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      The Big Uneasy Mystery Series

      Humorous New Orleans mysteries where storms rage, bodies appear, and falling in love might be the most dangerous part.

      A storm trapped mystery. A deadly treasure hunt. And someone inside the house is playing a real-life game of Clue.

      A storm is closing in.

      The road is blocked.

      And someone inside the house is playing a deadly game.

      Detective Banks Fontenot only meant to check on a security call at a strange old mansion outside New Orleans. Instead, he walks straight into a nightmare.

      A body.

      A storm that cuts off escape.

      And a house full of strangers with secrets.

      Security specialist Katherine Baker has been watching the house for months, and she knows one thing for certain. Nothing about Belvor House is normal. Hidden passages. Suspicious guests. And now someone is recreating the classic weapons from a certain infamous board game.

      Knife. Rope. Wrench. Candlestick.

      As the storm grows stronger and the attacks escalate, Katherine and Banks must work together to survive the night, uncover the truth behind a decades old treasure hunt, and stop a killer before the house becomes their tomb.

      Because when the lights go out and the storm hits full force, the game turns deadly.

      And someone intends to be the last player standing.

      Boucherie Breakdown is a humorous locked house mystery filled with twists, danger, and just enough romance to make surviving the night worthwhile.

      Perfect for readers who enjoy clever mysteries, storm trapped suspense, and Southern charm with a wicked sense of humor.

      New to the Big Uneasy series?

      Do not worry, each mystery stands alone, so you can start here and dive right into the chaos.
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      What is a “Boucherie?”

      1.  (commerce) butcher’s ⧫ butcher’s shop

      (= métier) butchery

      2.  (figurative) slaughter

      A boucherie (which translates to butchery) is a Cajun tradition borne of the time before refrigeration when killing a hog meant you needed a crowd to feed.

      While this story does not involve any kind of butcher’s shop, there is some mayhem that might involve a crowd. I was careful not to turn the story into a blood bath. I write good, old-fashioned violence. [image: face with tears of joy]
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      Lt. Banks Fontenot felt his SUV rock as the wind hit. He gripped the wheel, fighting to keep the truck steady. Not gale force yet. That would come later if the storm track shifted as predicted. Waves from the storm surge were already impacting the beaches, making him grateful it was “just” a tropical storm.

      “Just a tropical storm,” that was packing some serious storm surge action.

      Which is why he found himself turning his vehicle onto the rough track that led to the old Belvoir House.

      He knew for a fact that the old man hadn’t evacuated. He just wanted to make sure that Katherine Baker had. He amended that thought because he was pretty sure she hadn’t. He didn’t know her as well as he would have liked, but he didn’t need to know that much to know she wouldn’t leave the old man when it was “just a tropical storm.” Or even if it was more.

      Still, he felt like he needed to try. Maybe he could get both of them to shift to a safer location.

      “Just a tropical storm” — with accompanying storm surge was no joke along the unprotected coastline. The level being predicted could get as high as Belvoir house. And, he mused grimly, a Baker should know better than to ignore evacuation recommendations. Did she think he didn’t know about the Baker mythos down here on the coast? Or just how far her old man’s influence extended beyond the confines of New Orleans?

      The jolting track was a joke, so it was a good thing he had an SUV, even if it felt like it would not be enough.

      The rain slanted against his windshield like water arrows. The wind put an ache in his shoulder muscles as the wheel bucked and fought his efforts to control his vehicle on a “road” that wasn’t great when the weather was good.

      Even as he wondered what he’d been thinking to even attempt to reach Belvoir House, the feeder band began to track away, the wind and rain easing almost abruptly. He knew it wouldn’t last. Another feeder band would already be lining up for its turn to come ashore. He took advantage of the lull by applying more pressure to the gas pedal. His rear wheels skidded some, but he managed to straighten out.

      At least now he only had mud aligned against him.

      The house still had power, he noted, as he cleared the stand of trees that surrounded the house and saw lights behind a few windows. More likely that the old man had a generator. Anyone who lived near coastal Louisiana should have one. When high winds met power lines, power lines lost about sixty percent of the time.

      His headlights picked up the rear of Katherine’s SUV, parked outside the covered slab. He wondered why she hadn’t pulled it under the cover, even though it wasn’t enough protection if one of those trees came down. As he angled his vehicle in next to hers, he was surprised to see light spilling out onto rain-drenched ground on the side of the house, as if a door stood open over there.

      It wouldn’t be a shock to find out there was a patio there. The position seemed right, but surely the doors weren’t open? Out here, they should not only be shut tight but boarded over, though he realized that expecting boards on the windows was probably overly optimistic. But at the very least, people shut their doors when the wind was blowing the rain sideways.

      He shut off his engine and clambered out, his boots squelching in the mud. The old man hadn’t wasted any money on his driveway.

      Banks hesitated, glancing at the darkened front door. No welcome porch light was shining. With a shake of his head, he pulled out his flashlight and turned it on, then headed toward the light at the side of the house.

      There was no path, though that might be because the storm had buried it in debris. He plowed through what seemed like at least a foot of it, most of it sodden leaves. He flashed his light around, noting that tree branches were also accumulating into random piles.

      With the rain having eased off, a square of light fell neatly onto the center of a patio that was also mostly covered in debris. A low wall gave him a sense of the parameters, and the gap gave him access.

      At least someone had removed all patio furniture. Of course, that assumed the old man had patio furniture.

      He approached the doors, noting that both stood wide open, giving him a gradual view of a brightly lit room. What the⁠—

      Before he stepped into the square of light, he saw Katherine standing in the center of a room that was as untidy as the exterior—though not from storm damage, he concluded. It was just cluttered with books and crap.

      He also noticed, with something of a shock, that Katherine held a gun clasped in both hands, pointed at something or someone just out of his sight.

      Since he didn’t want to get shot, he called out. “Miss Baker? It’s Banks Fontenot.”

      Her head turned in his direction. To his relief, the barrel of the weapon didn’t.

      “You’d better come in,” Katherine said.

      He felt the familiar shiver along his spine at the sound of her voice. He wasn’t what he’d call an articulate man, so it had been a challenge for him to find ways to get her to talk to him any time they met. He’d made the effort just so he could hear her voice.

      It was…he always struggled to figure out why her voice affected him like it did. The thought took him full circle to not articulate. So, he shelved the question—again—and stepped inside. He almost pulled his own weapon, but it looked like she had the situation under control, so adding another weapon didn’t seem indicated.

      His timing was good. The next feeder band was arriving, if the sudden sound of wind picking up and an increase in rain hitting the glass doors were any sign.

      He stamped his boots to remove as much of the muck as he could and then stepped inside.

      He wasn’t sure what he expected to see. Perhaps Katherine holding a housebreaker at gunpoint. What he didn’t understand was why she was holding a weapon on someone who was clearly and obviously dead.

      “It wasn’t me,” she said.
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      It wasn’t me.

      Katherine Baker heard the words come out of her mouth and winced at this flashback to her childhood with twelve siblings. It wasn’t me was a pretty common refrain and was fairly easy to deploy when whoever was in charge that day had so many possible suspects. It lacked clarity when she was—as far as she knew—the only inhabitant besides the wheelchair-bound old man Taylor—who’d she’d just talked to before she came downstairs.

      Normally, she didn’t bother him this late in the day, but she’d needed to make one more attempt to get him to evacuate, and he’d clearly wanted to tell her that wasn’t happening almost to her face. Did it count as “to her face” over an intercom?

      But Banks didn’t know all that, so it wasn’t a surprise when his brows lifted and his very fine brown eyes widened.

      “I heard the doors banging and came down to check it out,” she said into the silence. “The doors were open, the lights were on and,” she had to take a breath, “he was lying there.”

      Banks’ gaze moved from her face to the dead man and then to the gun gripped in her hands. His brows might have notched up another quarter inch.

      “Old habit, I guess,” she said. After a small hesitation, she slid the weapon back into the holster snugged against her back.

      “Do all of you go around armed?” he asked.

      It wasn’t the question she’d expected him to ask, but whatever.

      “Probably,” she said. When your dad was a retired cop and pretty much all of your twelve siblings did something either in law enforcement or related to it, arming was inevitable. As was paranoia.

      “I didn’t see anyone outside,” Banks said, his gaze sweeping the cluttered room. “Have you done a sweep?”

      Katherine felt defensive, though without a reason. She hadn’t been hired to be a housekeeper. And to be fair to Mrs. Higgins, who had been hired for that task, this house was way too much for one person. She’d rightly focused on providing meals, required personal services, and managing the spaces that the old man occupied. Everything else came under her “not my problem” rule.

      Katherine had quickly found out that while Mrs. Higgins would feed her, she—Katherine—was responsible for managing the spaces she used. If she didn’t keep them a high level of clean? Mrs. Higgins gave her the “look.” Wasn’t it a good thing she had been immunized against thirteen versions of the “look” early?

      Then she realized what he’d actually meant. Sweep. As in check out the house for intruders. It hadn’t been that long since she quit being a cop. She felt color heat her cheeks.

      “I just found him,” she said, “before you arrived, so no. No sweep yet.”

      Even though she’d just talked to old man Taylor, she crossed to the intercom to check on him.

      It was not a surprise when this annoyed him, and he showed it in his tone. He’d told her when he hired her he paid extra to be grumpy whenever he wanted. He wanted to be grumpy most of the time. But at least he’d made it worth her while to take it.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Banks’ brows rise again. With a final snap, Old Man Taylor ended the conversation.

      Zach would have been annoyed at her mental characterization of Mr. Taylor as an old man. Her dad was also old, though not as old as old man Taylor.

      Zach might have given Taylor a run for his money in the quirky stakes, but Zach had recently married an old high school flame. Katherine liked Becca, and since she was far enough down the sibling timeline to have no memories of her own mother, she didn’t have as many issues with Zach’s third marriage as some of her siblings.

      Even with their issues, they all agreed that Becca had made their interactions with Zach smoother. Becca didn’t even have to say anything to him. When it looked like Zach was going to go either dad or cop on one of them, her hand would settle over Zach’s and he’d calm down. It was an impressive superpower.

      Sadly, she had a feeling that even Becca wouldn’t have been able to calm Zach down if he’d been the one to walk into this situation.

      “I guess you didn’t…” She let the question trail off as his previous words came back into her head. He’d been pretty clear he hadn’t seen anyone. She needed to get her head into the here and now. Okay, she’d had a shock, but it was time to move on from that.

      Banks didn’t call her on it, which was super nice. He just shook his head. “Not that I could see much,” he admitted. “Storm’s getting worse, but there’s still time to evacuate.”

      He added this hopefully. She didn’t blame him. The addition of a dead body was an extra inducement to vacate the premises.

      Was that why he’d appeared out of the storm like a hero straight out of a romance novel? To get her to evacuate? He’d look fine on the cover of a romance novel, with his strong, sturdy body and his clean-living, good-guy looks, she thought with a sigh she hoped he couldn’t see or hear.

      Every time she ran into him, her heart would give a weird, uncomfortable flutter and her knees tried to wobble. It was ridiculous. He’d never given any indication of personal interest in her. Or in anyone else.

      She’d seen the way women’s heads would turn to follow his progress, and don’t get her started on the flirting that happened if he paused for a second. Fingers twirling around locks of hair. High-pitched giggles. Light touches on his arm.

      And then he’d just walk on, either oblivious or clueless. No way to know which.

      At least she’d managed to stop herself from doing those things. Until this moment, she’d have said he was indifferent to her, too. Except that now he was here, striding out of the storm into her…crime scene. Oh joy.

      She curled her hands into fists to keep from engaging in lock curling. At least the dead body killed any inclination to high-pitched giggles.

      She realized she’d been staring at him and yanked her gaze free. It had almost seemed like—but that was probably the crappy lighting that put that warm light into his eyes.

      “I should shut the doors,” she said. It was sort of a question. There was the dead body. And this was a crime scene. She could have named crime scene protocols when she was eight, but she wasn’t the cop here. And her brain might still be a touch scrambled by finding the body in a creepy old house she’d thought was nearly empty. And the cute guy wasn’t helping her get her thoughts together. She stopped herself from sighing yet again. That felt like a victory.

      She saw Banks hesitate. She could almost feel his thought processes following the same track hers had just trod.

      Crime scene.

      Call the crime scene techs.

      Oh, wait, they weren’t available because of the incoming storm.

      “We could just lock things up except…” she stopped, her gaze going unwillingly back to the body.

      She didn’t worry that he hadn’t said much. Banks never said much, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t thinking. She liked he didn’t rush into speech. Growing up in a family with twelve siblings? Someone was always speaking. It was one reason she didn’t mind her current—and profoundly quiet—gig providing security for old man Taylor.

      Well, it was quiet as long as she stayed off the intercom.

      And if she didn’t count the storm outside and the body inside and old man Taylor’s love affair with grumpy, it was the quietest job she’d ever had.

      Not that the body was making noise.

      Why hadn’t she heard the shot?

      The storm was loud, no question. But it still felt like she should have heard something. It was almost a cliché. The dark and stormy night and the shot ringing out. But it hadn’t. She might be a little miffed about that. If she had to find herself in a cliché, she wanted the whole thing, not a half-assed version.

      She sent a mental apology to Zach. He hated it when his girls said ass. The boys? Didn’t seem to trouble him.

      Who brought a silenced weapon to a nearly abandoned house in the middle of a storm? That’s what must have happened, but it was as nutty as, well, her still being here.

      She glanced at her watch. It hadn’t been that long, maybe five minutes since she left old man Taylor. Halfway down the stairs, she’d heard the patio doors banging. So, the storm wasn’t drowning out everything. She’d hurried down to find the light shining under the library door.

      It hadn’t just been the storm and the creepy atmosphere that had sent a chill down her back.

      There were only two people who could have turned a light on in there.

      Mrs. Higgins or her. Old man Taylor hadn’t been downstairs since she started working for him. That she knew, she mentally corrected herself. He might be wheelchair bound, but he had a one-person lift he used when life forced him to leave his rooms.

      As for Mrs. Higgins, she had evacuated without even a single glance back. She’d helped Katherine prep and then scampered to her car as fast as she could move—which was faster than Katherine knew she could.

      Those old, reliable, and faithful servants were, apparently, mostly fictional. Mrs. Higgins was well-paid to do only what was in her job description. And she also had a strong sense of self-preservation.

      Katherine couldn’t fault her for getting out even if it was just a tropical storm and the house was on the island’s “high” ground. Katherine had once tried to joke about getting a nose-bleed from the altitude way up here above sea level, but Mrs. Higgins didn’t have a sense of humor.

      Or she had a sense of humor.

      In any case, Katherine—who was also well paid to protect old man Taylor—hadn’t been that worried about staying put for the storm. And she wasn’t—or hadn’t been—that worried about her own self-preservation. It was, as she kept reminding herself, only a tropical storm.

      Before the silence could get uncomfortable, Banks dug out a pair of crime scene gloves and pulled them on. She also used to have a handy pair in a pocket, back when she’d been on the force. Now she didn’t even have a tissue to put between herself and any potential evidence.

      With crisp and deliberate steps, he crossed to the patio doors and secured them. It immediately got quieter in the room as the latest feeder band passing over them outside increased in intensity.

      From her position by the intercom, she waited for him to speak. Or act.

      She didn’t mind waiting and watching. She liked looking at Banks. He was, as some aunt or other had used to say, a sight for sore eyes. Under the dripping slicker, he was sturdy, with shoulders that nicely filled out both shirt and said slicker. He had a frame that probably stripped down well at the gym. Dark hair. And those brown eyes. A bit on the broody side with that hint of a frown that always hovered around his mouth. When he smiled—which wasn’t often—it changed his face in ways that she was forced to admit contributed to the weird way her heart reacted to him.

      The firm line of his mouth was an eye-magnet. She resisted the urge to trace the line of her own oddly tingling mouth and shifted her gaze away. Unfortunately, that took her attention back to the body.

      She stared down at it, at him, aware that Banks went to the door to the hall and opened it, stripped off his slicker and most likely dumped it on a chair out of the crime scene—or at least technically so. It was probably too little, too late in truly securing the scene, but she remembered the feeling well. When you felt out of your depth in a situation, fall back on routine.

      Mrs. Higgins might have objected to a wet raincoat on a chair, but she wasn’t here, so Katherine just waited and watched.

      Back in the library, he took out his cell phone and began taking pictures. It was a logical step for a detective unable to summon a crime scene tech. She opened her mouth to offer to take some as well,but stopped. She was a witness, possibly a suspect.

      She shrugged on her cop instincts and studied the dead guy with a bit more attention. She was pretty sure she’d never seen him before. Not that his face was particularly memorable. He’d come to his death dressed casually. It was odd that he didn’t have a jacket or slicker on. And he didn’t look drenched, just dead.

      She thought he looked older than her, but that was based on the gray at his temples and the sagging lines around his mouth and surprised eyes.

      She’d peg him as being in his fifties. Not that she was great at pegging ages. Was it a generational fault for her to see people as vaguely older than her or annoyingly younger?

      It was hard to get a sense of how tall he was, all sprawled on the floor like that.

      There was no sign of a weapon, which was one reason she’d pulled her weapon. Before Banks appeared out of the night, she’d assumed the killer had left that way. Or was still in the house somewhere. Might still be in the house somewhere, since Banks hadn’t seen anyone leaving as he arrived.

      In a storm, she reminded herself. Visibility was probably close to zero in the midst of a powerful feeder band. The killer could have just stood still, not moving until Banks moved past him—why did she assume the killer was male? It was probably Zach’s fault. He did have chauvinist tendencies. And it was hard not to catch them.

      Banks paused his photo-taking and looked at her.

      “You said you didn’t hear the shot?” His usual frown had deepened some, but she didn’t take it personally.

      “No,” she said, and explained more thoroughly about her nightly walk through and her brief check-in with old man Taylor. She didn’t mention that it had been creepier than usual with the wind howling outside. She was just glad it wasn’t Halloween. Or Friday the Thirteenth.

      Banks nodded, his frowning gaze on the dead man, but then he glanced up suddenly, his gaze slamming into hers, a brow pulling his strongly marked, dark brows together.

      “You do it by yourself? Your walk through?”

      “Well, it’s not like I have a team,” she pointed out. “And I didn’t expect…”

      She felt a sudden shiver. Was the perpetrator still in the house? What if he or she hadn’t left through the open doors? She saw Banks’ gaze lift, as if he could see through the floors above them.

      “We’ll want to clear the house after…” he stopped and rubbed the back of his hand over his face. His gaze was now on the corpse. She didn’t have to be a genius to know what he was wondering right now. What should they do with the body?

      “The freezer is pretty good-sized,” she offered.

      It always was in the best murder mysteries.
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