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L’union fait la force
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Chapter 1
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On a cold, windy February day, LaShaun sat across from Chase at her kitchen table as they had lunch. Chase had taken a break from being a deputy and chasing down crime to relax. She’d fixed his favorite to lure him away for a few minutes: a sandwich made of tender roast beef on French bread with spicy Cajun mustard. She’d entertained him with small talk before telling him about her visit to the courthouse in Abbeville for her cousin’s sentencing hearing. Chase said nothing as she spoke, but maintained a tight blank expression as he slowly ate. When LaShaun got to the end of her account, Chase carefully wiped his mouth with a napkin.

“Bad idea on like six different levels. My advice?  Steer clear of Azalei. She’s seven different kinds of bad news.”

“Azalei has her faults, but even I kinda felt sorry for her. Though I know she brought it on herself,” LaShaun added thoughtfully.

Chase downed the last bit of ginger ale in the tall glass mug and crossed to the dishwasher. He stacked his lunch dishes inside it. Then he turned around, still wiping his mouth with a large paper napkin. “Bad news,” he repeated.

“Well I...” LaShaun started and stopped when Chase held up a large hand.

“I’m just saying, LaShaun. We got enough on our plate. And what’s with this mysterious ‘It’s not over’ crap. Nah, ignore the dramatics. Bad news,” Chase said.

“She could be finally willing to drop a few tidbits about Quentin Trosclair. He’s been getting away with murder in Vermilion Parish for years,” LaShaun replied and grinned when Chase let out a loud groan.

“If I have to deal with that spoiled rich asshole one more time, I’ll be on trial for murder,” Chase blurted out. 

“I know, honey. Maybe Azalei means she wants to explain herself and try to make up for what she’s done. Not that it will bring Rita back or...” LaShaun’s voice trailed off.  There was no arguing that Azalei’s scheming lies led to their cousin Rita’s death.  “I know what it’s like to set loose evil and be helpless to stop what you put in motion.”

Chase tossed the napkin into the kitchen trash can and walked to LaShaun. He pulled her up from the kitchen chair to wrap both his brawny arms around her. “Come here. You believe that Monmon Odette would want you two to repair this big rip in the family. But, sweetie, it ain’t gonna happen. You got the land and the money they wanted.”

“Well, that didn’t end up being the warm reassurance I was expecting,” LaShaun tossed at him with a sigh. Then she looked up into his dark Cajun eyes. “Okay, okay. You’re right. We won’t be having fuzzy family reunions any time soon. I get that.”

“Just stating the facts, ma’am.” Chase kissed her on the cheek, and then let go. He checked his phone for text messages. “For some damn reason, we got a rash of burglaries. Wait, let me check that. I know the reason; drugs.”

“Meth labs and so-called ‘bath salts’. Folks come up with some interesting ways to self-destruct.” LaShaun shook her head.

Chase continued to scroll through messages. “Even in our pretty Cajun countryside, people get stupid or evil. Poverty and chaos are everywhere.”

“Thanks for stopping by to share that cheerful thought, Deputy Broussard,” LaShaun said.

Chase put his phone back into the case clipped to his belt. He grabbed her in a bear hug again. “Well, we’ve got some happy stuff to talk about, like our wedding in April. My brother says Adrianna is having a ball being your coordinator. She’s dragged him to three different florists getting ideas.”

LaShaun grinned. “Your sister-in-law is enjoying this way too much, and for the wrong reasons.” Then LaShaun grew serious. “Your mother...”

“If she’s not there then that’s her problem,” Chase said easily. “Hey, I said we were going to have happy talk. My sisters, my brother and Adrianna, and even my daddy will be there. She won’t be thrilled about it, but she will. Grandstanding won’t get Queen Elizabeth the attention she wants, so she’ll come around.”

“If you say so. You know her better than me,” LaShaun said raising her eyebrows. Elizabeth Broussard didn’t impress LaShaun as a woman who bluffed.

Before Chase could reply, his phone beeped. He took it out again and tapped the screen. “Damn, high priority; which means...”

She watched his expression. Chase walked away a few steps. When a law enforcement officer’s cell phone went off, it usually wasn’t good. Chase stood in the bay window that overlooked her back lawn. He spoke quietly for a few minutes before he turned around.

“Gotta move. People are crazy,” he muttered.

“Somebody been stupid or evil? Which is it this time?” LaShaun followed him to the back door.

He leaned down and kissed her on the lips. “Watch the news. That’s all I can say.”

Moments later he drove away in his Vermilion Parish Sheriff’s Department cruiser. LaShaun closed the door and went to the wall mounted television. She found the remote and tuned to the local station. A pretty blonde anchorwoman at the Lafayette station read the noon news.

“To recap, three teenagers were found two hours ago hanging from an oak tree near the small town of Kaplan. The Vermilion Parish Sheriff’s Department is on the scene. We’ll update this breaking story as details become available. Let’s turn to the weather now. Clay Wilcox has our forecast. Can we hope for a warm up by Mardi Gras, Clay?” The woman lost her grim expression and engaged in light banter with the weatherman.

LaShaun hit the mute button. The chill moving along her arms had nothing to do with the cold temperature. Just as she was about to leave the kitchen, a soft sound of bells stopped her. She went to the wall mounted phone and lifted the handset. This time she wasn’t surprised by the contralto female voice on the line.

***
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LaShaun sat on one of four chairs around Mrs. Rose Fontenot’s breakfast table the next morning. She could only imagine the number of curse words Chase would let out if he knew. LaShaun smiled at the image of Chase pulling one large hand down his face in frustration.  Rustling to her left caused LaShaun to focus back on the elderly woman moving around the parlor. Sister Rose, as she was called by a lot of people, still stood tall despite her seventy-four years. People in Mouton Cove swore her apparent hardiness proved she had supernatural power.

Miss Rose fussed with a lovely china serving set with magnolia blossoms painted onto a white background. The scent of Louisiana dark roast coffee rose from the carafe. Matching cups, saucers, sugar bowl, and small cream pitcher were also arranged on a round honey oak Lazy Susan. 

“Miss Rose, you don’t have to go to any trouble. You know I’m not a guest,” LaShaun said. She felt pleasantly full after eating fluffy scrambled eggs, and sausage.

“I’m from the old school as they say. You need to serve folks some refreshment when they drop by to visit,” Miss Rose replied as she refilled two cups with the steaming dark brew. 

“Yes, ma’am,” LaShaun replied. She knew better than to argue with Rose Mouton Fontenot.

“I don’t get over your way often; otherwise I would have been over to check on you.” Miss Rose nodded as she placed a cup in front of LaShaun. “Have a slice of my banana bread. Perfect way to finish off breakfast.”

LaShaun patted her mid-section. “No, thank you, ma’am. I’m stuffed.”

Miss Rose chuckled. “Lord, I’m showing my age. This is how we used to eat before going out to the fields. Hard work, child. My daddy and granddaddy didn’t have these modern combines to harvest that rice.”

“No, ma’am,” LaShaun said. She sipped more coffee and waited.

“Well, you didn’t drive over here to hear an old woman ramble on.” Miss Rose chuckled again.  

“You can ramble all you want, Miss Rose. That’s the privilege of elderly ladies,” LaShaun said and grinned at her.

Miss Rose wagged a forefinger at LaShaun. “Smart mouth just like your mama and Odette.” Then she sighed. “I miss my friend and our long talks.”

Miss Rose and Monmon Odette had met when Miss Rose taught school. Francine, LaShaun’s mother, had stayed in trouble right up until she dropped out of high school. Monmon Odette frequently declared that Miss Rose was the best teacher around. Their efforts to keep Francine on the right path forged a decades-long friendship. The two women had something else in common; the gift of second sight.

“I’m back, Rose,” a gruff voice called out. 

The thump of a door slamming shut sounded a few seconds later, and then he walked in. Miss Rose called Pierre her “young” husband. He was, but only by four years. 

“Alright, you don’t have to tell the entire parish,” Miss Rose replied loudly. Then she lowered her voice. “Every Wednesday he meets his men friends down at the local diner for breakfast. They flap their lips like they know what they’re talking about.” 

“Me and Mack going down to look at the river, see how the water is running. Might be able to tell what the fishing will be like come spring.” Mr. Pierre stopped short when he noticed LaShaun. “How you young lady?”

“I’m fine, sir. You look well.” LaShaun crossed to him and pecked him on the cheek. 

“See, Rose? You better treat me right. I can still catch the eye of pretty women.” Mr. Pierre laughed harder at his own joke than either of them. A car horn blew. “Y’all don’t be talkin’ ‘bout me when I’m gone. I’ll be back around lunchtime.”

“Bye. That man,” Miss Rose said as if she didn’t need to explain anything else. She listened to the door open and close, and then she turned to gaze at LaShaun for a few moments. Her amused expression faded away. 

“So, you called me for a reason,” LaShaun said. She felt a familiar prickle on her arms.

Miss Rose walked over to a beautiful pine kitchen cupboard. LaShaun guessed it to be at least one hundred years old. Miss Rose opened one of the drawers and returned to the table with a worn scrapbook.

“The children they found hanging; that’s a bad sign, cher. I’ve been watching the news. They talk about how kids have been dabbling in devil worship and such out in the woods.” Miss Rose suddenly seemed to feel her age. Gone was her sprightly demeanor. She moved stiffly as she sat down again.

“Kids acting stupid. We both know they don’t have a clue about what they’re doing,” LaShaun said. When Miss Rose pointed to the scrapbook, LaShaun opened it. The first page had four small leaves in wax paper envelops taped to it.

“Never mind those,” Miss Rose turned the pages and tapped the fifth. “Look here.”

“Okay, you’ve been collecting articles... from the eighteen hundreds?” LaShaun raised an eyebrow as she glanced at Miss Rose. 

“I’m old, but I ain’t that old, girl,” Miss Rose wisecracked and then grew serious again. “Where did they find those silly youngsters?”

“Off Highway 694 on Indian Bayou Road,” LaShaun replied. She knew that Miss Rose wasn’t asking the question because she didn’t know the answer. 

Miss Rose nodded slowly. “That land used to be part of the Sweet Olive Plantation. Read the top article.” 

“Horror at Metier Mansion,” LaShaun read the dramatic headline.

“Now look at this.” Miss Rose turned more pages.

“Another article from 1937, another in 1956, another in 1967. Couple found dead, murder-suicide suspected,” LaShaun said and looked at her. “Scrapbooking is a nice past time, but Miss Rose, you’ve got a creepy hobby.”

“Look at the location, cher.” 

“Sheriff Henry told this reporter that Deputy Bill Fontaine found Joseph and Eliza Ducommon on the dirt lane locals called Duck Lane just off... Highway 694.” LaShaun shuddered when the prickle spread up her arms again. The sensation was more intense, like a combination of a static shock and pins sticking into her skin. 

“Your monmon and me been watching for many a year, child. We kept hoping this thing, this evil, would be banished. We tried our best. I’m afraid you’ll have to fight it now. After Odette got so sick, I went to see her. You hadn’t come home yet. She knew.”

“That she wouldn’t live much longer,” LaShaun whispered as though talking to herself.

“More than that, cher. She knew that you would have to face down this evil.” When LaShaun looked at her sharply, Miss Rose put a hand on LaShaun’s arm. “Yes, the spirit in the woods. Odette called it a loa, from the Voudoun religion. A spirit called up by your ancestors. Greed drove Isidore LeGrange to call this fiendish force into our world. Arrogance convinced him he had the strength to control it.”

“But Loa are strong, unpredictable. They always have their own agenda. They will turn on their human guide just for amusement,” LaShaun said, repeating what she’d read. 

“Malicious loa may be a different culture’s name for Satan’s demons,” Miss Rose replied.

“You think these kids acting stupid stumbled onto a real ritual that called up this spirit again?” LaShaun looked at her.

“And have paid for their stupidity in blood, cher,” Miss Rose said in a bleak tone.

“Coincidence, Miss Rose.” LaShaun gave the older woman an indulgent pat on the hand. 

“I know you thought, or more likely hoped, that thing was gone for good, child,” Miss Rose said, her voice soft and sympathetic. 

“No, ma’am. I prayed and prayed hard,” LaShaun replied. She smiled at the older woman, squeezed her hand and stood. “Thank you, Miss Rose. But this time I’m sure that we don’t have to worry.”

Miss Rose stood with her. “I feel better hearing you sound so confident. But if you need me, call. I’m old, but I still pack a punch if I do say so myself.” 

“I couldn’t ask for a better sidekick, but I won’t need that help,” LaShaun replied and hugged Miss Rose. 

“You come over here anytime, cher. I’ll whip up some blackberry cobbler, and we’ll have us a good old time,” Miss Rose said and hugged her back. “One more thing; Odette didn’t want you to be bitter against your family. The evil infected your family bloodline, she said. Greed and the hunger for power crossed generations.”

LaShaun turned to leave, but then stopped short. She stared at Miss Rose. “Wait a minute. What is the connection between those murders over decades?”

“I’m sorry, cher. I wish I could tell you. Odette and me couldn’t figure that one out. We just sensed the pattern. Same as when I saw the news last night.” Miss Rose shook her head. “So much death.”

“I’ll search archives online and let you know what I find out,” LaShaun said.

“Email it to me.” Miss Rose grinned at LaShaun’s surprised expression. “My granddaughter bought me a tablet computer and taught me how to use it. Child, I’m hooked on that thing. Let me get it.” She went to a shelf on the same cupboard and came back with it.

LaShaun sent an email to herself from Miss Rose’s tablet. Miss Rose wrapped up slices of banana bread for LaShaun to take with her. After repeated assurances that she would keep Miss Rose informed and it was probably nothing, LaShaun left for home. On the ride to Beau Chene, LaShaun rehearsed breaking this latest news to Chase. Once again, the supernatural mixed with human stupidity played into Vermilion Parish crime. Chase and M.J. Arceneaux, the acting Sheriff, would not be pleased.

“Maybe I can figure it out. It’s not like I’m keeping secrets. All Miss Rose has is a faded newspaper article and intuition,” LaShaun mused aloud as she turned onto Highway Eighty-two. Still, a tiny prickle argued with LaShaun’s attempt to stay grounded in the natural world. Miss Rose was no ordinary septuagenarian holding on to hundred-year-old superstitions.
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Chapter 2
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That evening, LaShaun didn’t need paranormal powers to know Chase would be working late. The body of a local drug dealer had been found in a local farmer’s crawfish pond. LaShaun watched the six o’clock evening news on the kitchen television as she picked over her supper. The perky young brunette seemed excited. She had the air of suppressed glee as she reported one more crime in the Beau Chene area. 

“Javon Collins had been in the parish prison on a drug charge and being a convicted felon in possession of a firearm,” the reporter said. “He was out on bond. Authorities found two bags of marijuana in a car parked along the road nearby. The car was stolen last week.”

“I’ll bet the locals will have a party criticizing M.J. now,” LaShaun muttered. 

As if she’d heard LaShaun’s words, the reporter put on an affected solemn expression. “Tune in to our ten o’clock broadcast. Channel Six News will have a special report.  Three teenagers are victims of a bizarre attack, only two of them survive. Is our Sheriff’s Department prepared to deal with twenty-first century crime? We’ll examine the issue of rural settings with big city crime. Next, we’ll have our forecast.” She smiled into the camera.

“Damn, don’t sound so happy about it,” LaShaun complained. 

She got up from the counter, covered the small bowl of gumbo, and put it in the fridge. Just as she started to wash her few dishes, the front door chimes trilled. LaShaun glanced at the clock, wondering who had driven out so far at night. She went to a window in the formal parlor and peeked out. Her friend, attorney Savannah Honoré, stood on the porch in the soft yellow porch light. Her husband Paul was with her, which shocked LaShaun. Paul was polite whenever they happened to meet, but LaShaun knew he had qualms about the wisdom of Savannah being friends with the infamous voodoo woman of Beau Chene. The fact that LaShaun kept getting pulled into gruesome and weird crimes didn’t ease his mind. LaShaun unlocked the front door.

“Good evening. Come in and satisfy my curiosity,” LaShaun said with a grin at Savannah and a nod to Paul.

“Hello. I tried to talk Savannah out of dropping in without calling. Cell phones make it easy,” Paul said and gave an exasperated grunt. 

Savannah locked the front door like she was at home. Then she gave LaShaun a quick hug. “Oh will you stop. I had a weak signal on my wonderfully advanced smart phone, so I couldn’t call. Hey girl. How y’all doin’?” Savannah asked.

“Come on back to the kitchen. I was just in there watching television. I made gumbo today. Y’all welcome to have some,” LaShaun said and led the way down the hallway.

“Nah, we can’t stay long. We gotta go pick up the kids. You remember Charice, don’t you?” Savannah hopped on a stool and patted the one next to her. Her husband sat down obediently.

“Yes,” LaShaun replied. 

Savannah and Charice had been best buds since the third grade. Now they both had a set of twin girls, and even more in common. Charice’s girls were older than the Honoré eleven-year-olds, and more like older sisters the girls idolized. LaShaun smiled as she imagined the combined energy and noise four girls would make. A wave of longing swept over her as she thought about having a family. Paul’s deep voice broke into her thoughts.

“Nice kitchen. I like the red and brown color scheme, makes this large space look homey.” Paul rubbed a palm over the granite countertop in appreciation.

“Why thank you,” LaShaun said. She watched in amusement as he studied the rest of room. “No eye of newt and tongue of dog. Just chicken and sausage gumbo in the pot,” she joked, making a reference to the witches brew from Shakespeare’s play Macbeth.

Paul blinked for a second, then burst out laughing. “Okay, okay. I deserved that. I was thinking how... um, normal the placed looked.”

“I hid the jars of dead black cats and goofer dust,” LaShaun replied laughing with him.

Savannah slapped her husband’s shoulder playfully. “Don’t come in here embarrassing me. Oh, wait a minute. You’ve never been to LaShaun’s house before.”

“And he wasn’t sure what to expect, so he came to protect you from eee-vil,” LaShaun intoned in a deep, horror movie tone of voice. 

“Well, I wouldn’t put it quite that way,” Paul said with a sheepish half-grin at his wife.

“Oh Lawd have mercy, Paul.” Savannah shook her head.

“No, he’s got a good point, especially with everything happening around here lately. I don’t blame him for worrying about you wandering around at night these days,” LaShaun said. 

Paul and Savannah glanced at each other. As if on some silent cue they’d agreed on beforehand, Paul stood and pointed to the television. “I’m going to watch the sports channel if y’all don’t mind.” 

“Sure,” LaShaun said. 

She watched him cross the open floor plan to the family room area. He found the remote and moments later seemed engrossed in reports on scores. Ex-athletes exchanged banter about upcoming games and made predictions. LaShaun turned back to Savannah with her eyebrows raised. 

“So now you’re going to tell me the reason for this visit, huh? You guys have been married long enough that you’ve got the secret signals perfected,” LaShaun joked. 

“Yeah, and I’ll bet you already have the same connection to Chase. I’ve seen you two together. I’m so looking forward to your wedding.” Savannah grinned at LaShaun. “Girl, y’all the talk of Beau Chene. My daddy is happy for you, too. He says your mama and Miss Odette would be so proud.”

Antoine St. Julien had always been kindly toward LaShaun. LaShaun smiled. “Tell him I said hello. Now back to the subject of you dragging poor Paul out here. You took a detour out to my house because...” LaShaun sat down and crossed her arms.

“Allison Graham asked me to come out and talk to you,” Savannah said low.

“Who is that?” LaShaun blinked at her.

“Her son, Greg, was one of the teenagers found hanging from three different oak trees,” Savannah said with a grim frown.

“No,” LaShaun blurted out.

“Greg is the only survivor who’s talking. The girl, Rebecca Saucier, is still in shock. She won’t say a word. The third kid, a boy named Elliot Dubois, was pronounced dead at the scene.” Savannah spoke quietly as she glanced over at her husband. Paul seemed engrossed with the sports report and took no notice.

“Tell his mama I didn’t have anything to do with it,” LaShaun retorted. She cut in before Savannah could reply. “No, I’m sick of people around here saying I’m involved in every freaky act their kinfolks get into.”

“LaShaun, she—”

“I don’t care what she’s heard, Savannah. It’s her fault she didn’t know what her darlin’ boy got up to in the woods.” 

“Just shut your mouth for ten seconds,” Savannah said through clenched teeth. She sighed when LaShaun crossed her arms.

“I’m listening.” LaShaun glared back at her friend. 

“She’s not blaming you for anything. In fact. she came to my Abbeville office and—” 

LaShaun leaned forward. “Wait a minute. You have an Abbeville office? Ms. Big Time Attorney got multiple offices.”

“Yes, I’m practicing with another attorney in Iberia and Lafayette Parishes,” Savannah said. “Now for the last time, stop interrupting me, damn it.”

“Promise to tell me about your plan to rule the legal world later.” LaShaun grinned at her. When Savannah squinted back, LaShaun sighed. “Alright, alright. Go ahead. Allison Graham snuck out of town to consult you.”

“Exactly. Oh she tried to play it off. She claimed she was going to be in Abbeville anyway and that meeting there would be more convenient, so I agreed to the cloak and dagger stuff. Came in with a scarf wrapped around her face, dark sunglasses, and her hair tucked into a knit hat,” Savannah said.

“Can’t say I blame her with all the sensational talk going around the parish,” LaShaun replied. 

“Luckily, M.J. has kept details from leaking to the media, but we have a short window of opportunity before the hounds are released.” Savannah got up and went to the fridge. She found a bottle of cream soda and then turned to her husband. “Honey, you want something to drink?”

“If LaShaun doesn’t mind, a beer would be nice,” Paul called back. 

“She’s fine with it,” Savannah replied and found a bottle of a locally brewed beer. She talked as she found tortilla chips and poured them into a large bowl. She filled a smaller bowl for herself.

“No problem, Paul. Obviously your wife knows where everything is in my kitchen,” LaShaun quipped as Savannah took a wooden tray and carried him the snacks.

“Shush, I’m going to keep him happy so I can tell you this story,” Savannah whispered as she walked past LaShaun. “There you go. We’ll be ready to leave in a bit.”

“Um-hum,” Paul answered without taking his gaze from the television.  When Savannah put the tray on the end table near his elbow, he picked up the beer. “Thanks, ladies.”

Savannah sat down next to LaShaun again. “Anyway, Mrs. Graham is afraid Greg got involved in some kind of Goth group at school. They started off playing one of those spooky role-playing games, Wizards and Witches or something. She’s not even sure what it’s called. The kids made it up.”

“Lovely. Violent video games got boring I suppose,” LaShaun blurted out. When Savannah gave her a mean look, she raised a hand. “Sorry, sorry. Keep going.”

“Mrs. Graham wants to know if you and Chase have been investigating any... Ahem, demonic activity or something equally silly. I told her I would ask, but honestly, I thought you’d get a kick out of this. Ha, ha.” Savannah gave a weak laugh and studied LaShaun as though looking for a sign. “Please laugh this off with me and tell me it’s absurd.”

“Hmm.” LaShaun frowned.

“Oh hell,” Savannah muttered and glanced over at her husband. “Paul is talking about us moving out of the parish, not just the town. I mean, serial killers, gossip about loup garou, and now this.”

“Ah c’mon, he won’t insist on moving. Would he? Your father and aunt are getting on in years,” LaShaun said. Not to mention LaShaun would miss her friend.

“He’s worried the girls could get sucked into some crazy peer group. I can’t argue with his reasoning. Look at what Allison Graham and her husband are going through. They’re an upper-class family. One day her blonde-haired boy next door is playing little league baseball. Then he’s a teenager hanging out in the woods at night dressed in black from head to toe.”

“Being a parent can be scary, huh?” LaShaun blinked hard at Savannah.

“You best believe it. So...” Savannah gazed back at LaShaun.

“The last three or four crimes were plain old human sin. Maybe these kids got carried away with this role playing. The news reports say there were possibly other kids involved. What did Mrs. Graham say about that?” LaShaun asked. 

“She’s talked to the sheriff’s deputies for sure, one of Chase’s guys on the criminal investigation team. They’re also talking to the kids at school,” Savannah said and munched on a chip.

“Chase hasn’t said anything to me, but then, he doesn’t routinely bring his work home. We’ve got more stuff to talk about,” LaShaun replied and ate a chip from Savannah’s bowl. 

“Sure, like the wedding plans and which house you’re going to live in.” Savannah smiled at the more pleasant topics.

“Yes, and how his mother probably won’t be at the wedding. She’ll probably try to guilt the rest of the family to boycott.” LaShaun shook her head. 

“Well, at least you know which house to pick; whichever one is farther away from her,” Savannah wisecracked in a graveyard humor tone.

LaShaun burst out in a loud laugh. Paul pulled his attention away from the sports channel for a second before going back to it. She had to wait a few moments before regaining control. “That was a good one. I needed a laugh about the Broussard family drama. Whew.”

Savannah grinned. “Girl, please. You’ve faced down demons. A mean mother-in-law will be like a day at the beach.”

LaShaun gave a snort. “You’ve never met Chase’s mother.  We’ll deal with her tantrums. Now back to Mrs. Graham and her wayward boy.”

“Yeah, them,” Savannah replied and lost her expression of good humor. “Mrs. Graham is hoping to blame somebody other than her son.”

“Chase’s investigators think he did it?” LaShaun looked at Savannah with interest.

“Greg was injured, but not as severely as the other two kids. He was released from the hospital a couple of days after being admitted that night. I mean, the other two can’t talk. And he won’t.”

LaShaun faced her fully. “So you’re going to be his lawyer because you expect the investigators to consider him a suspect eventually.”

Savannah shook her head. “Mr. and Mrs. Graham hired a lawyer while Greg was still in the hospital; a top criminal defense attorney from Lafayette. A couple of their friends recommended me; because I know you. Remember I was involved in that adventure with,” she dropped her voice low, “The Blood River Ripper.”

“Oh my good Lord.” LaShaun rolled her eyes. “Reassure Mr. and Mrs. All American that Greg slipped into no-good all on his own. The devil didn’t make him do it.”

“I have a feeling that won’t reassure them,” Savannah said.

“That’s all I got.” LaShaun shrugged.

“You can’t blame her for asking after some of the stuff that’s gone on in Vermilion Parish,” Savannah said and stood.

“Yes, I can as a matter of fact. They’re looking to build a defense. Well sorry, I’m fresh out of supernatural beings to give them a hand,” LaShaun retorted. “Now you and your hard-working hubby go collect your kids. I’ll send you home with a big container of gumbo, some potato salad and jalapeno corn bread. You won’t have to cook, and the kids can get to bed on time. That way they’ll be fresh tomorrow morning for school.”

“Don’t go to any trouble,” Savannah replied. 

“I’ve got a big pot and more than enough.” LaShaun got up and got busy fixing their take home food.

“Aw, look at you. You’re already preparing to feed a family.” Then Savannah’s eyes went wide. “Hey, are you...?”

LaShaun paused in the act of scooping up gumbo with a ladle and filling a plastic container. “Am I what?”

“You know,” Savannah said and nodded at LaShaun.” 

“Huh? No! Don’t you start gossip about me being pregnant either.”

“I wouldn’t,” Savannah protested and wore an affronted expression. Then she giggled. “Wouldn’t that chap Mrs. Broussard’s behind!”

LaShaun grimaced. “You’ll be the first one to get a famous Rousselle curse in one hundred years.”

Savannah waved a hand. “Relax. I’m only going to tell a few close friends. I’m kidding, just kidding.” She let out a squeal when LaShaun pretended to swing the ladle at her head.

“Y’all need to quit playing around. Hey, we gonna have gumbo tonight,” Paul said as he strolled in. “Babe, we better get a move on. Thanks so much for the good food, LaShaun.”

“You’re quite welcome. Now take your troublemaker wife home.” LaShaun pretended to swing at her again.

Savannah burst out laughing. “Don’t spill my gumbo.” 

Ten minutes later, Savannah and Paul were on their way out of LaShaun’s front door. Paul carried a canvas tote bag with all the fixings for a down home Creole supper. He went ahead to load the car and Savannah turned to LaShaun.

“I’m going to assure Mrs. Graham that she needs human legal advice only, no demon hunter intervention,” Savannah said. She stared at LaShaun hard.

“What? I said there’s nothing paranormal going on... that I know of.” LaShaun squirmed under Savannah’s sharp-eyed legal gaze.

“Oh hell naw. Here we freakin’ go again with the spooky stuff,” Savannah spat out in a harsh whisper. Then she turned to Paul who was already sitting in their car. “I’m coming, sweetie.”

“I swear I’m telling the whole truth and nothing but the truth,” LaShaun said. She raised her right hand as though taking an oath on the witness stand.

Savannah started to walk off then came back. “Anything changes, you let me know ASAP, especially if it means you’ll need a lawyer again.”

“I’m staying out of trouble,” LaShaun assured her. After exchanging goodbyes again, LaShaun shut and locked the front door. “I hope.”

***
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At two o’clock the next morning. LaShaun came awake. She instinctively threw out an arm to feel for Chase. Then she sighed and rolled over. Determined to get back to sleep. she tried to ignore the blue glow from her digital clock. Watching the numbers change would not help her go back to sleep. She closed her eyes and let her mind drift away. The light seemed to pulse through her eyelids. LaShaun bolted upright into clear thinking from the soft haze of drowsiness. She got out of bed. When she drew aside the curtains of one of the windows that faced her woods, her heart  thumped. A soft silvery blue fog pulsed behind a stand of trees to the west. LaShaun glanced up at the full, lustrous moon against the night sky. A wispy cloud drifted across the pearl white disc and then drifted down to the woods. She blinked at the sight and rubbed her eyes. Was her imagination playing tricks? With quicksilver motions, LaShaun got dressed in jeans, waterproof boots, and a heavy flannel shirt. She pulled on an insulated rain jacket and retrieved her knife and grandmother’s rosary. She whispered a fervent prayer, and then headed down the hallway to her back door. Then she stopped and went back to her bedroom.

“Might as well be well armed,” she murmured. 

LaShaun found her Remington derringer. The lovely scroll work on the barrel made it look like a fashion accessory; it was a deadly fashion accessory with silver bullets. Then she pulled on supple leather gloves she’d special ordered. They would keep her hands warm but not interfere with her grip on the knife or gun. Loaded and ready for a fight, she went outside. Moonlight washed across the backyard, competing with the security light to the west of her house. She listened to the night. 

Leaves rustled as the cold wind blew through the trees and bushes. Furry creatures did not creep out in the wintery night. Instead they hunkered down in burrows or hallowed out tree trunks. So LaShaun didn’t expect to hear the kind of night sounds that came with spring or summer. The blue mist strangely retreated deeper into the woods. Suddenly the swish and whispery noise of the wind changed.  A sound like breathing filled the air around her. If she hadn’t known better, LaShaun would have thought a huge giant animal crouched nearby... a hunter stalking prey, waiting in the dark to strike at just the right time. LaShaun started at a realization of something different. The mist floated beyond her woods, away from the historic Rousselle family cemetery. A sharp chill raced along her arms and down her back. If this demon was no longer tethered to her woods, where else could it travel? She walked backwards until the heel of her right boot hit the back steps. LaShaun continued to scan her surroundings as she opened the back door with her key. Once inside. she wrapped both arms around her to stop the shivering. A thumping sound made her jump. When she heard footsteps, LaShaun moved away from the door. The footsteps caused a crunching sound on the fine gravel driveway. Suddenly the sound moved away. 

LaShaun let out a sigh of relief. She hurried to the bay window in her kitchen. Her heart skipped when she recognized the tall figure walking from the circle of illumination from the security lamp toward darkness, following the retreating blue light. 

“Oh no.”

She raced to the solid steel door styled to look like dark wood. Precious seconds ticked by as she clicked the set of three locks that usually made her feel safe. Moments later she’d pushed through the screen storm door. Too scared to call out, LaShaun’s legs pumped as she ran to catch up to him. Chase strode along, not seeming to be in a hurry. His long-legged stride easily increased the distance between them with each step.

“Chase. Chase!” 

LaShaun spoke in a hoarse whisper, as though that would help keep some malevolent beast from noticing them. When he kept walking, she felt a surge of panic. To hell with stealth, she decided. LaShaun skidded to a halt, pulled out the small gun, and fired two shots in the air in rapid succession. Chase stopped in mid-stride. Oddly, he lowered his leg slowly, like a robot that had suddenly been turned off. Seconds later his head turned from left to right looking into the night. Then he faced LaShaun.

“Hey girl. What the hell...” When he walked into the circle of light, Chase blinked rapidly. 

“Are you okay? Are you hurt?” LaShaun ran to him as he walked to her. Panting, she still held the gun above her head. Then she stepped to her right and pointed it at the landscape bathed in gloom beyond the beam of the security lamp.

“No, I-I’m okay,” Chase replied, but his voice sounded unsure. He rubbed a hand over his forehead. “I thought I heard something, and plus this night air seemed so sweet I...”

LaShaun got close to him. He wore a puzzled expression. She looked past him again. The blue mist faded away. She engaged the cross bolt safety on the derringer and put it into her jacket pocket. 

“Let’s go inside; get out of this frosty air. I’ll fix you something warm to drink.”

As she walked with him, LaShaun rubbed his cold hands while glancing over her shoulder. No trace of blue or anything out of the ordinary appeared against the night sky. The full moon looked down on them like a placid face giving no clue about what he’d seen.  Chase remained silent as LaShaun kept up a stream of chatter. Her nerves became even more rattled by the odd blank expression he wore.

“You’re shouldn’t be wandering around in the dead of night. It’s almost three o’clock in the morning. Why didn’t you come on home or go to your place to get some rest? Talk to me, sweetie,” LaShaun said, her voice breaking with anxiety. She fought the urge to cry, to shake him violently until he lost that look on his face. Something in her tone must have gotten through to him.

“Hey, girl, you sound upset. Nothing happened out here, did it? There’s been some wild stuff going on.” Chase pulled her tight against his side.

“No, nothing.” LaShaun said no more until they were inside the kitchen. 

Chase removed his thick, dark brown jacket with the words “VP Sheriff” on the back. He glanced around as though checking for threats. Then he took off his felt hat with The Vermilion Sheriff’s Department emblem. He hung both on wall hooks near the back door. 

“You’re not telling me something, like why you out in the backyard with a gun. It sure as hell ain’t hunting season, and that little pistol ain’t legal for hunting.” He placed both hands on his waist and waited for an answer. His dark eyebrows pulled together in a severe expression.

“I heard a noise and... I know, I know. You think it’s a bad idea for me to go outside,” LaShaun said cutting off his lecture.

“Yeah, darlin’. Especially since we don’t know what particular kinda freaks are roaming around,” Chase replied. Only then did he take off his duty belt. He carefully put it in a locked drawer of the wooden cabinet next to the small desk in her kitchen. 

“I thought you said drug dealers and burglars. Just the garden variety lowlifes. You want something to eat? It’s breakfast time now.” LaShaun pointed to the clock.

“Nah, I’m good. Don’t wiggle out of answering my question. What did you hear or see outside?” Chase followed LaShaun to the bedroom when she headed off.

LaShaun put her derringer and knife in the drawer of a small table and then got undressed. She still wore her pajamas underneath her clothes. “Some kind of rustling, like maybe one of Mr. Marchand’s horses got loose or something. I took the weapons for safety, like you would have told me to do.”

“I told you not to even go out, but to call the station and they’d get word to me.” Chase gazed at her hard, and then took off his shirt.

“We got to go through this again? I’m no scary little girl who can’t protect herself, so just relax. I don’t want you worried about me while you’re out chasing bad guys. Concentrate on them, so you’ll stay safe.” LaShaun walked to him and planted a kiss on his lips. 

“You’re trying to get me off the subject,” Chase murmured and brushed a hand through her hair.

“I can’t think when you’re looking so hot, Mr. Lawman.” LaShaun kissed him again, slowly and more passionately. She tugged at the zipper of his jeans.

In seconds, they were definitely distracted. Chase covered LaShaun’s body with kisses that left her weak. By the time they were joined, LaShaun would have told him anything he wanted to know. Chase’s only conversation consisted of how much he craved her in every way. After long, luscious minutes of pure pleasure, the electric pinnacle to their desire left them panting. They lay side by side locked in a loving embrace.

“Nice breakfast,” he murmured as he nuzzled her neck.

“I love you, Deputy Broussard,” LaShaun whispered.

“April I’ll be saying ‘I love you Mrs. Broussard’,” he replied. His eyes closed, but before he drifted off to sleep, Chase added softly, “When I wake up we’re going to talk about what you really thought was outside.”

“But—” LaShaun began but broke off. 

His soft regular breathing stopped her. With the long hours and stress of the last few days, LaShaun knew he needed rest, not arguments. She snuggled closer to him, knowing very well he’d keep his promise to get answers. LaShaun also knew he’d be quite dismayed when he got them. 

She kissed his forehead. “Be careful what you ask for.” 

***
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The next day, the residents of Beau Chene buzzed with the latest news. Over a late breakfast, or early lunch since they didn’t eat until eleven o’clock, Chase watched the news. The Channel Six early morning broadcasts were replayed on a local access cable channel until noon.  The grim set of his jaw tightened as a young male reporter talked.

“What’s he doing on my crime scene? Dave is supposed to be in charge of keeping folks outta there,” Chase burst out after a commercial came on. He pointed his fork at the television. A chunk of sausage danced crazily on the end of it.

“Stop getting all worked up, honey. Looked like the reporter was a good distance away from the crime tape,” LaShaun replied calmly.

Chase wasn’t in the mood to be reassured. “I can’t wait for this damn election to be over. Dave is probably kissing up to the media. If I hear any stuff that’s from a ‘source inside the sheriff’s department’ I’m going to kick his—”

“Whoa now, you can’t be beating on your opponent. That is not video you want going viral on the Internet. Calm down,” LaShaun insisted. “Besides, you don’t know that Dave is talking to the media or giving them inside tidbits.”

“He’s seen the polls. I’m ahead by two points. Dave is determined to be the next sheriff.” Chase sighed and dropped the fork onto his plate. “I don’t know why I ever thought running for sheriff was a good idea. I hate all this political crap!”

“Sheriff Triche and M.J. both schooled you on what to expect. Sheriff Triche said being a lawman is only fifty percent of the job,” LaShaun said in a deep gruff voice in imitation of the older man. 

“Yeah, yeah, I remember. I don’t mind working with people in the community, making policy and administrative decisions. but dealing with the mayors and other local politicians... gonna take a lot of gettin’ used to.” Chase gathered up his plate and LaShaun’s and then went to the sink. He started the faucet and poured liquid soap into the sink.

“It’s going to take diplomacy, so start practicing. By the way, thanks for the delicious breakfast. Can I expect regular service like this after we’re married?” LaShaun teased. She grinned at him.

“Washing dishes and doing other chores relaxes me. You most certainly can expect plenty of service after we’re married,” Chase quipped, wiggling his dark eyebrows at her before returning to his task.

“I’m gonna hold you to all promises, stated and implied,” LaShaun said with a laugh. “Seriously though, Chase. You’re going to make a wonderful sheriff. 

“So M.J. keeps telling me. I think she’s just itching to let me sit in the hot seat. I’d rather have her as an opponent. At least I’d know we wouldn’t have a brown-nosing fool running the department.”

M.J. Arceneaux had made history by being the first black person and first woman appointed acting sheriff. More than a few citizens had urged her to run for the office. M.J. stood firm in telling everyone ‘no way’. Privately, she’d confided in LaShaun and Savannah that she wasn’t ready to face the constant backlash. She felt sure every decision she made would be questioned. Any missteps would be amplified because of her race and gender. 

“There would be a lot of pressure on her, and she’s a single mother. Besides, she’d rather be one of the tribe than be the chief.” LaShaun giggled when Chase rolled his eyes at her.

“I get it. M.J. is part Indian and you’re so clever,” Chase shot back as he rinsed soap from a plate. 

“Thank you,” LaShaun said, ignoring his playful sarcasm. “Anyway, you’re going to win. I’ve seen it in the stars.”

“Don’t be saying stuff like that in front of folks. They’ll swear you worked a mojo or something equally stupid.” Chase scrubbed the cast iron skillet he’d used to fry up eggs and sausage.

“Us voodoo queens routinely use gri-gris to get what we want,” LaShaun replied. When Chase let out a loud groan she giggled. “I won’t kid about it outside these walls. I can count the number of folks on one hand who’d know I was joking.”

“Humph, fortunately, we have a lot of new blood in the parish now.” Chase stacked plates onto the drain tray.

LaShaun joined him at the kitchen sink. She grabbed a fluffy towel to dry them. “They’ll vote for you. Dave has the solid, good old boy thing going on. But you have the young, fresh twenty-first century look. Not to mention you’re sexy as hell. Women will flock to the polls to vote for you.”

“Oh please.” Chase shook his head.

“I’m serious, babe. Take a picture with your shirt off, hat pushed back and with those brawny arms crossed. Put that on a billboard and Deputy Godchaux’s campaign is dead in the water.” LaShaun grinned when he winced.  

“Luckily you’re not my campaign manager,” Chase said with a scowl.

“You don’t have one,” LaShaun replied.

“And now you see why,” he retorted. Chase wiped his hands dry and leaned against the counter. “Speaking of your gift for seeing stuff in the stars, what exactly did you see in the woods at two o’clock this morning?”

“Ahem... I saw, hmm, it was a strange light.” LaShaun concentrated a little too much on drying the last coffee cup. She turned away from his scrutiny to put the dishes in the cabinet. 

“A blue light like the times before?” Chase stood straight and frowned.

“I was still half asleep. It could have been just moonlight reflected on mist rising from the ground.” LaShaun worked on making her tone of voice matter-of-fact.

“You wouldn’t have gone out there locked and loaded if you thought it was just moonlight. You had your grandmother’s rosary in your jacket pocket. It fell out when I hung up your coat.” 

LaShaun let out a long sigh. “Okay. Okay. I talked to Miss Rose over in Mouton Cove. She taught my mama way back in grade school.  She was good friends with Monmon Odette.” 

“Your grandmother didn’t have many friends, so Miss Rose must be...special,” Chase said. 

“At odd times she sees, I don’t know, pictures of the past because they’re tied to something happening in the present.” LaShaun held her breath for a few seconds. She watched his expression. When he didn’t groan or grab his head in despair right away she exhaled.

“She couldn’t just be a regular retired school teacher. Nope, that wouldn’t make life quite as interesting.” Chase rubbed his forehead for a few seconds and then sighed. “Okay, so you talked to her and then saw that thing, whatever it is, floating around. Now what?”

“Truthfully I don’t know. It could be nothing supernatural at all,” LaShaun said with a shrug.

“Uh-huh. You told me that before. I ended up fighting off a demon.” 

LaShaun rubbed his shoulder. “Not everything is hocus-pocus.” 

“Let’s get back to you being outside,” Chase said and gazed at her steadily.

“The light, night mist or whatever it was, just kind of faded away. Now I have questions for you.” LaShaun stepped close to him. “You seemed out of it when you were in the yard this morning. It was like you didn’t see me at first, and you just stared off into the woods. Did you feel, I don’t know, strange?” 

“What I felt was tired and keyed up at the same time. I probably just paused to enjoy some clean air after dealing with crap all day,” Chase said. He smiled at her. “Don’t’ worry.”

“Okay,” LaShaun said and smiled back. She proceeded to worry.

Chase easily switched to everyday topics. He ran through errands and chores he’d do before he went back to work. LaShaun worked at paying attention, but she couldn’t stop thinking about their early morning encounter. His odd behavior coupled with the reappearance of the blue light meant she should get started on that research. Now.
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Chapter 3
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“Well come on in.” Pete Kluger, the director and curator of the museum, waved LaShaun into his office.

LaShaun had driven over to the Vermilion Paroisse Musée only minutes after Chase left her house. Located in a nineteenth century three story building donated by a local, wealthy family, the museum housed a varied collection. Some of the items, like voodoo dolls, were controversial. Luckily for Pete, a transplant from the mid-west, the museum board supported him. Monmon Odette had donated furniture and books. LaShaun carried on the tradition as well. She’d donated three antique books and pottery after her grandmother died.

Pete, tall and lean with thick silvery gray hair, chattered on about museum events and other local gossip. “Oh, and we’re going to have a fantastic Mardi Gras exhibit opening next Saturday, the twenty-second. Did you get your invitation to the reception?”

“Yes, but I confess I’ve been preoccupied. It’s still sitting on my desk in the kitchen. Sorry I haven’t sent in my RSVP.” LaShaun sat down at the round antique table in the seating area of Pete’s office.

“No problem. You can tell me now, and I’ll put you and Chase’s name on the guest list. The deli from Mayor Savoie’s grocery store is catering. I may have my quarrels with the man, but he’s got some of the best local cooks making his dishes.” Pete bustled around making hot chocolate, his favorite. “We’re going to have jambalaya, crawfish pasta, boudin balls, the works. Mrs. Grenier is going to make the king cakes. Yum.”

“Sounds wonderful,” LaShaun replied and accepted a mug with the museum logo on it from Pete. She sipped a little of the hot chocolate. Smooth and rich, Pete prided himself on making it from an old Creole recipe. LaShaun let the delicious liquid slide down her throat slowly to savor it. “Perfect, as usual.”

Pete beamed with pleasure at her appreciation. He sat down in the chair next to her at the table.  “Thanks, dear. Much as I agree my chocolate is worth a trip over here, I don’t think that’s why you came.”

“No, I’m doing some special research,” LaShaun said.

“The last time you did ‘special research,’ scary things were happening. Please tell me we’re not infested with rougarou again,” Pete replied with a grimace.

“No,” LaShaun said and drank more hot chocolate.

“Thank the Lord for small favors,” Pete murmured with a relieved sigh.

“At least, I don’t think so,” LaShaun added.

Pete’s eyes widened. “Help us sweet Lord.”

“Calm down. I’m pretty sure Chase and I cleared out the last pack. I’m thinking this is something else. I need anything you have on the Metier family.”

“Of course, we have quite a few books on local families. I started a list of common surnames in the parish fifteen years ago when I first took over. Then I cross referenced those names to public documents from the historical records,” Pete said. His mug of liquid chocolate forgotten, he went to the computer on his desk.

“You’ve done an excellent job digitizing the collection.” LaShaun took his mug and placed it on the desk at his elbow. She knew he’d be reaching for it soon. 

“Hmm,” was Pete’s distracted reply.

LaShaun sat back down and kept quiet while he searched. As she expected, Pete picked up the mug and sipped a few times. His gray eyebrows pulled together as he concentrated on his task. Minutes later his expression relaxed and he grinned. 

“You’re in luck. A descendent donated furniture from the kitchen of the mansion outside Abbeville. Let’s see, according to my files, Mr. and Mrs. Lawrence Volant made the donation in 1946. Mrs. Volant was the great-great niece of one Felicity Metier,” Pete said, and he continued to use the wireless mouse to click on icons.

“See if you have anything on a Clarissa Metier and Vincent Metier; anything about a murder in 1837 in the family’s papers,” LaShaun said.

“Hmm,” Pete said once more and searched for a few minutes. “I’ve found copies of a Vincent Philippe Metier’s last will. His widow finally assumed possession of the estate in 1840. Seems there was some family dispute, but it’s only mentioned briefly. The entry says after a protracted court battle the matter was resolved.”

“I’ll bet there was plenty of drama,” LaShaun said. 

“When a large inheritance is involved, things can get real ugly real fast,” Pete agreed.

“You don’t have to tell me. I lived it,” LaShaun muttered. She thought about the bad feelings in the Rousselle clan about Monmon Odette’s legacy. It still bubbled just beneath the surface.

“Vincent Metier owned a little over one hundred acres, the mansion, a successful business, and more buildings. I’m sure whatever fight she had must have been intense to last so long. I suggest you look at the parish court archives.” Pete hit a key and the printer hummed.

“Transcripts will tell me who contested the will and the arguments,” LaShaun replied.
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