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Chapter 1: The Cleanup Job
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SHADOWS OF OCMULGEE

There are three brutal truths you learn very quickly when you clean up the worst aftermath of humanity for a living.

First, the myth of bleach is a lie. Bleach doesn’t actually get rid of the cloying, sickly-sweet smell of death; it merely creates a horrific, chemical cocktail that permanently ruins your sinuses and haunts your dreams. Second, the human body holds an impossible, shocking amount of blood—far more than any visual medium ever prepares you for. And third, the police are surprisingly, cynically willing to blame a lot of very weird, very unexplainable things on a convenient culprit: "feral hogs." It's an easy box to check on a report that keeps the homicide detectives from having to ask too many uncomfortable questions.

I wiped a sheet of sweat from my forehead with the back of my gloved wrist, the heavy, crinkled Tyvek suit holding the August heat against my skin like a plastic prison. I winced as a sharp, sudden pulse of pain—a familiar, unwelcome friend—throbbed behind my right eye.

"Just a migraine, Tatum," I muttered, the sound muffled by the filtration mask strapped tightly to my face. I adjusted the heavy, tear-resistant straps of my protective suit. "Just the heat and the fumes."

It was mid-August in central Georgia, and the humidity inside this dilapidated, forgotten cabin was hovering somewhere around a hundred and ten percent. The air conditioning unit in the single window had rusted out a decade ago, leaving the stifling, dense air to cook the metallic tang of copper, stale blood, and electrical ozone into the rotting pine walls.

The Macon PD had officially cleared the scene a full twelve hours ago. The official police report, a thin sheaf of paper handed to me by a green-looking rookie deputy before he practically sprinted back to his idling cruiser, cited a "wild animal attack."

I looked down at the living room floor and sighed heavily. I had been scrubbing for three solid hours with an industrial enzyme cleaner—the good stuff, the kind that cost three hundred dollars a gallon—and I was barely making a dent in the carnage.

Whatever had come through the front door of this remote cabin hadn't just attacked the owner; it had completely, viciously dismantled him. The deep, jagged gouges that tore through the pre-war hardwood floor didn't look like superficial bear claws or the dull goring of boar tusks. They looked precise, tearing. They looked like someone had taken a set of serrated butcher knives—seven or eight of them, held in a fist—and violently shredded the timber. The sheer force required was baffling. And then there was the cold.

Despite the suffocating summer heat that baked the corrugated tin roof and shimmered off the nearby asphalt, there were distinct pockets of the room that were inexplicably freezing. Every time I knelt near the epicenter of the sprawling, oxidized blood pool, the temperature plummeted, and the migraine behind my eye flared into a blinding, ice-pick ache. I’ve always had a sensitive head around graveyards and morgues—a weird, lifelong quirk I aggressively ignored—but this felt different, physical. This felt like the air itself was bruised, heavy with a latent, negative energy.

I dunked my heavy bristle brush back into the bucket of industrial enzyme cleaner, the water instantly turning a murky, rust-colored pink that spoke volumes about the saturation of the wood.

I dropped to my knees near the old stone fireplace, intending to tackle the gruesome baseboards, when the brush snagged hard on a loose, splintered floorboard.

I paused, the hair on the back of my neck suddenly standing straight up, a cold-water sensation tracing my spine.

The cabin was completely silent, save for the rhythmic, deafening hum of the cicadas outside in the thick, humid Ocmulgee bogs. But as I stared down at the dark, narrow gap beneath the broken floorboard, my chest tightened until it ached. The migraine spiked, not with physical pain this time, but with a visceral, suffocating wave of pure, unfiltered terror that felt like it had been injected directly into my bloodstream.

It wasn't my terror.

I grabbed the heavy, foot-long crowbar from my bright orange tool caddy and carefully wedged it under the splintered wood. With a sharp grunt of effort, I leaned back, popping the rusty, century-old nails free with a series of sickening snaps. The floorboard groaned in protest and finally gave way, exposing the dark, dusty crawlspace beneath the cabin's foundation.

I clicked on my heavy tactical flashlight—a high-powered beam rated for search-and-rescue—and shone the brilliant light into the dark aperture.

Two tiny, perfect obsidian eyes instantly reflected the beam back at me.

I gasped, a sudden, sharp inhalation that fogged the inside of my mask. Instinctively, I tumbled back onto my heels and raised the crowbar like a weapon, expecting a snarling raccoon or a hissing possum to come launching out of the gap, defending its lair.

But nothing lunged. The eyes just stared at me, unblinking and perfectly, impossibly still.

"Hey," I whispered, my voice coming out hoarse and raspy from the chemical fumes and the shock. I cautiously lowered the crowbar and shined the light a little to the left, illuminating the rest of the tiny shape.

It was a dog. A tiny, fragile black Chihuahua, so impossibly small he could probably fit comfortably in the pocket of my Tyvek coveralls. He was pressed completely flat against the packed, cold dirt of the crawlspace, trembling so violently his tiny body was a dark, nervous blur. He was coated in dust, thick cobwebs, and a few dark, terrifying splatters of dried, oxidized blood.

He didn't bark. He didn't whine. Even shivering out of his mind, terrified and trapped beneath the floorboards of a slaughterhouse, the dog was entirely, impossibly silent. He made no noise at all.

"How long have you been down there, buddy?" I asked softly, switching my tone to the low, soothing register I usually reserved for talking myself down from these scenes.

According to the coroner's estimate, the attack happened sometime in the early hours of two days ago. That meant this tiny, fragile animal had been hiding under the floor in the sweltering, oppressive heat, listening to his owner get torn apart above him, without making a single, protective sound. It was the ultimate, tragic survival instinct.

I slowly reached my heavy, enzyme-soaked gloved hand down into the gap, keeping my palm flat and open in a non-threatening gesture. "Come here. I'm not going to hurt you. You're safe."

The Chihuahua stared at my hand. The violent shivering intensified for a second, a moment of pure fight-or-flight crisis, and then, slowly, he crawled forward on his belly. He didn't snap or bite or growl. He just dragged himself into my waiting palm and pressed his cold, wet nose firmly against the fragile skin of my wrist.

I gently scooped him out of the crawlspace and pulled him close to my chest, careful not to crush him. He felt like a fragile bag of bird bones, feather-light and desperate. He immediately buried his face into the crook of my arm, desperately hiding his eyes from the harsh work lights I had set up around the blood-soaked room.

"Alright," I murmured, a strange, fierce wave of protectiveness washing over me, a feeling utterly foreign to the grim detachment I usually maintained on the job. "You're coming with me. We'll get you cleaned up. I think I'll call you Hades. Since you practically just crawled out of the underworld."

I reached down with my free hand to grab the crowbar and wedge it back under the floorboard, intending to secure the gap and get back to work.

My bare wrist—the vulnerable gap between the cuff of my heavy rubber glove and the Tyvek suit—brushed against the exposed, splintered, and heavily blood-soaked edge of the broken floorboard.

The reaction was instantaneous and utterly catastrophic.

The migraine didn't just spike; it exploded. The sweltering August heat of the cabin vanished entirely, replaced by a blast of sub-zero cold that literally frosted my breath in the stifling air. The world tilted violently on its axis, the dingy yellow walls of the cabin dissolving into a swirling, chaotic vortex of blinding, violent shadows and deep violet light.

I couldn't breathe. My lungs locked up in a reflexive spasm as the sharp, metallic, chemical taste of crematorium ash flooded my mouth, choking me.

And then, I heard it.

It wasn't a physical sound that traveled on air. It was a shattering, masculine scream echoing directly inside the cavern of my skull. It was a man's voice, tearing itself apart in absolute, primal agony, begging for a mercy that wasn't coming, a prayer that was instantly devoured. I saw a strobe-like flash of massive, serrated claws—too large for any hog, too complex for any bear. I smelled the heavy, suffocating scent of ozone, wet, matted fur, and raw terror.

I saw the ghost of the man who died here, a terrified, fleeting residual tethered to the blood on the wood, and he was looking right at me, his eyes wide and pleading for help I could never offer.

The vision severed as quickly and violently as it had struck.

I collapsed backward onto the wet hardwood, smashing my elbow and shoulder, gasping for air as if I had just been held underwater for ten minutes. Hades scrambled frantically up my chest, planting his tiny paws on my collarbone and staring down at me, his black eyes wide and his ears pinned back in distress.

The cabin was empty again. The stifling August heat rushed back in, pressing down on me, making my skin feel clammy and sick.

But as I lay there, my heart hammering against my ribs and the lingering, awful taste of ash on my tongue, I knew the terrifying, inescapable truth. I hadn't just had a stress-induced panic attack brought on by the heat and the grime. The weird intuition, the inexplicable headaches, the pockets of sub-zero cold—it wasn't just a quirk, a sensitive head.

Something inside me, some barrier I didn't know I possessed, had just broken wide open. And whatever had killed the man in this cabin wasn't a feral hog or a bear or any terrestrial predator.

It was a monster. And now, horrifyingly, I could see the ghosts it left behind.
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​Chapter 2: The First Whisper
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The moment I hit the Macon city limits, the sheer, blinding panic began to subside, replaced by a cold, surgical terror. I hadn't finished the job. For the first time in five years—five years of being a human vacuum for tragedy, scrubbing blood out of carpet fibers, and meticulously peeling bio-matter off waterlogged drywall—I had abandoned a scene. I had practically launched my heavy-duty Tyvek suit and rubber gloves into the hazardous waste bin, grabbed the shivering, silent Chihuahua, and thrown my Jeep into drive as if the Devil himself were holding a stopwatch.

I didn't dare look in the rearview mirror, not even once, until the city's welcome sign slid into view. The drive itself was a blur—a desperate, high-speed escape fueled by an inexplicable, bone-deep cold that refused to dissipate, even with the Jeep’s heater blasting a dry, suffocating heat at full capacity. My hands were shaking so violently that gripping the steering wheel was a precarious balancing act. The metallic, acrid taste of ash had permanently coated the back of my tongue.

"It’s just a panic attack," I tried to rationalize, my voice cracking and brittle in the quiet cab. "Carbon monoxide leak in the cabin. Fumes from the enzyme cleaner. It's fine. It has to be fine."

Hades, strapped securely into the passenger seat with a makeshift harness fashioned from a spare bungee cord, was the only witness to my unraveling, and he didn't seem convinced. He sat perfectly upright, a tiny, furry sphinx whose obsidian eyes were fixed unblinkingly on the dashboard. He was still trembling, a tiny, vibrating anchor of raw, animal reality.

My sanctuary was a cramped, third-floor walk-up in a brick building that smelled perpetually of boiled cabbage, stale dust, and ancient cigarettes. It wasn't much—the linoleum was cracked, and the shower pressure was a joke—but it was heavily deadbolted, and most importantly, it was not the Ocmulgee bogs, and it was not a fresh crime scene.
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