
© 2023 

All rights reserved

The characters, organizations, and events in the book are fictional. Any resemblance to real people, organizations, or events is purely coincidental. 



  	
	    
	      Also by Lynn Emery

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Nola Rae Mystery

          
        
          
	          Death In Solitude (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dr. Zen Mystery

          
        
          
	          The Lodestone Puzzle

          
        
          
	          The In Situ Murders

          
        
          
	          The Titan Paradox

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Joliet Sisters Psychic Detectives

          
        
          
	          Smooth Operator

          
        
          
	          Hunting Spirits

          
        
          
	          Dead Wrong

          
        
          
	          Dead Ahead

          
        
          
	          Die Trying

          
        
          
	          Spirited Sisters

          
        
          
	          Dead End

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      LaShaun Rousselle Mystery

          
        
          
	          A Darker Shade of Midnight

          
        
          
	          Between Dusk and Dawn

          
        
          
	          Only By Moonlight

          
        
          
	          Into the Mist

          
        
          
	          Third Sight Into Darkness

          
        
          
	          Devil's Swamp

          
        
          
	          Blood Bayou

          
        
          
	          LaShaun Rousselle Mysteries Books 1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Triple Trouble Mystery

          
        
          
	          Best Enemies

          
        
          
	          Devilish Details

          
        
          
	          Pretty Dangerous

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          After All

          
        
          
	          Louisiana Love City Girls Boxset

          
        
          
	          A Time to Love

          
        
          
	          One Love

          
        
          
	          Sweet Mystery

          
        
          
	          Night Magic

          
        
          
	          Good Woman Blues

          
        
          
	          Gotta Get Next To You

          
        
          
	          Soulful Strut

          
        
          
	          Tell Me Something Good

          
        
          
	          Tender Touch

          
        
          
	          Louisiana Love Box Set

          
        
          
	          Dr. Zen Mysteries Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Triple Trouble Mystery Trilogy

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Lynn Emery’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Also By Lynn Emery

“En parlant du diable, on voit sa queue.” | (When you speak of the devil, you see his tail.)

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Sign up for Lynn Emery's Mailing List

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

“En parlant du diable, on voit sa queue.”

(When you speak of the devil, you see his tail.)

[image: ]


[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


LaShaun sat in the principal’s office feeling like she was the one in trouble. She’d been before at least three stern school administrators during her childhood. Always defiant and never giving an inch. She glanced to her left at Chase. His impassive expression gave away nothing to most. But LaShaun knew her husband. The cop in him would look at the evidence and go from there. The father in him... well, even LaShaun didn’t know what kind of punishment he would decree for their oldest child.

“Could just be a misunderstanding,” LaShaun murmured aside.

“Don’t start making excuses for Ellie.” Chase’s deep voice dripped with controlled fury.

“I wasn’t—” LaShaun stopped when the door swung open.

The principal bustled in, followed by a younger woman. Mrs. Richardson was a formidable-looking woman somewhere past forty-five. Her smooth, dark brown skin meant she could pass for thirty-something easily. Keys jangled from a stretch band around her left wrist. She took it off and placed them on the desk with care. 

Ms. Armstead, the school social worker, wore a softer expression, though just as serious. “We’ll bring Joëlle in after we have a chance to chat.”

“Hmm,” Chase said with a nod. 

The two women exchanged a quick glance. Mrs. Richardson squinted at him with an appraising eye. Ms. Armstead’s throat worked as she swallowed hard. LaShaun could almost hear their thoughts. The mother a well-known psychic from the notorious Rousselle family. The father a celebrated cop with the Vermilion Parish Sheriff’s Department who’d caught at least four killers. No wonder the child had issues. 

LaShaun smiled to ease the tension. Not that it would help, this being their third trip to the school since the term began. 

“That’s fine,” LaShaun said.

“Mr. and Mrs. Broussard, Joëlle is a fine student. She’s reading above her level. She’s even developing into a talented athlete,” Mrs. Richardson said.

“Gymnastics and softball,” Ms. Armstead put in with enthusiasm. “Ellie is a leader, too. Other children look up to her.” 

“Not always entirely a good thing,” Mrs. Richardson added, throwing cold water on Ms. Armstead’s positive spin. 

“Yes, well...” Ms. Armstead cleared her throat and took a step back. She stood next to the principal’s desk and clamped her lips together. 

“What’s she done this time? You didn’t bring us here because she’s talking too much in class,” Chase said in a sharp tone. 

Ms. Armstead spoke up first. “The situation is sensitive, and I thought it was best if we discussed it before putting anything on paper. Creating a written record can follow a child for years.”

“I agreed because Ellie isn’t a disruptive child normally, but this—” 

Mrs. Richardson looked at the social worker. She opened one of the drawers in her desk and held up a little unicorn, a pink enamel body with a mane and tail in rainbow colors. Light made the chain gleam, also silver. Two small keys dangled from the end of it. 

“This isn’t hers.”

“Children love shiny, playful objects,” Ms. Armstead offered in a faint voice.

“Unicorns, like in her bedroom.” LaShaun glanced at Chase. His expression remained clouded.

"So, she stole that–” Chase pointed at the keychain. “From another student.”

“To say she stole it is a bit strong,” Ms. Armstead replied.

LaShaun studied the social worker. Ms. Armstead wasn’t naïve, but LaShaun sensed that she was fond of Ellie and protective of children by nature. Before LaShaun could add her own view, Chase gave a loud grunt.

“My daughter took something from another student and didn’t want to give it back. We call that theft in my line of work. Dressing it up won’t do her any good.” Chase shifted in his chair. “I know Ellie is charming. She’s got a way about her. But as her father, I don’t plan to sugarcoat this latest problem.”

“I agree, Mr. Broussard. We have concerns about what seems to be a developing pattern of misbehavior.” Mrs. Richardson’s stern demeanor eased for the first time since they’d arrived. She hissed out a sigh. “I don’t believe in suspending young people. Not unless their actions are extreme violence against students or staff. However, Ellie must have consequences. Ms. Armstead provides individual and group interventions. One hour after school on Wednesdays and Saturday mornings.”

“A combination of behavioral and talk therapy. I’ve completed a short preliminary assessment. You signed consent, if you recall, when she was enrolled.” Ms. Armstead looked from Chase to LaShaun.

“Part of our holistic approach here at Abbeville Charter School,” Mrs. Richardson put in as if to head off any objection. 

“Yes, of course. But twice a week seems a bit much, don’t you think?” LaShaun clenched her fists. The need to defend her little girl bubbled up inside her. Ellie isn’t a master criminal, she wanted to blurt. 

“She knows right from wrong. As her parents, we can give her consequences at home and talk to her,” Chase added, though his statement stopped short of agreeing with LaShaun outright.

“Hmm, well, we can talk about it more after we bring in Ellie.” Ms. Armstead glanced at the principal who nodded. She left and returned with Ellie a few seconds later.

Ellie came in, her usual bubbly mood absent. At nine years old, she looked like the typical tween. She wore a blue long-sleeved t-shirt tucked into her school uniform skort. Blue knee socks and navy-blue sneakers matched the colors of the plaid bottom. When she started to sit on LaShaun’s lap, Chase patted the empty chair between them instead. With a look at LaShaun over one shoulder, Ellie eased onto the cushioned seat. She glanced at Chase. He turned to her with one dark eyebrow raised. Ellie faced forward to stare at a point on the wall behind Mrs. Richardson. LaShaun took one of Ellie’s hands and Chase transferred his grim look to her. His expression said not to baby her. LaShaun held on anyway.

“Now, Ellie. We’re all here to help you. Not that what you did isn’t serious, but we need to talk about it. You understand?” Mrs. Richardson’s tone was earnest yet caring.

“Yes, ma’am.” Ellie’s gaze went from the principal to her shoes. She tapped her toes at a nervous pace against the low-pile taupe carpet. 

“You remember what we always say, communication is key,” Ms. Armstead added. “So, tell us about the unicorn keychain. It doesn’t belong to you.”

Ellie shook her head no. “It belongs to someone else.”

“I can’t believe we have to explain how wrong it is to take something that’s not yours. You know I arrest people for stealing all the time, Joëlle Renée,” Chase blurted out as if the words could be contained any longer.

“But Daddy—” 

“Don’t ‘but’ at me, young lady. I don’t want to hear excuses,” Chase clipped.

“She said I should take it, Daddy. Zee said to go in her locker when they dragged her away.” Ellie’s voice rose with each word. Her eyes filled with tears that then rolled down her tawny face.

“Calme-toi, mon petite. Who dragged her away?” LaShaun took a tissue from the box on Mrs. Richardson’s desk. She dabbed Ellie’s face with gentle pats.

“A man and a lady, but they weren’t in uniform. You have to help her and—” Ellie’s voice hitched as she continued to cry. 

Chase looked from the social worker to the principal with a frown. “What exactly is going on? Who is Zee?” 

“She’s an older student from our high school campus. She tutored the younger children in math,” Ms. Armstead said. 

“The point is, Ellie didn’t have permission to go through another student’s locker. She somehow managed to stay behind on the school bus. The driver picked up students for the high school. Elle then got off and found the locker. Ellie claimed she’d dozed off when a teacher’s assistant found her wandering the halls. The bus driver was kind enough to bring Ellie here at the end of her run.” Mrs. Richardson fixed Ellie with a hard stare.

“I wasn’t late either,” Ellie declared.

“The day she missed the drop-off two weeks ago,” LaShaun said. The teacher had called to tell her about the incident, but assured her Ellie was fine.

“Apparently, that was the second time. Ellie managed to hitch a ride back with a parent the first time,” Ms. Armstead said.

“It’s not that far. I could have walked,” Ellie mumbled.

“Ellie!” LaShaun glared at her and then turned to Mrs. Richardson. “Why are we just hearing about this?”

“Because the parent only told us today. Her son is in the sixth grade here and he told us first. His mother confirmed it.” Mrs. Richardson gazed at Ellie.

“It’s less than a half mile away and there’s a sidewalk. Plus, I—” Ellie’s voice trailed off at the scowls aimed her way. 

“Not the point, young lady,” Chase snapped. 

LaShaun sighed. Chase reverted to talking like his mother when he was angry. “Queen B,” as LaShaun and her other daughter-in-law called her behind her back. As did her adult children, Chase’s brother and three sisters. Except for the in-laws the “B” didn’t stand for “bee.”

“You wanted to help your friend who was in trouble,” LaShaun began. She paused and glanced from the principal to the social worker. 

“We can’t discuss another child’s... situation. Student confidentiality.” Mrs. Richardson pressed her lips together as if to emphasize they would remain sealed.

“She asked me to get her notebook. Maybe she wanted to study?” Ellie blinked at Chase. She sighed when his severe expression didn’t vanish.

“There’s no reason good enough for you to disobey school rules and our rules,” Chase replied. 

“Yes, Daddy.” Ellie resumed examining the tops of her sneakers. She swung her legs, making the motion-activated light in the soles twinkle. 

LaShaun studied her daughter for a few moments. Ellie had avoided lying with a disingenuous question. Which meant there was another reason she wanted the teenager’s notebook. The keychain was a mystery. Still, LaShaun decided it would be best to probe more at home. 

“I’m sure we can work out appropriate consequences without the extra Saturday session,” LaShaun said. 

“I think that’s reasonable,” Ms. Armstead spoke before the principal could reply. She avoided looking at the older woman’s faint frown of disapproval. “The extra session is for children who have serious issues relating to others. I think we can all agree that doesn’t apply to Ellie.” 

“And Ellie is going to be the one who returns her belongings with an apology. Maybe even to her parents as well,” LaShaun said with a sharp look at Ellie.

Ms. Armstead wore a pained expression. “The thing is—” 

“We’ll make sure the items are returned. No need to worry,” Mrs. Richardson interrupted with a pointed look at the young social worker. 

“Right. It might be best if we put some distance between the two for a bit,” Ms. Armstead said. 

“Sounds like a good idea to me.” Chase nodded.

LaShaun blinked in puzzlement. “Yeah, okay.” 

“Do I have to go home now?” Ellie whispered as she looked up at LaShaun. Her large brown eyes sparkled with more tears threatening to fall.

“We have two hours left in the day. I think it’s best for her to stay in school,” Mrs. Richardson said in a crisp, “I’m in charge and that’s final” tone. She raised both eyebrows at LaShaun and Chase. 

“That’s fine. I need to get back to the station.” Chase placed his large hand over Ellie’s tiny one. “We’ll talk about your behavior when I get home. I’m glad you’re safe, but you have to make better decisions. The right decisions. Now, you’re going to listen to your teacher, Ms. Armstead, and the principal. Right?”

“Yes, Daddy.” 

Ellie jumped from her chair and onto his lap. She hugged him. Her worried expression faded when he patted her back and kissed the top of her head. 

Ms. Armstead held out a hand and smiled. “I’ll take you to class.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ellie replied in a dutiful voice. She let go of Chase and went to LaShaun. After a hug and quick kiss on LaShaun’s cheek, she took Ms. Armstead’s hand. 

“The Wednesday sessions are no longer than an hour. I’ll send you the outline of what we cover. Ellie can ride the bus home, too,” Ms. Armstead said. She patted one of Ellie’s shoulders and Ellie beamed up at her. A bell rang to signal a schedule transition.

“I’d prefer to pick her up those days,” LaShaun said. “She’d be riding with older children, right?”

“Middle schoolers and a few high school kids who have extra activities like band practice. So, Ellie staying later won’t look unusual, if you’re concerned. And there aren’t any problems on afternoon transportation routes. She can sit up next to the bus driver,” Mrs. Richardson put in.

“All the same, I’ll pick her up,” LaShaun said.

Ellie’s smile faltered. She started to speak but stopped at the look LaShaun gave her. “Yes, Mama.” She waved good-bye to her parents.

“No problem at all.” Mrs. Reynolds gave a nod to the social worker.

“Miss Janet should be starting story time about now,” Ms. Armstead chirped, putting cheer in her voice to leave behind the serious air of their meeting. Her and Ellie’s voices faded as the door bumped shut. 

“I appreciate how upsetting this must be, but I don’t think Ellie meant any real harm. She became good friends with this teenager. It’s quite believable she thought she was helping out a friend.” Mrs. Richardson stood as a signal their meeting was over. Taking the cue, Chase and LaShaun stood as well.

“Is she okay? The young girl, I mean,” LaShaun said. 

“Honestly, I’m not sure.” Mrs. Richardson frowned and let out a sigh as she looked away. “As I said, I can’t go into specifics. But Ellie and the other children aren’t in any danger, if that’s your worry.”

“Right.” LaShaun exchanged a look with Chase. 

“Good-bye and thanks for being so responsive.” Mrs. Richardson walked them out of the office, down the hall, and out to the school’s main lobby.

LaShaun glanced around the spacious first floor. A small raised garden sat at the center of the wide hall. Plants, cared for by the students, gave the entrance a welcoming touch. Above the atrium, a large skylight allowed late-fall sunlight to flood the area. To their right, a class of fifth graders chattered as they applied Halloween decorations to a huge cork board. A second bell chimed. Children on the second floor scurried to avoid being late. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” Chase said as he followed LaShaun to her SUV.

“Our ‘psychic stuff’ is rubbing off on you now, huh?” LaShaun quipped as she tapped the remote. The lock clicked on the driver’s door and she opened it.

“Funny. You know what I’m talking about.” Chase waved at the buff-colored modern school building. “You wanted Ellie to attend that wizard academy instead of here. She wouldn’t be having problems if she had.”

“Harmony Charter School is approved by the state with a curriculum not very different from this one,” LaShaun clipped. She tossed her crossbody purse onto the center console and faced him, arms folded.

“Most of the staff are TEA members, and the students are all ‘gifted.’ ” Chase leaned on the open door. He brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. 

“Don’t try flirting with me,” LaShaun said and gave his hand a playful slap. “The Third Eye Association has no official role in the school. They serve as a resource for the ‘gifted’ students. And not all of the students are like Ellie. Some of their siblings attend who don’t have paranormal-enhanced senses.” 

The Third Eye Association, or TEA, had been organized over one-hundred fifty years ago. Their mission had started out as providing a safe haven for those who in earlier times had been branded as witches. Over decades, TEA evolved into both spiritual and scientific research. Depending on the era, their public face had been that of fortune tellers, hippies, and new age eccentrics fascinated with mysticism. They realized quite soon the advantage of playing along. Much better than being burned at the stake. In fact, they had developed cutting-edge technology proving the science of certain psychic abilities. 

“Anyway, you wanted her at Harmony. But I think being around normal kids and teachers is better for her. In the big picture,” Chase added before LaShaun could reply. “The majority of the world doesn’t see ghosts or any that other woo-woo stuff.”

“Ellie and CJ are normal.” LaShaun felt a hard knot of anger form in her chest. She scowled at him. “You’ve been listening to your mother too much.”

“Don’t start, alright? I’m talking about kids who can’t hear thoughts or move things without touching them. If that’s even real.” Chase shrugged.

“Seriously, Chase?” LaShaun squinted at him.

“Hey, I’m not saying it’s all made up. You and your TEA pals talk about physics and medical science that might explain a lot of supernatural abilities,” Chase countered. 

“Is that what you tell your parents, especially Queen Bee?” LaShaun snapped.

“I’ve been spending more time with my parents to build a bridge.” Chase stepped close and pulled LaShaun to him, both hands on her waist. “She’s not the enemy.”

“Isn’t she? Ask your daughter how welcome she feels in Queen Bee’s house,” LaShaun snapped. “I don’t give an inch when it comes to my kids.”

Chase hissed out air and stood back. “My mother loves her grandkids, LaShaun. You need to let go of the past.”

“Whatever.”

“I’m going to bring you two hard-headed women together kicking and screaming if I have to,” Chase shot back. When LaShaun let out a cynical grunt, Chase pulled a hand over his face. “Okay, so about Ellie. First, she’s bullying other kids and now stealing. Maybe we should limit her playing with the other wiz... I mean, kids from that TEA play group.”

“Ellie was defending a child who was being bullied. Even her teacher said so,” LaShaun replied. 

“Listen.” Chase glanced around and lowered his voice even though they were alone in the parking lot. “Ellie can do that thing where she gets into your head, influence people to do what she wants. What if she decides to use that power to do bad things.”

“Chase...” 

“I’m telling you, LaShaun. I don’t like the direction she’s headed.”

“Exactly the reason she should be in a TEA children’s play group. They have child therapists who understand the temptations a child with gifts faces daily. Once they realize they can do things most kids can’t, they can take the wrong path,” LaShaun argued.

“TEA again. Your solution to everything,” Chase muttered.

“What the hell do you mean? The reality is—” LaShaun broke off with an irritate huff when his work mobile phone chimed a notification. Three bells meaning an urgent alert demanded immediate attention. 

Chase pulled it from the leather holder clipped to his belt, glanced at the screen, and frowned.  He tapped a short text. “I gotta go. Look, we’ll talk more about Ellie later. For now, she doesn’t get to play on her tablet. Give her some extra study work related to following rules or something. And no TV for a week at least.”

“Sounds reasonable,” LaShaun replied in a grudging mumble.

“We finally agree on something.” Chase turned to leave.

“Hey, find out what you can about that girl,” LaShaun called.

“We don’t know her name,” Chase said and faced LaShaun again.

LaShaun stared in the direction of the high school. The twin buff colored building was visible down the two-lane highway. A short feeder roadway had been constructed to connect what Mrs. Richardson had called the sister campus. Both were run by the same charter school company. 

“Zulime Glapion. Nicknamed Zee. She’s sixteen I think.”

Chase studied LaShaun’s distracted frown for a beat. “Mrs. Richardson didn’t tell us her name. Ellie...” 

“Whispered it when she hugged me. No wizardry,” LaShaun clipped. 

“I just—” Chase broke off when his phone beeped a text notification. 

“Right, gotta go. Dead body. Crime fighting time.” LaShaun pointed to the phone. 

“Cut it out. No supernatural powers looking into my cases,” Chase tossed back. He stepped closer to her, pecked her forehead, and pulled back. “We’ll get through this rocky patch, cher. Kiss CJ for me.” 

LaShaun waved good-bye as he walked backward toward his Vermilion Parish Sheriff’s F-10 truck. The tension between them remained. She could feel it hanging in the air. Even their last joke hinted at the source. She sighed and got into her Honda CRV. Her next stop would be to pick up their four-year-old  son from her Aunt Shirleen’s house. Maybe music would banish her sour mood. 

Cool air blew across LaShaun’s face as she drove with the window down. A rare crisp fall day with low humidity was a treat in late September. Louisiana weather rarely gave a definitive change of seasons. The sixty-degree temperatures could vanish fast, replaced by tropical heat. LaShaun breathed in the faint scent of water. Marshland leading to Vermilion Bay lay not many miles to the south of Highway 335. Her aunt lived in a tiny unincorporated community called Rougonville. Sugar cane and soybean fields stretched on either side as she drove. Soon she reached more houses separated by prairies. Aunt Shirleen lived twenty minutes from their home just outside Beau Chene. A retired school cafeteria supervisor, she happily filled in as an occasional babysitter. LaShaun used the hands-free button to call and let her know she was on the way. Aunt Shirleen was on the porch when LaShaun pulled up to her house. The CRV’s tires crunched up the crushed gravel driveway. CJ, dressed in denim jumper and plaid flannel shirt, jumped up and down as LaShaun waved to him. He was a tall four-year-old, a sign he’d shoot up and match his father’s height one day. 

“Hey, Mama. It’s Mama!” CJ grinned back at Aunt Shirleen and faced LaShaun again. 

“Yes, it’s your mama. Back from her mission down at that school. Again.” Aunt Shirleen rose from the white rocking chair and stood next to him. She was dressed in a red and black flowy tunic over black leggings. “Go on, Chase Justin.”

Given the green light to leave the porch, CJ jumped over the four steps leading to the ground. Aunt Shirleen yelped at his daredevil maneuver. When he landed with a solid thud, Aunt Shirleen shook her head. CJ raced into LaShaun’s outstretched arms. She picked him up and kissed his round cheek with a smack.

“Hey, my baby. You been behaving yourself? You best not be giving your auntie trouble.” LaShaun shook him playfully from side to side. 

“I was good,” CJ declared and hugged her neck. Seconds later he squirmed to be let go. He was off and running the minute his little feet hit the ground. 

“Mercy, that boy got energy for days.” Aunt Shirleen beamed at CJ as he romped on the neatly cut grass of her lawn. Their dog Beau appeared from his position lounging on a corner of the porch and joined him. They played their version of dodge, circling each other. CJ’s joyous shouts matched by Beau’s short barks. 

“I hope they didn’t wear you out.” LaShaun climbed the porch and pressed her cheek against her aunt’s in greeting. 

“Lawd no. Keeps me young. Don’t get to see my grands so much, you know.” Aunt Shirleen sat again. She pushed the rocker back and forth. All four of her adult children had moved away from Vermilion Parish for better career opportunities. Two lived in Houston, Texas, a third in Michigan, and her oldest son was in California.

“How are my cousins doing?” LaShaun knew her aunt was always happy to discuss her kids, the good and bad. 

“They’re fine. The question of the day is how’s Ellie doin’?” Aunt Shirleen gave LaShaun a knowing squint. 

Before LaShaun answered, a 2019 white Lexus sedan pulled in beside her CRV. Her cousin Azalei emerged. Dressed in a designer jogger suit, she swung braids down to her waist dramatically. She had to make an entrance no matter how small the audience.

“Afternoon everybody. Hey, baby boy!” Azalei called to CJ.

“Hey.” CJ barely acknowledged her as he darted around Beau.

“Child, ain’t this a pretty day.” Azalei strolled up to LaShaun. “Girl, how’s Ellie? Don’t let them folks persecute my child. You know how they be about any member of the Rousselle family.”

“With good cause. Tell the truth and shame the devil. Rousselles been hell-raising in Vermilion Parish for years,” Aunt Shirleen said. 

“Here she goes,” Azalei whispered aside to LaShaun with a chuckle.

“C’mon now, Tee Shirl,” LaShaun said, interrupting her aunt’s recitation of family dirty laundry. “That’s all in the past. Most of us have mellowed.”

“Says who?” Aunt Shirleen punctuated her question with a cynical grunt.

“Back to Ellie,” Azalei put in before their aunt could get going again. “She’s not in too much trouble, I hope.”

“She took a couple of things that belong to another student. Ellie insists she was trying to help her. Says ‘they’ dragged the girl, a sixteen-year-old tutor, away. The principal wouldn’t explain. They’re not allowed to release information about other students.” LaShaun sat on the top step and watched CJ playing. He tossed the ball and Beau retrieved it each time. 

“Sounds serious Who’s the girl?” Aunt Shirleen raised an eyebrow as she gazed across the yard, her mind clearly elsewhere.

“Zulime Glapion. Pretty name. They kin to us?” LaShaun looked at her aunt over one shoulder.

“Lawd, no. You never heard about them Glapions? Now I’m wondering which one she is.” 

“Sounds like there’s a juicy story there,” Azalei said.

“Oh, started way back before I was even born,” Aunt Shirleen murmured.

“Ancient history then?” Azalei smothered a cackle at the scowl Aunt Shirleen fired her way. Their aunt had a sore spot about her age and Azalei relished poking it.

Aunt Shirleen brushed away the wisecrack. “You better hope you look this good at sixty, youngster.”

“What about the Glapions, Tee Shirl?” LaShaun said to distract them from an argument. She shot a pointed side-eye at Azalei. A silent warning not to mention Aunt Shirleen had shaved off a few birthdays from that number.

“I don’t know. All I heard was the Glapions don’t set with the Rousselle family. Not that it’s many of the older generation left.” Aunt Shirleen frowned in concentration as though sorting through memories or details. “You say somebody took her? A kidnapping?”

“I didn’t say any such thing. So, don’t start a rumor,” LaShaun said and wagged a finger at her aunt. 

“Well, something has happened. Let me get Chase Justin’s little bag. He’s been such a sweet joy, that one. Love to see him coming, hate to see him go.” Aunt Shirleen went inside the house. 

“Hey, give me some of that action.” Azalei skipped off to the game of fetch. She took turns throwing the ball to CJ and Beau. 

LaShaun laughed at their exaggerated seriousness in getting to the oversized tennis ball. She found a plastic bat left in the grass, raced over, and hit the ball when it came her way. Ten minutes later she was a bit sweaty and less tense about her meeting at Ellie’s school. 

“We better get home so we can meet Ellie’s school bus. And get dinner going, too.” LaShaun lifted the collar of her shirt to let a cool breeze dry her neck. “And take a quick shower while I’m at it.”

“Ok,” CJ called back but tromped after Beau anyway. 

“Tee Shirl is a character. She’s the only one that insists on calling CJ by his full name,” Azalei said as she blew out a breath. 

“Says it’s more dignified than calling him by letters,” LaShaun said. “I had a time convincing his daddy to give him the same name. He didn’t want a Chase, Jr. So, I named him after one of our great-great uncles. A reputable one.”

“As far as you know. There are a lot of twisted branches on the Rousselle family tree,” Azalei quipped. 

“Like you.” LaShaun wore an impish grin.

Azalei arched both shapely eyebrows at her “And you, dear cousin.”

“Ouch. Here’s to rehabilitated bad girls.” LaShaun shared a fist bump with Azalei.

“She’s been in there about ten minutes. Bet you a cool twenty-dollar bill we’ll get the whole story.” Azalei glanced behind her into the house. The glass storm door gave them a shadowed view of the living room.

“Mrs. Reynolds made it clear that info is strictly confidential, especially when it comes to minors—” 

Aunt Shirleen returned to the porch. She had CJ’s superhero duffle bag in one hand and her cell phone in the other. She dropped onto a chair. “Yep, Zee Glapion. Her grandmother been raising her. The mama’s in jail in California or somewhere. Not the first time. Drugs. Looks like Miss Zulime is headed down the same road.”

Azalei smirked at LaShaun and held out a palm. “Told ya. CNN of Acadiana strikes again.”

“CNN?” LaShaun playfully slapped away Azalei’s hand.

“The Creole News Network. Got reporters covering events from the Texas state line to New Orleans and down to the Gulf Coast,” Azalei said. “Pay up.”

“I didn’t take the bet, girl.” LaShaun turned to their aunt. “Are you saying she was arrested?” 

“Sure enough. Pretty serious, too. Attacked some woman who was supposed to be her court-appointed volunteer mentor. Or something. She was already doing community service to stay out of one of those juvenile group homes. The woman is in the hospital. Keeping it quiet cause Zee is a minor.” Aunt Shirleen tsked-tsked as she shook her head. 

“Apparently not hush-hush enough,” LaShaun drawled with a glance at Azalei.

“Girl, you know they couldn’t keep that kind of action quiet around here,” Azalei replied with a shrug. “At least they ain’t gossiping about me this time.”

“Why, you been up to something? Again?” LaShaun squinted at her. 

“No comment.” Azalei smoothed down her hair. “I’m going to round up the youngster and his sidekick for ya.” She strolled across the grass, full hips swaying.

Aunt Shirleen cocked an eyebrow at LaShaun. “That girl gonna get her butt whipped messing with married men. Her latest manages a car dealership in New Iberia.”

“Ah, the Lexus. I wondered how she could afford one.” LaShaun jerked a thumb at the spotless shiny sedan.

“Azalei needs to settle down. Get a good man and have a baby. Done good for you.” Aunt Shirleen gave a nod.

“Hmm.” LaShaun thought about the chafing issues she and Chase seemed to skirt more often. 

“If you can stay out of them crazy voodoo investigations you keep getting into,” Aunt Shirleen added as if reading LaShaun’s mind. 

“Not voodoo, Tee Shirl. When folks need help with things outside the ordinary...” LaShaun searched for a way to explain how she had been drawn into supernatural investigations. 

“All I’m saying is your babies can have a regular life. I think even Odette would agree with me. Toward the end she had her regrets. Mostly about how she raised you. But I think she done good making up for it. Holding onto grudges for generations is like passing on poison to your own seed.” Aunt Shirleen sat in another rocker. She pushed it back and forth as she studied Azalei and CJ yards away. 

Monmon Odette had despised the St. Julien family, Antoine St. Julien in particular. She blamed him for Francine’s death. Even though LaShaun’s mother had died in a fire with another man. But for years Monmon Odette blamed his rejection of Francine for another woman as the real cause. She’d passed her hatred to LaShaun, who in turn bullied their only child, Savannah. In a strange twist, Monmon Odette trusted the adult Savannah to be her lawyer and handle her estate at the end. LaShaun and Savannah became friends. An even stranger development.

“Like the Glapions, you mean. But time brings changes. Ellie said Zulime asked her to get a notebook. Maybe there’s something in it to prove she’s innocent,” LaShaun said.

“Humph. No question Zulime attacked the woman. Plenty of witnesses. You best keep Ellie far away from the girl,” Aunt Shirleen said in sober voice. 

“Yeah, I know for sure Chase would agree with you. But there’s something about all this...” LaShaun stared ahead without seeing her surroundings. A tingle ran down her arms, a sign they were swimming into deeper waters. 
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Later that evening at dinner, Ellie didn’t argue for once about eating her vegetables at dinner. She sat subdued, pushing food around on her plate. Chase prompted her to eat a few times, and she complied. CJ, perched on his yellow booster seat, happily slurped up his green peas by the fistful. LaShaun was busy keeping him from spreading his dinner all over himself and the table. 

“Well, little man, at least I’m glad you enjoy veggies,” LaShaun said with a laugh. She used a damp towel to wipe rice from his face. “But this shirt is a lost cause. Not sure if I’ll be able to get these food stains out.”

“Wings!” CJ yelled. He waved a chicken bone in the air.

“He’d eat those things at every meal if we let him.” Chase ruffled CJ’s thick curls with one hand. “Dude, you need a good dunking to get cleaned up.” 

“I’ll go to my room now. And CJ, don’t follow me. He’s always messing with my things.” Ellie shot a glare at CJ and then slid from her chair to leave.

CJ scrambled from his seat with the awkward moves. He landed on his butt but popped back up to his feet. “Play with sissie.”

“No,” Ellie snipped. “You just want an excuse to snoop around my room.”

“CJ, we talked about this. You should ask Ellie if it’s okay to go into her room. And no wandering when she’s not there.” LaShaun smothered a grin when CJ gave her his wide-eyed innocent look.

“See? He’s not going to listen,” Ellie grumbled. She wore a sour face as if the world was conspiring against her.

“He’s still learning about boundaries, honey,” LaShaun replied. 

“Ellie has extra schoolwork to do,” Chase said in a firm voice. He studied Ellie for a few seconds. “Then we need to have a talk.”

“Yes, Daddy.” Ellie didn’t look back at him. She turned and trudged to her room with heavy steps.

CJ seemed not to notice the somber mood. He turned his attention to Beau. Their Great Weimar looked relaxed on the large doggie bed in the family room next to the kitchen. Beau yawned widely as if to give CJ a hint he wasn’t up for more activity. He rested his large head on both front paws.  The four-year-old ignored the cue and sat next to Beau. He babbled about going outside to look for tigers, an argument for play in the backyard. 

LaShaun used a large kitchen towel to swipe up the mess CJ had made. “You could lighten up on her a bit, you know. I looked at the walking path between the two schools. It’s quite safe. In fact, a school crossing guard was still on duty the day—” 

“Don’t start with the excuses.” Chase stacked plates and other dishes onto a tray. He went to the large island and set it down. 

“I’m only saying she wasn’t as reckless as it sounded at first.” LaShaun huffed out a sigh, looking at the floor. “We gotta get CJ better table manners. I have to sweep and mop at least twice a day.”

“Maybe if we didn’t have to spend time corralling Ellie...” Chase muttered.

“First, it was just a joke, Chase,” LaShaun snapped. “CJ’s messy eating has nothing to do with Ellie. Lord, you’re sounding like Elizabeth.”

Chase dropped forks into the dishwasher. Then he stacked plates in the racks. He made enough noise to make LaShaun clench her teeth. The crack about his mother came out before she could stop it. Neither spoke for a few minutes. The only sound between them was the angry thump of pots being moved from the stove top to the sink. LaShaun got the broom and then the mop. She made quick work of cleaning up the floor around the table. LaShaun shot glances at his broad back as he put pots in the bottom shelf of the dishwasher. 

“I shouldn’t have brought up your mother. It’s just...” 

LaShaun blew out air. She stored CJ’s booster seat in the walk-in pantry. She straightened the chairs around the table. CJ had settled next to Beau with a picture book, pretending to read. 

“You always do that,” Chase clipped finally.

LaShaun used another damp dishcloth to wipe the quartz surface of the kitchen island. Then she wiped down the gas cooktop harder than necessary. She let a few beats pass before she took the bait. Might as well get it over with. “Do what?”

Chase turned after punching the button to start the dishwasher. It hummed to life behind him. He crossed his arms. “Make my mother the villain as a way of making points or getting me to back down and apologize for her. We should be talking about Ellie’s behavior problems. Instead, you bring up mama.”

“Ellie is different, Chase. You’ve known that from the time she was able to walk and talk,” LaShaun shot back.

“See? That’s the problem. We should have the same standards, the same rules for her like any regular kid. She’s gotta live in a world of—” 

“Of what, Chase? Normal people?” LaShaun looked over at CJ to check if he’d noticed the gathering storm. She lowered her voice. “You’re wishing for a regular family life now, is that it?”

“My mother—” 

“Hold up. I thought this wasn’t about your mother,” LaShaun shot back with heat. 

“Both my parents are worried Ellie can’t just be a kid with all the... supernatural baggage. I want her to have an uneventful childhood. Okay, I’ll say it. Normal. Fishing with her grandfather. Picnics. School field trips that don’t involve, you know... magic. And not make friends with criminals for God’s sake.” Chase threw up both hands. 

“You told them she’s telepathic and can sometimes influence how others behave?”

“Of course not. I don’t want to freak them out anymore than—” Chase broke off at the scowl his words brought. “I mean, Ellie’s abilities should be kept quiet until we figure out exactly what’s going on with her.” 

“You’re embarrassed about her. Which means me, too,” LaShaun said low. Her body vibrated with a combination of rage and hurt. “What’s next? Should we hide CJ in the attic?”

“I don’t want them to be targets for superstitious idiots. Or tools for crazies like those cult members who show up on our doorstep every few months it seems. I’m not ashamed of my children.” 

“Our children, Chase Broussard,” LaShaun hissed with a glare. 

Chase rubbed his jaw hard. He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again. “This isn’t the time to fight each other. Let’s agree about that. This thing with Ellie and the girl—” 

“Zulime Glapion,” LaShaun broke in.

“Information on juveniles is kept real quiet. I had to do a lot of talking to get anybody at OJJ to tell me anything,” Chase said. 

“OJJ?”

“The Office of Juvenile Justice. Look, LaShaun, this girl sounds like she’s real trouble. She attacked a court-appointed mentor. She has a history of being kicked out of school. I’m more than a little pissed somebody thought community service tutoring younger kids was a good idea.” Chase frowned. “I let them know it, too.”

Before LaShaun could answer a crash came from the family room. CJ had thrown one of his balls into the built-in bookcase. Framed family photos lay scattered, along with a vase that miraculously wasn’t broken. 

“Oops. Beau, you know better.” CJ shook a tiny finger at the dog. Beau woofed a denial back at him.

“Bath time and bed, mister,” LaShaun yelled from the kitchen. She glanced at the decorative wall clock. “It’s almost seven-thirty. When you start getting sleepy you also start getting into big trouble.”

“Not sleepy, Mama. Beau needs a walk,” CJ countered with little kid logic. 

“Beau’s already been out. And it’s dark outside. By the way, you’ll get a bath tomorrow, too.” LaShaun aimed her last comment at Beau, who ducked his head at the mention of soap and water.

“We can take a bath together!” CJ said with glee. He beamed at a dubious Beau. The dog seemed to shoot LaShaun a pleading look. 

“Nice try but no way,” LaShaun retorted.

She directed CJ on helping pick up after himself. Once everything was back on the shelves, LaShaun herded him to his room. Chase stayed behind to finish tidying up the kitchen. LaShaun took off his rumpled and stained clothes. A warm bath in the tub helped CJ begin to wind down. LaShaun had his routine fixed. She dimmed the lights in both the bedroom and bathroom. She dressed him in his favorite cozy pajamas. Within ten minutes of story time his eyes drifted shut. LaShaun rubbed his back one last time before she made a quiet exit. When she returned to the kitchen, Chase was on his work cell phone. He ended the call and faced her with a grim set to his jaw.

“We really need to talk to Ellie about the Glapion girl.”

“Before you go back to the station,” LaShaun replied. 

When Chase nodded, she headed to Ellie’s bedroom. Minutes later they returned. Dressed in her mermaid lavender nightgown, Ellie looked like any nine-year-old. She held onto LaShaun’s hands tightly as she darted anxious looks at Chase. LaShaun checked the baby monitor video on the smart home device. CJ lay on his back sleeping. Beau had curled up on the floor next to CJ’s single bed. At least two members of the Broussard household were at peace, she mused. 

“Come over here.” Chase patted the cushion next to him on their sofa in the family room.

LaShaun gave Ellie a gentle push to get her feet going toward Chase. “Go on. Daddy and I need to ask you more about Zulime.”

“Okay, but I didn’t steal her notebook and keychain.” Ellie bit off her words at Chase’s expressionless face. She eased onto the sofa at least twelve inches away from him.

“So, let’s talk about it,” LaShaun began before Chase could respond. She sat on the wide leather ottoman near the sofa. 

Ellie took a deep breath. “Zee said I could help her. She asked me to keep her notebook because her private thoughts were in it. Not class work, though.”

“Her journal?” LaShaun glanced at Chase and back to Ellie.

“Yeah. She said bad people would try and stop her from... I didn’t really understand. But Zee said it didn’t matter. Just get her things cause I was the only one she could trust. Those girls only pretended to be her friends. Mama, she’s in big trouble. You have to help her.” Ellie gripped LaShaun’s right hand. “Please.”

“Ellie, Zee is in trouble. You’re right about that. She hurt someone really bad. So bad, the lady had to go to the hospital.” Chase glanced at LaShaun.

A chill shook LaShaun as she third eye saw clearly Zulime’s situation had gotten worse. Ellie glanced at LaShaun first and then Chase. She stood with a solemn look on her face. 

“Mama, Daddy, Zee didn’t do what they’re saying she did. At least it didn’t happen the way they say. I don’t know why.” Ellie frowned and blinked rapidly as if sorting through her thoughts. 

“You know I’ve told you about my work, right? My job is to arrest people who’ve broken the rules. Sometimes serious rules called laws. But we don’t put people in jail without evidence,” Chase said in a patient tone. 

Ellie blinked back from her reverie and looked at him. “I remember.”

“Well, the reason Zulime, Zee, was taken away was because evidence, strong evidence, says she hurt someone. And that’s against the law. I get that you were trying to help your friend. Helping a friend is a good thing. But not when they’ve done something wrong. Understand?” Chase rubbed her little shoulder.

“Yeah, but she didn’t do the wrong thing like they say. I know she didn’t. Zee is like me. People think she’s a weirdo and bully her. Just because her grandmother lives in a house out on Blood River next to the bayou. And her family is like ours, like I read in Great-Grandmother Odette’s journal.” Ellie’s eyes grew wider as she talked. “You have to believe me and help her. Mama, you understand. You told me about how other girls treated you in school.”

“Ellie, I thought we agreed you wouldn’t read your Monmon Odette’s journals anymore. At least not until you’re older and can understand them better.” Chase stared hard at LaShaun over Ellie’s head as he spoke.

“I—” Ellie bit her lower lip and looked at her bunny slippers, realizing she’d admitted to breaking another rule. “Yes, Daddy. Sorry. It was only the one with family recipes and how her great-great-great grandpapa came to Louisiana from La Española.” 

“Where?” Chase blinked hard at her.

“Haiti was first called La Española before the Spanish ceded it to France in the seventeenth century,” LaShaun explained. “Monmon Odette
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