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			For whatsoever from one place doth fall,

			Is with the tide unto an other brought:

			For there is nothing lost, that may be found, if sought.

			—Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene
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			“TAVEY, WHERE’RE we goin’?” Summer whined, trailing slightly behind Tavey as they scrambled their way through the woods. Buford, Tavey’s favorite beagle, bounded ahead, the white flag on the tip of his tail vibrating. Summer was not normally a whiner. Actually, Tavey couldn’t remember ever hearing that particular tone from her friend before. On any other occasion, she would have stopped to ask her about it, but it would be dark in a few short hours, and these woods were not friendly under the veil of shadows.

			Dark or not, Tavey knew the woods well—most of them belonged to her family—and she surged ahead as determined as a hound on a scent, following whispering creeks, deer trails, and the paths made by her grandfather when he’d taken the dogs out hunting. When no paths presented themselves, she fought through the unruly vines and brambles, wriggling her slender body through. Summer followed more slowly, with less noise. Like Tavey, she’d been wandering in the woods since she was a child. Unlike Tavey, she couldn’t rely on her eyes, she had to use the sounds, smells, and feel of the woods around her. Blind since birth, she had never tolerated staying in her quiet, stale house and had been sneaking out since she was little.

			“Come on. I want you to meet someone,” Tavey insisted.

			“But . . . this is the way to Old Abraham’s house.”

			Tavey grimaced at the apprehension in Summer’s voice. “It’ll be okay. Come on.”

			Old Abraham lived on a couple of acres between Tavey’s property and the property that belonged to Summer’s family—a reclusive clan that had lived in the wooded mountains around their town for generations. The Haven clan believed themselves to be witches and generally kept to themselves, rarely interacting with outsiders.

			Old Abraham wasn’t actually that old, but he looked old to Tavey, with gray hair and whiskers and yellow-gray skin. He acted old, too, shouting incomprehensible garble and falling down the rickety steps.

			Tavey thought he’d just gone crazy, not to mention nasty—he’d called Summer a “damn witch” the last time they’d ventured onto his property. After that, Tavey had attempted to get her grandfather to run the old man off, but her grandfather had refused.

			“He’s an old man who saw terrible things, Tavey, honey. Leave it be.” Her grandfather had shaken his head, touching a picture he kept on a little table next to his favorite club chair. Tavey knew the picture well. She’d studied it often because it was one of the few her grandfather had kept that showed her father, Charlie Collins. In the photo, her grandfather stood with a teenage Abraham and Tavey’s own father, who’d been a kid at the time, and a couple of the hound dogs. Abraham had been carrying a rifle in the picture, while Tavey’s father looked up at him with a scowl on his small face.

			“Boy was a good shot, though, even then. Best you stay outta his way.”

			Tavey had scowled—she didn’t care to feel in the wrong—but she had obeyed her grandfather as always.

			Abraham’s sister had recently moved back to Fate with her husband and son. Tavey had met them yesterday, when her grandmother had taken her to welcome the new family back to town. They had moved into a small house in the less affluent part of town, near the railroad tracks, but Abraham’s sister had mentioned that her son would be staying with his uncle Abraham for a few days.

			Thinking about the boy she’d met the previous day prompted Tavey to walk a little faster.

			“There’s someone you have to meet,” she added by way of encouragement, but refused to say any more. She wanted Summer’s reaction to be untainted.

			Normally, their other two friends, Chris and Raquel, would have come with them on this adventure, but they had gone with Raquel’s grandmother into town, and Tavey hadn’t wanted to wait.

			She reached back and tugged Summer along faster, knowing she had to get back home before her grandmother worried about them. Summer’s mom had died the year before, and Jane, Summer’s older sister and guardian, probably wouldn’t even notice that Summer was gone; she’d been even more distracted than usual since she’d married Mark Arrowdale, a friend of Chris’s father.

			“Why?” Summer’s voice bounced with curiosity, coming only a little faster as Tavey led her over obstacles.

			“Hush. We’re almost there,” Tavey ordered.

			Summer tugged her hand free and stopped. Tavey turned to look at her, taking in the sight of her slight, delicate-boned friend: the faraway blue eyes, the halo of blond hair that floated in wisps around her face. Framed by the woods, dim in the fading light, she looked like a mythical creature.

			Tavey didn’t believe in magic or witches or love spells—her grandmother didn’t even like hearing about such things—but after knowing Summer for so long, there was no denying that her friend was . . . different. Summer knew when people were lying—she said it was because their voices changed, but still. She was always the first to know when someone was in love, or who was having an affair or stealing from someone else. She’d been the first to tell Chris that her father was in trouble and Tavey that her grandfather was sick. The only people who seemed to puzzle Summer were her own family—which figured.

			Now Tavey wanted to confirm something about the boy she’d met, and while she didn’t believe in magic, she did believe in Summer.

			“Come on.” Tavey reached out and took Summer’s hand again. “You’ll like him.”

			It took about an hour to cover the mile of woods that led to Old Abraham’s house. When they broke the tree line, Buford, excited by the smell of people, ran back to Tavey, his tongue hanging out of his mouth in a doggie grin. The dusky evening sun coated the wrinkled hill that led to the old man’s house in golden light. Wildflowers bloomed in nooks and crannies, dancing in the breezes that stirred the mountain. Tavey grinned at how pretty it was, wishing Summer could see it.

			“To me,” she ordered, and Buford ran to her side. She didn’t think the old man would shoot her dog, but it was better to be safe.

			Tavey was careful to approach boldly rather than sneaking up, pulling Summer along behind. Together they hiked up the first part of the hill to the gravel drive—a pale snake marking the boundary between the Collinses’ land and that of the witch families.

			They’d gotten within a few hundred feet of the old wooden front door when a ten-year-old boy, towheaded and wearing only a pair of faded jeans, opened it abruptly. His feet were bare—brown-dyed with dirt—and a fist-size bruise marked his chest.

			“Who’re you?” he demanded of Summer, ignoring Tavey. He stood with fists clenched and chin angled.

			Tavey lifted her own chin, disdaining his arrogance, even while she itched to take him home and have Atohi bathe him like he would one of the hounds that had tangled with a skunk—in a metal washbasin with a scrub brush and the hose.

			“She’s Old Abraham’s neighbor, and you met me yesterday.”

			“His name’s not Old Abraham,” the boy replied, crossing his arms over his chest. An unruly cowlick escaped the matted confines of his hair and waved on the top of his head. Tavey narrowed her eyes at the offensive lock and the lesson in manners.

			“Fine. This is Summer Haven.”

			“How do you do?” Summer said to the air just to the right of the boy’s face.

			His head tilted as he tried to meet her gaze. “Can’t you see?”

			“No,” she hedged, “not the way you do.”

			“What’s that s’posed to mean?” he challenged.

			“Nothing,” she replied, but Tavey caught the underlying current of wariness.

			“Well, that’s all we wanted, to introduce Summer.” Tavey waited for his reply, but her patience ran out after a few seconds of obstinate silence. “What is your name, please? You didn’t tell us at the house.”

			His crossed arms tightened—a pillar of stubbornness, but a gravelly voice from inside the house called out, prompting him. “Answer ’em, son, so they’ll go away.”

			The boy acquiesced with ill grace, the words pulled from a clenched jaw. “Tyler. Tyler Downs.”

			Tavey presented her hand for him to shake, gaze firm and challenging. “It’s nice to meet you, Tyler Downs.”

			He glanced down at his dirty hand, then shrugged. “Yeah, sure.”

			When his dirty, rough-palmed hand engulfed hers, she felt a small tickle on her wrist, like someone had just brushed her skin with a feather. Goose bumps rose on her arms. From behind her, she heard Summer’s breath catch. Tavey didn’t know what Summer “saw” when Tyler Downs touched her hand for the first time, but she suspected, and wasn’t surprised when Summer leaned in close and whispered in her ear, “You already knew. He’s your soul mate.”
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			TAVEY WATCHED HER best man-trailing dog, Dixie, as she turned her head left and then right before continuing left, negating the right side of the trail. Tavey, alert to her dog’s behavior, followed her small bloodhound deeper into the woods on the side of a ravine. It was mid-May, early to be this hot out. The deep foliage above kept the temperature down, but it was still eighty degrees and her hair and shirt were soaked with sweat.

			Tavey’s radio crackled; another handler reporting that his dog had seemed to lose the scent, and somewhere in the distance another dog howled.

			Tavey ignored it, rolling her leash in her hand to decrease the slack as Dixie wriggled her way into the brush—she didn’t want them getting tangled during the search.

			Dixie seemed to wander, but Tavey recognized the behavior; Dixie was disregarding directions in her search for a missing hiker, Jane Simmons.

			“Come on, girl, get ’em,” she encouraged, knowing she had to keep the game fun for the dog even as she worried for the girl, who’d gotten lost on a family camping trip trying to find a signal on her cell phone. Tavey had been called in early this morning and had driven several hours into the Chattahoochee National Forest, at the end of the Appalachian Trail.

			Dixie started climbing upward along a narrow ridge made from the roots of several trees above. Tavey, though in excellent shape, struggled to keep her breathing even as she clambered after her beloved canine.

			After Tavey had inherited her grandfather’s estate when she was sixteen, she’d changed the breeding program of the hounds that her family had kept for generations. Instead of working to breed perfect show dogs, Tavey had begun breeding smaller-bodied, resilient hounds with less skin and more energy. She bred them for temperament as well, trying to make each generation eager for work and play, obedient, and friendly. Tavey had different ambitions than her grandfather. He’d liked showing off; she wanted to find people, whether they were dead or alive, so she bred dogs that were suited to that endeavor, and she selected the volunteer handlers with equal care.

			She and Dixie were an excellent team, more successful than most, and this particular search was in her neck of the woods, only a few hours from her home.

			“Good girl, Dixie, take me to the girl.”

			Several hours earlier, the coordinators from the Union County, Georgia, Sheriff’s Office and the other volunteers had met at a base camp downwind of the family’s original campsite. A helicopter had been searching overhead at the time, something she’d trained Dixie to ignore. All the handlers had been given the girl’s scent, gathered onto gauze pads from the inside of her sleeping bag. Dixie had obediently sniffed inside the plastic bag containing the gauze pad, her body vibrating with eagerness between Tavey’s legs.

			“Okay, girl, find ’em,” she’d cheered, still standing with the dog’s chest between her calves, giving the command to locate the scent. She wouldn’t release the dog until her next command, which was “Get ’em.”

			Tavey looked up, making the rookie mistake of taking her attention off her dog, and caught Tyler’s gaze from across the campsite. She didn’t know what he was doing there, but he was standing next to a teenage girl with what looked like a Lab/shepherd mix—the dog was wearing a training harness.

			She hadn’t seen Tyler in months, not since one of her best friends, Chris, had been targeted by a deranged killer, and he’d been involved in the investigation. They always seemed to meet over dead bodies, though she hoped that wouldn’t be the case this time.

			It was stupid, but she missed him. She hadn’t missed him this much since he’d left Georgia to go to college in Texas. When he’d returned to work in the Cherokee County Sheriff’s Office about ten years ago, he’d moved to Canton, a town about thirty minutes away. She’d seen him every now and again when her nonprofit organization, Once Was Lost, stumbled on a piece of information about a missing child, but she’d made an effort to stay out of his way. Their conversations weren’t as painful as they’d been when she was a teenager, but being near him, knowing he hated her, always put her in a bad mood. She’d seen him more often since he’d moved back to Fate; this morning’s encounter was just the latest.

			When she’d looked at him this morning, standing with his eyes shaded beneath the brim of his hat and his hands on his hips, it was all she could do to pull her eyes away from his and direct her attention back to Dixie, releasing her with the command to start the search. She’d watched as the dog circled once before centering on the scent and taking off with Tavey following on the other end of the loose lead at a brisk jog, all thoughts of Tyler Downs buried beneath the urgency of the search.

			He wasn’t gone completely, though; he never was. Thoughts of him lingered like the infinitesimally small particles that Dixie followed with her nose, small scent whispers, dropped ceaselessly day by day, distracting her from the tasks she set for herself.

			Dixie chuffed, her tail wagging, and tugged Tavey toward a copse of trees. Tavey followed, praying silently.

			“Please be alive. Please be alive.”

			Dixie approached the trees, her tail wagging furiously, and she let out a joyous bark, dancing in place.

			Usually she jumped up when she found someone, but this girl was on the ground, on her side in a fetal position, not moving. Tavey praised Dixie as she hurried to crouch beside the body, patting the dog as she tugged out a dried liver treat and held it out with one hand. She pulled out her radio and her GPS locator with the other.

			“This is Collins. I’ve got her.” She bent to check the girl’s pulse as she rattled off the GPS location. “She appears unconscious. Checking for a pulse.” The girl’s skin was cold and clammy despite the heat, but Tavey let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding when she felt a small, faint pulse beneath her fingertips. The hiker was young, with a nose ring and pink-streaked blond hair.

			“I’ve got a pulse. Y’all better get down here. Over.” She hooked her radio back on her belt and pulled her backpack around on one shoulder, digging for the small makeup mirror she kept for emergencies. She held it up to the girl’s mouth without moving her; she didn’t see any injuries, but she didn’t want to take any chances. A faint but detectable fog appeared on the mirror. She slid the mirror back in her bag.

			Tavey tugged her radio off her belt again. “Collins here. Breathing is shallow, but steady. Over.”

			She pulled a survival blanket out of her backpack and tucked it gently over the girl. Minutes later, she heard the tramp of boots on brush and the rhythmic thump of helicopter blades.

			Tavey moved out of the way with Dixie, relieved to hand the girl’s care over to the paramedics who now swarmed the area, securing the girl and checking her vitals.

			Tavey turned away and praised Dixie lavishly, kissing and petting her exuberantly while offering dried liver treats.

			She fed them to Dixie while continuing to praise her. “That’s my good girl. I’m so proud of you.” She petted Dixie’s soft ears and the dog licked her face eagerly. Tavey couldn’t help but laugh and tried to turn her head away from the liver-scented love.

			“Sometimes it’s hard to believe what a bitch you can be,” a deep baritone muttered from several feet away.

			Tavey jerked her head up to see Tyler standing a few yards behind Dixie, watching her kiss and pet the dog. He was standing with his arms crossed over his chest, his mouth bracketed by deep grooves. She knew what he meant by the comment, even though it seemed to come out of nowhere. She’d been calling him for months for more information regarding the investigation into the serial murders that had occurred last fall, and the message she’d left last week had been less than polite, perhaps even threatening. She was desperate to know more about what they’d found when they’d discovered her friend Christina and the three kidnapped teenagers at the abandoned Cherokee Paper Mill.

			He hadn’t spoken loudly enough for any of the paramedics or the other search teams converging on the area to hear, but Tavey still looked around to make sure no one was listening, no one was paying attention to them.

			She studied the tall, hard-muscled body of the man she’d loved since she was eight years old. He wasn’t on duty, obviously—he was wearing jeans and an untucked short-sleeve button-down shirt—but she’d bet Dixie he was carrying a weapon. Sheriff’s department officers were encouraged to wear their weapons at all times.

			He’d grown more handsome over the years, his features becoming more defined, less pretty and more masculine. His hair was still blond, but he kept it cut short now. When they were in high school, he’d kept it long—enough that the ends stuck out of his helmet during football games, his cap during baseball games, and around his shoulders like a young Viking god otherwise.

			Tavey considered her response. He hadn’t said anything quite so hurtful since they were both teenagers, but she understood where the venom came from. She’d come to expect it, the stab of pain accompanying her involuntary delight at the sight of him. He was her secret pain, her unwelcome obsession, her missing friend.

			When she’d lost Summer, she’d lost him as well.

			Tavey stood, dusting her hands on the legs of her pants. “Good afternoon, Tyler. What brings you to the woods?”

			He shook his head. “Typical Tavey response. You know I hate that.”

			She did. He hated it when she was polite—had since they were kids—which made absolutely no sense to her.

			“Fine.” She dropped the coolly polite tone she adopted when she was nervous or speaking in public. “What are you doing here?”

			Dixie wandered over to Tyler, wagging her tail at him. Tavey kept the lead loose, knowing that while Tyler might not like her, he had a soft spot for dogs. He’d completed training to work with the search dogs in the Cherokee County Sheriff’s Office and he’d once kept two German shepherds at his house just southeast of Fate. They’d died about a year ago of old age, within months of each other. Tavey knew all this by accident, more or less. The minute Tyler Downs divorced his wife and moved to Fate, gossipy tongues had started wagging, informing Tavey of his every move. She hadn’t gone to a great deal of effort to stop the flood of information, but she hoped she’d hidden her intense interest. Mrs. Carlyle and her friends—Tavey’s friend Chris called them the Four Senior Ladies of the Apocalypse—stopped her last week in the grocery store and voiced their concern that she was going to dry up and turn into an old maid, and didn’t Tyler Downs look just so handsome in his uniform.

			He looks handsome in everything, she thought as he bent down and patted Dixie, rubbing her ears and crooning to her. Tavey felt a brief slash of jealousy and immediately chastised herself for it. She was not going to be jealous of a dog, and Dixie deserved as much affection as she wanted.

			Around them milled other handlers and their dogs, some of them calling out greetings and congratulations to Tavey. She barely noticed them and just nodded absently in response.

			Tyler stood, giving Dixie one last pat. “I’m here helping Christie, my stepdaughter. She thinks her dog, Grumbles, would make a good search-and-rescue dog.”

			“I see.” She’d never met the girl, but she’d heard through the town grapevine that he’d stayed involved in Christie’s life even after his divorce from her mom, attending her soccer matches and helping her with college. He and Angela, the girl’s mother, hadn’t been married long and hadn’t had any children of their own. Tavey felt her hand twitch involuntarily toward her stomach. She’d never even come close. She’d been too busy with Once Was Lost, which included her search-and-rescue canines and the animal rescue she’d built on her property. Tavey and her two friends also actively searched for missing and exploited children, though her friend Chris did most of that work online.

			“Where is she now?” Tavey asked Tyler.

			He looked around. “She was just talking to—” He nodded to a group of people nearby, all with dogs on leads. Several collapsible water bowls had been set down around their feet, but most of the dogs had already had their fill and were lying on the ground, silently enjoying each other’s company.

			The sight reminded Tavey that she needed to give Dixie some water. She swung her backpack around, pulling out a collapsible dish of her own and one of the many water bottles that she had lugged on the trail for hours. She unfolded the plastic dish that reminded her of the Barbie pool she’d had as a child and was pouring water in when Tyler spoke.

			“I want you to stay away from my uncle.”

			Tavey continued pouring, but her hand shook, just a little. Dixie, unwilling to wait, was lapping at the water as Tavey poured it out, spraying droplets on her tan hiking pants. With an effort, Tavey stopped her hand from shaking and finished filling the bowl for Dixie.

			When Tavey stood, he was standing just a few feet away, and she realized that he moved as silently as ever. He’d also lowered his voice, probably to keep anyone from hearing their conversation, but to Tavey it sounded both intimate and threatening.

			“I can’t do that.” She shifted her gaze away from his mouth, which had tightened with anger. She breathed in deeply through her nose, as her friend Chris had taught her during yoga class, and drew in the smell of overheated male and overturned earth. “You know as well as I do what they found.”

			“Anyone could have written that.”

			Tavey shook her head at his stubbornness. Several months ago, Chris had been kidnapped by a psychopath and taken to an abandoned paper mill deep in the woods. While searching the mill for evidence, the police had found several additional bodies in the millpond and an old book with Summer’s name written in the inside cover. The letters were shaky and awkward, as if Summer herself, who’d been blind since birth, had written her name with someone guiding her hand. Above her name, in a tight, spidery scrawl, had been a quote from The Things They Carried by Tim O’Brien, stories about the Vietnam War. Tyler’s Uncle Abraham had served in the war. A slim connection, maybe, but it was enough to kindle the suspicion that had lingered in Tavey’s mind all these years. The forensic investigators hadn’t gotten any usable prints, and when the FBI and county sheriffs had interviewed him, Abraham had denied all knowledge of the book, but Tavey wanted to talk to him herself.

			“You know it’s his book. It’s about the Vietnam War. He must have given it to her,” she accused.

			“Why would he do that?” Tyler’s voice never broke a whisper. “The man did everything he could to avoid you girls. Why in God’s name would he write something for a girl who couldn’t even read it?”

			Tavey stepped closer as well. “I don’t know. But he did. I just need a sample of his handwriting to prove it. That’s it.”

			“And then what? So what if it’s his? What does that prove?”

			“It proves he isn’t telling us something. Something about that time. Maybe he didn’t kill Summer, but he knows something.”

			Tyler moved closer. “Leave. Him. The. Fuck. Alone.”

			Tavey’s eyes snapped to his at the commanding tone and her chin lifted. “Or what? You’ll arrest me again for trespassing?” He’d arrested her three weeks ago when she’d attempted to get Abraham to talk to her. She’d been out before they’d even arrived at the station—the chief had seen to it.

			“For starters, I’m thinking that my uncle is well within his rights to sue for harassment.”

			She leaned even closer, feeling her heart race as she confronted him. God, he was beautiful. His eyes were bright blue with shots of white, like a husky’s. “Fine. You go ahead.”

			Unlike most people, Tavey was not afraid of lawyers. Tavey had an army of lawyers at her disposal; she considered her easy access to them one of the main benefits of being from an absurdly wealthy family.

			He gripped her upper arms, surprising her into jerking back, but he held her still, tightening his fingers just enough to hold but not to hurt. He smelled delicious, like the woods and sweat.

			He didn’t say anything; his teeth were clenched around fury, and he wasn’t letting it go easily.

			Tavey held herself stiffly in his arms, wondering what he was going to do. He’d touched her like this, with such intense ferocity, only once before, when they were teenagers. They’d been screaming at each other on the porch of Abraham’s house when he’d reached out and dragged her forward for a kiss that had ruined Tavey for life. Though full of fury, no other kiss had ever made her feel as if her soul was being lit up like mist at sunrise. Even now, she wanted to howl when he let her go and stepped away, his hands coming out to his sides as if in denial.

			He slashed at the air in her direction, already turning away. “Just leave him be, Tavey. For once in your stubborn-ass life, let it rest. He’s . . . he’s dying.”

			He stomped back over to where his stepdaughter waited, her head tilted curiously as she watched the two of them.

			Tavey drew in a shuddering breath. Dying. No. 

			The old bastard couldn’t die. Not until he’d told her where to find Summer.
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			THE SECRET TO difficult women, Tyler had discovered in his career in law enforcement, was to let them talk and nod as if every word that came out of their mouth was the God-given truth. Eventually these fine ladies would spill every secret they kept tucked away in their tackle box, including why they shot their husband, where they’d gotten the meth, and who’d started the fight at the Dollar Store, but nothing in his experience had ever helped him handle Tavey Collins—not persuasion, reason, threats, or God-help-him-he-would-never-live-it-down arrests.

			The first time he’d seen her, Tavey had come with her grandmother to welcome his family to town, a tradition that had pissed off his father, rattled his mother, and left Tyler confounded. He hadn’t understood why a rich old lady would want to welcome his family anywhere. It was clear, even when he was young, that his family was considered trash and always would be. There was no point worrying about it. But then he’d seen Tavey standing behind her grandmother on the porch of his house, her hair neatly braided, her brown eyes disapproving as she looked at the old lawn chairs and the card table covered in cigarette butts and empty beer cans.

			Her grandmother had called her to the door and Tavey had dutifully approached, her face polite. When she’d caught sight of him, her eyes had widened and her cheeks flushed. She’d stared, saying nothing, until her grandmother nudged her shoulder.

			“W-W-welcome to Fate,” she’d managed, still staring at him.

			Tyler had thought she was staring because of his clothes, which were too light for the fall air, or the bruise showing just below the collar of his shirt. He’d covered it quickly, hating that she’d seen it for no reason that he could name at the time. He’d just known that the sight of Tavey Collins made him so furious he nearly cried.

			She was so pretty and perfect in her soft blue dress; she smelled of clean laundry and fresh-cut grass. She’d smiled at him and he’d shaken his head at her in warning, casting his father a glance out of the corner of his eye. Tyler watched his father’s lips curl in a faint sneer around his cigarette, his free hand twitching at his side, as if he was imagining what it would be like to smack the smile right off her face. His father had always seemed to find beauty offensive.

			Tyler moved, stepping closer to Tavey and blocking his father’s view of her. “You should go,” he told the old woman, and felt his father’s attention settle on him like a shadow.

			Frowning, Tavey stepped in front of her grandmother. “That’s rude,” she pointed out.

			Tyler felt rather than saw his father’s body tense. He didn’t like it when women talked back, and the fact that this little princess was only a child wouldn’t make a difference.

			Tavey’s grandmother took her granddaughter’s hand. “I think he meant it to be, Tavey dear,” she informed her granddaughter genially.

			Tavey had frowned, studying him. “Why?”

			“He’s a rude little shit, that’s why,” Tyler’s father said with a snarl. Tavey’s eyes had flickered up his father’s tall form, and her steady, measuring gaze had taken in his slovenly appearance, the reddened knuckles, and dirty, beer-stained shirt. She’d looked at his mother next, at the way she hid her face, at the shoulders that hunched forward as if in anticipation of a blow.

			“I see,” she’d muttered.

			Tyler thought she really had seen, which made his cheeks flush.

			“Just go. We don’t want you here.” He’d waved a hand at their car.

			“All right, then,” Tavey’s grandmother had replied easily, but there was a firmness to the tone that said she also understood the situation and wasn’t pleased. “You all take care and welcome again to Fate.”

			Tavey had nodded in agreement, but her eyes were fierce. “It was nice to meet you,” she told him.

			Tyler could hear Tavey talking to the old woman as she tugged her grandmother down the cracked sidewalk to their black town car.

			“We’ll need to do something about that.”

			He hadn’t heard her grandmother’s response because his father chose that moment to cuff him on one side of his head and order him into the house.

			He hadn’t gotten the beating he’d expected, though, for which he could thank his uncle Abraham. Tyler’s mother intended to take him to visit Abraham this afternoon and maybe borrow some money. They’d visited a couple years before, and Abraham had threatened to put a bullet between his father’s eyes if Tyler showed up beaten bloody again.

			The old man, while gruff and a recovering heroin addict, had never laid a violent hand on Tyler, had never shown him anything but rough affection.

			Which was why he’d never understood why Tavey was so convinced that his uncle had something to do with Summer’s disappearance. She’d been running a one-woman crusade against his uncle and had shared her conviction with everyone in five counties. In the years since Summer had disappeared, people had spray-painted “Child Killer” and “Sick Fuck” and “Rot in Hell” on the outside of his cabin, thrown rocks through his windows, and once, shortly after Summer had disappeared, a group of men and women from town decided they were going to teach the old man a lesson and drag him out of his cabin and beat the shit out of him. Luckily Tavey’s grandfather and Old Ninny, one of Summer’s relatives, had called the police, who arrived in time to stop them from killing him. His uncle, who’d never been all that stable, had never seemed to recover from the incident, which had left him with a broken collarbone and a skull fracture.

			After that things had calmed down somewhat, but there were new incidents every fall, around the months that Summer disappeared. Tyler didn’t think Tavey was involved in the fires and the bricks thrown through his uncle’s windows, but she sure didn’t hesitate to tell anyone what she suspected, including his uncle.

			“Tyler, do you think you could get me an introduction to Tavey Collins?”

			Tyler whipped his head around so quickly he felt his neck pop. They were driving down the 140 toward Canton. Christie’s dog, Grumbles, who was sitting on the seat between them in the truck, made the weird rumbling noise that had earned him his name, and started licking Tyler’s face.

			Tyler gently pushed him away so he could make eye contact with his stepdaughter, before turning his eyes back to the road.

			“You know why that’s unlikely.”

			“Uh-huh. She hates your guts.”

			“No, I hate her guts.”

			“You really shouldn’t practice hate.” She had lowered her voice and drawn her eyebrows together, impersonating Tyler—he’d given a speech about Internet bullying in her high school the week before. It wasn’t his normal assignment, but all the officers tried to give back to the communities they served.

			He snorted—she was a funny little shit, for a girl. “All right. I don’t hate her. She and I just don’t get along. It’s better that we avoid each other whenever possible.”

			“Kind of like you and Mom?” she suggested, her toffee-brown eyes curious.

			Tyler thought about that one for a moment. Strangely, it wasn’t like that with Christie’s mom. He felt no serious animosity toward Angie; they’d just figured out too late that they wanted different things.

			“Your mom and I don’t avoid each other.”

			“She avoids you.”

			This was news to Tyler. “Why, for God’s sake?”

			“She says she feels bad for not telling you she was in love with someone else.”

			“She says this crap to you?”

			“We have a very open relationship.”

			Tyler chuckled. Yeah, if he missed anything about his marriage, it was getting to hang out with this kid, who was a pistol for sure.

			He changed the subject. “Why do you want to meet her?”

			“Are you kidding?” She turned in her seat so she was facing him more directly. “She’s awesome. She runs her own businesses, she gives to charity, and her dogs are the best trackers. They literally run circles around the other dogs.”

			“Literally, huh?”

			“Sometimes. My friend Becca says her house is killer and she has a gazillion dogs.”

			Tyler could testify to the house being killer. The Collins residence sat grandly on one of the rolling foothills just west of Pine Mountain. Built in the mid-1800s by Tavey’s many times great-grandfather, it looked similar to plantation houses from an earlier era, with a huge porch surrounded by columns and elaborate gardens. The property ranged for several miles, basically from the edge of the city limits of Fate to the county line to the north. Farther to the northwest but also in the hills lived the family of the girl who had been Tavey’s best friend—Summer Haven. Before Summer had gone missing, the two girls had run back and forth across his uncle’s land to see each other, driving the old man nuts.

			He glanced at the teenager next to him, who’d put her feet up on his dashboard and was now glued to her iPhone. He couldn’t imagine letting her run back and forth through the woods alone now, even with her stupid dog leading the way.

			“I’ll think about it,” he conceded finally, as they pulled into her driveway. The small one-story patio home with a screened-in porch looked as friendly as ever, with daisies planted on one side and a big oak in the front yard.

			“Yeah?” She looked up from her phone. “Awesome.” She leaned over her dog to give Tyler an enthusiastic hug. The dog bent his head back and tried to lick them both.

			Tyler fended them both off. “All right, all right. Get outta here. Say hi to your mom and Bill.”

			She laughed, a happy innocent sound, and grabbed her bag off the floorboard.

			“Bye, Tyler, love you.”

			She opened the door to the truck and bounded out, her ridiculous mutt following.

			“Love you, too, kid,” he told the girl, who was already running toward the house.

			He tapped his fingers on his steering wheel for a moment, watching until Christie made it inside.

			Ever since he’d become Christie’s de facto father, he’d understood a little better what it must have been like for Tavey when Summer went missing, how horrible it must be to always wonder what had happened to her friend. That didn’t excuse the accusations she’d hurled at his uncle—the man was afraid to leave his house—but he understood now. If Christie disappeared and he suspected, even for a moment, that someone he knew was involved, he would hound that person to the ends of the earth.

		

	
		
			3

			
				[image: ]
			

			FROM THE Fate-Journal Constitution:

			THE HAVEN FAMILY—FATE’S LOCAL LEGENDS

			There is a new twist in one of our town’s most compelling local legends. The Haven family, well known to Fate as a family that practices witchcraft, has lost one of their own. Their daughter, Summer Haven, eight years old and blind since birth, has disappeared in the woods surrounding the Havens’ land. She and her friend Christina Pascal, who was found in the woods on the nearby Collinses’ property, had gone exploring that afternoon. Ms. Pascal was in shock but otherwise okay. The police haven’t released any additional information, but apparently Ms. Pascal doesn’t remember what happened.

			She is hardly the first girl to disappear from our town, nor is this scandal the most sensational. The Collinses are no strangers to scandal, either. The death of Charlie Collins, his wife, and their driver has remained a subject of discussion since their car slid off a bridge and into the river in 1981. Some people believe that Charlie planned the accident, that he wanted to die to escape his gambling debts—debts his grandfather refused to pay.

			His body was never found.

			The strangeness of this latest disappearance is only increased by the strangeness of the Haven family. Their belief in witchcraft has caused some friction over the years.

			Summer’s older sister, Jane Arrowdale, and Mark Arrowdale, Jane’s husband, have requested their privacy at this time, and that any flowers or gifts be left at the mailbox at the end of their drive. It doesn’t seem strange that Jane would want to avoid town, since she’s rarely interacted with any of us, nor is it surprising, in light of his association with Robert Carlson, that Mark Arrowdale would want to avoid any more notice. He was cleared of any wrongdoing in the real estate scam that has Carlson awaiting trail and in the disappearance of his niece, but he’s a newcomer to town, only been here a year, and his hasty marriage to the reclusive Jane Arrowdale has done little to quell the gossip.

			The Havens’ neighbor, Abraham Jones, was also questioned in her disappearance. He’s known to be unstable and has been calling the sheriff lately to report that there are “people” in the woods doing drugs, but the sheriff’s department hasn’t found any evidence of people in the woods.

			It’s a strange case, hopefully one that will be solved quickly, with Summer found. There seems to be little hope, however. These woods—dark, deep—have haunted this town since the beginning, and of all those who’ve gone missing in its history, none have ever been found.
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			THE CANDLE WOULDN’T LIGHT. Circe pressed the button on the lighter again, but the flame just spluttered. She pressed it again, scowling, and when nothing happened this time, she threw the lighter in the corner of her shop, Aspect, where it clattered against an iron statue of a dragon.

			“Cheap crap,” she muttered. She smoothed down her skirt with both hands and looked out the front window, past her display of honeycomb calcite lamps and custom high-fragrance candles, at the grassy circle in the center of town. Students from the college were sitting on the big stone fountain that Tavey Collins had donated several years before, and the Alcove café in the circle to her right was packed with people eating lunch, enjoying their day. Only a handful of customers had come into the store, most of them to buy essential oils and bath salts after dropping off their mutts at Dog with Two Bones, Tavey’s grooming salon next door.

			“Ugh.” She threw up her hands in the general direction of outside and turned away from the window.

			“Jane, what’s wrong with you?”

			Old Ninny was playing solitaire on the small table draped in velvet where she read the cards for the silly students and tourists who came in looking for adventure. The wrinkled old woman did not look like a fortune teller. She was wearing a rhinestone-covered tank top, jeans, and cowboy boots, and her gray hair was knotted in a tight bun.

			“Nothing,” she snapped at Ninny, who was her cousin, or perhaps one of her aunts, or maybe no relation at all. She’d just been there, really, all of Circe’s life. “And I told you to call me Circe.” Jane Arrowdale no longer exists.

			Ninny snorted and snapped an ace into place at the top of her cards. “Yer no Circe, Janie girl.”

			Circe shook out her long black hair, enjoying the feel of it against her back. Unlike Ninny, she’d dressed for the part she played, wearing a Grecian-style olive green dress and gold armbands. It suited her tall, curvy frame and long, slender neck.

			She ignored Old Ninny’s comment. She was Circe—she insisted on it. It didn’t matter what the old woman thought.

			She rubbed one of the bangles on her arms, impatient that she had to be here, trapped in the store, while Mark stayed at the house. She still couldn’t believe he’d come back.

			He’s come back. He’s come back. The horrifying words echoed in her head.

			She wanted to be with him right now, wanted to touch him again. She hoped he wasn’t angry with her. She’d done what she’d thought was best at the time. He’d said he was proud of her.

			He didn’t seem proud, the small voice in her head argued.

			She stamped her foot and swung around again, pacing back to the window. A man wearing a gray suit that looked too big for him was standing outside. He looked hunched, his eyes red, but he was reasonably good-looking. He saw her watching and crossed the street that separated the shops from the circle in the center of town.

			Circe stepped back, unnerved without exactly knowing why. Something about the man was familiar in a way that made the hair stand up on the back of her neck.

			The chimes over the door jingled as he made his way inside. He hesitated in the doorway, as if overwhelmed by the color and sparkle and smell of the place. Circe had designed it that way, to be beautiful and slightly overwhelming—like her. She wanted customers to walk in with the intention of buying some dried herbs, or soaps, or essential oils, and walk out with a dragon-carved bracelet, an expensive candle, or custom perfume. She sold items for the practice of witchcraft as well, or bullshit-TV-witchcraft as Ninny called it: spell books, pendants, charms, and tonics.



OEBPS/font/GranjonLTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/GranjonLTStd.otf


OEBPS/image/cover2.jpg





OEBPS/font/RegistrationGoudySans-Medium.otf


OEBPS/font/FuturaStd-Heavy.otf


OEBPS/font/FuturaStd-Book.otf


OEBPS/contents.xhtml

		
			Contents


			Prologue


			Chapter 1


			Chapter 2


			Chapter 3


			Chapter 4


			Chapter 5


			Chapter 6


			Chapter 7


			Chapter 8


			Chapter 9


			Chapter 10


			Chapter 11


			Chapter 12


			Chapter 13


			Chapter 14


			Chapter 15


			Chapter 16


			Chapter 17


			Chapter 18


			Chapter 19


			Chapter 20


			Chapter 21


			Chapter 22


			Chapter 23


			Chapter 24


			Chapter 25


			Chapter 26


			Chapter 27


			Chapter 28


			Chapter 29


			Chapter 30


			Chapter 31


			Chapter 32


			Chapter 33


			Chapter 34


			Chapter 35


			Chapter 36


			Chapter 37


			Chapter 38


			Chapter 39


			Chapter 40


			Epilogue


		

	

OEBPS/image/textbreakart.png





OEBPS/font/IvoryHeadline.otf


OEBPS/image/whisperstitle.png
THE MISTRESSES OF FATE

Book Two

Deirdre Dore

POCKET STAR BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/image/chapteropenerart.png
S ai





OEBPS/font/RegistrationGoudySans-Book.otf


