
  
    [image: Precise Oaths]
  


  
    
      Precise Oaths

    

    
      
        Paige E. Ewing

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: City Owl Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        PRECISE OATHS

        By

        Paige E. Ewing

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2023 Paige Roberts

      

        

      
        Edited by Lisa Green.

        Cover Design by MiblArt.

        All stock photos licensed appropriately.

      

        

      
        Published in the United States by City Owl Press.

        www.cityowlpress.com

      

        

      
        For information on subsidiary rights, please contact the publisher at info@cityowlpress.com

      

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and not intended by the author.

      Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior consent and permission of the publisher.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Madame Anna Sees All

      

      
        2. Other Nature

      

      
        3. Fae Colonel

      

      
        4. Wolf Trap

      

      
        5. Aerial Battle

      

      
        6. Tiger By The Tail

      

      
        7. Spider Bite

      

      
        8. The Fairy And The Goblin

      

      
        9. Bedridden Badger

      

      
        10. Nosy Rabbit

      

      
        11. Towering Enemy

      

      
        12. Wolf’s Bane

      

      
        13. Binding Negotiations

      

      
        14. Stella

      

      
        15. Widow Spiders

      

      
        16. Sick Day

      

      
        17. The Prince And The Old Oak

      

    

    
      
        Sneak Peek of Explosive Chemistry

      

      
        Find Your Next Read

      

      
        Want More City Owl Press Books?

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        About the Publisher

      

      
        Additional Titles

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Paige E. Ewing

          

        

      

    

    
      “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

    

  


  
    
      To my mother, Janice Service, who helped build a love of books into my life from a young age, and told me, “You be what you want to be. I don’t care if you want to dig ditches for a living. But if you want to dig ditches, then you better be the best damn ditch digger you can be.” I’m writing books, but I swear, I’m the best damn book writer I can be.
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      People who knew about Others thought spider-kin seers couldn’t be surprised, but even Liliana could only see what she looked for. No one wakes up and wonders, Will a Celtic werewolf accuse me of murder today?

      Liliana simply looked to see what the weather would be, just as she did every morning. When her fourth eyes showed her a fast-forward movie of clouds gathering and drizzly rain, she put on warm blue knit tights under her purple velvet skirt.

      Her only plan for the day was to clean and organize before her favorite client’s appointment. Janice Willoughby had been her client for over a decade. The room-bot that kept her floors spotless and dusted everything it could reach was a thank you gift from Mrs. Willoughby. Something to do with Liliana’s advice helping her to become Mrs. Willoughby. She even invited Liliana to her wedding ten years ago in the Fayetteville Community Church.

      The spider-kin seer didn’t go of course. Weddings were filled with crowds of strangers. But it was still nice to be invited. And the room-bot was marvelously useful.

      Unfortunately, the handy bot’s telescoping arms couldn’t reach to dust the highest shelves in the room where the spider seer conducted business. Liliana balanced on her ballet-slippered toes between the back slats of a wooden chair and the edge of a shelf while she dusted. Out of boredom, she let her fourth eyes wander. Large and cat-slanted, the eyes opened on her forehead above her eyebrows, lavender and teal opalescent colors swirling.

      She saw three strangers on her front porch. The shortest one would knock on the front door—very soon by the sharp, barely future shading of the vision. She glanced at the nicely dressed short woman’s wrist phone as she lifted her hand to knock.

      She had only a minute or two until they arrived, depending on how accurate the time on the woman’s wrist phone was.

      Strangers.

      Liliana twisted the dust rag in her hands. Strangers often laughed at her or spoke to her slowly as if she were stupid.

      Her clients understood that Liliana had trouble sometimes remembering to follow social rules. Strangers expected her to already know and follow all the rules.

      Who made up the social rules anyway? How does everyone else always know them?

      She sighed in frustration, balanced on one toe tip on the chair’s back for a moment, then hopped lightly down to the hardwood floor. She tossed her dust rag onto the corner shelf next to the pile of unfolded scarves.

      There was no avoiding it. The three people did not look like they wanted her to convert to their religion or to sell her anything. She would have to answer the door.

      Liliana closed all six of her inhuman eyes out of careful habit and brushed her thick, black hair forward with her fingers on both sides. Her hair would help obscure the tiny crinkles from closed spider eyes on her forehead and temples. Her appearance should now be indistinguishable from a young adult human. All three of Liliana’s parents had worked hard to teach her how to blend around humans. Normals could sometimes be violently intolerant of those who were different, and Liliana didn’t want to have to kill anyone today.

      She cracked the door just as the short woman’s knuckles were about to touch it. That let in the traffic noise of the busy street in front of her house.

      The three strangers were taken aback for only a moment. Lots of people had door cameras these days and might have been warned by their house AIs watching through those mechanical eyes.

      Maybe these people were driving by and saw my sign.

      The big sign outside said, “Madame Anna Sees All.” It wasn’t true, since no one could see all without going insane, but her second mother urged her to paint it five decades ago. Ixchel said that advertising did not have to be accurate, only catchy.

      Curiosity tickled the back of every part of Liliana’s mind. Some part sent her a thrill of possible danger, but she couldn’t trace it. Perhaps the warning was from a part of her mind that used one of her closed sets of eyes. She would check after her strange visitors left.

      A brief glance with her first eyes, her dark blue human eyes, told her only one of the three people on her doorstep was a man. He wore jeans, an open synth-leather jacket, and a black T-shirt with white letters and a stick figure that said, “Stand back. I’m going to try…science.” Disproportionately large, shiny black combat boots stuck out from his ordinary jeans.

      She stared at them. He must have very big feet.

      Those look like actual leather, made from cows.

      Taxes on leather and other animal products had made them an expensive rarity since 2036, when the Green Party swept the elections toward the end of the Energy Wars.

      The short woman in the blue synth-silk suit held up a shiny gold badge in the general direction of Liliana’s wandering gaze. Her skin was perhaps the darkest shade Liliana had ever seen on a human, and she wore her hair in neat, shoulder-length braids. Her stature put her face nearly level with Liliana’s. An agreeable coincidence. There were not many people as petite as she was.

      Keeping her smile carefully small so her fangs wouldn’t show, Liliana smiled at the woman’s sensible but dressy flats.

      “Good afternoon, ma’am. I’m Detective Shonda Jackson. This is the CID liaison with Fort Liberty, Sergeant Zoe Giovanni, and special CID consultant, Doctor Peter Teague.” She indicated the other two people, who nodded in turn. “We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      “Questions,” Liliana repeated. The tightness in her shoulders relaxed. Everyone came to ask her questions. They must be new clients then. She waited for them to ask.

      “Yes,” the police detective confirmed.

      Liliana considered opening her third set of eyes to look at these new people properly, but she couldn’t risk her inhuman eyes being noticed. There were about a hundred Normals for every Other, so the likelihood was high that any new strangers she met were Normal.

      The third stranger, a tall, pretty soldier with Army sergeant’s stripes, looked at the sky. She had no makeup, an athletic build, and a pained expression.

      Liliana looked at the sky too, but saw only the clouds and drizzle she had already seen with her fourth eyes that morning. There did not appear to be anything unusual up there.

      “Ma’am, could we come in?” the soldier asked.

      “Oh!” Clients asked questions at the table, not on the front steps. Liliana had forgotten to invite them in, and strict social rules prohibited them from entering without her permission.

      The soldier’s name was Zoe Giovanni, but her customers taught Liliana that social rules demanded she call soldiers by their rank and last name. She didn’t know about civilian police officers, though, since she’d always avoided interactions with them. She assumed she should use the policewoman’s rank, but should she use the detective’s first name, Shonda, or her last name, Jackson? It was probably different from the military.

      “Yes, Detective Shonda, Sergeant Giovanni, Doctor Teague. Please, come in.” She opened her door wide, bowed gracefully, and gestured for the three strangers to enter her work space with her usual flourish of flowing sleeves. Dramatic motions were expected from seers.

      “That’s Detective Jackson.” The short woman crossed her arms and pressed her lips together.

      Liliana’s cheeks heated. That had to be a new record, even for Liliana. It usually took more than a few seconds before she managed to annoy someone that much. “I am sorry, Detective Jackson.”

      She closed the door, muffling the traffic noises. The formal dining room Liliana had converted into her business was not ready to receive visitors. The pile of new, unfolded scarves lay messily on the shelf near the closed door to the rest of her house. The goddess symbols, crystals, and other arcane bric-a-brac on the higher shelves were still dusty. And the large crystal ball was off-center on the round table in the middle of the room.

      Hastily, Liliana moved it two inches to the left.

      The three people stood among her scarves and clocks and mystical knick-knacks peering around curiously, filling up a lot of space. 

      The spider-kin suppressed an instinctive urge to squash herself tiny in a corner of the room. “Sit down.”

      The strangers started at her abrupt order.

      She winced at her own tone. She’d meant that to be an invitation but didn’t get the voice inflection right.

      To fix her social mistake, Liliana added a graceful gesture with one arm accented by the butterfly sleeves of her hibiscus-print silk blouse. She might not be good with her voice, but after growing up dancing on the high lines of a circus, no one could fault her physical grace.

      They sat in the three client chairs around the far side of the round table.

      Liliana chose a sheer, rose-printed scarf from a shelf and sat in the chair opposite the strangers. Now they wouldn’t feel insulted because she didn’t make eye contact. It was expected for her to stare at the crystal ball. She sighed with relief.

      In the dramatic singsong that she’d memorized, Liliana said, “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.”

      She watched the strangers in the crystal reflections. Amused smiles played around their lips.

      “Well, we did say we wanted to ask questions,” Peter Teague said.

      Sergeant Giovanni rolled her eyes.

      Oh. They must expect a charlatan’s show.

      Liliana would have to prove to them that her sight was genuine before they would ask any questions of substance. She kept her smile small so as not to show fangs. They would learn what she could do. “Who chooses to be seen?”

      Sergeant Giovanni grinned wide and shrugged. “I’ll bite.” She glanced at the detective for permission or confirmation.

      Detective Jackson sighed, then nodded. “Fine.” Liliana didn’t know why the detective was still so annoyed. It seemed like a small mistake and Liliana had apologized. “I suppose we can start with that. It’ll be interesting to see what the lady can do.”

      Liliana draped the scarf over her head as a veil to obscure her face. If they were Normals that didn’t know about Others, she had to make sure they didn’t notice when her inhuman eyes opened and closed. She waved dramatically over the crystal ball. When they looked at her gesturing hands, the spider-kin opened her third set of eyes just below the inner corners of her human eyes, like glossy black tears.

      The sergeant’s soul shimmered with color and energy, but not the distinctive, feral shine of a beast-kin, the cool green overlay of a plant Fae, or the hard edges of a mineral Fae.

      A Normal. I was right.

      Sergeant Giovanni’s heart pulsed richly red, a passionate person, impulsive, someone who falls in love easily and deeply. Her inner self was riddled with the dark purple cracks of past heartbreak. A shell of pale yellow cynicism guarded her tender, wounded heart. “You have loved unwisely, Sergeant Giovanni. More than once, you chose forever, but forever didn’t last.”

      The soldier with her long brown hair up in a neat twist at the top of her head arched an eyebrow. “Will I meet someone tall, dark, and handsome?”

      Her cynical shell sought to hide the genuine question behind humor, but the answer mattered to the soldier. Liliana risked a quick peek with her fourth eyes, making an extra fluttering motion with her hands to distract the strangers.

      Will Sergeant Giovanni meet someone tall, dark, and handsome?

      Images solidified of a very tall man with strong, memorable features that Liliana found exceptionally handsome. Scars marred the smooth, dark brown skin on one side of his face. On one temple, a few strands of wiry gray mixed with black in a military short haircut. On the other, his ear was lost in scars, and a white streak marred the neat black hair. He wore a U.S. Army colonel’s uniform, and he shook Sergeant Giovanni’s hand in a vision with the only slightly faded shading of the recent past.

      “A tall, handsome man with dark hair and skin and a burn scar on his face is already part of your life. He is someone you respect, an officer.”

      Liliana tilted her head, considering. This man intrigued her. The colonel’s handsome face shimmered slightly, a sign that it hid something else, something Other.

      What is he?

      Some years in the past, he walked in a dry, barren land, armed and careful. Sergeant Zoe Giovanni followed, guarding his back.

      “You follow where he leads.”

      A dying bush brushed the bare skin on the back of the colonel’s hand. The bush bloomed.

      Oh.

      Liliana blinked her fourth eyes in shock. To affect plants so profoundly with an unintentional touch, the colonel must be Sidhe, the royal Fae who had the strongest ties to the Green. She hadn’t thought there were any Sidhe on this continent, and yet, someone who obeyed a Sidhe sat across the table from her.

      Her hands gesturing around the crystal ball faltered. Sidhe from the seelie day court were indirectly responsible for the near extinction of her species. She swallowed hard.

      He is only a vision.

      To keep from leaving a trail of blooming flowers and greening grass everywhere he went, a Fae with that level of power would have to suppress his aura constantly. That required an intense level of vigilant control.

      Why does he hide his power?

      Instead of looking for visions, Liliana thought about the veil over her head and the Normal woman with the passionate soul who sat across from her.

      There are many good reasons to hide what you are.

      For the merest moment, she considered telling Sergeant Giovanni what her tall, handsome colonel really was, but then winced at a scolding voice in her memory. “My daughter will be a woman of discretion, an ehemythos, not a tale-teller blaring the secrets of others as if she had the right.” Her fourth eyes helpfully supplied a glimpse of her father’s swarthy face, grim with anger.

      “He has a will of iron,” Liliana said carefully. That was probably not a secret.

      DoctorTeague nudged the sergeant with an elbow. “You gotta admit, Zoe, ‘a will of iron’ fits Colonel Bennet to a tee, and he’s tall, dark, and handsome with a burn scar on his face.”

      “Oh, you think the colonel’s handsome, huh?” the sergeant teased. “Should I tell him about your crush? Should I warn Ben he’s got competition?”

      Liliana shuddered, only half listening. This powerful Fae colonel must live right on the Fort Liberty Army base, mere blocks from her house. The vividness of his face in her vision indicated a high probability she would encounter him in person in the near future.

      More visions of Sergeant Giovanni and the dangerous Fae colonel flashed rapidly in Liliana’s fourth vision. “You have served with him in many battles. He has killed to protect you, and you to protect him.” And in addition to possessing powerful magic, he is a formidable warrior.

      While the spider-kin hated even the idea of moving away from the clients she had guarded for years and her cozy home and routine, Seattle had the advantage of being on the other side of the continent from the Sidhe.

      These people followed him. Perhaps that had been the hint of danger she sensed earlier?

      Detective Jackson raised her eyebrows. “Is all that accurate?” she asked the other two.

      “All true,” the red-headed scientist confirmed.

      The detective whistled low. “Impressive.”

      “Forget about it.” Sergeant Giovanni waved a hand carelessly. “Anyone could listen to the scuttlebutt and know all kinds of things about our unit. Soldiers gossip like old ladies.”

      “There’s one problem with your theory,” Detective Jackson pointed out. “In order to brush up on you and your CO’s past, Madame Anna would have had to know who was coming. I didn’t call ahead. Did you?”

      Uncertainty swept over Sergeant Giovanni’s face. “It’s some sort of trick.” Her dark eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Aren’t you supposed to tell me I’m going to meet the man of my dreams and live happily ever after?”

      Liliana put aside persistent visions of the sergeant’s dangerous commanding officer and peeked at her romantic future. What she saw made the spider-kin cringe. “You will meet a man soon who will give you chocolate and jewelry, but he is dishonest. He desires another.” Sergeant Giovanni did not seem very skilled at choosing her mates. “Do not trust the man with the silver rose. Absolutely do not wear the locket.”

      The sergeant shook her head and laughed. “Seriously? You need to go back to fortune-teller school or whatever. That fortune sucks.”

      This objection Liliana had heard before. In her practiced singsong voice, she said, “I see only the truth of what might come to pass, not what you wish the truth to be.”

      “She’s got you there,” the detective said with a chuckle.

      Liliana glanced with her third eyes quickly at the policewoman from under her veil. She saw grudging respect dawn in her sharp eyes, along with a firework sparkle of suppressed laughter.

      The spider-kin smiled back. This police detective was also a Normal, with deep moral principles. The rich, dark blues of profound courage interlaced her aura, shaded generously with the softer green of compassion.

      Detective Jackson’s smiling eyes turned to a squint as she tried to see the spider seer’s face better through the obscuring veil.

      Quickly, Liliana closed her third eyes.

      Peter Teague nudged Sergeant Giovanni with an elbow. “We didn’t actually come here to talk about Zoe’s terrible taste in men.”

      Sergeant Giovanni’s wry face reflected in the crystal ball.

      “You have questions. Now, ask and I will answer.” Liliana waited patiently.

      “Right,” Peter Teague said, but he didn’t ask her anything. The soldier and the man of science looked at one another, as if each expected the other to speak.

      Detective Jackson rolled her eyes. Perhaps the annoyance she kept expressing was not Liliana’s fault. “Ma’am, we’re investigating a string of murders. Soldiers from Fort Liberty have gone missing. Some have been found dead. We thought you might be able to help us.”

      Liliana stood up so quickly she knocked over her chair. “NO!” She tore the veil off her head and faced the corner, turning her back to the strangers.

      Her second set of eyes, the domed green eyes that shone like polished chrome on her temples, opened without conscious thought as they always did when Liliana felt threatened. They allowed her to see in nearly 360 degrees, although in spectrums different from her human vision.

      The man slipped one hand into the sleeve of his jacket to the hilt of a knife. The two women both had guns.

      Liliana knew better than to startle armed people. She knew better. She shouldn’t have done that. She wished these strangers would just go away.

      The spider-kin picked up one of her new scarves from the messy pile on the corner shelf. “No one asks me to see murdered people. I don’t want to see murdered people.” Her nightmares were rich enough. “Please, don’t ask me to see murdered people.”

      She ran the scarf through her fingers, facing the corner of the room next to the inner door that led to her living room. Burnout velvet cloth was her favorite. The sensation of silk then velvet trailing in patterns between her fingers always calmed her.

      “It’s all right,” Detective Jackson said gently. “You don’t have to look at the murdered soldiers.” Her voice soothed like someone talking to a frightened child. “We just want to ask you a few questions. That’s all.”

      Liliana swallowed and nodded at the corner. It was all right. She’d misunderstood. They wouldn’t make her watch people be murdered. “Okay.” 

      Talking to people with her back to them was a violation of a strict social rule both her mothers had ingrained in her. “Okay. You can ask.” She took a deep breath to steady herself and turned around, still holding and staring down at the burnout velvet scarf in her hands. “But I won’t look. Okay? I don’t want to see murdered people.”

      Peter Teague followed the spider seer to the corner of the room.

      Liliana tried to step back from him, but her heel touched the wall next to the door.

      “Right.” His voice wasn’t gentle like Detective Jackson’s. “Tell us where you were last night.”
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      “Did you go dancing?” Peter Teague asked.

      Liliana smiled wistfully at the toes of his big combat boots. “I used to love to go dancing. I never liked the crowds, but the music was so beautiful. I would dance outside on the porches and balconies, and in the grass.”

      Their was so much music in her youth. People played instruments and swirled brightly colored skirts. Everyone danced in the evening after dinner for someone’s wedding or birthday or just for the sheer joy of being alive. It had been so long since Liliana danced, she’d almost forgotten to miss it.

      Peter Teague’s brow wrinkled. “So, does that mean you went dancing or not?”

      “There aren’t any places to dance in the grass away from the crowds in Fayetteville. There’s always too much noise and too many people, and the music is too loud. I don’t go dancing anymore.” It had been decades at least. She hadn’t gone dancing in decades.

      “Did you go to the Wolverines basketball game Friday night?” Peter Teague’s voice had gained a more intense edge, but she didn’t know why this scientist was so interested in what she did for fun.

      “Go Wolverines,” she muttered dutifully. It was socially required in Fayetteville to say those words whenever the local high school was mentioned. “I don’t like basketball games at all. So many people screaming and shouting for nothing important.” She shrugged. “And I always know who will win anyway. I never go to basketball games.”

      “Do you mind telling us where you were Friday night?” Detective Jackson asked.

      “I was here. I have been rereading Gulliver’s Travels.” Liliana waved the scarf at the closed door beside her that led into the rest of her house.

      “Is there anyone who could verify that?” Peter Teague asked. “Was someone with you?”

      She shook her head. “Clients stay in the business space unless they have to go to the bathroom.”

      Liliana tilted her head to one side, puzzled by the seemingly random conversation. “Usually, when men ask about things like dancing and basketball games and my house, they want to have sex with me.”

      Doctor Peter Teague was attractive on the outside. If he was a nice person on the inside, she might enjoy having sex with him. She hadn’t looked into him, though, so she didn’t know if he was a good person, or even if he was human like the two women, or some kind of Other.

      “Do you want to have sex with me, Doctor Teague?”

      Doctor Teague cleared his throat and took a step back. “Uh, that’s not um, I mean…uh, not that you’re not pretty, but…”

      Detective Jackson snorted.

      Sergeant Giovanni laughed outright. “Give it up, Pete. There’s no good answer to that one.”

      Liliana’s ears flushed hot. When people laughed at her, it usually meant Liliana had missed something obvious to everyone else.

      She replayed the conversation in her mind, trying to spot where her understanding had gone wrong.

      Oh. Their questions weren’t about Liliana. They were about murders. “Did the murders happen last night and last Friday night?”

      “Ma’am, we’re sorry we bothered you.” Detective Jackson stood up. “We’ll be going now.”

      “Okay,” Liliana said, still confused. Why did the detective not answer my question?

      “Not just yet,” Doctor Teague said.

      Detective Jackson’s full lips tightened, and her eyes narrowed, making her look very fierce. “May I remind you this is my investigation?” She stood up and pointed at the sergeant and the scientist. “You two are only here in an advisory capacity, and so far your advice has led us on a big fat snipe hunt.”

      “I just have one more question,” the red-haired man insisted, holding up a single finger.

      Detective Jackson sighed and crossed her arms. “Fine.” That looked like more annoyance, but definitely not at Liliana this time. “Ask. Then we leave this nice lady in peace.”

      Peter Teague turned back to the spider-kin. “Have you ever seen people killed by having their insides dissolved by acid and sucked out through two big holes in their throats?”

      “Pete!” Sergeant  Giovanni stood up and grabbed the man’s arm, pulling him back from Liliana. “The lady is clearly...” She circled a finger around her ear. “…busy.”

      Liliana continued to look down at the scarf in her hand, so the soldier probably thought the spider-kin couldn’t see, but Liliana always saw. “I am not crazy, Sergeant Giovanni. The word people sometimes use to describe me is ‘autistic.’ It’s not really right either, but it’s a better word than ‘crazy.’ I’m not crazy.”

      She forced herself to look at the soldier and the man directly for a second before her gaze dropped again. “Yes, I have heard of people killed in that way, Doctor Teague.”

      The two women stopped glaring at the man, and Sergeant Giovanni stopped trying to drag him out.

      All three stared at the spider-kin seer.

      Liliana swallowed hard. She hated when people stared at her like that.

      Sure, she had seen that kind of death, but she certainly didn’t want to see it again. It was a horrible way to die. Widow spider venom dissolved people while they were still alive.

      Wait.

      Widow spiders were spider-kin.

      Every hair on her body stood on end.

      Do they think I’m a widow spider?

      Liliana rocked her weight onto the balls of her feet, her body ready in a moment to fight or run. She had seen enough of the detective and the sergeant’s minds and hearts, she didn’t want to hurt them. They were good people, but Liliana would not let anyone put her in a cage.

      “Did you ask me those questions because you think I killed the soldiers?”

      “You match the description of the woman we suspect, Madame Anna,” Detective Jackson said, with an apology in her tone. Her arms were uncrossed, and she studied Liliana. It was the first time since she arrived that the detective showed no sign of annoyance.

      The man with the big shoes shrugged off Sergeant Giovanni’s grip.

      His stare made her even more uncomfortable, like he was trying to tell her something, or ask her something, without words.

      Was he some kind of Other?

      Liliana put her hands over her face as if she were upset and peeked through her fingers at Peter Teague with the small, black third eyes by her tear ducts.

      The man’s pale, freckled appearance hid another face, a sharp-fanged canine face, and an intense aura of feral energy, like the scent of musk mixed with the color of lightning.

      Wolf-kin. Though he looked different from other werewolves she had known. His aura was filled with more feral power. Most wolves were dark-haired and of Eastern European or Native American descent. She had only seen red wolves in visions and nightmares.

      Peter Teague must be a Celtic wolf, one of the mercenaries who hunted down dangerous Others and killed them for money. Like the pack who killed her parents.

      Terror hit her in the gut like a kick.

      He was on the hunt for a spider-kin killer. Liliana was the only spider-kin in Fayetteville. His cold blue eyes watched her intently.

      Ice water crawled over her skin.

      Not this time. This time, I am not a powerless child.

      Liliana threw her scarf in the werewolf’s face and bolted through the door.

      The wolf lunged for her.

      She leapt over her couch.

      His fingertips brushed her ankle, then his belly hit the wooden back of her couch. Air whoofed out as if he’d been punched.

      Ha!

      No one knew her house like she did, and no human or wolf was more agile than a spider-kin.

      A pirouette on one toe spun her around the corner to her kitchen. She thumbed the switch on the room-bot. The waist-tall device with its long extendable arms trundled into the wolf’s path.

      Peter Teague tripped over her bot and face-planted on her tile kitchen floor. It sounded painful.

      Liliana couldn’t help but wince in sympathy as she slammed the back door shut behind her. It gave her a few precious seconds on her back porch, out of the wolf’s sight.

      In a swift, smooth motion like an Olympic gymnast, she leaped onto the railing around her back porch, caught the edge of the roof, and flipped her legs up. Her feet landed on the slanted roof.

      Wolves hunt by scent.

      She threw one of her ballet slippers onto the sidewalk and the other clear out to the quiet, drizzly neighborhood street.

      Her body flattened against the wet shingles just as the werewolf pelted into her backyard. Her heart pounded so loud in her ears, she worried the red wolf would hear. She opened her fourth eyes so she could watch him without raising her head.

      He found her shoe, then saw the other.

      Take the bait, wolf. Come on. Take the bait.

      Sergeant Giovanni ran out the door next. The werewolf raced off into Liliana’s neighborhood, the human on his heels, rapidly leaving her little house behind.

      Liliana smiled with fangs out.

      You won’t be killing a spider today, Celtic wolf.

      Detective Jackson followed the other two onto the porch a few seconds later and closed the back door politely. The police officer watched the soldier and the wolf-kin scientist run up the street for a moment, shook her head, and muttered, “I still say it’s a damn snipe hunt. If that lady knew anything about those dead soldiers before we arrived, then I’m the pope.” At a steady jog, she followed the other two into the shady neighborhood.

      Whatever a snipe was, Liliana felt some kinship with the creature in that moment.

      She didn’t twitch a single muscle until the detective jogged around a corner.

      From perfect stillness to explosive motion, she skittered up her roof, leapt from the peak to the tall pine growing beside her house, then crept out onto the wiggly end of a high branch. With her wrist, she touched the rough bark. A dot of fluid from the tiny hole just below her palm stuck to the bark. As she pulled her hand back, a fine line of silk strong enough to hold several times her body weight formed where the fluid and air met.

      The spider-kin looped the silk strand around the branch, drew an appropriate length out of the spinneret in her wrist, and scrambled down the line to the flat roof of the strip mall next door. She ran along the top of the long building, her feet clad only in knit tights, skimming lightly over the rough gravel roofs of the Troopers Army surplus store, the H&R Block, the barber shop, and the Virtual Fit net-based clothing store.

      The roof was flat asphalt with gravel over it. Each rock jabbed her feet as she ran. A few spots of blood stayed behind as her wet tights ripped and shredded, leaving her feet bare on the rocks.

      Thank goodness the red wolf was on the wrong scent, or he would have been able to follow her blood trail easily. She ignored the pain and built up enough speed to leap clear across the narrow alley to the roof of Emerald Arms. That should break up her trail a bit, even if the wolf picked it up. She landed neatly on the foot-wide concrete ledge of the custom weapons store’s roof and kept running. The concrete abraded the cuts on her feet, but at least it didn’t add to them.

      When she reached the end of the block, the spider-kin shimmied down a silk strand to the asphalt parking lot. She leaned against the brick wall, catching her breath and assessing her situation.

      The old gas station across the street had been converted to a Starbucks when gasoline became obsolete in the ’40s. With the entrance to Fort Liberty less than a block away, cameras hid everywhere. Camera drones circled overhead at periodic intervals. She had to move carefully to avoid them.

      Liliana took her moment in a traffic lull to run across the street. She panted again, hidden under the cover of the Starbucks’ green-roofed entryway, watching with her fourth eyes until the sky cleared of camera drones.

      She ran some more.

      Down Fillyaw Road, the shade of neighborhood trees gained density and became a narrow strip of true forest. Persimmon Creek ran through there, winding its way behind and between the neighborhoods full of houses for off-base soldiers and civilian contractors. The cradle of tall trees beside the creek hid her from curious eyes and airborne drone cameras.

      The little creek had a grassy walking trail beside it. Liliana hissed in relief when her raw feet touched the sandy soil and green grass. She slowed to a rapid walk, probably far enough away from the werewolf that he wouldn’t find her. She regretted sacrificing her shoes, but they had thrown the wolf off her scent admirably.

      Liliana used her human eyes to see where she was going. Her fourth eyes opened to find out what the three people hunting her were doing. She kept her head down so her thick, black hair would hide the large lavender and teal eyes on her forehead if someone happened to look.

      She focused on the red-haired wolf-kin with the blue eyes and the big boots. She needed to be careful with her attention split. It had taken Liliana decades to master her fourth eyes. Flashes of what might be and what had been could mix and wander through the visions of what was.

      Her mastery of her most valuable and difficult gift was now to the point where she could perceive a double image, each sharp and distinct. It was as if she walked beside the creek far from the two humans and their hunting red wolf and beside them in her neighborhood at the same time. After decades of practice, her divided mind could now fully process those two sets of input and continue to do simple things like dusting or walking.

      The three people quickly caught on that they had lost Liliana and stopped chasing randomly through her neighborhood. They returned to her house and took shelter from the chilly drizzle on her porch. Liliana hoped none of them would think to check the roof.

      “Do you seriously think this Rain Man girl is our perp, Pete?” Sergeant Giovanni asked as they went up the wooden stairs onto Liliana’s back porch.

      The wolf-kin nodded. “She fits the description, and she doesn’t have an alibi.” Liliana noticed Peter Teague did not mention she was spider-kin, and the killer was almost certainly a widow spider based on his description of the manner of their deaths. Possibly his Normal companions did not know about Others.

      Detective Jackson shook her head. “Maybe a hundred women in Fayetteville fit that description. Another hundred more if you include Liberty and the surrounding small towns.” She rounded on the red-headed man, hands on her hips, and glared up at the taller wolf-kin. “Why are you so damn certain a mentally challenged fortune-teller, who doesn’t seem inclined to swat a fly, is a serial killer?”

      Peter Teague shrank under the short policewoman’s glare. “She shares some other similarities to the killer…um…that I’m not at liberty to discuss, ma’am.”

      “Not at liberty to discuss?” The detective pointed a finger at the middle of the taller man’s broad chest. “Well, I think you better get some liberty, Dr. Teague. This is a murder investigation, and if you don’t come up with a damn good reason for me not to, I might decide to arrest you for obstructing it.”

      Sergeant Giovanni held up a hand in her friend’s defense. “It’s really nothing he can talk about, Detective. I’m sorry. You just don’t have the clearance.”

      “Why is he even here? Just what kind of—” Detective Jackson made air quotes with her fingers. “—special consultant are you, Doctor Teague?”

      “I’m an expert in um…biological anomalies?”

      “Biological what?” Her eyebrows shot up. “Biological anomalies!” Detective Jackson took a deep breath and let it out in a relieved sigh. “Now I get why you two have been driving me nuts, speaking in half sentences since I met you. You are exactly the man I want to talk to. There are some things you just can’t ask the forensics folks here in Fayetteville.” She sat down in Liliana’s cedar wood porch swing with the bright blue and green cushions. “So tell me, in your expert opinion, Dr. Teague, what sort of Other kills with acid venom like this?”

      “You know about…uh…uh…” the wolf-kin stuttered.

      “Others. I transferred here from N’Orleans. If you think the Other activity level around here is a little high, the Crescent City during Mardis Gras would have you crying to your momma.”

      Liliana nodded to herself. So, they were all three aware of the hidden peoples. Useful information.

      Sergeant Giovanni held up a hand. “The United States government cannot officially confirm such creatures exist.”

      Detective Jackson waved that away. “I don’t need official confirmation of diddly. What I need is a clue as to what I’m looking for.” She rocked the porch swing in a slow glide. The height was just right for her. “I’ve been thinking maybe a Fae with toxic thorns, or maybe some kind of poisonous snake-kin, because of the huge puncture wounds, like fangs.”

      Peter Teague shook his head and sat down next to her. His knees poked up, but it didn’t seem to bother him. “I thought the same thing at first, but not plant, and not snake. I analyzed the protein structure in the venom. Spider.”

      “Spider.” Detective Jackson rocked and considered.

      “Definitely spider. It has all seven of the black widow venom toxic protein structures, but with a much higher proportion of vertebrate neurotoxin and a completely unique organic acid.”

      “And why do you think Madame Anna is spider-kin?”

      Peter Teague rocked with her, letting the detective’s shorter legs set the pace. “She did a good magician’s job of keeping us distracted when she was reading Zoe, but I spotted her opening two extra sets of eyes. My guess is she has another set I didn’t see. Eight eyes. Spider-kin.”

      The spider-kin under discussion stubbed her bare toe on a tree root. The toe throbbed with far more pain than such a minor injury merited.

      Why do stubbed toes sometimes hurt more than broken bones?

      She added a bit more attention to her human eyes so she wouldn’t trip again and berated herself for not being careful enough about hiding her spider eyes from the three strangers.

      Back on Liliana’s back porch, Detective Jackson nodded. “All right. I’ll buy that. Having more kinds of vision would explain why she was the most precise and accurate fortune-teller I’ve ever met—and I’ve met a few in my day. She didn’t use any of the usual vagueness, optimistic platitudes, or data fishing attempts, and she had no way to research our backgrounds before we arrived. But what brought us here in the first place? You two were awfully cagey about your reasons. I assume they’re Other related?”

      Sergeant Giovanni, who was leaning against the porch railing, crossed her arms and gave Peter Teague a pointed look.

      His smile turned sheepish, and he rubbed the back of his neck. “You know Siobhan, the little person who owns the custom weapons shop down the street, Emerald Arms?”

      Detective Jackson nodded. “She modified my backup pistol. They don’t make the grips with hands my size in mind.”

      “She’s Fae and knows nearly every Other in North Carolina. She said Madame Anna was the only spider-kin in Fayetteville. Plus, Anna matched the description from the security cameras at the dance club and the witnesses at the game.”

      Liliana bared her fangs at the sandy path under her feet. Siobhan, the seelie Fae flower sprite, had put a mercenary on Liliana’s trail. The spider-kin would not forget that betrayal.

      “Dammit, Pete. I told you we shouldn’t listen to Fayetteville’s resident cuckoo cyber-fairy.” Sergeant Giovanni sighed. “Your relationship with her is bad for your career and your mental health.”

      “Siobhan isn’t crazy,” Peter Teague hastened to reassure Detective Jackson. “She’s just a little…obsessive.” He turned back to the Army sergeant. “And Zoe, you shouldn’t call her a fairy, at least not where she can hear you. The Fae consider that an insult.”

      “What’s she going to do, take me out at the kneecaps?”

      The red-headed man grimaced as if in pain. “Possibly with a machine pistol, yeah.”

      Sergeant Giovanni wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Even the supposedly sunshine and rainbow Others will stab you in the back. You need to spend less time with them, Pete. They’ll warp your brain. They just don’t think like people.”

      Detective Jackson raised an eyebrow at that, but she continued rocking without comment.

      Liliana cocked her head to one side as she walked briskly, trying to ignore her tender feet. The sergeant did not seem to know Peter Teague was an Other himself, despite their friendship.

      As Liliana followed the footpath into a larger patch of woods, she thought about leaving town, disappearing, and creating a new identity. She hadn’t moved in five decades, not since her second mother died at the turn of the millennium. She liked Fayetteville. The weather was pleasant, and business was good. A constant stream of soldiers and soldiers’ families, mostly Others, paid her to check on their loved ones as they fought far away. She even helped some Normal human civilians keep an eye out for whatever life might bring.

      My clients.

      Her steps faltered.

      Moving would mean leaving her clients on their own. They would have no one to watch over them, no one to guide them away from danger and toward happiness.

      She loved her job. It let her positively affect so many in Fayetteville, without forcing her into social interaction.

      What would she do if she left? Join a circus again?

      Her lip curled in an automatic sneer of distaste.

      She had grown up in the circus, but she hated the chaos—always moving, always traveling. She liked the comfort of routine and stability. She liked her cozy little house in her cozy little neighborhood with her books and her pretty things.

      A lot of circuses had gone virtual in the last few decades, traveling holographically rather than literally. That might not be quite as bad.

      Liliana sighed and pulled the thin silk of her homemade blouse around her shoulders against the cold and drizzle. She was barefoot, her tights wet and torn, and she had no coat.

      Before she could go someplace warm and dry and decide what to do with the rest of her life, she had to figure out what to do about the red wolf hunting her.

      She tightened her fists.

      Regardless of what her life would become, she would not die beneath red wolf fangs like so many of her kind.

      The Fae colonel who paid the mercenary to hunt her needed to call him off.
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