trace of the overbright reflections of the future mixed with the muted color tones of the past.

      They can’t die both in the past and in the future.

      It made no sense.

      She got up, feeling tired and achy, and determined not to let it stop her.

      Liliana had taken a sick day after nearly being killed a couple days before. Much to her chagrin, she had been forced to take a second sick day by the inability to open her fourth eyes to see the past and future without waves of dizziness from her head injury. She could not get paid for her job as Madame Anna Sees All when she couldn’t open the large swirly pair of spikder-kin eyes on her forehead to see anything.

      The awful dream told the spider-kin seer one important thing: her fourth eyes were once again fully functional.

      That meant she could get back to work. Which was good. She hadn’t cancelled the appointments for the day, hoping that would be the case. Spider-kin healed fast and cancelling appointments was bad for business.

      Liliana removed all the bandages and examined her injuries in the mirror. When she closed her six spider eyes, leaving only her first, human eyes open, her thick dark hair hid the tiny crinkles where they closed. The image in the mirror looked just like a petite young Normal. It was good camouflage. Normals outnumbered Others a hundred to one and tended toward violence when faced with “monsters.” She nodded at the image. She could pass.

      Her face and body still clearly showed that she’d been in a battle recently, though. The gash on her cheek looked particularly ugly. The wide, jagged slice made by a widow spider’s spiked limb was closed but still a livid purple with mottled green and yellow old bruising over that side of her face. At least Doctor Nudd had taped the gash shut. That helped it heal more cleanly and quickly.

      All of Liliana’s small cuts from her and Pete’s recent battle had healed to the point that only raised pink welts were visible. The swelling on the back of her head was much reduced. She could rotate her neck and open all eight of her eyes without her head feeling like it would fall off.

      The only real pain was from her shoulder wound. She supported one arm with the other as she carefully tested how much she could move it. She closed all her eyes as a wave of sadness came with the pain of moving her arm. Stella, the widow spider, had stabbed clear through her shoulder, and Liliana had used that leverage on her limb to drag the brave warrior to her death over the side of a tall building.

      Under other circumstances, she and Stella might have been friends. Liliana mourned the death of a fellow spider-kin doing what she must to protect her nest sisters. But if she had not killed Stella, the widow spider would have killed Liliana, so… She sighed. She killed only when she had to, as all three of her parents taught. As long as that was true, she would still find the image in the mirror acceptable, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be sad about the necessity.

      As she dressed, she cheered herself with thoughts of the people she’d met over the last few days. Doctor Peter Teague, a civilian bio scientist with the Criminal Investigation Division for Fort Liberty, and a deadly Celtic wolf-kin, accused her of murder and tried to kill her before becoming the closest friend she’d had in years. Siobhan, the little person and flower sprite who owned the custom weapons shop Emerald Arms, a few doors down from her own shop, had also tried to kill her. Then the sprite helped her and Pete survive their battle with the widow spiders, the real killers Pete mistook her for. The unseelie oak goblin, Doctor Nudd, had also tried to kill her, but he made up for that later by loaning her his homemade warm sweater and healing her injuries after the battle.

      She had an odd way of meeting people lately.

      On the plus side, she had been getting out more, and her life could no longer be described as either boring or lonely.

      Opening her fourth eyes, the swirling opalescent lavender and teal ones set above her eyebrows, she took a quick look forward in time to check the weather like she did every morning. It would get chilly and rainy again later. Winter in Fayetteville tended to be sunshiny one day and cold and wet the next. She added cozy purple tights with her black leotard under her usual flowing, brightly colored, homemade skirt. She chose a blouse made of warm velvet scarves with wide, drapey sleeves like mini-wings that went all the way to the wrist. They would keep her arms warm without restricting the natural weaponry hidden in her forearms.

      Her shoulder wound would take a week before she could go without a sling. She put the sling on her arm and frowned. The medical sling Doctor Nudd gave her was a plain, dull light blue canvas. It did not go well with the sapphire blue velvet top, and the skirt with glittery silver bead trim that complimented it.

      Liliana took the sling off, chose a scarf from her chest of drawers, and tied it around her neck. She slipped her arm into it and looked in the mirror again.

      The leafy-green, floral patterned silk scarf held her arm without pulling on her sore shoulder, and it looked much nicer than the plain canvas one. She nodded with satisfaction and walked into the converted dining room that served as her place of business, Madame Anna Sees All. She closed the door that led to the rest of her house and checked that the crystal ball was where it belonged, in the exact center of the round table in the middle of the room.

      She had scheduled multiple appointments back-to-back, far more than she normally would in a day, to catch up. The first knock on the business door came only minutes later. She welcomed the pair of young wood nymphs who entered in a cloud of giggles and lilac perfume.

      Bowing, she waved her arms to gesture them in, and chanted, “Madame Anna sees all. Pay me what you feel is fair for truth that cannot be seen by other eyes. I see what is, what has been, and what might be. Ask and the truth shall be yours.”

      Her first appointments went reasonably well. Everyone insisted on asking what had happened to her shoulder and her face. The gash on her cheek from Stella’s last attack was the first thing everyone noticed. It didn’t particularly bother Liliana until they mentioned it, unlike her shoulder injury that restricted her movements, or the persistent itch from the gash on her ribs.

      When she answered, “I was stabbed by a giant spider,” the nymph girls laughed as if she made a joke, even though they were Others. They knew that such things could exist.

      Her second client, a Normal human who probably didn’t know such things existed, rolled his eyes and said, “That’s a good story. You’ll have a hard time topping it later.”

      When her best client, Janice Willoughby, a rabbit-kin homemaker, came in, she took one look at Liliana, covered her mouth with her hand, and interrupted Liliana’s usual client welcome speech to say, “What happened?”

      “I was stabbed by a giant spider helping Pete on that case a few days ago. I am fine, though. The injuries are already healing.”

      “Oh, Madame Anna, you could have been killed. I heard on the news about the serial killers in Raleigh targeting soldiers from Fort Liberty. They weren’t Normals, were they? What were they really?”

      “A nest of widow spiders.” Liliana shrugged. She looked at the shoulder strap of her client’s purse, a soft-looking blue denim material with appliqued flowers. Liliana wondered if it was Janice’s own handiwork.

      Janice gasped and her face blanched. “A whole nest of them! I’d scream and run if I saw even one. It’s a wonder you weren’t killed.”

      “I did not die,” Liliana reassured her favorite client. “The widow spiders died. I am fine.”

      Janice insisted that Liliana tell her the full story. As talkative as Janice was, Liliana also found her to be an excellent listener. The spider-kin felt an odd relief after she shared the story of Pete, the red wolf-kin, hunting her, how she defeated him in single combat, and later risked her life to save him and his friend, Sergeant Zoe Giovanni. It was as if she had been holding something heavy all by herself, and now Janice Willoughby held one end of it for her.

      Apparently, having someone she could talk to honestly about her life was soothing in some way. She had noticed this with her clients—that they would often pay the spider seer to simply listen to them talk about their lives when they had no real questions to ask. That had always seemed odd to her. Now she understood.

      Long after her appointment ended, Janice stayed and talked with Liliana. When Liliana started to feel hungry, she did something she had not done in a very long time. She invited Janice Willoughby into her home to share lunch.

      After telling the rabbit-kin about the recent events in her life, Liliana had little else to say, but Janice didn’t have any trouble filling up the silence. While they ate grilled cheese sandwiches and drank tea, she kept chatting amiably about her children and her husband, Lou. She also spoke about rapidly becoming close friends with Ben Harper, Pete’s Normal boyfriend who was one of Janice’s son’s teachers.

      Liliana was surprised to find that having her best client in her home did not bother her like she’d assumed it would. She enjoyed having the cheerful rabbit-kin sharing her personal space.

      In fact, she thought perhaps, once she was fully healed, she should go out on a social visit herself, her first in decades. The thought made her stomach a little queasy with nerves, but Liliana was not a coward. She had promised Doctor Nudd she would return his sweater. She would not let fear stop her from keeping her word to the kind goblin.

      In addition, having seen him fight twice now, it was clear to Liliana that Pete needed more training. He had all the raw materials of a great warrior—courage without bounds, an indomitable will, intelligence, and incredible levels of brute power—but he did not know how to use those strengths to best advantage. Beyond training, he needed two other things to survive the attack she’d foreseen from a pack of assassins from the Order of the Wolfhound: something to defeat the protective magic of the crown collars the Wolfhounds wore, and allies.

      Liliana picked up their plates and went to her kitchen to fetch more tea for herself and Janice.

      Pete would be dead already without his allies. Colonel Bennet, who secretly watched over Pete, was even more secretly an unseelie Fae prince. He was also the only reason the first Wolfhound assassin who came to Fayetteville had not already slain Pete. Well, the Colonel’s abilities plus a little help from Liliana.

      The only reason she and Pete had survived their encounter with the widow spiders was the timely aid of Siobhan and her machine gun. The value of good allies was incalculable.

      Doctor Nudd, in particular, would be essential to Pete’s survival. If an eight-foot oak goblin stood with Pete when he fought, that would certainly improve his chances. Not to mention the doctor’s healing abilities after the battle.

      Liliana opened her fourth eyes and looked along the goblin’s life path.

      How can I make sure Doctor Nudd will be there to help when Pete faces the Wolfhounds?

      She saw the gentle doctor pierced with a sword, blood bubbling from his lips as he died. The power and clarity of the image meant that it would happen soon and was nearly certain.

      Oh.

      The tea tray in Liliana’s hands tilted without her noticing, spilling tea and cups all over her woven carpet.

      Oh.

      Janice jumped up from the chair and grabbed the tray from her hands. “What is it, Madame Anna? What did you see?”

      Janice set the tray on the coffee table and gently guided the spider seer to the couch by one elbow.

      Liliana would have missed the couch in her distraction without the help. “Doctor Nudd is going to be murdered.”

      “Oh! That’s awful.” Janice picked up the mostly unbroken tea cups off the carpet. “He’s the nice goblin who fixed up your injuries, right?”

      Liliana nodded. “He is also Pete’s closest friend and mentor. Pete will die if Doctor Nudd is not there to fight beside him the next time he is attacked. And he will mourn if Doctor Nudd dies.” After a moment, she added, “I will mourn too.”

      “Is that why he’s going to be murdered, do you think? Because he’s friends with the Celtic werewolf? There’s a lot of Others who have a hate on for Pete’s kind.”

      “It is possible. Let me look.” With a feeling of dread, she opened her fourth eyes again to look into the life path of Pete and his other allies.

      Sergeant Giovanni had narrowly avoided one death at the hands of the widow spiders, only to walk blithely toward another. “Sergeant Giovanni, who is also Pete’s friend, has at least three possible deaths waiting for her, one very soon. In two weeks.”

      Colonel Bennet, the handsome Fae prince who had killed a Wolfhound to protect Pete would be dead in less than a year. His entire identity was wrapped in secrets, so Liliana didn’t say anything about him out loud. Seeing him die sent a jerk to her belly that made her fight not to throw up her lunch.

      She swallowed, then said, “Detective Jackson will die within days, the same time as Sergeant Giovanni. Or Pete might die trying to protect her from an Other killer.” Detective Jackson had been with Sergeant Giovanni and Pete when they accused Liliana of murder, but she refused to believe Liliana was guilty with no evidence other than Liliana being spider-kin. The detective had been the only one who believed in Liliana’s innocence.

      Janice sat down on the coffee table facing Liliana. “Wow. That’s a lot of murder all of a sudden.”

      So much death.

      Liliana shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself. “I have not seen so many images of people dying all at once since I lost two of my three parents, two brothers, one sister, and all their families in the same year. And that was when Nazis were killing everyone.”

      “These are all the red wolf’s friends, though. You know werewolves are trouble, and Celtic wolves even more than most. I hope Ben is safe.”

      A quick glance showed no near danger to Ben Harper, the Normal teacher who owned Pete’s heart. “Ben is not involved in most of what I see. He should be all right.” Although, he would have died, too, if she and Colonel Bennet hadn’t already slain the first Wolfhound.

      Janice bit her lip. “Are you in any danger yourself?”

      Even knowing that it was a question she probably did not want to see the answer to, Liliana looked into her future. She saw a dozen different deaths. Each vision was flickery like a candle flame in the wind, shifting with uncertainty, but they all involved Pete in one way or another. “Yes, the more I am involved in Pete’s life, the more ways I might die.”

      She closed all her eyes, overwhelmed. Clearly, becoming Pete’s ally had a detrimental effect on one’s life expectancy.

      “Madame Anna, I know you’ve always been the one to give me advice, but it sounds like being Pete’s friend is really dangerous. He doesn’t think you’re a killer anymore, so he shouldn’t bother you.” Janice patted her knee. “Maybe you’d be better off just going back to the way things were?”

      Liliana considered Janice’s advice. If the spider seer went back to her old life, to watching the future of Others, guiding them safely around obstacles, and staying out of the larger affairs of the Other community in North Carolina, she would probably live a lot longer.

      “Pete and all my new friends would die.” Her life would go back to being routine, boring, and lonely. “I do not want to be alone anymore.”

      Janice squeezed her knee and nodded. “I didn’t even think about how lonely you must get never talking to anyone who doesn’t pay you.”

      “I am also unwilling to be the kind of person who sees danger to my friends coming and does nothing.” Even if it meant increasing her probability of meeting an untimely end. That was not the child her three brave warrior parents raised. That was not the woman she wanted to see in the mirror. “Also, Pete trusts me.”

      To her surprise, Liliana concluded that being worthy of that trust was more important to her than anything else, including increasing the likelihood of her survival.

      Janice nodded and sat back. “I respect that. Okay, then. Is there anything you can do to help?”

      Having saved Pete from the certain death she’d seen a few days before, Liliana felt confident that she could change the dark futures she saw, although it might cost her own life. “Changing fate is always dangerous. I must be careful, or I could make things even worse.”

      “Worse, how?” Janice asked. “Could something happen to other people?”

      That was a disturbing thought. “Other people may already be in danger.” Liliana had spent decades keeping her clients safe and guiding them toward happiness. Her clients made up a fair percentage of the Others in Fayetteville, and even a small percentage of the Normal humans. “I only looked at my friends’ futures.”

      Is this tide of death focused, or will it harm more people I watch over as well?

      Her fourth eyes showed her an ugly chain reaction, pushing outward like ripples spreading in a lake of blood. “Oh.”

      “What is it, Madame Anna?” Janice bit the cuticle on her thumb.

      “If Doctor Nudd dies, then Pete dies, then Sergeant Giovanni and Detective Jackson die, then everyone those two police women, military and civilian, might have protected dies or has awful things happen to them with no one to stop it. This could be devastating to all of Fayetteville.” The fate of her entire community was tangled with the fate of her friends.

      “Where is all this coming from all of a sudden?” Janice got up and paced back and forth in Liliana’s small living room. “You and Ben’s man, Pete, stopped the ones who were killing those soldiers. That should have made us all safer.”

      Janice was right. Wiping out the widow spiders should have stopped the red tide of violent death, not made the situation worse.

      Why is everyone still in so much danger? What did we miss?

      Another quick flash of the two military women being executed from behind made her shiver. They must be key in some way.

      How are they related? Why do I keep seeing them?

      Her fourth eyes failed to see an answer. The deaths themselves clouded and overwhelmed everything else. As always. “I keep seeing these two women being killed. They’re soldiers in uniform. Others of some kind. I don’t understand how, but they’re related to the source of the danger in some way.”

      Janice sat next to her on the couch. “Well, whatever you decide to do, Madame Anna, you watch your back. Those widow spiders hurt you pretty bad. Whatever is coming sounds like it’s a lot worse.”

      Despite the lingering horror all the visions of death left her with, she smiled. “I will be careful.” Janice Willoughby worried about her. It was nice that someone did.

      Clocks chimed, telling Liliana it was almost time for her next appointment. She had to ask Janice to leave. She found that she did not want the rabbit-kin to go.

      “I’ll see you next week then, at the regular time,” Janice said.

      Liliana nodded, said, “Goodbye,” as social rules required, and started to shut the door.

      “Um, Madame Anna?” Janice said.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m glad you’re okay. You be real careful helping your friends, and…I really enjoyed lunch.”

      Liliana smiled at Janice’s tennis shoes. “I did too.”

      After she shut the door, Liliana considered the Fae Colonel, wondering if he could be the source of so much danger. Having a Sidhe with the potential to bond with the land on this side of the ocean was something she’d feared since she was smuggled into this country. The land always chose Sidhe Fae as rulers. So as long as there were no Sidhe royalty on this continent, all the Others who had fled here were safe. No non-native Fae had bonded with this land in over two-hundred years, and most of the native Fae had been killed or driven into hiding.

      If the Colonel did manage to bond to the land and another Sidhe Fae opposed him, like his sister Aurore Principessa, who was known for her cruelty…

      It was a recipe for war.

      Maybe he is the source of the rising tide of death.

      Letting the Colonel’s fated death happen without interfering might be best for everyone.

      But he is handsome.

      The thought came unbidden and was supremely unhelpful in her attempts to find a logical way through the morass of death and intertwined fates.

      But he was handsome, from his shimmering obsidian demi-stone form to the high cheekbones, full lips, and intense gaze of his human form. Regardless of her attraction to him, she could not condemn a man to death without knowing more about him. After all, he had protected both Pete and Sergeant Giovanni. Plus, he was strong and fierce, and had a smooth, deep voice that made her belly warm. While it might be wiser to do nothing and let his death find him, she would not find that at all easy.

      The right kind of Fae ruler had, historically, caused the land to flourish and ushered in golden ages of plenty and peace. Arthur Pendragon had only been half Sidhe and therefore mortal. Yet his brief rule was still remembered.

      Baba Yaga, on the other hand, blasted her own land to win a war. Countless died, both millions of Normal and thousands of Others. It took a century for the land to recover. Baba Yaga was gone now. The Green, the power and soul of the earth, did not take kindly to those who betrayed it.

      Liliana did not know what sort of man this Fae prince was or what his ambitions might be. But he had nearly a year to live. Later, Liliana would decide if she should try to save the Fae prince.

      First, she would have to save Sergeant Giovanni. Again. And Detective Jackson, and possibly Pete as well. And then Doctor Nudd.

      A knock on her business door let her know that her next client had arrived, a nice seelie Fae sylph. His wife was a soldier deployed overseas, and he worried constantly.

      After work, she would explore future paths to find a way to change her favorite people’s dark fates.
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      Two weeks later, Liliana carefully laid a trip line between two tree trunks across a hiking path in Carver’s Creek State Park. She tied one of the nearly invisible cords of silk at ankle height, grateful that her ribs no longer ached when she bent over. Even her shoulder was finally back to normal. The other line, she could just walk under, with a brush along the top of her head. She ducked anyway since the silk was still damp and she didn’t want it to stick to her hair.

      That used to happen to her a lot when she was young. More than once, one of her mothers had to cut out silk that had become hopelessly stuck and tangled.

      Her fourth eyes supplied an image from her childhood.

      Little Liliana ran to her home wagon, left hand stuck in her hair by her own spider silk. “Mut, help,” she said, hopping up onto the wooden steps. She pulled the carved door open with her free hand. She must have been eight or nine since her second eyes hadn’t opened yet.

      The scent from the bunches of drying lavender tied to the ceiling and the warmth of the close wagon interior washed over her. “Look what you’ve done, Liliana.” Solifu’s clipped Egyptian accent sounded annoyed. “Your silk is strong, not easy to break. You must not be careless with it.” She set aside the safety net she’d been retying that would go under the high wire and trapeze when they did their circus acts.

      “I’m sorry, Mut. I didn’t mean to.” Liliana stared at the floor, seeing her first mother’s delicate feet in ballet slippers and her second mother’s bare feet and harem pants of brilliant green velvet with sequined edges.

      Liliana looked to Ixchel for sympathy, where she sat on the floor, her head resting on Solifu’s knee. Her tall, lithe second mother simply shook her head in exasperation. “I’ll find the sewing scissors.” She stood and started rummaging through the storage cupboards that lined most of the walls inside the wagon.

      “But I don’t want my hair short again. It makes me look like a boney little boy.” The other kids in the circus made merciless fun of Liliana the last time her hair had to be cut short.

      Solifu’s face was stern, immune to her child’s whining distress. “If you would keep your silk out of your hair, we wouldn’t have to cut it.”

      Ixchel sat on the bench built into the wall where they stored their clothes and gestured to the spot between her feet. “Come here.”

      Liliana knelt between her second mother’s knees, back to her, facing her first mother, who went back to tying the net.

      Ixchel carefully cut away the hair and silk to free Liliana’s hand. The snick, snick near her ears made Liliana’s eyes burn, but she was glad to have her hand freed.

      “I could just cut away the pieces of your hair that are tangled with silk?” Her lilting South American accent made the words sound like gentle music.

      “Yes, Mamãe. Please.” Liliana’s tense shoulders relaxed a little. At least she would get to keep some of her hair.

      Solifu clicked her tongue in disapproval. “Your hair will be a dozen lengths. You will look like a crazy person.”

      Liliana’s ears and cheeks heated. Insanity was a problem her kind was prone to that got spider seers killed. Women in her family who lost touch with reality had been killed by their own sisters.

      “What do you want?” Ixchel’s deep sympathetic voice rumbled next to Liliana’s ear. “Shall I cut it all short?”

      “Yes.” Tears rolled down Liliana’s cheeks, even as she said it. The scissors cut away the hair she had just started to grow out from the last time she got silk tangled in it.

      Ixchel gave her a quick hug when she was done. “You look cute with short hair, Kitten. Ignore the other children.”

      Solifu nodded to her. “The opinion of others is far less important than your actions. Be careful with your silk from now on and you can grow your hair as long as you like.”

      Liliana left the caravan, ducked under two others, and wedged herself as tiny as she could against the wagon wheel of a third, not caring about the grit under her knees. Then she stopped suppressing the heartbroken sobs.

      Her elegant adult sister, Isabella, stepped down from the wagon. She had her own caravan, as the great Madame Bella who could see your future in your hand or your stars. Liliana, both her mothers, her father, and her two youngest brothers, Jason and Petros, all shared their wagon. It was much bigger, of course, but privacy and quiet were impossible goals. Liliana gravitated toward Isabella’s wagon. It often felt like a point of peace in her chaotic life. She had come here instinctively to nurse her pain.

      Isabella squatted down beside her wooden step, carefully tucking her pretty skirts up out of the dirt, and peered under the wagon. “Why are you crying?” Her voice was flat, without inflection as usual. Liliana couldn’t tell if her sister was angry or disappointed or merely curious.

      When Liliana told her what was wrong, Isabella put her head to one side as she often did when thinking or remembering. “I had the same problem when I was little. Come. I have something to show you.”

      Liliana wiped her face with her sleeve and followed her sister into the shadowy interior of Isabella’s wagon.

      “Sit,” she told Liliana, who slid into a built-in bench around the small fold-out table.

      Isabella fetched a beautiful decorative glass bottle from one of the storage cupboards that lined the walls. She set it down on the table and sat next to Liliana.

      “Watch, now.” Isabella touched the spinneret in her wrist and pulled back her finger, extending a line of sticky fresh spider silk from the tiny hole. A quick twist of her wrist put the silk into her other hand. She carefully pulled and tied and played with the silk, making cat’s cradles of it and tiny nets like the giant one of rope Solifu had been repairing.

      Liliana watched, fascinated by the ease and grace, where she was so clumsy.

      A final twist of wrist and hand cut off the flow of silk, leaving the little net free. Isabella wrapped it around itself until it was a tiny ball, never getting stuck.

      Liliana nodded, imitated the movement of her sister’s hands, without pulling out any silk. It would take practice, but knowing how to keep her silk under control would help a lot in keeping it out of her hair.

      Then Isabella opened the pretty bottle. It smelled wonderfully of thyme and lavender.

      “Now, for when you make a mistake.” Isabella’s hair was straight and sleek, shimmering like a raven’s wing, where Liliana’s dull black hair tended toward wild curls, and frequently, frizz. Isabella deliberately tangled sticky fresh webbing in that lock of shiny blue-black hair.

      “No!” little Liliana exclaimed.

      Isabella chuckled. “It’s all right.” She got a few drops of the nice-smelling oil on her fingers and rubbed it over the webbing, then finger combed her hair. The webbing let loose and came away easily. “There, spiderling. See? For you.”

      Reverently, Liliana accepted the bottle of oil from her sister.

      Liliana blinked her fourth eyes and looked around the forest just outside the border of Fort Liberty. She stood still, frozen in the moment after she ducked under the line of webbing. She had no idea how long she’d stood there half bent over.

      She had jumped time unintentionally. That hadn’t happened in a few years. Instead of her wayward vision controlling her mind, Liliana had tamed her vision over many painstaking years of exercising her gift every day with clients to where her mind controlled it.

      Most of the time.

      She’d long since used all the oil her sister gave her, but the pretty little glass bottle sat in a place of honor on one of her bookshelves. She’d refilled it many times.

      The fact that Liliana unwillingly saw visions of a treasured childhood moment with Isabella made her wonder if she might see her older sister again soon. It had been a long time, and when visions overtook her that strongly, they often indicated the hand of fate in action.

      Or maybe that was wishful thinking. She hadn’t heard from her sister in more than a decade.

      Her two brothers who escaped Europe with her, Petros and Jason, had grown old and moved away to the North Carolina coast. She didn’t know their surviving families.

      Before Pete, Sergeant Giovanni, and Detective Jackson accused her of murder, she hadn’t been lonely simply from a lack of friends. The remaining members of her once numerous and boisterous family had died, or faded and then scattered, leaving her behind.

      Voices brought her fully back to the present. She ran through the bushes to a different path, then leapt and scrambled up into the branches of a tall hickory, barely in time to avoid being seen. She did not want to accidentally change something that would send the path of fate in an unpredictable direction.

      Homicide Detective Shonda Jackson looked completely out of place hiking through the forest in a stylish modern synth silk suit with shiny silver electromagnetic buttons. She stepped carefully along the path leading to the small parking lot on the edge of the Bones Creek campground, Peter Teague following a half step behind her on the narrow hiking trail. “That’s why I called you,” she said, continuing a conversation with Pete. “Whatever did that, it wasn’t human.”

      Pete shrugged. “The wounds seem clean and precise, nothing like the attack of an enraged beast-kin or Fae. I did some preliminary tests and couldn’t find any sign of Other venom or contaminants. Couldn’t it have been a Normal with a big, sharp carving knife?”

      The policewoman twisted her lips in a way that looked like she tasted something unpleasant. “A human who managed to kill an entire family with a single clean horizontal slice along the middle back, without alerting the other family members, even though they were all within feet of each other?”

      “It does seem unlikely.” Pete rubbed the back of his neck where red hair grew short like fur. “But I’ve never heard of any Other that kills like this.

      “Ever heard of an Other that removes the livers from its victims? They’re all missing their livers. I had the forensics team check first thing.”

      “That’s weirdly specific. Why would you—never mind, did you find their livers?”

      “No, the killer must have taken them.”

      Pete’s freckled nose wrinkled. “Or eaten them.”

      “Now, there’s a cheery thought.” Detective Jackson led Pete along the path that would soon run under Liliana’s tree. “This is the second family we’ve found dead out here in the Carver Creek campgrounds in the last two weeks. The other family’s deaths were called in as natural causes. We thought they’d eaten the wrong mushrooms or something. There weren’t any slash marks on their backs like this.”

      “How were they like this family then, other than dying nearby?”

      “At first, we thought they were entirely different too. They camped remotely enough that animals got to the bodies before the forensic team. We thought coyotes and vultures had eaten some of their internal organs, but one kid didn’t have a mark on him. Only when the medical examiner autopsied the family did they discover his liver was missing. All of them were.”

      Pete stopped Detective Jackson on the path directly under the hickory tree with a hand on her elbow, so she looked back at him where he followed her on the path. “Wait, his liver was missing, but there wasn’t a mark on his torso?”

      “Exactly. Once we eliminated scavenger animal bites, we found slash marks on two of the victims, but none on the other two. Slash marks or not, they were all missing their livers. That’s why I needed someone who specializes in ‘biological anomalies.’” She made air quotes with her grim expression lightening. “You didn’t think I’d call you and Giovanni in for a Normal killer who was knifing campers, did you?”

      A woman with a long gray braid, wearing a buckskin dress that hung loosely on her old bones, stood in the path as they rounded the grove of trees. Dark eyes were all but buried in the wrinkles of her face, and her lips were smeared with red as if she’d been eating berries. She held her right hand in her left, clasped in front of her.

      The spider-kin tensed. The path ahead of her friends had been clear when she looked a few seconds ago. Silently, she popped her arm blades out, the slightly curved blades that hid in almost invisible pockets in her forearms. They locked at right angles to her wrists, like a scythe, but with the razor-sharp edge outward.

      The old woman spoke. “Osiyo. Ani yunwiya hiwonihi?”

      “Hey there, where y’at?” Detective Jackson’s tone was gentle, to avoid scaring the woman away.

      The woman stood and stared at them for a moment, confused.

      “What’s your name?” Detective Jackson asked.

      “U’tlun’ta.” She waited for a moment, as if expecting them to recognize the name. The old woman snorted. “More whites.”

      The petite policewoman, with skin nearly as black as her hair, grinned. “Can’t say I’ve ever been called that before.”

      “Where did the Ani’ Yun’wiya, the real people go?” the woman asked in careful, halting English.

      “Maybe she was with the family that died,” Detective Jackson said softly to Pete.

      “Maybe her mind isn’t all there,” he murmured back. Pete took a stride forward past Detective Jackson, standing a little hunched so he wasn’t as tall and his broad shoulders didn’t look as massive. “Were you with the family that camped back there?” He pointed back down the trail where he and Detective Jackson came from.

      The old woman smiled, showing red-stained teeth. “I was.” She cackled briefly as if remembering something funny. “Little girl wandered off in the trees. I found her.” She walked toward Pete and Detective Jackson. “Are you friends?”

      Liliana dropped from the trees into a defensive crouch, her arm blades high, with Pete and Detective Jackson both acting startled at her back. “They are here to catch the one who killed the little girl and her family. The one I am looking at.”

      The old woman stopped coming closer. She threw back her head and cackled in amusement. “So someone knows me then.” She shrugged. “Agi yosi. Hawiya awaduli.” Then she switched to a song that sounded like a lullaby, with a broad shark’s smile on her red stained mouth. “Uwe la na tsiku Su sa sai,” she sang sweetly in that strange language as she came closer. “Su sa sai.” She struck as fast as a rattlesnake, her right hand shooting forward, a long wicked-looking pointed flint knife where the first two fingers should be.

      Lilana deflected the strike with her arm blade. “We are not such easy prey as an innocent child and her unsuspecting family.”

      The woman cackled. “You whites are all easy prey.” She ducked into the woods, vanishing in the underbrush faster than a leaping deer.

      Liliana looked over her shoulder at Pete and Detective Jackson, both staring with mouths wide. She flicked her wrists to fold her arm blades back into the hidden pockets in the flesh of her forearms.

      Pete asked, “Did that old lady just try to stab you with something, Lilly?”

      “With her right hand,” Liliana answered. “She is the one who killed the families. Shoot her in the right hand.”

      Detective Jackson shook her head. “Shoot first is generally not how I do things, not even if the suspect is an Other. But if she just tried to stab you, I’d call her armed and dangerous. So—” She drew a pistol from a shoulder holster under her jacket.

      Liliana smiled at Detective Jackson’s Mary Jane shoes with thick soles, good support for running in any terrain despite their shiny surface. “She is always armed and very dangerous and now she is after your forensics team and Sergeant Giovanni.”

      The popcorn sound of pistols firing sent Pete and the detective running back down the path toward the campsite of the dead family.

      The spider kin ran off the path, through the woods, rather than following them.

      This part of the park was crisscrossed with hiking trails. She found another trail and ran down it toward the campsite from a different angle. She leapt over her own ankle height trip line and ducked slightly under the one just over her head.

      The ground shook with a steady beat and a sound like boulders crashing together.

      Liliana raced to reach the clearing by the lake where the young couple and their ten-year-old daughter had chosen to set up their tent.

      A woman, still wearing a buckskin dress that now hugged her tightly and fell barely to her thighs rather than to the ground, took up half the clearing with her wide stance. She stood taller than some of the pines now. Her skin and hair were both charcoal gray streaked with lighter gray, and pale brown, the distinctive pattern of flint rock. Every step she took crushed stone beneath her giant form and made the earth tremble more than her mass warranted. She was a native Sidhe mineral Fae, the first Liliana had seen.

      With her left hand around his waist, she lifted a struggling man wearing paper covers over his shoes, rubber gloves, and a black jacket that read POLICE in big yellow letters on the back. He shot her in the face with a pistol, and she cackled like it tickled.

      On the ground, Sergeant Giovanni, Detective Jackson, and Pete all fired their handguns at the giant. Lieutenant Runningwolf, standing on two solid legs, fired an automatic rifle in her direction.

      U’tlun’ta held up the man in her hand toward them like a shield, so Runningwolf pulled his muzzle up and stopped firing to avoid hitting him. U’tlun’ta kept her right hand hidden behind him, even though the bullets didn’t seem to bother her.

      From where Liliana stood, a few feet to the side and behind the giant’s left knee, Liliana could see the long flint spear head on the woman’s right hand where her index finger should be.

      U’tlun’ta stabbed the man she held, slicing him open, and pulling out his liver, impaled on the point of the spearhead attached to her hand.

      His eyes were wide in horror as he watched the giant woman pop his liver in her mouth.

      She bit down on it. Blood filled her mouth and dripped off her chin, while the forensics man, gasping his last breaths, watched her eat his vital organ.

      Liliana couldn’t help him. No one could.

      She drew out a line of silk and picked up a pebble, encasing the stone in silk on one end. She stepped back behind a tree trunk, waiting for the right moment.

      In the clearing, Sergeant Giovanni, Pete, Detective Jackson, and Lieutenant Runningwolf surrounded the giant, shooting her from multiple angles. The bullets made tiny chips in her flint hard skin, no bigger than a mosquito bite.

      U’tlun’ta laughed, holding the body of their now dead teammate in one hand, with the other behind it.

      Pete tried hurling a few knives at the stone giant. When that had no effect, he reached to the back of his neck and pulled the machete from the sheath on his back.

      Liliana shook her head. That would not help. If he had his sword maybe, but the machete would do nothing. He needed to shoot her in the right hand like Liliana told him.

      With a whooped war cry, Pete hacked futilely at a stone thigh, the steel blade clanging chang chang against unyielding stone.

      The giant shifted her grip on the dead body, so she held him by one leg, then swung the body at Pete and the others in a sweeping arc, ending with the body flying toward Runningwolf, who had an automatic weapon. His bullets had made more mosquito bite pockmarks in her stone skin than any other.

      He dodged the flying body in a motion almost too fast to see, but it put him farther away from the stone giant.

      Only Sergeant Giovani was left standing within reach. The tall, athletic MP                                                   aimed carefully and shot the giant in the eye.

      U’tlun’ta blinked, rubbed her matt black eye with her left hand, the one that didn’t have a long sharp spearhead attached. Then she reached for Sergeant Giovanni with that spear.

      The military police sergeant ducked the giant’s reaching bladed hand, turned, and ran for all she was worth straight up the trail Liliana hid beside.

      U’tlun’ta’s feet smashed everything in her path like massive boulders as she gave chase.

      Sergeant Giovanni zoomed past, her long legs churning like an Olympic sprinter, but U’tlun’ta’s longer stride rapidly closed the distance between them. Giovanni looked behind her just as the giant’s hand reached forward…and the soldier tripped on one of Liliana’s silk lines.

      As Sergeant Giovanni tucked with the fall in a skilled reflex roll that Liliana admired, the giant’s hand grabbed air where she had just been a moment before.

      Liliana threw her pebble-weighted silk line around one massive flint ankle. It whirled around and around like a tether ball on a pole.

      Sergeant Giovani rolled to her feet and kept right on running up the path.

      The stone giant took one more running stride and encountered the line Liliana strung that was just over the petite spider-kin’s head. Sergeant Giovanni had rolled under it. For U’tlun’ta, it hit just below her knee. The giant, who had already been leaning forward to grab at her prey, overbalanced forward and tried to bring her other foot up to compensate.

      Liliana ran back around the tree trunk and dug in her ballet slippered heels, dropped her butt to the ground, held tight, and let the giant’s foot drag her like a weighted ball on a chain. Her silk cord pulled around the tree, stripping bark as it went. Liliana’s shoulder slammed into the trunk.

      Unable to get her other foot out fast enough, the giant fell, knocking over mature pines, their trunks snapping like rifle shots. Her body shook the earth when it hit like a landslide.

      Pete ran up the trail, Detective Jackson and Lieutenant Runningwolf on his heels. “Lilly!” he shouted.

      She looked up at him, exasperated from where she lay beside the tree in the dirt of the trail, her skirt, leotard, and slippers all probably ruined. Her skin beneath the cloth scraped raw and burning. “Shoot her right hand.”

      “That makes no sense,” Pete said.

      The stocky soldier beside him said, “I’d swear that was U’tlun’ta, Spearfinger. But she’s not supposed to be in this area. I heard she was killed in the mountains near Asheville a century ago.”

      “She is immortal.” Liliana sat up and leaned backward just as the giant started to get up. The tree bent and cracked, but didn’t break, so the giant tripped and fell again. “Killing her just makes her sleep in stone for a century and awake somewhere else.”

      “Lucky us.” The big soldier grunted and looked at Pete. “We’ll have to shoot her in the right hand. It’s Spearfinger’s only weakness.”

      Pete looked at him sharply. “How do you know that?”

      Lieutenant Runningwolf shrugged. “I dated an Eastern Cherokee girl in college. We traded stories.”

      Lilly gave Pete a pointed look, too annoyed to be embarrassed to meet his eyes.

      Pete’s pale, freckled face, already red from exertion, might have turned a shade of brighter pink. “Sorry, Lilly.” He sheathed the useless machete and pulled his pistol back out of the shoulder holster.

      The giant yanked her foot hard. The tree snapped like a twig. The line Liliana held flung the little spider seer into the forest.

      She released the silk cord and twisted her body to miss a tree trunk. She landed on her feet and rolled to take the momentum…right into a bunch of winterberry bushes.

      Ow.

      She groaned. New bruises and scrapes added their own shrill voices to the cacophony of pain her abraded skin and bruised shoulder were already singing.

      As she extricated herself slowly from the bush’s branches, which tangled in her clothes and hair, she heard an angry inhuman bellow mixed with the grating sound of stone on stone. Three rapid pistol shots cracked and the brrrat of a burst of machine gun fire. Then…nothing.

      There was nothing more utterly silent than a forest with all the beasts hunkered down from fear. Not so much as a bird or a cricket chirped for a long moment.

      Then somewhere a jay made its namesake call, and the normal forest sounds slowly returned.

      Liliana worked her way around tree trunks and through brush to get back to her friends.

      Pete, Detective Jackson, and Lieutenant Runningwolf now stood over the body of an elderly Native American woman in the path. Sergeant Giovanni had made her escape and was some ways farther down the path, unaware of her pursuer’s temporary death.

      Blood pulsed from the old woman’s right hand into a broad pool, then sank into the earth. As Liliana got to them, the enraged, wrinkled face faded to dull, striated charcoal gray. The body solidified into a vaguely human-shaped outcropping of flint that ran across the path.
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