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CHAPTER 1
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The damp air curled through the open window of the Uber. It was heavy with the scent of fertile earth and murky waters. Dr. Jorja Theriot leaned her cheek against the cool glass. Her light brown gaze tracing the tangled webs of Spanish moss that draped from gnarled oak limbs like shawls of green lace. The rhythmic chorus of cicadas pulsed through the balmy atmosphere. The sound was a familiar serenade that spoke of sultry nights and whispered secrets.

"Almost there, Dr. Theriot," the driver announced, his voice infused with the melodic drawl of the bayou.

"Please, just Jorja," she corrected softly.

Her eyes roved over the landscape that had cradled her youth. She noted each detail the iridescent dragonflies flitting above stagnant pools, the half-submerged shacks succumbing to the relentless embrace of the swamp. This was a place where life and decay danced in an eternal embrace, and it was here that Jorja sought answers among the disappearing wetland flora. The car slowed to a halt outside a weathered house. Its wooden siding bleached by the sun and softened by humidity. As Jorja stepped out, the ground yielded slightly beneath her feet. Her mother's laughter rang out first, warm and inviting as the aromas that surely filled her kitchen drifted out of the screen door. Uncle Corneille and Uncle Fidele followed suit. Their arms outstretched and their smiles wide and genuine greeted her.

"Look at you, our little Jorja all grown up and a doctor now!" Uncle Corneille exclaimed as he swept her into a bear hug that smelled of tobacco and pine.

Jorja's heart swelled with affection as she returned their embraces. The years melted away until she was once again the wide eyed girl who had roamed these marshes with boundless curiosity. Stepping into the house, the wave of nostalgia hit her full force. The creaking of the floorboards, the faded wallpaper peeling at the edges, everything was steeped in memories. She wandered toward the mantelpiece. Her fingers brushed over the frames that held frozen moments in time. There she was, knee deep in mud, proudly holding up a specimen jar. There they were,... her family, beaming at some long-forgotten celebration. Each image a testament to the love and laughter that had filled these rooms.

"Remember this one?" her mother teased as she gestured to a photo of a young Jorja covered in swamp muck, triumphant grin on her face while she embraced a baby gator. "You always did have a knack for finding beauty in the strangest places."

Jorja's chuckle mingled with the sounds of home. It was good to be back...back to the land that called to her. Deep within the twisting waterways, the very essence of the bayou seemed to stir, as if acknowledging the return of its daughter.  The scent of simmering roux and spices wafted through the air were intoxicating and familiar. Jorja's mother stood by the stove, a wooden spoon in hand. Peek, she picked up the lid to stir a pot that bubbled with promise. 

"You must be famished, baby," she chuckled. Her voice was laced heavy with the Louisiana soul.

"Everything smells amazing, Mama." Jorja peered into the pots and the oven. Each lid lifted revealing another chapter of her childhood: okra gumbo, jambalaya, sweet potato pie. Her stomach growled in traitorous response, but she pressed her lips together with determination. "I can't right now. There's work to be done."

"Work can wait," her Uncle Corneille chimed in. His slanted eyes twinkling with mischief. "You need your strength if you're going to be traipsing around the swamp."

"Uncle, I've been navigating those wetlands since I could walk," Jorja retorted playfully. 

"Be that as it may," he said, stepping closer, "I'm coming with you."

Jorja raised an eyebrow, confused. "Really, Unc? I’m not new.” 

"Let's step outside," he mumbled while avoiding her gaze, and ushered her toward the front door with a gentle nudge.

Once on the porch away from eavesdropping walls, his demeanor shifted. He leaned close to lower his voice. "I promised the family I wouldn't spook you with talk of the swamp, but you need to know-"

“Oh Lordy, you're being silly,” Jorja let out a soft laugh as she waved off his seriousness. 

He casted a concerning glare at the sunlit afternoon.

"Call it what you will," he insisted. He strolled past her, leading her to the truck where an airboat was hitched to the back that was ready to slice through the murky waters. "But there are whispers about a Cypress Guardian. Some say it haunts the swamp,...keeping watch over the crackers doing their shit."

"Guardian?" Jorja echoed. 

To taunt him, she feigned a shiver for effect. Yet, despite her skepticism is was itching to hear the bullshit being said. 

"Gone on laugh, Miss Thick Books," he concluded with a shrug, although his eyes held the weight of unspoken belief. "But we'd best be careful all the same."

As they climbed into the truck, Jorja couldn't shake the slight chill that danced along her spine. It had been years since she went out into the swamp. She might be laughing, but she wasn’t dumb either. Medicine and Science have yet to explain the ancestral magic she’s witnessed done by the people connected to the powers of the swamp. People being healed, others having their mouths sewn closed to keep them from telling lies, women casting on men that did them wrong until those men came begging for mercy,...Jorja had seen things and heard even more.  Her education hadn’t made her blind to those things. 

"Let's go see what the swamp has to say today," she murmured. 

Corneille started the engine. The air grew dense with humidity and anticipation. The line between legend and reality blurred, and Jorja felt the pull of a story that was only just beginning to unfold beneath the canopy of cypress trees.
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CAIUS

A GUTTURAL GROAN REVERBERATED through the thick air to unsettle the stillness of the swamp. Startled, a flock of egrets erupted from their roosts. Their white forms a stark contrast against the murky green that enveloped them. The creature who had disrupted their peace watched with envy as they ascended towards the heavens to leave him behind in the mire that was his prison.

Caius Landry, once a man known for his broad shoulders and easy smile, now bore little resemblance to his former self. His reflection, when the water was cruel enough to offer it, showed only a hideous distortional patchwork of moss and mud. A creature more akin to the gnarled cypress roots than human flesh. Each day, he mourned the man he'd once been. Each night he was haunted by dreams of laughter and touch. It was all replaced now by this interminable solitude.

The swamp had become an ever present reminder of his isolation. It had been so since the cataclysmic day when fire had rained from the sky and scorched the oil rig. That explosion had stolen more than his humanity. It had snuffed out the vibrancy of his life... leaving in its wake this monstrous existence.

As Caius brooded over his loss, the distant roar of an airboat cleaved through his thoughts. Its mechanical heartbeat growing steadily louder. Panic, a feeling he'd thought himself numb to, clawed at his throat. He couldn't be seen, not like this. With a heaviness that mirrored the oppressive humidity, he retreated into the shadows of the cypress trees to become one with the darkness.  As it sliced through the water, sending ripples across the surface, Caius felt the tremor of its intrusion deep in his bones. The humans aboard, oblivious to the monster lurking mere yards away, continued on. They were blissfully ignorant of the eyes that followed their every move.
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