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The Greyhound bus wheezed to a stop, releasing Jake Buford into the blistering heat of Pecan Springs, Mississippi. He set his duffel bag down and surveyed what remained of the industrial part of his hometown—boarded-up storefronts, peeling paint, and sagging awnings told the story of a place time had chewed up and spit out. Yet something about Pecan Springs still held him, a gravity he couldn’t shake off.

Through the shimmering haze of late afternoon, the neon sign for Cletus’ Pest Control flickered like a dying firefly. The shop had been his childhood sanctuary, a strange oasis where jars of preserved insects shared space with mysterious contraptions. That was before football had promised him an escape. Before the concussions stole his shot at going pro.

The bell above the door jangled as Jake stepped inside. The sharp tang of mothballs and tobacco hit him like a punch to the gut, dragging him back twenty years to summers spent watching his uncle battle Mississippi’s endless legions of pests. Glass cases lined the narrow aisles, the specimens inside following his movement like eyes in the shadows.

“Boy, that you?” The familiar rasp pulled Jake deeper into the dim workshop. He found his uncle hunched over a workbench, silver hair wild as Spanish moss, eyes glinting with their perpetual spark of mischief.

“Look what the swamp spit out!” Cletus crowed, spinning from his work. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, boy!”

Jake’s grin wavered as they embraced. The mingled scents of earth and machine oil dragged him back to long-lost summers—frog-catching in the bayou, tinkering with engines that never seemed to run right. Behind them, Cletus’ latest invention loomed—a towering jumble of wires, gears, and glass chambers that thrummed with unspoken potential.

“We got stories to swap, boy, and memories to unearth,” Cletus said, his eyes gleaming like a man with secrets. “But first, you gotta see my latest masterpiece.” He gestured proudly at the contraption. “Years I spent perfecting this beauty. Uses pheromones to lure the mosquitoes in, then—” he snapped his fingers, “—no more bloodsuckers!”

Before Jake could respond, Cletus bellowed, “Gator! Jean! Get your asses in here!”

Jean entered first, her red curls catching the dusty light streaming in through the workshop windows. Her movements were sharp and deliberate, a woman used to walking through minefields. Her green eyes locked onto Jake’s, carrying both welcome and a warning.

Gator’s massive frame filled the doorway next, but his voice was as soft as river water. “Back in Pecan Springs, huh, Jake?” He clapped a heavy hand on Jake’s shoulder, the gesture laden with unspoken understanding. “Heard about those concussions. Rough way to end it.”

“Yeah,” Jake admitted, the weight of the past settling between them. “Life’s got other plans, I guess.”

Jean tilted her head, her gaze sharp as a hawk’s. “So, you sticking around this time? Or just passing through on your way to somewhere bigger?”

Jake met her challenge with a steady gaze. “Depends on whether this town’s got more to offer than it did back then.”

“Always did like a man who keeps me guessing,” she replied, amusement flickering in her eyes.

“All right, you two,” Cletus cut in, his eyes twinkling like a mischievous sprite. “We got work to do.” He nodded to Gator. “Show Jake his new place upstairs.”

The studio above the shop was small but serviceable—an old armchair, a narrow bed, and a dusty window overlooking the town’s patchwork of rusted rooftops and distant smokestacks. The setting sun cast everything in a warm amber glow, while below, the neon sign’s flicker pulsed like a heartbeat against the encroaching dark.

“Home sweet home,” Gator said simply, his voice low and almost sad as he left Jake to settle in.

Alone, Jake stood at the window, watching the shadows creep across Pecan Springs. The town had changed, or maybe it was him. Either way, he’d find out soon enough—whether this dying town still had a place for a man like him.
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The following day, Jake stepped out of Cletus' Pest Control with a freshly shaved face, bracing himself for the sticky Mississippi heat that clung to him like a wet blanket. Today, he was diving headfirst into the wild world of pest control—a hidden layer of Pecan Springs he'd never given much thought to before.

"All right, folks!" Uncle Cletus clapped his hands together, his silver hair wild as ever. "Got ourselves a situation over at the Martinez place. Jean, you and Gator take the Wilsons—standard carpenter bee job." He tossed Gator the keys to the second truck. "Jake, you're with me. Time to show you how we do things in the real world."

The Martinez house sat on the edge of town, a modest two-story that had seen better days. Maria Martinez, a tired-looking woman in hospital scrubs, met them at the door. Her eyes were red from lack of sleep.

"Mr. Buford," she said, "I know I should've called y'all sooner, but with the hospital bills..." She twisted her hands in her scrubs. "My son's got asthma, and these termites—I'm scared the damage is getting worse."

Cletus's usual mischievous expression softened. "Now Maria, what'd I tell you about worrying? Let's take a look." He turned to Jake. "Grab the inspection kit. The real one, not that fancy mess the state makes us carry."

Inside, Cletus moved with methodical precision, his movements belying his eccentric appearance. He pulled out a moisture meter, checking baseboards and walls while Jake documented everything on the official inspection forms.

"See this reading?" Cletus pointed to a section of wall. "Moisture's high. That's where they're getting in." He pressed his ear against the wall, then stopped. "Jake, come here. Listen."

Jake pressed his ear to the wall. The faint sound of insects working their way through wood made his skin crawl.

"Formosan termites," Cletus muttered. "Aggressive little bastards. State says we gotta do a full soil treatment, tent the house, whole nine yards. Cost these folks about three grand they don't have."

He straightened up, scratching his chin. "Course, there's another way. Not exactly by the book, but..." He lowered his voice. "I got a contact over in New Orleans. Makes a special bait that works twice as fast as the approved stuff. Mixed with the right application method—one I've been perfecting—we could clear this place out for a third of the price."

"That legal?" Jake asked.

"Legal enough. Product's approved in Louisiana, just ain't made its way through Mississippi's red tape yet." Cletus winked. "Sometimes doing right by folks means knowing which rules got wiggle room."

They spent the next hour doing a thorough inspection. Jake watched as his uncle filled out every required form, documented every point of damage, and drew detailed diagrams. But he also noticed Cletus taking additional notes in a small leather notebook he kept in his breast pocket.

"Always document everything twice," Cletus explained. "Once for the state, once for the real story. You never know when some bureaucrat's gonna come sniffing around, but you also never know when you'll need to remember exactly how you solved a problem."

In the kitchen, Cletus laid out their findings for Maria. "Here's the official quote," he said, sliding over a form. "And here's what we're actually gonna do." He showed her a much lower number on his notepad.

"But how—" she started.

"Don't you worry about that. We'll start with a targeted treatment tomorrow. Legal stuff first—moisture barriers, proper drainage, seal up those entry points. Then we'll do what needs doing to make sure those bugs don't come back." He glanced at Jake. "My nephew here's gonna learn how pest control really works in the Delta."

Back in the truck, Jake studied his uncle. "So you've got your own methods?"

Cletus started the engine, his eyes twinkling. "Boy, you ain't seen nothing yet. Got me a whole workshop full of solutions the state boys ain't ready for. But first—" he handed Jake a thick manual, "—you're gonna learn every single regulation by heart. Can't know which rules to bend till you know 'em all by heart."

As they drove back to the shop, Jake noticed a locked metal case in the back of the truck, humming faintly. When he asked about it, Cletus just smiled. "One thing at a time, nephew. One thing at a time."

Jean and Gator were waiting when they returned, covered in sawdust from the carpenter bee job. Jake caught Jean's eye and she gave him a knowing look. Everyone who worked for Cletus learned early on that his methods were unusual, but his results spoke for themselves.

"How'd the Martinez place shape up?" Gator asked, wiping his hands on his coveralls.

"Formosans," Cletus replied. "Bad case."

Gator nodded slowly. "Gonna need the special kit?"

"Not yet." Cletus glanced at Jake. "Got to teach the boy to walk before he can run."
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Bo Donnelly leaned against the counter of the Pecan Springs Gas & Grocer, absently thumbing through a dog-eared sports magazine he’d already read cover to cover. The place was dead quiet this time of night, save for the low hum of the old neon sign flickering outside. Business had been slow—slower than usual, and that wasn’t helping his situation any.

He sighed, rubbing a hand over his stubbled jaw. Bills were piling up like trash at the dump, and his paycheck from the gas station barely kept the lights on at his trailer. He thought about the unpaid rent, the truck that needed new tires, and worst of all, the doctor bills from his niece’s last hospital visit. Ellie was just twelve, and it damn near broke him to see her so sick, coughing her little lungs out while he tried to figure out how to scrape together enough for her medication.

“Hell of a life, ain’t it?” he muttered to himself, wishing he could drown his worries in a bottle. But even that was a luxury he couldn’t afford these days.

Stepping outside for a smoke, he let the screen door slam shut behind him. The thick, sticky air of the Mississippi night clung to his skin like a second layer of sweat. Bo took a deep drag of his cigarette, hoping the nicotine would calm the gnawing anxiety in his gut. Usually, this late, the swamp would be alive with the buzz of crickets and the croaks of bullfrogs, a kind of natural lullaby that made him feel a little less alone.

But tonight, the swamp was dead silent. No crickets, no frogs, not even the usual whine of mosquitoes. It was like the whole world had paused to hold its breath. That gnawing worry in his gut turned to a knot of dread.

“Too damn quiet,” he muttered. Ellie had always said he was paranoid, but years of working the night shift had taught him to trust his instincts. Something wasn’t right.

He squinted into the darkness beyond the gas station’s weak floodlights. The moon was hidden behind thick clouds, and the swamp beyond was just a black wall of trees. His mind drifted to Ellie again. She’d be asleep by now, or at least she should be. He’d promised her he’d figure things out, that he’d make things better. But promises didn’t pay the bills.

Bo was about to turn back inside when a flash of light lit up the sky like a firework gone wrong. The sky above the swamp suddenly split open, casting an eerie, greenish glow across the treetops.

“What the hell?” Bo froze, cigarette halfway to his lips.

A shrill whistle cut through the air, growing louder with every second. The sound drilled into his skull like a siren, sending him stumbling backward. A meteor, blazing radioactive green, ripped through the night sky. It plummeted into the swamp with a bone-rattling crash, shaking the ground beneath his boots. 

Bo’s heart hammered in his chest as a putrid steam rose from beyond the tree line. The stench of decay mixed with something harsh and metallic, a scent that made his eyes water and his stomach churn.

“Jesus Christ...” He dropped his cigarette, stomping it out with a shaking boot. What the hell had he just seen? And more importantly, what was he supposed to do now?

He rushed back into the gas station, slamming the door behind him. The fluorescent lights overhead flickered, casting jittery shadows across the shelves of dusty potato chips and outdated motor oil. He grabbed the landline phone from the counter, his fingers trembling, but there was nothing—just dead air. The line was out.

“Goddamn it,” he swore, slamming the phone back down. He looked out the window, his eyes wide with fear. Whatever that thing was, it wasn’t normal. 

The ground trembled again, rattling jars on the shelves. From deep within the swamp, there came a sound—a low, throaty rumble like some giant beast stirring in its sleep. 

Outside, something moved among the trees, just beyond the edge of the floodlights. Bo squinted, trying to make sense of the shifting shadows, but all he could see were ripples spreading through the swamp as the strange green light faded back to black.
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Cletus Buford, the town’s self-proclaimed mad scientist, stood in his cluttered workshop. His silver hair stuck out in all directions, wild and unkempt. Dressed in grease-stained overalls and a worn “Keep on Truckin’” T-shirt, he was absorbed in his latest project. The workshop, crowded with half-finished gadgets and scattered tools, looked more like a junkyard than a place of invention. For Cletus, it was his sanctuary, his fortress in the sleepy town of Pecan Springs.

Every surface was covered with projects—some harmless, some dangerous, all strange. There were machines that could make coffee or, if miscalibrated, set a beaker aflame. The humming devices filled the air with a faint blue glow, mingled with the scent of burning wires and a sharp hint of pesticide.

To the people of Pecan Springs, Cletus was a mystery. To him, everything in the workshop made perfect sense. He believed the world was on the verge of a “cataclysmic shift” that only he seemed to anticipate. While others prepared for disaster, Cletus was ready for something different—something that might change the very laws of nature.

His inventions reflected that belief. Over the years, he’d developed a series of pest control devices, from innovative insecticides to bizarre machines that repelled animals with subsonic frequencies. Each was a quiet masterpiece, patented in secret to represent the legacy he hoped to leave behind. But there was a darkness lurking in Cletus’s past that drove him more than any vision of the future.

It all came down to a spider bite.

A brown recluse, no bigger than a quarter, had sunk its fangs into the love of his life, Evelyn. It wasn’t the bite itself that changed everything—it was the slow, venomous destruction that followed. The necrosis spread silently through her body, flesh rotting from the inside out, until secondary infection claimed what remained. Evelyn, once vibrant and full of life, was gone within a year. The bite destroyed Cletus’s dreams of MIT and a future with Evelyn. Her loss carved a deep, silent wound in his heart, one he never allowed to heal.

After Evelyn’s death, Cletus threw himself into pest control with relentless obsession. It was his way of fighting back—against the quiet killers that lurked in the dark corners of life. Spiders, mosquitoes, rats—they became his enemies, the silent threats he could control, unlike the fickle hand of fate. It was no coincidence that his descent into mad-scientist territory began around the same time.

In the years since, Cletus had built himself a reputation as the town’s eccentric, a man with a wild mind and too much time on his hands. His workshop became his refuge, a place where the outside world couldn’t touch him. As far as he was concerned, the rest of Pecan Springs was predictable, small-minded, and dull. What he didn’t know, as he tinkered away in his sanctuary, was that the world outside was anything but quiet.
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