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			To my boys, Khari and Zach –

			you are loved beyond measure

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Standing on a beach in northern California, Raven Burns wondered how killing a man could bring such peace. She bent and picked up a piece of dry wood and threw it as hard as she could toward the horizon now transformed into a ribbon of gold with the setting sun. The brown wood arced head over tail for a long time and a long way out. As she watched it travel she thought of Lamont Lovelle, the man who had driven her from her job as a homicide detective in Byrd’s Landing, Louisiana by framing her for several brutal murders that he committed.

			He began by killing a wealthy socialite who hated Raven. After he was done, Lovelle left the calling card of Raven’s father, the notorious serial killer Floyd Burns. At the murder scene Raven found bright blue and fluorescent green glowing in the darkness beneath the bed. A peacock feather that said even though Floyd Burns was long gone, the daughter, Raven, was still here, the same daughter who had helped her serial killer father lure victims when she was a toddler, watched him kill again and again and was rewarded, Lovelle accused, with a job in law enforcement.

			 But Raven’s career choice was no reward.

			What Lovelle couldn’t know was that the real so-called reward consisted of nightmares filled with screaming and blood and burning flesh, along with Floyd’s voice in her head. The job was Raven’s penance for the sins of her father, and frankly, what she thought of as her own sins for helping him. It was her one chance to make things right. Lovelle took that away from her. The very act of taking Lovelle out flooded her senses like a healing serum, made the rough edges of her mind smooth, the dark thoughts light. No wonder her father hadn’t been able to stop.

			But there was a difference.

			Her father killed for pleasure. Raven killed out of necessity. Lovelle maimed her partner, killed the mentor who took her in after Floyd went to prison, and shredded her career as a homicide detective to ribbons. Like her father, Lovelle had a taste for killing. He ran when Raven exposed him as a killer, had almost gotten away with it. She had no choice but to go after him, and once again put things right.

			Lovelle’s death didn’t trouble her. No. It was the peace that came after, warning her to stay as far as she could from her hometown of Byrd’s Landing, Louisiana, the place whose soil grew killers like kudzu.

			And then there was the voice of her long-dead father. After she hung up her detective badge, she hadn’t heard him narrating her life in her head. But his cackle had returned the minute Lovelle fell with the double-tap to the chest from her sniper’s rifle.

			Can you stop after just one killing, Birdy Girl? Floyd asked her now. Maybe you should dive into the ocean and keep swimming on out ’til you can pay your ole man a visit. Could save some lives.

			But there was no reason to swim out to sea until she couldn’t anymore. She did nothing wrong. She squished a maggot. She did the world a favor. Turning away from the darkening water, she found the ball cap she had been wearing before rising from her beach chair to watch the sunset. She put the cap over her wet hair and pulled it over her eyes. She sat down and stuck both feet deep into the cool sand. Just another tourist watching the sunset. As innocent as a brown baby rabbit, Floyd said in her head.

			She stayed that way for a long time, thinking. She missed Byrd’s Landing. She missed the gumbo, the catfish, the bayou and, of course, her old partner, Billy Ray. She even missed the cruel humidity and the cloying smell of honeysuckle attacking her allergies. It was useless to resist. Byrd’s Landing would reach out and claim her as one of its own regardless of how many miles she put between them or how many demons she slew.

			But she wouldn’t go back as a cop. She was done with the life. She would go as Jane Q. Citizen to prove that she had a right to peace just like everyone else. She would prove that she could be good, that she was, in fact, a country mile different from her killer father. Besides, Billy Ray was there, her friends, too, she thought as she drifted to sleep while seagulls skimmed the folding waves.

			“My decision,” she mumbled, as if hearing the words out loud would make them believable.

			* * *

			“Raven!”

			In the fading sunlight was a boy atop a set of rickety steps that acted as access from the resort to the beach down below. He was barefoot and bare-chested, waving at her over the railing.

			“Be careful!” she shouted back up at him.

			His little head disappeared and she soon saw him bumping down the steps while dragging a scooter behind him. He and that scooter were never apart. He would spend hours on the sidewalks curving through the resort’s lawns while his mother slept off whatever her drink of choice was the night before. What he planned to do with a scooter on the beach was beyond Raven, but she knew that the thing was more of a security blanket than anything.

			He jumped from the last step and ran toward her, grunting with the effort of maneuvering the scooter over the sand. He stopped cold when he saw her face.

			“What?” she said.

			He edged closer. “For a minute you didn’t look like yourself.”

			She cocked her head. “That’s funny,” she said. “I still feel like myself.”

			“I can come back if you don’t feel like talking to anybody.”

			She bent over so she could see the brown freckles that draped over his sunburned nose and cheeks. She tousled his thick, brown hair and gave him her most inviting smile.

			“I always feel like talking when it’s talking to you. Where’s your mom?”

			The smile forming on his face faltered.

			“Sleeping.”

			Raven stood up and put her hands behind her back. “I see.” She waited a few seconds before continuing, “You know what, Tommy? Your mama is missing out on a lot. I’ve had such a good time having you as my little buddy on my holiday.”

			The smile disappeared from his face. A shine of tears appeared in his blue eyes. “You leaving?”

			“Yep.”

			“Oh.”

			She sensed he had more to say. She waited.

			“Well,” he said. “Will you? I mean, can you…?”

			She wagged an index finger at him before he could finish, feeling only slightly guilty. “Now, now. Remember what we talked about.”

			“Vacation friends.” He dropped the scooter and hung his head. He picked up a piece of driftwood lying on the sand. Just as Raven had done before, he threw it out to sea as far as he could. He wouldn’t look at her.

			“We only talk together when we’re on vacation together, remember? No use trying to keep in touch when the vacation is over. You know why, right?”

			“Because life will get in the way and we’ll lose touch and we’ll be sad eventually so it’s best if we don’t even try,” he said.

			“Exactly. If I come back and you happen to be here next year, we’ll be buddies again. But not anywhere else.”

			“Are you coming back?”

			“That depends,” she said. “Are you coming back?”

			“Don’t know,” he said. “We used to come every year when my dad was alive, but now that he’s dead, I don’t know if my mom is going to keep coming back here.” He picked up another stick and started to draw patterns in the sand.

			“Well, I don’t know if I’m coming back, either.”

			“And friends don’t lie to each other,” he said.

			“Nope, they don’t lie.”

			He shaded his eyes and looked out to sea. “A whale,” he said.

			“I think those may be more like dolphins, buddy.”

			Three dolphins jumped cleanly from the water before twirling in the air and splashing back into the sea.

			“Are you sad that you’re leaving?” he asked.

			“Sad that I won’t see you anymore.”

			He rewarded her with the smile that she knew she could pull out of him. Tom Arthur craved attention and wanted to be liked. That’s why she chose him. She had found the one person in the entire resort who would keep her secrets.

			They watched the dolphins play for a while. And then she said, “Do you have something for me?”

			“I wish I had my binoculars.”

			“Tom?”

			“Oh, yeah,” he said, as if just remembering.

			He dropped the stick and stuck his hand deep down into the left pocket of his cargo shorts. The pointed tip of his tongue licked the corner of his mouth as he concentrated on getting the thing out of his pocket. He put it in her waiting palm, a look of pride on his face. She examined it for a moment or two, brushed sand from its screen, and peeled a Sour Patch gummy worm from its back case. Before she could say anything, he plucked the gummy worm from her fingers and popped it into his mouth.

			“Tom,” she scolded as a grin appeared on his face. And then, “Did you play with it?”

			“Yeah, but only games. No calls, just like you said.”

			“Did it ring?”

			“A couple of times but I didn’t answer it. I let all the calls go to voicemail.”

			She waited for a moment, and said, “That’s fine. That’s real fine.”

			He squinted at the sparkling water before tilting his head at an odd angle. With one eye open and the other closed, he pointed his index finger and cocked thumb at the dolphins playing in the water.

			“Did you keep track of where you took it like I asked you?” Raven said.

			“Uh-huh,” he said, and then, “Pow. Pow,” punctuating each word with the recoil of his imaginary gun.

			His actions unsettled Raven. If it were anybody else, she would say he knew what she had done. But that was impossible. Tom Arthur was barely nine.

			“And where did you go when you had it?”

			“To the pool,” he said, now with his hands up to his eyes as if he were looking through the set of binoculars he had wished for earlier. “And then hiking with my mom down to the butterfly garden. She was sick, though. Couldn’t keep up.”

			“Anywhere else?”

			“To the restaurant with the pirate lady in front.”

			“And you wrote it all down, right?”

			“Uh-huh.” He reached down deep into his other pocket and came up with a piece of unlined paper. It was damp, the pencil marks smudged, the words misspelled as only a nine-year-old could misspell. He had written the day of the week she had been gone, the time of day, and where he had taken the phone during that time.

			“Did anybody help you with this?”

			He shook his head. “Nope. I did it all by myself. I’m pretty smart, you know.”

			She ran her fingers through his thick hair, smoothing it off his face.

			“That’s why I’m glad you’re my friend. You are very smart, indeed.”

			“Did I do good?”

			“You did real good,” she agreed. “Real fine.”

			“Well, thank you for letting me play with it.”

			“You’re welcome. Now there’s just one more thing.”

			“What?”

			“It’s our secret, remember.”

			“Yes, our secret,” he said emphatically.

			She put the cell phone in the pocket of her loose jeans and turned back toward the water. She clasped her hands behind her back and contemplated the expanse of sea laid out before her. She didn’t notice that Tom mimicked her stance.

			Yes, she thought. Her father, the serial killer who had sown terror from California to Louisiana, was dead. And the man who carried on Floyd’s reign of terror – he was gone as well. She had made sure Lamont Lovelle would never walk this earth again. Even the ghost of Floyd had melted away back to hell where it belonged, only able to intrude from its depth with an occasional sentence or two. She was sure of it. She was completely and solely Raven Burns now. Not a cop trying to atone for her father’s sins. The possibilities were endless. For the first time in her life she had the chance to chart her own path.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			There was once this lawyer by the name of Ronnie True down in Byrd’s Landing, Louisiana. He wasn’t so much a good man as he was a human one. He had these good intentions, but he also had to deal with the needs of the flesh. He was a married man who took care of his family, but he was porn-addled and whore-addicted. He was charitable with his money but would lie in a lightning second to fill his pockets by one extra fifty-cent piece. And how he came by the money didn’t matter much to him. He didn’t give a hoot if he got it by honest work or defending some pervert against a scared, sixteen-year-old mama-to-be. His thinking was that there were a lot of honest, faithful folk in the homeless shelters.

			Another thing about Ronnie was that he was a man who liked to hunt. He wasn’t one of those hunters who couldn’t bag more than a hangover on an overnight hunting trip. No. Ronnie was one serious man about killing animals. It was like he was born to it.

			He mounted his kills on the oat-colored walls of his office. There was this shoulder mount black bear with teeth bared and claws out. The whole snarling face jutted so far out it looked like the thing was fixing to rip itself right out of the wall so it could get a taste of human flesh. Ronnie was able to face down what he would tell people was a monster and kill it, something that would have had a person of lesser determination fouling their underpants. Never mind that the black bear was the gentlest bear in the forest. His audience was still plenty impressed.

			He had some pictures up on the wall, too, of course – Ronnie on a fishing boat in Florida with a big marlin swinging from the end of his line, his hair flying up like black wings on either side of his bald head. Then there was the picture with the dead elk and Ronnie standing beside it wearing fatigues in the middle of some tall yellow grass, grass so dry that it’d probably catch fire from an angry look.

			But the bear was Ronnie’s favorite. He’d tell all sorts of stories about the day he shot it – especially to new clients or other lawyers he was up against. It thought it had ole Ronnie, he would say, leaning way back in his big leather chair, and you might’ve thought that too if you’d been there. But look, and he would wave his hand, now it’s on my wall. Ronnie fancied himself a tough son-of-a-sumpthin’ like that politician who sent dead fish to people who riled him.

			Ronnie was thinking about that bear now, about hunting, because for the first time since lifting a rifle when he was eight years old, he knew what the bear must have felt like, way deep down in his screaming insides, in that place that tried no matter what to hold on to this hell-bent earth. Because this time Ronnie wasn’t the one doing the hunting. He was the one being hunted. And Ronnie wasn’t running away or preparing to fight. Ronnie was just plain caught.

			Another kick and he was sure his ribs cracked. The pain of that cracking spiraled along every single one of his nerve endings. He inch-wormed along the thick carpet of his office, trying to make it back to his desk, where he kept a loaded Smith & Wesson revolver in the bottom drawer.

			For a blessed several long seconds the beating stopped. Ronnie thought it would finally be over. Maybe he wasn’t worth it. A fish too small, or a doe not worth the bullet or the effort.

			But no. It was just a change of weapons. He felt a whack across his back and knew it was the new 9-iron that he had been admiring while leaning back in his office chair that very morning. He screamed, arched his back. He begged, his words coming out wrapped in snot and blood. The only thing he got for his trouble was a return scream of rage. What he thought he heard was, “You were supposed to take care of him.” And on each high note a slam of the 9-iron across his back, the pain so deep and long-lasting that he knew even if he survived, it would always be there lurking in his bones.

			Even with the pain, the blood, the screams of rage, the Smith & Wesson gave him hope. After all, it was a special edition with ‘We the People’ engraved all fancy on the barrel. He wouldn’t let himself be prey. Not good ole Ronnie. He would reach the third desk drawer and then in a burst of energy he would pull from way down deep somewhere, he’d throw open the drawer, grab the gun and aim for the chest.

			He did get there. But he wasn’t near as fast as he needed to be.

			Before he could bring the barrel up for the shot, he felt a barrel press against his own forehead. For a terrible instant he saw the light in the eyes of the person who wanted to erase him from earth. The third drawer, the Smith & Wesson, every dang bit of it was too late.

			The bear that had been unmoving on the wall behind his desk all these years was now moving, its yellow teeth ready to tear out Ronnie’s throat, the sharp claws going for his eyes. And he swore he heard it laughing. At least you won’t be killing anything else. At least more kids won’t die, you witless piece of filth. He started to say something, to beg some more, but then a jolt stunned all sound from his throat, scrambled his brains so that he couldn’t catch a thought if it had walked up and slapped him in the face.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The first place Raven went when she returned to Byrd’s Landing was a new restaurant that hadn’t opened its doors yet. It wasn’t the place she should’ve gone. She should’ve been visiting her foster brother, Cameron, who worked in the IT department of the Byrd’s Landing Police Department. He told her he was dealing with something heavy and needed her support. But her first day back in town couldn’t be the place that had caused so much misery.

			The restaurant had a sign over the door. It was nothing fancy, just plain wood that spelled in red letters ‘Chastain’s Creole Heaven’. The restaurant was Billy Ray’s way of  making it clear that he wasn’t going to let the town steal his joy. Not its love affair with crime, not the weather, and definitely not killers like Lamont Lovelle.

			Billy Ray, her old homicide partner, finally had what he wanted, his own restaurant and a place for his father’s recipes of gumbo, fried catfish, and shrimp and grits. For him it would now be coffee laced with chicory in the morning along with baskets of fried peach pies instead of dead bodies and the hunt for those who did the killing.

			When Raven walked into the restaurant, he and Imogene Tucker were sitting at a card table on the otherwise empty hardwood floor. What had Lovelle called Imogene as he stood with a gun pressed to her head in the backyard of Billy Ray’s shotgun house? That’s right. He called her the ‘bonus prize’. Before that, Imogene had been an investigative reporter for the Byrd’s Landing local TV station. She dogged Raven’s every step as Raven chased the town’s latest serial killer. Imogene’s singular ambition was to use the case as a stepping stone to a spot at one of the national networks. That was before Lovelle ditched the gun for a rope and proceeded to choke the ambition and life out of her. Raven saved her, but now, like Raven, Imogene was adrift. She still worked at the station as an on-camera reporter, but wouldn’t do any more investigative work. Raven didn’t have to wonder why. The trauma Lovelle inflicted side-lined Imogene.

			Imogene and Billy Ray’s heads were almost touching as they bent over a magazine. The tableau looked so intimate that Raven nearly walked out. It wasn’t that she was jealous. This was Billy Ray, after all. He wasn’t her lover and never would be. They had something more special. Every day they used to wake up, shower, clip their badges to their waistbands and have their first cup of coffee before willingly placing their lives into each other’s hands.

			That was enough for her.

			She didn’t want to interrupt him and Imogene because they looked so peaceful. And both of them deserved peace after what they’d endured.

			“Hey there,” Raven said in a soft voice.

			They looked up. Billy Ray stared at her before saying, “Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes.”

			“How sore?”

			“I’d say going on about a year sore. Where you been?”

			Raven pointed to an empty chair at the table. “Mind if I sit?”

			“Nobody stopping you,” he said. “I asked you a question. Where have you been?”

			Stalling, she acknowledged Imogene with an incline of her head. Imogene returned her greeting with a nod of her own, but there was a wary look in her eyes. Billy Ray gazed at Raven for a moment longer before returning to the magazine. He flipped through a few pages with pictures of tables, chairs, and other restaurant equipment.

			Breaking through the awkward silence, Raven asked, “Didn’t you get my postcard?”

			“I did.”

			“Didn’t you see the picture of the beach on it?”

			He nodded. “Saw that, too.”

			“Then why are you asking where I’ve been?”

			He folded his arms and sat back. “Got a postcard three weeks ago. Where were you before then?”

			“Rambling, roaming, getting right.” She turned to Imogene. “How are you getting along?”

			“I’m good. Welcome back.”

			“Thank you.”

			“You back for good?” Billy Ray asked.

			She grinned at him. “Depends on what you mean by good.”

			He stopped flipping pages to study her face. “I mean good as in are you done chasing ghosts?”

			“Or making ghosts?” Imogene countered.

			Raven waited for Billy Ray to either rescue her or join in on Imogene’s bad vibes. But instead he did nothing. He just gazed at her steadily. She draped the backpack she had been carrying over an empty chair.

			“Nice place you’ve got here,” she said.

			He nodded without taking his eyes from her. “I’m thinking about how to furnish it. Thinking about getting most of the stuff second-hand. Chairs. Don’t have to match. Dishes don’t, either. But I want the tables to be the same.” He held up the magazine.

			“Interesting concept,” Raven said.

			“Not a concept,” he said. “I don’t like being wasteful.”

			 “Some things need getting rid of,” Raven said.

			“Is this us talking in code about Lamont Lovelle?” Imogene said. “Is this how you do it when you shoot someone down in cold blood?”

			“I don’t know what you mean,” Raven answered.

			“Lamont Lovelle was killed about a week ago,” Billy Ray said, his voice flat. “Shot down while crossing the street some place up in northern California.”

			“That’s interesting.”

			“You telling me that you don’t know?” Billy Ray asked.

			“I’m telling you that I don’t care.”

			“Did you do it?” Imogene challenged.

			Raven tilted her chin at the scars around Imogene’s neck.

			“How are those healing up, Imogene? Did the doctor tell you that those marks will be permanent? Try cocoa butter. Maybe they’ll fade.”

			Imogene touched the tips of her fingers to the scars around her neck. She shot Raven a dirty look and stood up, the chair scraping loudly against the dark floor. “I’ve got to go to work.”

			Raven watched as Imogene slammed out of the restaurant.

			When she was gone Billy Ray said, “That wasn’t necessary.”

			“She’s got nerve being so judgmental,” Raven breathed. “You two friends now?”

			“She’s been coming around since I got out of the hospital, checking on me.”

			“I bet.”

			“It ain’t like that,” he said.

			“You mean she’s trying to get a statement? An exclusive? Writing a feature article on the cop who was almost burned to death by a serial killer?”

			He laughed roughly and touched the ridge of keloid scar that ran from the corner of his right eye and disappeared into his hairline. Compliments of Lamont Lovelle. “No, not that either. She’s not up to anything, not my girlfriend, she’s just a friend.”

			“Somebody better tell her that.”

			“Did you kill Lamont Lovelle?”

			“Did you want me to?”

			“I hate it when you do this.”

			He closed the magazine, pushed the pork pie hat he always wore back on his head and sighed.

			“You really want to know?” she asked.

			He looked at her for a long time. She held his eyes and thought about how she used to look deep into her own eyes every morning in the bathroom mirror. One green, one blue eye, just like her father’s. And she thought now about what she used to see in them, her father beating and later stabbing her mother to death, and after that a trail of killings that still haunted her dreams.

			What did Billy Ray see in her eyes? Did he see Lamont Lovelle through a rifle scope walking across the street to the Quiznos like he did every day for lunch? Did he see Lovelle come closer and closer before his shirt flowered red with blood? And did he see him collapse in the middle of the street, cars around him, horns howling in the bright afternoon sun? Billy Ray stared at her a few more seconds, and then finally, he grimaced.

			“No,” he said. “I really don’t want to know.”

			She inclined her head to acknowledge the statement, picked up her backpack and placed it in her lap.

			“So, what you up to next?” he asked.

			“I’m not going back if that’s what you mean. The chief can pound sand. I’m done with the job. I want a new life.”

			“Like what?”

			 “I don’t know. Teaching, maybe, high school.”

			“You still at the apartment?”

			“No,” she said. “Lease ran out. Oral left me his place. I’m thinking about moving out there. In the meantime, I’ve got some rooms over at Mama Anna’s.”

			“Oral’s place doesn’t sound like a new life to me,” he said, his handsome face serious. “That sounds like you jumping both feet back into the old one.”

			She remembered Oral and his house with the purple wisteria winding around the porch posts and spilling over the pergola. She remembered the wide rooms, the hardwood floors of the warmest mahogany, and his garden, cherry tomatoes growing wild and untamed, and yellow cucumbers the shape of apples. Just thinking about the place made her smile. Oral was the man who supported her after her father was arrested. Her being in his house felt right.

			“Do you think that’s a good idea?” Billy Ray prompted.

			“As long as I can get the blood off the walls.”

			“Why you always like this, Raven?”

			She leaned toward him. “You don’t understand, I’m not always like anything anymore. I’ve changed,” she said. “And I’m serious. I’m going to clean up that place and get it livable again. It’s not fair that Oral’s place sits empty. Lovelle took Oral away from me, but I won’t let him take his house away from me, too. Oral loved that place too much. In the meantime, I’m going to get my teaching credentials and start over.”

			“Here?”

			“Here,” she confirmed.

			He grunted. “Must’ve spent a lot of money out there rambling. How are you going to make a living in the meantime, especially enough to get back to college?”

			“I’ve got some savings,” she said, before breaking out into a wide smile. “Besides, I’m hoping you can help me with that.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Raven’s foster brother, Cameron, lived in a fourplex on Sugarloaf near to where Raven had her apartment before leaving town to chase Lovelle. The complex was new with clean lines that her linear-thinking brother would consider no-nonsense. He didn’t think of home like most people. Home to him was anywhere he could park his gaming systems, have an occasional date sleep over, and change clothes.

			She rapped on his door with their secret knock so Cameron would know it was her who had come a-calling. But the knock was unnecessary. He knew she was coming because he had called her as she left Chastain’s. “Swing by tonight if you can, Sis,” he had said. “We need to talk about it.” She was just glad that it wasn’t about Lamont Lovelle. Cameron wasn’t the type to raise heavy subjects unless absolutely necessary. No, Cameron wanted to discuss a letter that he had received from an old high school flame.

			In high school Georgia Height had been the love of Cameron’s life. If it were physically possible he would have sunk right down into her warm brown skin just so he could experience life through her eyes. Raven had tried to tell him that this wish was more like possession than love. But he wouldn’t listen. Maybe that was why Georgia turned tail and ran. Smart and going places, she had big plans. Those plans didn’t involve a foster kid who had been passed from home to home like trash, and was still getting into trouble. She left high school without a backwards glance at the boy with the soulful eyes and tall hair.

			“Raven!” Cameron said now from the doorway with both arms flung out from his tall, narrow frame. “How come you gone for so long?”

			Instead of answering, she walked into the hug and held him tight, clapping his back loudly. She pulled back to look at him. The skin was tight around his big smile and his eyes held an anxious, worried look. Raven had the feeling that he was about to hurt more than he did when Georgia left him.

			“Jeez,” she said as she walked past him into the living room. “You still don’t have any furniture?”

			The place looked as if it were furnished by a teenager who had just won the lottery with the ticket his mama bought for him. Four armchairs resembling a row from a movie theatre faced an opposite wall with the biggest flat screen that Raven had ever seen. There were so many controllers and headphones on the coffee table that Raven couldn’t tell if the table was wood, glass or made from two overturned milk crates.

			“Don’t hate. I got what I need,” Cameron said. He pointed to a small table next to the kitchen that shared the living space with the sparse living room. “Rest your bones right over there. I’ll grab something to drink.”

			Raven sat down while Cameron went to the refrigerator. He returned with two bottles of Fanta – grape for her, and orange for him. Raven took a long drink, not stopping until her throat burned.

			Cameron laughed. “Same old Raven. Guzzle it up until you feel the fire.”

			“No other way to drink soda.”

			She knew it was a kid thing to do, but being around Cameron always made her feel that way. He wasn’t always mature, but his ability to live from laugh to laugh made him a fun person to be around. Reaching past him to grab a stack of envelopes, she said, “What’s this?”

			“I dunno,” he said. “Junk mostly. Keeps showing up in my box.”

			“You mean in your mailbox?” Raven confirmed, flipping through the unopened mail.

			Sitting opposite Raven, one of his bony knees jittering to a rhythm playing in his head, he left the question unanswered. “You said on the phone that you staying at Mama Anna’s?”

			“Yes, indeedee,” Raven said still perusing his mail.

			“Well, if your rooms don’t work for you, you welcome to stay here. No bed in the guest room but I could fix a pallet on the floor for you.”

			Raven shook her head. “Cameron, some of these look like bills. Postmarks are three months old.”

			His knee stopped jittering. He looked at her with a face as confused as a toddler’s. “Who in the hell sending me bills through the mail? I pay my bills online.”

			She flipped a pink envelope over and showed him the return address. “This looks like your online bill pay didn’t make the electric company happy.”

			She expected him to take it, but he didn’t. Instead he said, “Is that why those mo-fos cut off my lights? Electric company needs to catch up with the times. Anyway, I fixed that when it went all dark and creepy up in here.”

			“You should open it.”

			“Why you busting my nuts? I told you I fixed it.”

			“Because I know you. You probably just slapped a Band-Aid over it. You fixed it just enough until it happens again.”

			“I ain’t studying that, Raven,” he said. “That’s not why I asked if you could fit me into your busy schedule.”

			“Okay, then.” She threw the pink envelope down on the table. “Where is it? This letter from Georgia.”

			“Damn,” Cameron said. “Just like that? You got somewhere to be?”

			“I’m surprised that you took time to open that one,” she said.

			“I had to,” he said. “Her name was on it. Besides…” He stopped.

			“Besides what?” Raven asked.

			“It smelled like her, like I remember.”

			“You still remember how she smelled?” Raven said. “No wonder you can’t stay in a relationship. Give it to me.”

			He reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a crumpled envelope. He gave it to her. The stationery was light blue, heavy, and expensive-looking. She put it to her nose. Cameron was right. The envelope held the ghost of a faint, sweet smell, like cotton candy.

			“Looks like Georgia had so much money that she didn’t mind lighting dollar bills on fire,” he said, motioning his now empty bottle of orange soda at the expensive stationery.

			Raven ignored him, her eyes growing wider as she read.

			Georgia was dead. Had been for several weeks, possibly more depending on when Cameron had finally decided to check his mail. Raven already knew that Georgia had become a civil rights lawyer, married well, and bought a house with a pool in the Point and a summer home in Florida. She built a reputation for community work, achieved all she dreamed of and more. What Raven didn’t know and now read in the letter was that Georgia was living high off the hog right up until the time of her cancer diagnosis. Although she wasn’t prepared for it, she handled it as she handled everything else in her life, with a courage so strong that she could’ve put out the fires of hell if the task had been on her to-do list.

			Bottom line was that Cameron had a son. The boy was fourteen years old, and his name was Noe Cardova. Georgia and her husband had been having trouble, and he made it clear that after she died, he wanted nothing to do with Noe. Georgia ended the letter without drama and without apology. Since Noe now had nobody, he had become Cameron’s responsibility. It was likely the most impractical thing she had ever wanted in her short life, but Georgia wanted Noe to be raised by blood.

			“God, she sounds cold,” Raven said.

			“Well, she had to be if she left all this,” Cameron said, waving his hands over his face and chest.

			Raven shook the envelope until two pictures fluttered onto the table. They were of a boy with clear brown skin and only one dimple on the left side of his beautiful mouth, just like Cameron, who used to joke that the one dimple proved that everything about him was half-ass on purpose. Even God was in on it.

			“Well,” said Raven. “What are you going to do?”

			He gave her a confused look. “A letter, Raven? Not an email or text? If she didn’t have my number, the broad could have at least DMed me.”

			Raven didn’t laugh. Instead she replaced the letter and pictures into the envelope. “You can’t joke this away.”

			He took the letter from her and took out the pictures again. He stared at them for a long time. “Looks like my dad.”

			There was a wistful look on his face that Raven had never seen before. “Looks like you.”

			“I’m thinking that she’s wrong about little dude’s stepdad. They got married when that kid was four. I can’t believe that the brother’s gonna give him up like that.”

			Raven raised an eyebrow. “Your parents didn’t mind giving you up.”

			She didn’t mean to be cruel, but she wanted to make sure Cameron knew what he was getting into. He had a steady IT job down at the Byrd’s Landing Police Department, but his lifestyle wouldn’t accommodate a kid. Instead of a girlfriend of the month Cameron had a girlfriend of the week. Given the choice between a video game, a week’s worth of groceries or a new pair of shoes, he’d laugh and say, “Who needs to eat anyway? Besides, if I get hungry I’ll just wait for a potluck or until someone has cake in the breakroom.”

			“My dad was sick, Raven,” he said. “And so was my mom. My dad may have walked away and left me, but as you like to forget, he came back. That man fought hard to get me back when he got better. He took care of me.”

			“Right up until the day he backslid and you watched him overdose.”

			“Do you have to be so damned mean all the time?”

			Raven spread her hands. “I just call ’em like I see ’em. It’s a big responsibility, Cameron. If you’re going to do this, you have to be ready. You can’t look at this through rose-colored glasses, or because you see it as a do-over for your father.”

			“It’s not going to matter, anyway. If the stepdad doesn’t want the boy for his sake, then he’ll want him for whatever she left him. This ain’t going to be a problem for me.”

			“So, why did you want to talk about it if it isn’t going to be a problem?”

			“You know how we always used to talk about what we wanted to be when we grew up?”

			Raven said nothing.

			“Well, you wanted to be a cop. I just wanted to be clean. And when you asked what I meant by that, I said that I didn’t want to leave a mark on this world. Not one goddamn mark on the street corner where I had to hold a sign in raggedy-ass clothes begging for my parents’ drug money, not on the foster homes that didn’t want me, or the teachers who said I was no damn good, and I better get ready for the graveyard or a jail cell. I told you that when I grew up, I just wanted to have a job playing on computers and enough money to have fun until the day I died. I wanted to travel, try new things. And when this life was over all I wanted was to be a scent on the wind for a second, and then nothing.”

			“I remember that,” Raven said. “No responsibilities.”

			“Yeah, right.” He laid the photo on the table. He let out a long breath, reached out a finger and tapped Noe’s face. “This makes me want to jettison that bullshit thinking. I want to fight for him like my dad fought for me, except I want to do right by the boy.”

			“This kid isn’t one of your games, or one of your adventures, something you can try and say ‘oh hell, oh well’ if it doesn’t work before moving on to the next bright shiny thing.”

			“I know that.”

			“I don’t think you do.”

			“I just think it’ll be fun having a little mini me running around here,” he said. “Keep me company. I can teach him how to level up on Call of Duty, to sing all the words to every song Wu Tang ever wrote….”

			“He’s a fourteen-year-old boy who just lost his mother, and is about to be abandoned by the only father he’s ever known. He isn’t going to want to play video games.”

			“There ain’t a teenager on this side of the Mississippi who don’t like video games, especially the way I play them. The tournaments—”

			“Everyone is not like you. You have a stack of bills that you don’t even know if you paid or not. How are you going to raise a kid?”

			“I got a lot of love.”

			Raven believed that Cameron indeed had a lot of love and compassion, but it was way deep down inside of him. He was willing to give it, too, as long as it didn’t get in the way of what he wanted.

			“You aren’t ready to be a father. That boy will be a stranger to you. You’ll have to help him navigate his new life without his mother. You’ll have to do some very grown-up things, things I’ve never seen you do voluntarily.”

			She stopped talking, and sat back. He waited for a beat or two, his face both wistful and serious.

			“That’s why I asked you here. I want you to help me.”

			“Help you? Help you, how?”

			“Well, when you were running around in Cali, I talked to Georgia’s lawyer. She told me that if I want Noe to live with me, I’ll have to prove that I’m fit. Make sure my place is suitable and all, and I’m not after the money.”

			“Money?” Raven asked.

			“Yeah, the boy has a trust fund. He’s on her insurance policy, too. I guessed Georgia was living large. Like you always say about stuff like this, they gonna be up my ass with a microscope.”

			“That’s smart. I’d do the same thing.”

			“That’s why I need you to tell me what I need to do, what furniture and shit I need to buy. Help me get him in school and crap. I know I got a problem being a grown-up. So, help me. I mean, who sends bills in the mail anymore?”

			“Don’t let sentiment mess with your head, Cam. This is a bit more than you can chew on, I guarantee you that.”

			“I know that,” he said. “But he ain’t got nobody, Raven. I was like that, once. You, too. We can make a difference. I ain’t perfect, I know, and I know I won’t be a perfect daddy, but at least I can try. So, will you help me?”

			“It’s not like a new puppy.”

			“Well, thank God for that. At least he won’t piss on my carpet.”

			She folded her arms across her chest.

			“Okay, I’m kidding. I know he’s not a puppy,” he said.

			“And you’ll have to buy a couch.”

			“I can buy a couch, an armchair, hangers, whatever.”

			“And you can’t run away when it gets hard.”

			“Ain’t about to do that. You gonna help me or not?”

			“Of course, I’m in. But, please, Cameron. Please don’t let this child down.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Several months later Buckwheat Zydeco’s live version of ‘Hot Tamale Baby’ exploded from all four speakers tucked in the corners of Billy Ray’s Creole restaurant. What was it that Billy Ray had always said – you weren’t human if you can listen to zydeco without moving your feet? Raven was sure he didn’t say it first, but he adopted the saying as his own. And hot damn if it wasn’t true, she thought.

			She tapped her foot as she waited for table five’s order. Zydeco, Billy Ray, and her friends were home to her. Leaving California was the right decision. Like the song said, she was definitely, at this very moment, all right. The evenings were filled with the zydeco bands Billy Ray hired to play and the best shrimp gumbo this side of the Red River.

			But his dream came at a high price that he paid with his nightmares. She knew he had them. She had them, too. Stealthy, evil little things that slunk into her skull while she slowly fell asleep, the images dragging her so far down that she couldn’t even scream.

			The bell jingling over the restaurant’s door reminded Raven where she was. She didn’t notice the tall man who walked in and sat in her section. But Imogene, who had come to stand beside Raven, did. She wasted no time calling Raven’s attention to him.

			“Oh my, my,” Imogene said with one hand on her round hip and the other across the open collar of her silk, light blue shirt.

			Raven glanced in the direction of Imogene’s gaze. She chuckled. The man who had sat down was not only handsome, but sexy in such a dangerous way that Raven thought if Imogene were wearing pearls she would have clutched them.

			He shrugged out of his jacket to reveal a broad, muscled chest covered by a tight button-up shirt. She couldn’t tell the exact color of his eyes at this distance, but with the early afternoon light pouring through the tall windows, Raven wouldn’t be afraid to bet that regardless of the color, his eyes were as attractive as his face. He saw them both staring at him and winked. Imogene responded with the thousand-watt smile she used on camera at her job as a local TV news reporter.

			But now, she spent most of her time at the restaurant for what she called ‘helping Billy Ray’. Raven suspected that it was the PTSD Imogene was running from, and a potential relationship with Billy Ray that she was running toward. Raven kept her face frozen in just the way Floyd taught her when coming into contact with something new and possibly dangerous. Now, don’t go smiling at no snakes, Birdy Girl, he would say, not until you sure a rattler ain’t attached to the other end of its tail.

			“He’s all yours,” Raven told Imogene.

			“As if he were yours to give away.”

			Raven balanced two plates on her right forearm and clasped another one in her right hand, a move she had been practicing for the past month. Since Billy Ray liked to serve his food steaming hot, she could feel the heat starting to burn a tattoo onto her forearm. Raven grabbed another steaming plate with her left hand.

			“Yep, you’re right about that,” she said, looking with satisfaction at the plates. “Not mine to give away. But kind of disappointing if you ask me. Just what this place needs, another cop.”

			“Oh.” Imogene turned to her. “Do you know him?”

			“Nope,” Raven said and started to walk away.

			“Then how can you tell he’s a cop?”

			Any other time Raven wouldn’t have been so indiscreet. But Billy Ray’s was jumping. The imitable and now ubiquitous Buckwheat Zydeco at Chastain’s Creole Heaven was pumping through the speaker. The music was accompanied by the happy but raucous hum of what was starting to be the restaurant regulars. She caught snatches of conversations around her and bursts of laughter. No one was paying attention to the help. And she certainly didn’t think the object of their discussion could hear them from across the room.

			“I can tell he’s a cop because he has that predator look about him.”

			“Cops are predators?”

			Raven grinned, not knowing how much like Floyd she looked at that moment.

			“I know that’s surprising, but cops and criminals both hunt. They just hunt for different things. And besides, his head is on a swivel. He’s hyper-aware.”

			Raven could tell that Imogene was about to say something else, but Raven cut her off.

			“These plates are hot. Gotta keep moving.”

			“Be my guest.” Imogene stepped out of the way. “And I’m giving him back to you.” She glanced toward the kitchen to where Billy Ray’s back was visible. “My dance card is full.”

			Raven shook her head and took the plates to the corner of the restaurant that had been nicknamed the ‘old folks’ corner’ because some of Byrd’s Landing’s oldest citizens claimed the live-edge slab of mahogany as their own. Raven teased Billy Ray about the expense, reminded him of his mantra to refuse new, to reuse and re-purpose. He just said he liked the idea of serving his shrimp and grits on a slice of Africa.

			When there wasn’t any eating going on in the old folks’ corner, you could hear the slap of dominoes against the hardwood, or a cackle of victory as Mama Anna destroyed her spades opponents. And every once in a while, there was the musical roll of dice and a few dollars changing hands.

			“Hey, hey,” she said as several sets of brown hands reached for the plates. “Be careful. Hot. Hot.”

			“I can see,” said an old man in a beret covered in Korean War patches. “Very hot.”

			“Now don’t go abusing the help,” Raven said. “Nowadays they call that sexual harassment, Mr. Joe.”

			“Well, the help shouldn’t look so good,” someone else said.

			“Shut up, ole man.” This came from Mama Anna, who was sitting at the very end of the mahogany live-edge slab. “You wouldn’t know what to do with it if it fell on you.”

			“Probably gum it to death,” the man sitting next to Mr. Joe said.

			To this there was a lot of foot stamping and table slapping. Even Mr. Joe laughed before pulling out a handkerchief to wipe sweat from his face.

			“Y’all some nasty old people,” Raven said. She placed a fist on her slim waist. “Now I see you got water. Need anything else?”

			“Sho’ smells good,” Mama Anna said.

			“Smell better than yo’ cooking,” Mr. Joe said.

			“You ain’t never tasted my cooking, nor will you ever,” Mama Anna responded.

			Raven broke in the laughter that had erupted with, “Anything else?”

			She pulled straws from the pocket of the white half-apron fitted snugly around her jeans.

			Everyone turned their attention to the food. They inspected the plates of gumbo and shrimp creole as if in very serious contemplation of her question.

			Then Mr. Joe said, “Yo’ phone number?”

			There was more laughter as Raven walked away. She heard Mama Anna say, “Joe, you crazy,” before hollering after Raven, “Bring me some hot sauce, baby.”

			Raven walked to the sideboard chuckling to herself. She grabbed a bottle of Louisiana Hot and brought it back to the table. They were too busy with the food to notice her. She couldn’t remember the last time she had a conversation like that – one that made her smile so much that she was sure that for the first time in a long time her eyes sparkled.

			But she never felt so safe before, so peaceful. For one of the few times that she could remember, she was happy. Maybe that’s what Billy Ray had brought to the town by opening this restaurant. It had become an oasis in a place otherwise beset by crime, corruption, and weather so uncomfortable that you would think the heavens were doing it as a punishment.

			“Raven.”

			She looked up to see Billy Ray with a half-smile on his face. He jerked his head to the lone man sitting at the table near the door, the man she and Imogene had noticed earlier. Raven nodded and made her way over to him while saying hello to several people. She knew he watched her. She could feel his eyes on her as she drew near. Cop, she thought. Definitely cop. In her experience no one but a cop would look at a person that way, making what Floyd used to call ‘them Sherlock Holmes conclusions’, something about not only seeing but observing. That was the way Floyd chose his victims. He would stalk and observe. Wait for a vulnerability and then strike.

			Or maybe, the happy side of Raven interrupted her thoughts, the mysterious man sitting by himself just likes the way you look. She shook that thought away, and she did it fast. She was just starting to get her life – a new life – together. She didn’t need a man to complicate it. And there was no way that she would allow herself to be careless. She would always look for the rattler.

			He glanced at her as she said hello and slid a menu in front of him. Brown. His eyes were dark brown and intense. She took the order pad from her back pocket and reached for the pencil behind her ear.

			“You need a minute with the menu? I can get you something to drink first.”

			He picked up the single sheet of thick paper she had placed in front of him. “Not a lot to choose from.”

			“Some would say, but everything Billy Ray cooks is good, and quality.”

			“Billy Ray is the….”

			“Owner.” She had the feeling that he was trying to stall. She didn’t like it. “What can I get you to drink?”

			“I don’t need a drink first,” he said. “I think I can go ahead and order now.”

			“Okay.” She waited with the pencil poised over the pad.

			He sighed again. “I don’t know what’s good here.”

			“I just told you, everything.”

			She made herself smile to mask her frustration. It wouldn’t do for her to ask another customer if they could read. Billy Ray’s patience only stretched so far.

			“Anything specific?”

			“That depends,” she said. “What do you like?”

			A slow, lazy smile spread across his face. His teeth were straight and white. He was looking at her in a way that would give Imogene a heart attack. But she wasn’t Imogene. She tapped the eraser end of her pencil against the pad and waited.

			“Well,” she prompted.

			The smile faltered and was replaced by another. This second smile was more authentic. She could almost see the cogs spin behind his eyes as he considered another line of attack. Flirting, she realized. It had been so long since she flirted with anybody that she didn’t recognize the beginnings of it. But she was in no mood to practice.

			He rushed on. “I really don’t know what I want. It’s my first time here and I’m just looking for good food. The, what do you call it, the rooming house recommended it.”

			“So, you’re staying at Mama Anna’s rooming house, not the hotel?”

			Mama Anna had a rooming house on the outskirts of town, not an Airbnb, but an old-fashioned rooming house where you inquired about rooms at the front door and dinner was served free every night. She started letting rooms to visitors and people down on their luck when she could no longer afford the upkeep or the property taxes. Her daughter ran it now, which was the reason Mama Anna could spend so much of her time at Billy Ray’s.

			“Yeah, I’m here on business but wanted to stay someplace local,” he said. “You know, get the local flavor.”

			She waited but said nothing. It wasn’t lost on her that she was also staying at Mama Anna’s, and she needed to be careful. There was something about this man that made the hair stand up on the back of her neck.

			“I just don’t know what’s good here,” he said, giving her what Floyd would call a sorrowful puppy-dog look.

			“The seafood gumbo is always on point,” she said. “It’s always hot, and we’ll probably run out soon. If that’s too spicy for your first time, Billy Ray makes a mean po’boy. How about we get you some po’boys?”

			“That sounds fine,” he said as the conversation hummed around them. “Does Billy Ray do all the cooking?”

			“Yes, do you know him?”

			He shook his head. “Why would I know him?”

			“He used to be a cop.”

			He stared back at her blankly. “I didn’t know that. The rooming house just said it was a good place to eat.”

			“Mama Anna’s daughter isn’t a bad cook,” Raven countered.

			“I know. But she doesn’t cook every night. And sometimes, you know, she just phones it in. The other night she made some tamale pie out of a mix and a can of chili.”

			Raven knew but she kept her mouth shut. She wondered why she hadn’t seen him around at the rooming house, but then again, she kept to herself there, ate in her room, used the back exit a lot. Most of her time was at Billy Ray’s.

			“You want something to drink with those po’boys?”

			He leaned back and placed both arms along the booth. “Man, you’re a tough crowd.” He laughed.

			She didn’t respond.

			“You got any IPA?” He said it like a challenge.

			“Plenty. I’ll bring you a couple of shrimp po’boys and the best IPA we have in the house. Ice cold. Will that do?” she said as she swept the menu away from him. She didn’t care if it did ‘do’ or not, that was what he was going to get.

			“I guess it’ll have to,” he answered.

			She gave him another look before tucking the pencil behind her ear and walking away. She could feel him watching her as she weaved through the tables. Handsome, she thought. And funny probably. Raven liked funny. Her dad was funny.

			Later, after she brought him his food, she leaned against the bar watching him as he destroyed the sandwiches Billy Ray had made for him. She thought about Jean Rinehart. Her dad had picked up her stepmother in a restaurant. Abe’s Diner out in the country. Look how that turned out. Jean became just another one of ole Floyd’s victims. Raven chuckled before pushing the thought into a corner of her mind and turning the key to the closet where she now kept such morbid memories. When her mind was clear again, a voice said, You don’t have to marry him, but what about having a little fun?

			But Raven wasn’t thinking fun. She was thinking cop in spite of that blank look that he gave her when she asked him if he knew Billy Ray. She should try a little harder to find out who he was and what he was doing in Byrd’s Landing. She released her lean against the bar and went back to the table carrying a clutch of paper napkins.

			“Thank you,” he said through a mouthful of sandwich. And even though he was chewing as he spoke, he did it in an attractive way that Raven couldn’t help but think was put on.

			“This one is about gone.” He displayed the greasy cloth napkin that Billy Ray insisted on using at the restaurant. “Who knew butter could taste so good?”

			She smiled, not too warmly, and picked up the empty beer glass. “Another?”

			“Just a minute.”

			He touched her wrist, and she gave him back the glass.

			“Now I’ll have another,” he said after draining the glass of the foam that had been laced along the bottom.

			As she took the empty glass from him, she said, “So, you said you were here on business?  Where are you from?”

			“California.”

			Raven felt her mask slip before she could right it into place again. It was only for a second, but she wondered if he noticed.

			“Have you ever been there?” he asked.

			She had the feeling that he was studying her very carefully. She picked up his now empty plate. Anyone else, maybe one of the regulars, Raven would have asked if he had licked it. She didn’t have to wonder too long what he would do with that line.

			“A few times,” she said vaguely to forestall any more questions in that area.

			“Business or pleasure?”

			Raven’s laugh was genuine. “Yeah,” she said. “From the last waitressing convention. It was a blast. What brings you to Byrd’s Landing?”

			“You really want to know?”

			“Did I really just ask?”

			He looked around the restaurant in an exaggerated check to see if anybody was listening. He motioned for her to lean in closer. Only when she was close enough to smell him did he say, “I’m a scout.”

			She waited.

			“I’m here on a secret mission.”

			“Let me guess,” Raven said, straightening and laughing, “CIA agent?”

			“Shhh!” he said, using the opportunity to grab her wrist. “You’ll blow my cover.”

			“Cover?” Raven said, the laughter dying down a little.

			“Yes.”

			So, she was right. Cop. But his playful manner confused her.

			“Not CIA,” he said. “I work for a company that makes movies. I’m a location scout.”

			“What’s so secret about that?” Raven said, the amusement returning to her voice, the sparkle back in her eyes.

			“I scout locations for a very large movie franchise. I can’t tell you which one because, you know,” he stopped and looked around. “The competition.”

			“Yeah, right.”

			“I’m serious. Why don’t you believe me?”

			“Because you got that look about you, walking into a room noticing everyone and everything that’s there, one of those eager beaver cops who’s never off the clock and can’t stay away from the gym.”

			“You know a lot of cops?”

			“I know a few,” she said.

			“Gyms aren’t just for cops.” He gave her a pointed look. “Sure you know that.”

			Raven didn’t reply. He had her there. She spent almost every free hour at the gym or running the trails in Ronald Gold State Park. She’d also been learning jujitsu for both fitness and fun. Aside from Billy Ray’s, the gym and the state park were her only two other happy places.

			“So, location scout, huh?” she said finally.

			“Yes, we don’t advertise to keep the competition from knowing what we’re up to.”

			“But you’re telling me?”

			“You’re not the competition,” he said.

			“I see,” she said, beginning to turn away.

			He tugged at her sleeve. She looked down to see him handing her a business card.

			“Give me a call if you ever want to go hunting with me.”

			* * *

			Later, when the restaurant had calmed down, she took the business card from the back pocket of her jeans and studied it. Billy Ray came to stand beside her.

			“Who was that, anyway?” he said, his eyes flicking toward the table where the man had sat.

			“Mr. Wynn Bowen. Location scout.”

			“Locations for what?”

			Raven shook her head. “Big movies. Franchises. Showbiz,” she said and wiggled her fingers to show jazz hands.

			Billy Ray gave a skeptical grunt. “I don’t like him.”

			“You didn’t even talk to him.”

			“Didn’t have to. I saw him talking to you. I don’t like his look. Be careful.”

			“Wow,” she said. “Paranoid much?”

			“I am,” he said. “And if you know what’s good for you, you would be, too.”
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LING RAIN

Raven’s missing nephew might be the latest victim
in a series of murders, but she’s being hunted too






