
Wolf in the Sanctuary

––––––––

Robin Schadel


Table of Contents

Title Page

Wolf in the Sanctuary

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Epilogue

Copyright © 2025 by Robin Schadel. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.

––––––––
[image: ]


ISBN: 979-8-89901-394-2 (Paperback)

979-8-89901-392-8 (eBook)

Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, and places are products of the author’s imagination.

First printing edition 2025.

Cursing Raven Books

670 N 8th St. Ste. 6

Baton Rouge, LA 70802

www.cursingravenbooks.com 

Note: No AI was used in the creation of this book. On a good day, Human Intelligence was used. Most days, the author used religious trauma, dangerous amounts of caffeine, and spite.

Content Warning: graphic violence & gore; fire, ash & charred remains; death & mass casualty; religious trauma & sacrilege, references to child sexual abuse by clergy, rape, domestic violence, and child abuse; sexual content & BDSM imagery; strong language & profanity; substance use; psychological terror, panic, supernatural horror, and folkloric horror; and depictions of grief and loss

To Markie:

You challenged me to write this. Thank you for your support, encouragement, and friendship.

––––––––
[image: ]


To Daffy Cat:

You were the greatest mayor of Spanish Town and the only politician I knew I could trust. We all miss you.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue


[image: ]


​

St. Mary Parish, 1963

Silence in the bayou existed only in movies.

Even during the witching hour, the sloughing water whispered its secrets against the gnarled cypress roots, a slithering seduction of sins and sorrows that never ceased. Frogs croaked in the darkness in a call and response hymn echoing beneath the tangled canopy of Spanish moss. The occasional splash of something unseen slipping beneath the murky surface sent ripples gliding over the black water. And beneath it all, the distant hum of hungering mosquitoes rose and fell like a fevered prayer.

Belle Rivière slept, but not peacefully as the last sliver of moonlight disappeared behind a cloud as it floated through the humid blackness of the March sky. This village coughed, tossing and turning, beyond the cypress trees and the winding dirt roads along Bayou Penchant. Its streets were narrow and cracked, and its buildings sagged with age. Mosquitoes buzzed through tears in the screens on doors and windows as the night wind wheezed like a fiddle with two broken strings still trying to call people to dance.

Residents told tales of the village’s glory days. Milk and honey flowed like water. Crops rose from the damp, fertile black soil with only an hour’s worth of labor during the day, and the fish begged to swim into the nets to feed the good people there. Aside from the damned mosquitoes and the soul-soaking humidity, this small patch of land in St. Mary Parish was an Eden for those who wanted the good life. 

But that all changed after the First World War. No battles raged in the swamplands. It was a prosperous town, but it was also a town easily forgotten as the drama of human life played out on the grand stage of a fractured world. Farmers and sharecroppers worked their fields. Trappers and fishermen harvested from the swamp. The residents filled the pews of St. Germaine whenever the doors were opened. Whitewashing the graves in the churchyard was an act of love, devotion, and pride. The one bar and the two-screen cinema closed on weekends during Lent. Faith mattered, and faith was rewarded.

But something happened. Something brittled in its bones and curdled its blood just two years after the greatest evil the world had known was defeated. Now secrets left unspoken and salty tears left unwept thickened the air with a heaviness greater than August’s humidity.

The decaying remnants of the Chapel of St. Germaine had stood on the outskirts of town for over a century. Only a hollowed-out skeleton of fire-blackened wood and stone, both scarred by jagged lines caused by nameless hands, remained. The villagers once took pride in whitewashing the church’s walls and the headstones in the churchyard, but that tradition had long been abandoned even before the fire. The high steeple had crashed to the ground, and its solemn iron bell, along with the ruins of the church, now stood half-sunken into the greedy earth. Burial shrouds of Spanish moss draped over the structural remains, curling through broken windows of stained glass and clinging to the scorched frame of the arched doorway.

The roof had caved in, leaving a jagged ribcage of cracked beams that jutted toward the sky as the winds heaved through the heartless carcass. Little more than a husk of ashen wood, littered with bits of charred bone, remained of the nave. The old storytellers in Belle Rivière said if you visited the chapel on the first night of Lent and stood long enough in the ruins, you could smell the fire, a smell vaguely reminiscent of barbecue.

The churchyard on the north side of the chapel fared no better over the past century. The headstones, some dating back to the earliest days of settlement, leaned at odd angles, half-swallowed by creeping vines and rising moss. Names and dates had been worn away by time and neglect, leaving only the faintest of impressions of the dead who lay beneath. Some graves had caved in, their occupants forgotten. Some of the exposed bones had been stolen by kids wanting a grisly souvenir of their courage; others had been taken by witches, Satanists, and voodoo practitioners, according to the townsfolk at least. Roots and vines shackled the remaining bones, binding them to the soil and pulling them into the swamp.

A lone cross of rusted, breaking iron stood where the old priest’s garden one grew. Father Morel, the town’s long-dead shepherd tended that garden, coaxing parsley, sage, rosemary, thyme, and roses of red, yellow, and white hues to bloom and bring color in defiance of the murky, brown swamp. The roses and herbs were gone now, and thorny brambles overtook the garden and now clawed at the graves. Here in the swamp, even the holy found no rest. 

At the farthest edge of the churchyard, where the land slumped into the water, an unmarked grave, facing west, lay beneath a truly bald cypress. No one in Belle Rivière remembered ever seeing needles grow on its drooping branches, but without its presence, the location of this grave would have long ago been forgotten. No stone, no name. Just an inverted cross of wood sinking into a patch of earth where nothing grew. Birds and insects never crawled or flew over the earth, and nutria, alligators, and snakes either crawled or slithered far out of their path to avoid being near it. 

Those either brave or foolish enough swore on the Pope’s Bible the air turned colder and grew thicker there. Some heard whispers rising from the soil. As Holy Week approached, those whispers joined with the wind to create prayers unanswered, hymns unsung, and hopes dashed into the darkness of the soil.

But a town needed a church. The village had built Our Lady of Divine Mercy in the town proper after the fire, expanding the village square to include this newer church. They abandoned St. Germaine to rot in the swamp. But the dead never forgot.

Étienne Marchand had no wish to die in this place.

And yet, on this Louisiana Saturday night, he crouched inside the rotting, charred remains of the confessional. His breath pierced his lips in sharp, swift gasps, and sweat glued his thinning brown hair to his head, drizzled down his face, and soaked the armpits of his once-white cotton shirt. The wood was damp beneath his fingers. The scents of char, of rotten but cooked meat, and of old mildew hung thick in his nostrils.

He was not alone. The sound of claws scraping the warped and mossy wooden floor of the nave shattered the empty solitude of the ruined church. Something was out there, pacing the sanctuary. 

Étienne had nowhere else to run.

Confession would cleanse the soul. Priests had told Étienne that truth his entire life, told him absolution was given to all who truly repented. But that same priest who spoke those exact words to him from the moment he started his journey toward confirmation had, on this night, slammed the doors to Our Lady in his face.

“Blasphemer. A man without shame,” Father Morel had called him. And he knew better than to argue with the holy man. No defense was strong enough, no penance deep enough to satisfy God’s anger against him. When the first accusation had emerged, he had laughed at the foolish superstition. A cheeseburger on the wrong day, a Budweiser on the porch as the sun set—what was the harm in that? But in Belle Rivière, people followed the old rules still. And breaking the rules of Lent was no small sin.

It started as a single mistake, careless and small. A humid night, a cold beer, and the scent of beef patties on the stove curling through his cabin. His hunger was too strong to ignore. He was alone, unseen by anyone in town. 

But even sins in the darkest of nights never went unnoticed. Someone had been watching. Someone had whispered his sins into other ears.

The next morning, Father Morel refused to meet his eyes. The women in town clutched their rosaries and crossed themselves as he passed. By evening, the whispers had transformed into muttered prayers. First, they prayed for him. Then, they prayed at him, and they prayed harshly. 

“The devil, he tempts you in small ways first,” Old Marianne Boudreaux had said, her voice thick with warning and her finger wagging in his face. “Today, the man eats meat. Tomorrow, he pisses on the Holy Cross. After that? Who knows what he becomes?”

And no one in town spoke in his defense.

“Devil take you all!” Étienne had told them. “This ain’t Prohibition, and we ain’t the only ones living here. Let a man have a burger and a beer after a hard week of work. It won’t harm no one.”

That night, he sat in his cabin and tossed his brown leather Bible into the belly of his wood-burning stove. Étienne preferred the taste of a butter-basted steak in a cast iron skillet cooked atop a wood-burning stove than over his gas range. The steak sizzled as he seared and basted the meat, whistling an improvised song as he popped the cap from a bottle of beer. As the steak rested, he deglazed the pan with half the beer, tossed in some fresh thyme and butter, and thickened up a sauce to drizzle over the meat.

And then the night fell silent.

This was the kind of silence that pressed against the walls like a held breath. Étienne sat at his small wooden table. The electric light in the ceiling flickered above him, its glow weakening as it struggled against the encroaching night. 

Outside, the bayou murmured, its languid water lapping at the reeds, but something stirred from beyond the trees. The air shifted. The wind blew wrong. Something scratched at Étienne’s spine, and he stiffened. The hair on his arms shivered. His eyes darted from side to side, looking out through each window. He felt a gaze focusing on him, but he saw no eyes.

And then came the scraping. A slow, deliberate drag of claws against the wooden siding just beneath the windowsill. He froze. His knife and fork clanged on the floor. The sound moved. It circled the house, shifting from one wall to the next. It was no mere animal, no wandering dog or hungry bear. Whatever this thing was, it was watching him, waiting for him to make a move.

The bulb shattered. The shadows deepened. The door rattled. And then came the whisper, a low and rasping growl that curled through the cracks in the door. His name. Étienne pushed away from the table, fell back, rolled onto his knees, and scurried away from the entrance. His pulse hammered against his ribs.

He ran, throwing himself through the back door. His bare feet slapped against the damp ground. Something followed him. He heard its movement, but Étienne dared not turn his glance over his shoulder. The reeds whipped against his legs as he plunged into the night, running to Our Lady of Divine Mercy. He banged on the door and shouted for Father Morel. And when the priest emerged and Étienne begged for sanctuary, the smell of beer on his breath told the priest all he needed to know.

“Sin has wages, blasphemer. Have you no shame? You summoned the devil to us, and now he will take you.” Father Morel then slammed the door, locking it so Étienne had no point of entry.

The thing behind him whispered his name, louder and raspier than before. Its claws scraped on the concrete. Étienne screamed and fled into the swamp. As the darkness swarmed around him, the ruined chapel of St. Germaine loomed ahead, its skeletal remains shadowed through the haze of the evening mist. 

His lungs burned. His legs ached. Still, he ran, and behind him, moving through the trees, was that thing following him. If no one else would grant him sanctuary, surely this old church would. 

And so, he fled into the wreckage of the old church and hid inside the confessional. Who would absolve him now? Who would listen to the whispered prayers as they fled the trembling lips of a sinner hell itself came to collect?

Étienne pressed his back against the paneling. He swallowed hard and closed his eyes. With a trembling hand, he crossed himself.

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.”

The words slipped past his lips like a dying man’s last breath. No priest offered penance. However, something beyond the lattice screen sniffed, a deep, wet inhalation that sent ice crawling down his spine.

Voices swirled about him as he prayed his trembling, frantic prayer. Whispers from nowhere—and everywhere—filled the confessional.

Please! What did I do?

Someone save us!

God, why is this happening?

A single nail, perhaps a claw, traced the edge of the confessional door. Slow and deliberate, it tested the fragile barrier between them. Étienne squeezed his eyes shut, clenched his jaw, and sucked in a desperate, trembling breath. His lips mouthed a silent prayer to St. Michael, to Mary, to Christ himself, but no one on earth or in heaven would save him now.

The confessional door shattered as something burst in from the nave. And outside the ruined church, the swamp muffled the sound of his final scream.
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New Orleans, Present Day

The Marigny hummed with that familiar, relaxed energy. Time blurred here, its humid breath warm on the nape of my neck. It was beautiful in the way something old often is—a little decadent, a little knowing, a little ugly but in a beautiful way. Creole cottages, painted in hues of ochre, indigo, and seafoam, stood shoulder to shoulder like aging courtesans. Their lattice balconies leaned toward the street, listening to residents and tourists alike. On any night, streetlamps flickered in the damp air, their perpetually dying glow reflecting in the puddles that never quite dried. The morning sun revealed the city’s secret weeping, hidden by the darkness of night.

Music lived here, and it danced through the alleyways like smoke. Low, sultry jazz that sauntered with its own syncopated swagger from Frenchman Street quickened your pulse and made you ache for something nameless, ephemeral, yet divine. The wail of a saxophone, the deep-throated throbbing of a bass, and the shuffle of shined shoes on uneven pavement. Chicory coffee, dark and bitter, tangled with the sweeter scents—the ghosts of French perfume, of spiced rum, of old wood holding onto memories long lost to time—drifted through the warm spring air.

This was my neighborhood in New Orleans, a city of pleasure and pretense, of lovers clinging to one another beneath moonlit galleries, of poets drowning in their own longing. And beneath all the layers of jazz, of rich and delicious food, and of the stink of Bourbon Street on Ash Wednesday, something else pulsed—a shadow in the corners, a dissonant whisper beneath the music. This city lived with its ghosts, and they walked among us day and night.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, I sat on the balcony of my apartment above the Zevon Café on the corner of Frenchman and Decatur. Sipping a fruity Chardonnay, I loved being suspended between the scent of strong coffee and fresh pastries and the thrum of the nightlife a few blocks down. The balcony’s railing was the same as the railing on the stairs, iron curled like the flourish of an old love letter, cool to the touch, comfortable to the heart, and adorned with the beads of old Mardi Gras parades.

I needed to pack.

Draining my glass, I returned to the living space, closing and latching the French doors to the balcony behind me. The one-bedroom unit was small, but it had a long history of poets, musicians, and artists who once lived here. Heavy peach velvet curtains framed tall windows that never fully latched, letting in the salt-thick breath of the river drifting along in the humid air, the occasional murmur of laughter, or a whispered old tune drifting from a street musician’s trumpet or fiddle. Books with cracked spines—Wuthering Heights, The Picture of Dorian Grey, The Mysteries of Udolpho, Art in the Blood, Wormwood, Governess Gone Rogue, Pride & Prejudice, and It Happened One Autumn, among others—rose in precarious towers against the olive-green accent wall. The cypress floorboards creaked underfoot, whispering their own quiet stories.

My black leather coffin suitcase lay open on my bed, the arm of a cream blouse with a handkerchief cuff hanging over like a lazy but dramatic vampire refusing to wake until midnight. The flame atop the red candle on my nightstand flickered and danced, perfuming my bedroom with the scents of rose and leather. Its light cast shadows on the small photograph of my father dressed as a dragon “guarding me” while my nine-year-old ass was dressed as a princess. I miss him. The wildflowers in the vase drooped, veiling the pink leather restraints that hung from my wrought iron headboard.

My phone rang. Margot Brock, my editor.

“Hey, Margot,” I said, sitting on the bed beside my suitcase. “What’s up? You usually don’t call this late.”

It was only a quarter after seven for me, but Margot lived in Brooklyn.

“Hope I didn’t interrupt anything, Celeste. I just wanted to check up on you. Still planning to hide away in the swamps tomorrow to write?”

I chuckled. Running my fingers through my wavy chestnut hair, I nodded—not that she could see. “Yeah, I’ve most of my research ready, and I want to be in a new environment for this. And this cabin along Bayou Penchant is the perfect place. I told you the story about it only being opened as a VRBO rental in the past few years, and the last person who lived there was found murdered in the ruined church in the swamp. Right?

“Yes, and that should tell you why this is a bad idea. No one’s lived there since when? The Seventies?”

“Nineteen seventy-three.”

“Oh, my mistake. No one has lived there in over sixty fucking years. You stay there, that’s an invitation to get murdered. I still don’t understand this shift. Love in Shadows was dark and brooding, but it was still a romance. And that’s what you are, Celeste, a historical romance writer—and a damned good one at that. You’re only a few thousand book sales behind Periods of Passion’s overall bestseller. And you could take the lead if you moved forward with your plan for Seduction at Raven’s Head Manor. Why this darker new direction? Love sells.”

“But nobody’s buying.” I snorted. I set the phone on speaker mode and then folded the clothing in my suitcase. “Look, Margot, this is a natural progression. I write Gothic romances set in the Victorian and Regency Periods. Why is it a stretch to write an actual Gothic novel?”

“It’s not. We only publish historical romances. You’ll need a new publisher, and that will mean a new editor. And you might even need a new agent, since I don’t think Sandra has any contacts with horror or even thriller publishers.”

I’d just go indie if I had to. I hated the idea of having to find cover artists and editors myself, and marketing is worse than unsatisfying sex, which makes it better than the rechargeable lover I’ve had in the past two months. But the control, the freedom, the lack of restraints on my ideas... Now those were so appealing.

“This is something I need to do, Margot. I’ve told you this, and I’ve said it in every interview. Shelley, the Brontës, Radcliff, Rice, Brite, and Elrod all inspired me to write. I fell into romance by accident with some Penny Dreadful fanfiction, and I paid for my last year of college with donations from those readers. That’s why I write the historical periods I do. This is something I’ve dreamed of doing since I was thirteen reading Mysteries of Udolpho under my Barbie bed sheets by flashlight after bedtime. I’ve got one piece of the puzzle that I hope to find while I’m in Belle Rivière. Then I’ll have my angle for this story, and the pieces will all fall into place. Three months, and then I’ll start on Seduction. I promise—finished with this story or not. I’ll call you in two weeks to update you.”

“I don’t know,” she replied with that skeptical, tsk-ing tone in her voice. “No one’s lived in that rental since 1973. The town’s barely on a government map, and it’s in the middle of a fucking swamp. You’re a writer—not a method actor—just go find a new coffee shop and talk to old people or something. I don’t want my best author murdered because she’s a fucking friend of mine. And I swear to God in Heaven, that’s what’s going to happen if you go there.”

I chuckled. My father would’ve said similar things—minus the swearing, which earned me several mouthfuls of soap even into my college years. “What? You’re going to tell me you believe in swamp monsters? Those old superstitions are just holdovers from before people listened to science, to reason, to logic. I appreciate the concern, but you worry too much.”

“I don’t know, Celeste. I have a bad feeling about this. Be careful.”

The cracked, uneven, pothole-ridden road had narrowed miles ago, swallowed by the deep hush of the Louisiana swamps. By the time I pulled up to the cabin, the mist rising from the swamp was as thick as a gumbo’s roux. My Nissan Rogue’s headlights barely cracked through the fog as I crunched along the gravel drive. I killed the engine, letting the silence settle. For a moment, I just sat there, my hand still gripping the steering wheel as I felt the weight of the drive on my shoulders. 

It had been a long haul from New Orleans—least I didn’t have hit traffic on the bridge over the Atchafalaya Basin or have to cross the Pontchartrain Causeway on the route. I needed the space to think, to write, to be. And I needed distance—the distance from the city, from Margot’s cautious skepticism, from that nagging fear that maybe—just maybe—this shift would kill my career. Sure, some writers could pivot and change genres without more than a blip on their sales figures, but there was a comfort to well-bred heroines and carefully orchestrated passion. It went as I wanted it to go.

But something pulled me here, something about the documents I pored over for months trying to find my story, something pointed to Belle Rivière and its legends that just didn’t add up. I guess this place has been haunting me before I even let my pen touch paper.

I stepped out, stretching my legs and wrinkling my nose as the fetid, damp swamp air wrapped around me. The swamp was alive—I saw alligators and mosquitoes when I stopped for gas earlier, but here... here it was quiet in an unnatural way. The usual sounds of the bayous after dark—the gentle murmur of the meandering water, the distant hoot of an own preparing for a hunt, the buzz of those damned bloodsucking mosquito swarms—felt muted, like the world forgot it took a breath and hadn’t exhaled.

The cabin stood before me in a small clearing of trees at the edge of the swamp, small and weathered but sturdy, its wooden porch sagging slightly under the weight of time. A single porch light flickered against the mist, casting long, shifting shadows across the ground.

I grabbed my bags from the trunk, and the thick and almost... sweet scent of wet earth and moss filled my lungs. I had spent the better part of the winter researching the folklore from the western side of the parish, and I brought the dozen notebooks I had filled with old stories and whispered warnings. Ghosts, guided by fifolet lights, wandered the swamp, luring unfortunate travelers to their deaths. Supposedly, at some point during the last century, there was a sin-eater, something supposed to have died out before the fifteenth century, who lived in the swamp, kept at arms’ length, hated for carrying the people’s sins, but useful for those too evil to warrant absolution. 

But what really drew my attention was the local tales of the Rougarou, a cursed thing that stalks the bayous, caught between man and beast, between Catholic damnation and something older, something darker. It preyed on those who broke the Lenten traditions, but those Lenten beliefs had changed in the past fifty years. And yet, the lore hadn’t changed. The old people still wanted things to be how they remember them growing up. Still, others said it was a curse passed down like bad blood. And others still believed if you looked into its eyes, you would never be the same again.

I hauled my suitcase and messenger bag up the porch steps. The boards creaked beneath my weight, and then I let myself inside. The cabin was simple but clean, sparsely furnished and rustic. A sturdy wooden table sat near the kitchen, which had both a gas range and a wood-burning stove. The den was small, with a television mounted on the fireplace, a sofa, and a chair. The bed, covered in a faded, patchwork quilt, looked comfortable enough. This was the kind of place where stories didn’t need to be written; they sat waiting to be found.

I set my laptop bag on the table and checked my phone. One bar. Any Wi-Fi here was probably good enough for email and backing photos up to cloud storage. At least there was that quiet little town about a quarter of a mile back if I needed groceries, help, or someone to talk to.

I pulled out my final research notebook, a hardcover journal adorned with vintage-style travel photos and stamps. My fingers traced over the words I had scrawled back in New Orleans, the half-formed ideas that drew me here. The sins of the village. The lost ones. The beast that walks like a man. There were too many variations on these themes, too many conflicting truths. Beneath all of these tales, there had to be a core, and at that core was something real—something I could build a novel from.

A sudden, sharp knock on the door made me jump.

I squeaked and then exhaled, shaking my head. Get a grip, Celeste. It was probably just the property owner. The old man had barely spoken when I inquired about renting the cabin. He had a gruff voice. His primary concern was that I “wasn’t one of those city folks looking for a thrill,” and discussing the lease was secondary to that.

I crossed the small cabin and opened the door.

Clayton Ancelet stood there, tall despite the weight of his years, with a face carved with deep lines that spoke of long, hard days laboring under the oppressive Louisiana sun. His eyes, cold and sharp, fixed on me with something unreadable. Appraising. Wary.

“Miss Valois?” He asked, tipping his baseball hat in a gesture that felt more habitual than hospitable. “Made it in alright, I see.”

I nodded, offering a polite smile. “Long drive, but I can’t complain.”

He did not return my smile. Instead, he glanced past me, into the cabin, as if expecting someone else to be there. I turned to see an empty cabin behind me. When he saw that I saw no one, he shifted his weight, his boots scraping against the wooden planks.

“Listen,” he said in a low, measured voice. “Ain’t my business what you do while you’re here. You paid the rent, so the place is yours for two months. But...” He paused and looked past me again, this time toward the stretch of trees beyond the cabin. “But I wouldn’t go wandering after dark. Not around here.”

“Bears and gators?”

He shook his head. “If only it were that. There’s things out in the swamp more dangerous than them. Don’t go out—even in your car—after dark. Please.”

He crossed himself, and a chill passed over me, subtle but unmistakable. I folded my arms, forcing a casual stance. "Superstitions?"

His gaze snapped back to me, and his eyes narrowed. “You think that’s all it is?”

I shrugged.

He exhaled through his nose, shaking his head. “Just mind yourself, Miss Valois. This place...” He cut himself off, as if thinking better of what he had planned to say. Instead, he settled his hat lower on his head and nodded. “Well, there’s a key for the tool shed out back if you need anything. Good night.”

And with that, he turned and left the cabin, walking back toward the trees beyond the gravel drive. He disappeared into the mist as if the swamp had swallowed him whole. I stood in the doorway, the night stretching wide and empty before me.

The stillness had deepened. Not silent like Bourbon Street during a rare snowstorm. Silent like it was just... waiting.

I snorted and laughed, shaking my head as I looked out the window. “Damn, Celeste, five minutes in, and you’re already letting everyone’s fears get to you. It’s just a fucking swamp, no creepier than any other swamp in this state—and certainly not creepier than the cringy tourist pervs who shout for tits on Bourbon.”

​

The morning arrived, and after realizing how few supplies were placed in the refrigerator and pantry following a quick breakfast of Community Coffee with a splash of almost-spoiled milk and some oatmeal, I decided to walk into that little town I passed on the way in. Like Ferriday, Transylvania, and many other small towns in Louisiana, Belle Rivière was a place where time had long-ago settled and refused to move. The warm, damp air hung thick with the scents of the swamp, of old cypress, of the slow decay of something forgotten through the passing of decades. I walked down the cracked sidewalk, my footsteps the only sound beyond the lazy creak of a wooden sign swinging on rusty hinges outside a general store. The candy-cane striped pole outside the darkened window of Thibodeaux’s Barber Shop remained unmoved throughout the day. 

Wedged between the languid bayou and miles of dense, cypress swamp, this was the kind of place where people were born, lived, and died without stepping beyond the boundaries of its shadow. From everything I read about this place, it was once a prosperous farming and fishing town. Around 1948, it fell on hard times. And it never recovered. 

I smiled at the few townsfolk I saw as I walked, and they responded to me like tourists did goths in the Quarter. I felt their eyes on me, often before I saw them. Their conversations dwindled into hushed whispers as I passed, murmurs behind screened porches and open shop doors. A pair of old men sat outside a weathered café, their chairs leaned back and cigars dangling from their fingers. Their conversation about who had the worse illness halted as I approached; they watched me—not with any hostility, but with a wariness that caused my breathing to hitch and my skin to prickle.

From what I saw, Belle Rivière had not changed since the 1960s, maybe the 1970s, and certainly not in the decades after that. The sun-bleached buildings leaned, their paint peeling in the Louisiana humidity like skin after a sunburn. A single, two-pump gas station stood at the edge of town, its sign, saying it provided Mobil Oil, faded and barely legible. A vintage Ford pickup, rusted and on blocks, stood beside the empty bays of the attached service center. 

The cleanest and least desolate building was the town church, Our Lady of Divine Mercy. Its whitewashed stone walls loomed in the distance, and the bell in its steeple tolled, a muffled and hesitant sound, eleven times. It was a cute church, quaint in the way small-town churches often are, but from the sound of its bell to the cracks in its walls, it gave off the impression it was mourning something that died a long time ago, something it hadn’t quite gotten over. 

Maybe I was reading too much into this small town. Not everything in small towns is filled with ancient secrets and hidden monsters, Celeste. That’s just the fiction you read and write. Sure, I had spent my career crafting stories of passion and longing, often set in desolate and forgotten manors or castles, but my stories promised love conquering all and love changing people. This is the real world, and that belief has led to more abuse, death, and suffering than I’d like to admit.

No romance lived here. Belle Rivière was the kind of place held together by duty, faith, and the weight of tradition. Towns like this didn’t welcome change, and I felt that resistance in the way they either averted their gazes or followed my movement with unfriendly, wary stares. And then there was that one wrinkled old crone of a woman who pressed a small wooden crucifix to her lips after I passed.

I wasn’t afraid. I was wary, but not afraid. 

I had spent a few months chasing whispers through the pages of websites and books in the libraries, both public and university, around New Orleans and even into Baton Rouge and Lafayette. Time and again, only fragments of stories, hints of secrets, and whispers of lost sins from Belle Rivière emerged. Some hinted a curse never lifted. Others spoke of a thing that stalked the bayou when the moon was right. Still others whispered through pseudonyms and the language of avoidance taboos of a Rougarou, but there was something different in these whispers, something deeper beneath the surface of language purposefully
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