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Day One: Wednesday
 
It was 9:30am when he got his first view of the last house he would ever own. It was a small house, painted white with blue trim and the number 327 on the side. There was an oak tree in the front and several magnolias lounging in the back yard. The previous owner had obviously taken great pride in the landscape, as there were several beautiful flower beds. He parked the car under the carport and got out to examine his purchase. As he stepped out into the open air it felt like stepping into an oven. The heat was almost a palpable thing, heavy, humid and oppressive
"Now I know how those three Israelites felt", he mumbled to himself. "And it’s still early; it can only get hotter from here. Steven, why did you drag me down here?"
He dug the keys out of his pocket and walked to the door. Unlocking it he paused, hand on the knob, eyes locked on nothing. He was a tall, slim man in his late 60s. His hair was a dark grey, but still full and swept back. He was slightly stooped like a lot of tall men who wear their years more on their shoulders than on their faces. His features had a hint of a Slavic ancestor close to the roots of his family tree.
Seeming to come to, as if waking up, he turned the knob and went inside. The house was lit only by the morning light filtering through the blinds, but the air was cool. The movers had thoughtfully left the AC on. They had also arranged the furniture in the living room he saw and as he looked through the house he found that they had set up his bedroom as well. This was a very considerate gesture for an old man. He made a mental note to send them a letter of appreciation. Gazing around at the boxes he marveled that a man's life could be packed way in a few dozen boxes: a box for the bedroom, a box for the kitchen, a box for his time in the service, and a box for his life with Marion.
"Stop being such a maudlin old man, there are boxes to unpack and work to do", he grumbled. Sighing to himself he set to work.
***
It was close to 8:00 when he decided to stop for the evening. Since it was so late, and the kitchen was only half unpacked, he decided to go out to eat. He changed into a pair of slacks and polo, locked up, then started his car. He remembered seeing McDonalds on his way in so he headed that way.
When he reached the intersection where it sat he noticed that it was a four way stop with a single blinking light. Slowing to a halt he took time to look around to see a post office, a gas and grocery with the strange name of Tuesday Mourning’s, the McDonalds and across from it a bar named The Raven’s Nest. The battered neon sign had several letters not blinking but still informed the world that their beer was cold and the grill was hot. On a sudden impulse he pulled into the parking lot.
When got out of the car he was amazed that despite the sun having been down for several hours the heat still came crashing down on him. It was damp, hot, and still, making it hard to breathe. He immediately started to perspire and could feel his shirt cling to him. Wiping the back of his hand across his brow he walked towards entrance.
The front door was wooden with three interlocked triangles engraved into it. He was curious but was more interested in escaping the heat so he pushed the door open and walked inside. The room was dim and smoky but was cool at least. Three overhead fans gently stirred the air. In one corner on a slightly raised level were two pool tables, only one in use. A jukebox sat in another corner quietly playing country music. Several tables were scattered around the wall with the bar making a square in the center. The hardwood floor looked well swept even if it could stand to be waxed. 
There were only a few patrons eating and drinking but as it was a week night he imagined that was normal. 
There were two men who appeared to be in their late 30s on stools talking at the bar and a woman in one corner eating alone at a table. She looked to be in her 50s, silver haired but still attractive. Ambling over to the bar he took a seat on a stool and waited to have his order taken. A burly man, with salt and pepper hair and a beer belly came to take his order. He wore a dark green apron with a raven embroidered on it over his white button down shirt and had his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. The most striking part of his appearance however was the eye patch over where his right eye once sat.
"What can I get for you" he asked.
"I would love a burger and a beer, add bacon and cheese."
"Absolutely sir, one bacon cheese burger coming up. What beer would you like?"
 “I’m not sure, surprise me. Something dark please.”
“I have just the thing you need to try.”
He walked away but came right back with a bottle and placed it on the counter. The man took a small sip without even looking at the bottle. It was so good he took a longer pull before checking the label.
“Abita Turbodog, I’ve never heard of this before, but it’s delicious.”
“It’s a brand that’s local to the state”, the bartender said smilingly. “Turbodog is their dark brew. Not near enough dark beer drinkers around here.”
To which the man replied, "I was stationed in Germany, which is the dark beer capital of the world. I never did learn to like it warm though.”
The bartender chuckled while he wiped his hands on his apron.
"You're new here", observed the bartender.
"I moved in just today from Virginia. I bought a little house on Pecan St. My name is Thomas McCain but everyone just calls me Tommy.”
“Well Tommy, everyone calls me Odie", he said in reply. "It’s a pleasure to meet ya. Welcome to the village of New Damascus, La.”
"Thank you", said Tommy, "it seems like a nice place but is it always so hot?"
Odie chuckled, "usually so. Summer is long and runs into fall, winter is damp, but spring, however brief, is a great time to live here."
Tommy took his first sip of beer. "That is delicious. Man! Damn fine beer.”
He spun his barstool around to view the room. “Kinda slow tonight isn't it?"
"Eh. It's Wednesday. It's always slow in the middle of the week. Wednesday is still my favorite day of the week. So, what branch were you in, if you don't mind my askin?"
"I was in the army in communications", responded Tommy. "I dealt with radios and electronics."
"And what brings you to our sleepy little village", Odie asked.
"I came here to enjoy my retirement years", Tommy answered. “Have you always lived here?”
"All my life, my family has been here since the town was founded”, Odie said with a half-smile. "This is a nice enough place but it’s not exactly a hot spot for retirees, what made you decide to move here?"
"I had a friend in the agency, the FBI that is, who worked a case with the local branch in this part of the state. He fell in love with this place so much that he swore that he would retire down here. He found a home here and just raved about how nice it was. We stayed in touch until one day he quit corresponding. I contacted the local authorities out of concern, but apparently he had gone missing. After my wife died I decided to move and start over here."
"You must be talking about poor Steven Honeycutt", Odie said somberly. "It was a shame when he went missing."
"Did you know him well" Tommy asked?
"He came in once or twice a week to eat. As a matter of fact he came in here the day he went missing. He was very excited about something but wouldn't say much other than that he was going to see Lee. Lee Roberts that is", Odie informed him.
"Who is this Mr. Roberts", Tommy asked? He leaned onto the bar as he asked.
"He's a pilot who runs a crop dusting service in town. He and Steven were friends until he went missing. I'm not sure why he was going to see him; you’d have to ask Lee"
Seeing that talk of his missing friend had cast a shadow over Tommy's good mood Odie tactfully withdrew and returned with another beer. 
"This one's on the house Agent McCain", he said.
"Just Tommy please", he responded. "It hasn't been Agent McCain in almost twenty years."
Odie left him in peace only returning to bring him his food. Odie was right, it was delicious, but Tommy barely tasted it. He chewed in silence, taking slow sips of his beer as if toasting all the ghosts of his missing loved ones; his friends from the army, his wife, and his last friend missing for a year and a half. He finished his food and politely thanked Odie. 
He drove home through the still night, to a dark house that matched his mood. He brushed his teeth, carefully made his bed, and then slipped beneath the sheets to dream of dark things in dark places. Eventually he fell past them into a deeper dreamless sleep and didn’t remember them later.
 
Day Two: Thursday
 
The next morning he woke up with sunlight in his eyes. He rolled over to glance at the alarm. That was when he remembered where he was at and that he hadn't even plugged it in. He lay there for a minute, making a list of what needed to be done that day. Despite being well rested he felt lethargic and the urge to just lay there was strong. With a groan he forced himself out of bed to face the day.
He showered and dressed before moving into the kitchen to scavenge for a quick breakfast of granola bars and tap water. Looking in his pantry he decided to first visit Tuesday Mourning’s to stock up, and then finish unpacking the kitchen.
Once again he stepped out into an early august morning that was already ripe with sticky heat. Cranking the car he wondered if it had even been worth it to shower beforehand. Traffic was far lighter than he was used to and it was only a five minute drive to the store.
“If I was ten years younger I’d buy a bicycle”, he thought to himself. “Who are you kidding”, was the reply, “even ten years ago you were over the hill. “He sighed heavily and drove on. 
He quickly purchased his staples and headed back out. He had meant to ask the boy behind the counter about the store’s name but it slipped his mind. “No matter” he thought. “I’ll just ask next time.”
Most of the morning was more unpacking before he decided that a nap on the couch sounded nice. He went into the living room and dimmed the lights. As he lay down the surreal events of the day passed through his mind before he drifted away.
When he woke up he shambled into the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. He had found a Louisiana brand that he had decided to try on impulse. While he waited for it to brew he sat at the table and outlined the rest of the day. First, he planned to unpack the bedroom and then he thought that he’d finish the evening at The Raven’s Nest for dinner and a drink. The hiss from the coffee pot told him that it was through percolating. He watched it finish dripping before pouring a cup and walking out of the kitchen, down the hall, and to the study. He took a slow sip enjoying the bold flavor of the brew.
“At least some surprises are good here”, he mumbled to himself. 
He spent the rest of the afternoon puttering in his bedroom. Arranging the furniture just so. Sorting his pictures and trophies. He looked out the window to see the sun touching the horizon and heard his stomach grumble.
"I guess it's that time" he said out loud. 
He slipped into some new clothes before heading out. He grabbed a book at random off the shelf along with his keys. Hearing his stomach grumble again he said "Hush. I'm going to feed you soon."
The Raven’s Nest was busier than the previous night. When he pulled in his vehicle made a baker’s dozen and he had a quick superstitious shiver at the unlucky number. As he entered the building the off key sounds of small town karaoke washed over him. There was a young couple “performing” a duet version of a popular love song. 
He ordered food at the counter and then turned to search for a table. Choosing one in the far corner he began to make his way there with, he was proud to note, only the tiniest trace of a shuffle. Along the way he passed the same silver haired beauty from the night before, once again alone at a table. Tonight she seemed to be engrossed in an Agatha Christy novel but he didn’t notice the title. She looked up as he walked by her table and met his eyes with a quick smile before returning to her book. 
He sat and got comfortable with his own book quickly becoming engrossed in it. So engrossed that he wasn’t even aware of his food arriving. He simply looked up and was delighted to find it on the table in front of him. He eagerly devoured his food and was nursing his second beer while he read when a shadow fell across the table. Glancing up from the page he saw that the woman was standing by his table.
“Mind if I join you”, she asked with her hand on the chair in front of her.
“Please do”, he responded, setting his book down with its cover up, marking his place.
“You must be Agent McCain”, she said, while taking her seat.
“Please, just Tommy”, he requested yet again. “Agent McCain retired years ago”.
“Well Tommy, my name is Helen”, she said as way of introduction. “I’m the town librarian”, she added.
“Does everyone know who I am”, he asked. “It’s only my second day here.”
“You know how small towns are”, she replied with a laugh, “Everyone is very curious about anyone new. Since it seems that I’m the first one to sit down with you, you must give me the scoop”, she said. She had a twinkle in her eye that made her seem like a young girl despite the grey in her hair.
So he found himself opening up and sharing parts of his life story that hadn’t interested anyone for years: his childhood, his years in the army, his first date with Marion. He was surprised at how much he still missed her, so he quickly moved onto his time with the FBI. Occasionally she asked him about little things like if he had ever been undercover.
Chuckling he responded by asking “do you remember the poor guy in every spy movie who stays in the van”?
She nodded and smiled her soft smile in response.
“Well, when I served in the army I worked with radios and electronics. When I joined the bureau I had such a wealth of experience that I wound up working with radios and electronics. All my dreams of courage and daring do were dashed when I became the guy in the van.”
They both laughed and he realized how long it had been since he laughed so freely. It was her next question smothered his humor.
“Were you really a friend of Stephens?”
Slowly his smile faded from his face, like water from a drain and he nodded. Seeing his expression she quickly apologized, but he tried to reassure her that he was ok.
“Did you know him”, he choked out?
“Yes, we were friends and that last week he was in the library almost daily. He was researching something but he wouldn’t say what.”
“I wonder”, he replied, but trailed off before he could complete his thought.
Guessing where he was going she asked “would you like to come by the library tomorrow? We can see what he checked out. Maybe get an idea of what he was looking for.”
He couldn’t speak, so he nodded in response. Placing her hand over his she told him to come by when they closed at 6:00 and then she left him to his thoughts. Sad, lonely thoughts they were indeed. Thoughts that followed him home.
The house was dark and empty when he arrived home. Home? Ha! Not yet, definitely not yet. In an effort to beat back the darkness he turned on every light in the house. The shadows in his mind were far more resilient however, so he put on some music. 
He had grabbed the first CD that came to hand and put it in without looking. Soon Mahler filled the room. He had never been a Mahler fan but Marion had loved his music passionately. He reached out his hand to turn off the player but stopped short. He felt so very heavy and just couldn’t fight it anymore.
For something to do he wandered back into his study and began setting up his Ham radio. It was funny how much radio and its invisible little waves had shaped his life. Stephen and he had actually built this set together out of spare parts. Marion had always laughed when he came home from working with radios all day, only to play with radios on his free time. Sweet Marion. How they had loved each other. She had laughed and teased, then demanded that he teach her what she needed to know to get her own license.
Despite the endless hours of fun and relaxation it used to bring him he felt no urge to even turn it on. Who would he have to speak to anyway? Suddenly he felt more alone than he had in years. He stood up slowly, holding the desk for support. Staggering, he made his way to his bed and let the great weight of it all pull him down to it. He fell asleep instantly, fully clothed, with all the lights in the house still on.
He dreamed while he slept; dark, lonely dreams of a devastated world. He saw himself drifting over a dry desolate landscape where few living things clung to life. The sun beat down on a cracked land where half seen things scurried from one piece of shade to the next.
Up ahead he saw a bridge spanning a large gulch and he wondered why it looked so familiar. Then it struck him, this was the bridge he took crossing the Mississippi river! What he saw as he passed over was the dry bed of one of the world’s mightiest rivers. All the water was gone, stolen by the merciless sun. He moved swiftly on, however, changing to a southerly route.
He suddenly felt that he had to see the ocean. Racing! Past deserted cities and along empty roads. Faster! Till he saw a city he recognized. New Orleans. Where he and Marion on a whim went to Mardi Gras when they were younger. He remembered Marion’s scandalized laughter at the things young women would do for cheap plastic beads.
But, where was the gulf? Where was the warm water that hammered the coast with periodic hurricanes? So he raced on over dry beds of salt and wrecked ships. On the distant horizon he saw a dim swathe of blue that seemed to be all that was left of the world’s once grand oceans. A burst of static cut through from outside and this dream world started to fade. 
“Tommy!” cut through followed by a loud hiss. 
He felt himself being pulled back, but he caught a glimpse at the last of a white sail at the edge of the sea, then he was blinking himself awake. A loud hiss was coming from the study. Staggering, trying to clear his head, he made his way down the hall, clutching the wall for support. He stepped through the door and the static was almost like a roar. 
“Tommy” came from his Ham radio. 
He reeled back in surprise. It was Stephen’s voice he heard. He froze in the doorway hearing the static, and then it came again. Disjointed, broken by static, but definitely Stephen calling out to him.
“Tommy, get…you can………. Town……….. Trap………….. they took me……………… want…… to run.”, then nothing but static.
The spell he was under seemed to lift and he dashed to his microphone calling his friend over and over again, but he was gone. He tried until the sun began to peek over the edge of the world, but he was gone. Again.
 
Day 3: Friday
 
Hours later he wandered into the kitchen for coffee. He sat at the table questioning if he really had heard something. Maybe it was a dream, but he was sure that the radio had been off when he fell asleep.
"No! I didn't imagine it."
Whatever was happening was real. He moved back to the study, this time to his desk, and took out a blank notebook. Quickly he wrote down every word that he had heard. Then, as an afterthought, he wrote out his dream. He wasn’t sure what it meant but intuition said it was important, maybe very important indeed.
He spent the day working inside. He unpacked the last few boxes, placed pictures on furniture and on the walls. He organized his entertainment center. All this was busy work while his mind raced. He could draw no conclusions because he had too little information.
The hours till he was to meet Helen seemed to drag by. He catnapped, watched movies, ate sparingly, and tried to read. None of these things made the time pass any quicker. Finally as the sun began to set he prepared to leave.
He felt anxious on the drive into town and had to force himself to drive the speed limit. He was so focused on the road that he almost didn’t notice the man from the day before sitting beside the road again. Startled, he couldn’t help but to laugh out loud when he saw him. Today he was dressed like a clown, complete with wig, make up, and costume. He had a beer in one hand and was giving his signature wave to passing drivers. Smiling he waved back and found some of the stress and anxiety had fallen away.
It was at that moment that realized that he didn’t know where the library was. Helen had never said and he hadn’t thought to ask. He was still chuckling when he pulled into the drive through at MacDonald’s for a large fry and directions.
It was 5:45 when he pulled into the parking lot. There was a pretty teenage girl coming through the door with an armload of books as he walked to the entrance. It was a small, tan, brick building with a sliding glass door and several large picture windows lining the front. Inside he saw that it was essentially one large L shaped room and was loosely divided into children and adult sections, with each further broken down into fiction and nonfiction.
Directly in front of the door was a large wooden counter for a check out station with offices behind it. To the right were three computers for public use that looked to be hand me downs, probably from the local school.
He saw Helen behind the counter checking out books to a small line of people, including a teenage boy with lanky hair hanging in his eyes and dark clothing. Behind him was a father holding hands with his daughter. The daughter was blond, about five and openly staring at the teenager in front of them. Helen glanced up and spotted him. She gave him the same smile that he remembered from the night before, and then turned back to her work.
He meandered down the aisles taking books down at random to read the book covers or leaf through the pages. He found several books that he might enjoy and made a mental note to get a library card. He was making a list when the lights began to go out. He was startled for a split second, but then he remembered where he was. He started walking towards the front desk and was halfway there when he heard a melodious female voice call his name. He was surprised to feel a small skip in his heartbeat at the sound of Helen’s voice. She looked up at him, tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, and smiled as he approached her desk.
“Good evening”, he said. “I’ve been looking through your selection here while I waited.”
She blushed a little and said, “I’m sure it seems quaint compared to most places.”
“Actually, you have a nice selection here. I could spend many a happy hour here.”
She smiled again and asked “would you like to get started?”
He said yes and she nodded once in return, her expression becoming more somber, she turned to her computer and began working.
“Hmm, it looks like he checked out three books the week he disappeared: one on Norse mythology, one on Native American myths and cultures from this region, and New Astronomy by Johannes Kepler.”
“Well, that’s certainly an eclectic mix of books”, he said.
“Well, Stephen was very interested in Native American lore, particularly some mounds not far from here. Why he’d be interested in the other two I couldn’t say. I can tell you that the Kepler book was on the Catholic Church’s list of forbidden books at one point.”
“Were the books checked back in before he went missing?”
Helen quickly checked and responded, “It looks like they weren’t returned. I imagine that Chief Hughes has them in a locker somewhere. I can call him in the morning and ask about them.”
Glancing back up she could see the weary slump of his shoulders and his downcast eyes. She placed her hand over his causing him to look back up. She smiled when she met his gaze.
“It’s been a long day and we’re both disappointed. How about you come home with me for dinner? We can discuss our next step and most definitely start the rumor mill grinding.” 
He laughed in surprise and nodded. Less than ten minutes later he found himself pulling up behind Helen, in front of 903 Ash Street, a modest, but attractive house. It was green with white trim and a neat flower garden off to one side. There was a giant rose bush growing across an arch with a low wrought iron gate opening onto a rock path underneath. By the light of the falling sun he saw a bench in the back that he could see himself spending nights on gazing at the stars. You could say what you want about small towns, but the sky never seems as wide and clear in the big city.
He walked to Helen’s car where she was still gathering her bags and politely opened her door for her. He offered to carry several of her things, which she gladly handed over, and gallantly held the front door for her. He followed her into a small, but neat foyer that had cut glass windows on either side of the door. Helen led the way down the hall and into the kitchen. Setting her belongings on the table she immediately turned to the cabinets and began pulling down cooking supplies.
“How does pork chops, biscuits, and veggies sound to you”, she called to him.
“More than ok”, he responded from his seat at the table.
They continued to make small talk and he found himself relaxing again around her. It struck him how easily they had developed a relationship. An instant friendship tinged with an undercurrent of flirtation that reminded him of when he first met Marion. The time flew by as they talked and before he knew it there was a steaming plate of food in front of him. They both wasted no time before digging in and it was awhile before they both pushed back their plates and let out sighs of contentment.
“So”, he began without preamble, “I had an odd experience last night and I won’t pretend that it didn’t frighten me.”
“What happened” asked Helen?
“I had the strangest dream that I was flying over the Earth but it was an Earth that looked like it had been ravaged. Almost like those apocalyptic movies where everything is desert.”
Helen leaned forward at his words with her brow furrowing in concentration and worry, but she didn’t say a word. She could tell that even though he was trying not to show it, he was clearly rattled by his dream.
“I crossed what had once been the Mississippi” he began again, “but it was just a dry river bed with a bridge over it. Everything was dead or dying, but in the shadows I could see things moving. They were some kind of creature that just didn’t seem to belong here. I made it almost to the coast before I woke up to the sound of Stephen calling my name.”
At that Helen sat bolt upright! “Stephen? You heard from Stephen?”
“Well, yes and no”, he replied. “I know that this will sound crazy, but I heard him calling from my radio. He sounded terrified, but before I got to the handset he was gone. I wrote down as much of my dream and what I heard as I could remember.” He had brought his notebook from home planning to discuss it with her and he pulled it out then.
“Here is where I wrote everything down” he said while passing it across the table to her. He was silent while she read through his account and when she finished she had a nervous look on her face.
“I suppose that you think I’m nuts now” he said.
“No, not at all” she responded. “I believe in more things than you could imagine and you certainly seem lucid enough.”
After that they both were quiet for several more minutes until Tommy broke the silence asking, “What is our next plan of attack? Where do we go from here?”
“Aren’t you the former FBI agent? Shouldn’t you be telling me what to do next” she asked jokingly.
He chuckled and said “if you’d like me to intercept messages or transcribe recorded conversations then I’m your man, anything else is a little out of my league.”
Helen pursed her lips and looked down at the table as if thinking to herself. Finally in response she said “Monday, we’ll go see Chief Hughes and ask about the books. I’ll tell him that the library needs them back. We can go at noon if you like. The library closes from noon to 1:00 for lunch.”
“That sounds like an excellent plan. I’ll meet you at the library a little earlier and browse through the stacks a bit.”
They made small talk for a while and he offered to help her clean up, an offer which she politely declined. He thanked her again before gathering himself up and making his way out into the night air. The car ride home was silent and for once even his normally chaotic thoughts were still.
When he arrived home he didn’t feel like facing an empty house so he went to the back yard. He spent an hour gazing at the stars. He was amazed again at how many could be seen without city lights to get in the way. There was a vast ocean of lights and he felt that he could fall into them forever.
 
 
Day 4: Saturday
 
He was woken the next morning to the boom of canon fire and a fierce rebel yell. He all but fell out of bed and raced to the window facing the back yard. In the open field behind his property a line of grey clad, musket wielding men charged a line of men in blue. Roaring their battle cry the two lines collided with a clashing, clanking cacophony. He got dressed quickly and went outside to the back yard to witness this awesome spectacle.
Once there he stood at the base of a large magnolia tree on the edge of his property and watched men struggle. It took a moment for the sleep to clear completely but when it did he laughed. When he had first woken he had thought that the world, or at least his house, was about to be swept away, but now he realized that he was watching Civil War re-enactors. It was then that a grey clad man looked up and spotted him. Holding his saber to his side and his hat to his head he began jogging over to him. He slowed as he got closer to him and stretched out his hand.
“You must be Agent McCain. I’m Lee Roberts”, he said upon shaking his hand. “I’m sorry we woke you, ‘specially how we woke you.”
“It’s quite alright, but what in the world is going on?
“Well, this is the local chapter of The Sons of the Confederacy. During the civil war there was a battle fought here. It was one of the worst Union defeats in this state. Every year on the anniversary we stage a reenactment in commemoration.”
Looking up and scanning across the “Battlefield” he saw a figure on a horse directing troops. The man on the horse turned as if he noticed the scrutiny and stared in Tommy’s direction. Even at distance his gaze was filled with intensity. Unconsciously Tommy moved to place Lee between the two of them. 
“Who is the man on the horse?”
“Oh, that’s capt. Tuesday. He comes out and plays the role of General Cryer every year.”
“Who is, or was, general Cryer?”
General Cryer led the Southern forces. Supposedly he lost his hand to a cannon ball. I think Cap is distantly related to General Cryer somehow. Cap always laughs and says it’s the perfect role for him to play.”
“I agree with him.”
“Is it true, Agent McCain, that you’re investigating Stephen’s disappearance?”
“Just Tommy, please, and yes I suppose I am; although, I certainly didn’t intend to when I moved here, at least not so soon and not as aggressively.”
“Well, I’d love to help anyway I can.”
“I appreciate the support. How about we discuss it later Monday evening over a beer? I’m sure you have a battle to fight.”
“That sounds fine Agent McCain. I’ll be at the Nest around 7:00.”
Saying that he nodded briefly and then jogged back to join the fray.
***
The roar of battle not appealing to him he left the house in search of breakfast. Which is how he found himself at McDonald’s before 8:00 indulging in a senior citizens discounted pancake plate. His mind churned as he ate trying to make sense of everything he had learned. Before he went missing Stephen had been researching something but he couldn’t figure out what that something was. 
Not looking forward to returning home to a raging battle he was at the library shortly after they opened. Helen gave him a perplexed smile when she saw him come in, but laughed when he explained. She was still laughing as she led him to the break room and poured him a cup of coffee. He thanked her and shuffled over to the magazine section and gingerly lowered himself into a chair to read the paper.
Around noon Helen startled him by touching his shoulder and he realized that he’d drifted off while reading. He glanced around and saw several half concealed smiles on faces. He rose from the chair blinking and rubbing his eyes.
“I guess I fell asleep. Sign of getting old I suppose.”
“Happens to the best of us. Old man” she added with a smile. “How about I buy you lunch?”
“That’s the best offer I’ve had all day. I’ll fly if you buy.”
She giggled and followed him out to his car. He turned the key and the car came to life and with it came the radio. For a moment country flowed from the speakers but it was replaced by screeching static; and then they heard a voice.
“Help Me!”
Tommy was frantically trying to turn the volume down from the deafening level it was at but the knob had no effect.
“Oh my God, that’s Stephen’s voice” Helen cried out.
“It hurts! Help me! Make it stop!”
Suddenly the radio and the car died. Tommy tried to crank it back but it wouldn’t start.
“Come on. Crank damn you.”
On the third attempt the engine roared to life and the radio was back to playing country music. He glanced over to see Helen taking in quick breaths, hand on her chest. Her eyes were staring straight ahead and he had to snap his fingers in front of her face to get her attention. She met his eyes but it took her a minute to speak.
“What was that?”
“I don’t know” he replied. “That was even stronger than through the ham radio at home.”
“I don’t think I’m hungry anymore.”
“Honestly I don’t think I am either.”
She started to respond but instead leaned over quickly and kissed him on the cheek. Grabbing her purse she jumped out of the car. She left the door open and in the rearview mirror he could see her covering her mouth as she walked briskly back inside. He turned the radio off altogether before leaning over to close the door. The silence seemed much preferable on the way home.
 
Day 5: Sunday
 
He spent Sunday in doors hiding from the heat. He thought about trying out the Methodist church down the road from his house but decided against it. By that evening he was curled up in his favorite chair reading a book.
The thunder cracked close enough to make the windows of his house rattle. He sat up in the recliner spilling a glass of sweet tea in his lap. He set the dripping glass on the end table beside and stood up wiping at his pants.
“Damn.”
He swore and walked to the kitchen for a towel. Just as he opened a drawer to grab one the power went out.
“Damn. Where did I put those candles?”
He walked around the dark kitchen, with only a few bumps and bruises, opening drawers digging for candles and matches. Finally he found what he was looking for.
“Let there be light” he said as he struck a match. The match lit and washed the room instantly in pale yellow light. He lifted a candle to light it and jumped back. In the doorway of the kitchen was a figure.
“Stephen?”
There in the doorway was Stephen. His arm was outstretched towards Tommy. His lips were moving but no sound was coming out. Tommy was frozen in place until the match reached his fingertips.
“Ouch” he cried out while flicking his hand in pain. He struck another match but the light revealed an empty kitchen.
“Stephen? Stephen! Where are you?”
He quickly walked through the kitchen back into the living room but there was no one there. The thunder boomed again. It sounded like the hammer of a very angry god. Then he heard the rain begin coming down. He lit his candles and used them to find his storm lanterns. He spent awhile staring out the back window watching the rain and waiting.
 
Day 6: Monday
 
He was rubbing the sleep from his eyes when he walked into the library. Helen was on the phone but she looked up at him and smiled. She gestured toward the break room behind the counter where the coffee pot was. He gave her a thumbs up and walked past her. He was stirring his cup when she came into the room.
“Good morning handsome.”
“Good morning yourself beautiful.”
“You look exhausted.”
“I didn’t sleep well last night. Something strange happened. Again.”
She gave him a wide smile and asked “Are you ready to go? You can tell me all about it in the car.”
He smiled back at her. "Lead the way madam."
She poked her head out the door and called out “June, I’m running up to the Police Station. I’ll be back in a few.”
He followed her out the back door into the heat and slid into the passenger seat of her car. As soon as he sat down sweat began to pour from his skin due to the oven like temperature. He turned the vents in his direction for maximum air flow and then proceeded to tell Helen everything about his encounter.
“I feel like I’m going nuts. I don’t believe in all this supernatural nonsense” he said.
“Trust me, even if I wasn’t open to the supernatural, after Saturday I’m a believer. You are not going nuts. We just haven’t figured this out yet is all. But we will.”
He sat back farther in his seat and felt his shoulders relax a little at her words.
“Oddly enough, that makes me feel much better. Changing the subject, can you satisfy a curiosity for me?”
“Absolutely" she responded. She batted her eyelashes at him saying "I’d love to satisfy you. And your curiosity of course."
He felt his face blush hot. Realizing that his mouth was hanging open he rushed to say “There is a man who lives just outside of town who I pass on the way in.”
Helen started laughing immediately cutting him off. "You must mean Logan, Logan Keith. Always dressed in a different strange outfit?”
“Yes, that’s the man. Yesterday he was standing out by the road dressed like a clown.”
“That’s not the strangest costume he’s worn and no doubt he was drunk as a skunk. He’s just a bit of local color. He must have been here forever. Anyway, we’re here” she said. He looked up to see the station as she pulled into the parking lot.
The station was just outside of town and was the small grey and green cinder block building typical of small town USA. They parked in one of the three, not counting the handicap spot, parking spaces and walked into a small, fluorescent lit room with desks for the handful of deputies employed there. Farther to the rear he spotted the Chief’s office and a door which he assumed led to the lockup. The pretty young dispatch/receptionist asked if she could help them. 
Helen graced her with a grandmotherly smile and said “Well Caroline, we would love to speak to Chief Hughes if we could please.”
“Let me see if he’s in his office.” Caroline pressed the intercom button, presumably for Chief Hughes office, and called his name.
“I’m here Caroline”, was the response.
“Ms. Schuler and Agent McCain are here to see you”.
“Send them on back."
The Chief rose from his desk to greet them as they entered his office. It was a small, windowless room of painted cinder block like the rest of the building. On the wall behind his desk were pictures of his family and one of him posing over a freshly killed deer. In front of his desk were two worn leather chairs. Chief Hughes leaned across his desk to shake their hands.
“Mrs. Schuler, Agent McCain.”
Tommy mentally sighed, but decided that he didn’t care to correct one more person, so he resigned himself to being Agent McCain at least this once. Pasting on a smile that he hoped looked genuine he shook his hand and simply responded with “Chief Hughes.”
“Please, call me Robin. Now what can I help you two with?”
With that, Helen began to explain as briefly as possible what they were after. When she finished he simply nodded once and held up his index finger signaling for her to wait one moment. He picked up his phone and hit an extension.
“John, I need you to go down to evidence. In the Honeycutt file are three books that belong to the library that they need returned”
He set the phone down and turned back to them saying “John will bring them here shortly”.
They sat back then and made small talk while they waited. Chief Hughes and Tommy swapped law enforcement stories and occasionally Helen would tell funny stories about the Chief or his coworkers. It was almost ten minutes later that there was a knock on the door and a deputy entered the office.
“Uh, Chief, we have a problem. Those books are missing from evidence.”
“What do you mean gone? Did you check everywhere?”
“Yes sir, we checked everywhere in the evidence locker. They weren’t checked out to anyone, they’re just gone.”
Turning back to them, with an embarrassment on his face, he apologized. “I’m sorry; I don’t know how this could have happened, but we’ll keep looking for them.
“It’s fine dear” was Helen’s reply. “It’s not your fault at all.”
“We’ll find them and I’ll send them over.”
Helen gave him her best reassuring smile while Tommy shook his hand. They said goodbye and left his office.
When they were back in the car Tommy sank back into his seat and thought a minute. Helen started the vehicle to let the air conditioner cool it off, but left it in park while they sat in silence. 
Several minutes went by before she asked “what do we do now?”
“That seems to be the million dollar question” he said ruefully. “I’m not sure yet. There is obviously more going on than we thought, but I need a little time to put it together. Someone must not want us to see what’s in those missing book. I’m meeting with Lee Roberts tonight to discuss what he knows about Stephen. How about you spend a little time online researching those books and the information in them?”
“I think I can handle that. I have a friend who is a history professor at the University. He might know a few things that could help. I’ll give him a call.”
“Excellent. So, I feel like I owe you dinner after the other night. How about I cook something for you?”
“Or” she replied, “how about I come over tomorrow after work and help you unpack some and you order us some pizza? Sound like a deal?”
“Best deal I’ve had in years.”
With this decided the rest of the trip passed in silence. They said goodbye at the library and a short drive found him at home in time for a late lunch and an afternoon nap. He was glad that the last of the re-enactors were leaving when he pulled up.
***
Several hours, a nap, and a shower later he found himself back in the car headed to town. The sun was hovering over the horizon when he got to the Nest. He was looking forward to a nice meal in the dark, cool interior. He made his way inside, glancing at the strange pattern in the door, and meandered to the bar to take a seat. When he sat Odie looked over and spotted him with his good eye. Less than a minute later he was in front of him with a beer.
“Evening Agent McCain, meeting Lee here tonight?”
“Yes I am” replied Tommy “How did you know?”
“It’s a small town; everyone’s business is everyone else’s business.”
They both laughed and Odie left him to drink his beer in peace. As he sipped he tried to make sense out of wildly disparate facts and occurrences, such as missing library books, his dreams, Stephen’s voice calling, and this small town that was ordinary and alien all at the same time. Not for the first time he wished that he was as sharp as he once was. He was still there, working on number two, when Lee arrived.
“Evenin’ Agent McCain” someone said behind him. Turning around he found a grinning Lee Roberts with his hand outstretched. He reached out his own in return and regretted it almost immediately. Lee’s handshake was so energetic he was afraid that his arm might come out of his socket.
“Sit down” he said. “Let me buy you a beer before you pull my arm off.”
“I never turn down a free beer.”
As soon as he sat down Odie placed one on the bar in front of him. “Evenin’ Odie” he said.
“Lee” was the response.
“Can I get you gentlemen some food?”
They both said yes before moving to a table by the back wall. They made small talk while they waited for their food. By the time their meals came Tommy was anxious to hear what Lee had to say. Lee finally took him out of his misery.
“I guess you wanna talk about Stephen.”
Tommy just nodded and tried to smile, but he was sure it looked strained.
“Well, it really isn’t that long of a story. I met Stephen for the first time here a few days after he moved here. We swapped stories and drank beers. I talked about flying and he talked about his time with the bureau and about radios. After about a month or so I noticed that he started acting strange. He started asking questions about the history of the town and especially about the mounds.”
“The Native American mounds?”
“Those are the ones. They're about an hour or so away. There are three or four sites like them in the state, but they say that ours are the newest. Stephen became almost obsessed with them and drove out to see them several times. Then, one day he asked me to fly him over them for an aerial view. I agreed to take him and we flew out late one afternoon. As soon as he got an aerial view he became agitated, but he wouldn’t say why. He insisted that we fly back right away. It was getting close to dark when we landed. He jumped right in his car and rushed off. That was the last time I saw him.”
“Did he say anything specific about why he was so worked up?”
“No sir, he didn’t tell me anything. He just said that he’d finally figured it out and then he rushed off.”
They sat a few minutes in silence while Tommy thought through his story. Finally he asked, “Is there any way you could take me out there?”
“Sure, I could take you Thursday after lunch if you’d like.”
“That would be perfect”, he said.
After that the conversation turned to lighter things. They talked about flying, the bureau, and radios. When the food was gone and the beer was drunk they paid their tab and said their farewells. Tommy’s mind was racing when arrived home so he tried to read for several hours, without success, to settle down. Finally he just went to bed to toss and turn until sleep overtook him. Luckily, when he did fall asleep, the night passed without any ominous dreams or voices from the radio down the hall.
 
 
Day 7: Tuesday
 
“I think it’s time to stock up” Tommy said out loud. He was standing in front of an empty pantry listening to his stomach grumble.
“Yep. It’s past time.” His stomach rumbled in agreement.
There were only a few customers in the store when he arrived there and he found a spot close to the door immediately. When he walked through the door he was greeted by the smell of freshly brewed coffee in the air. He had the most ridiculous image of the scent wafting smoke like from the pot to his nose, like in old cartoons. He gave in to the sweet siren’s call and decided to purchase a cup of coffee before shopping.
Standing behind the counter he spotted Captain Tuesday. An older man, he was tall and thin with a bald head. Looking up as Tommy approached he smiled in his direction. It was a hard, perfunctory, and humorless smile however.
“Hello sir”, he said while extending his left hand. “You must be Agent McCain. I’m Capt. Tuesday.”
He was surprised that he knew his name already but reached out to take his hand. “Just Tommy please, Agent McCain retired years ago.” 
As he said this he realized that Tuesday’s right hand was missing. He reached out with his left to shake instead. He noticed a small tattoo on Tuesday’s wrist. It was a small black arrow but he didn’t feel it appropriate to ask about it.
Seeing his glance Tuesday smiled again, all hard angles, and told him. "I lost it to a grenade in Vietnam. Sometimes the wolf gets you no matter what you do. I was lucky in a way. They saved the rest of the arm. I gave up on prosthetics though, as I find them highly uncomfortable.”
Uncomfortable was exactly what this conversation was making Tommy, so he attempted to change the subject. “I’m curious about the name of your store. Isn’t it a little morbid for a grocery store?”
Immediately after asking his question he wondered if he shouldn’t have taken a different direction. He wasn’t sure if the answer to this question would be any better than hearing about severed limbs.
Chuckling Tuesday replied, “It was a simple mix up by the sign maker. I originally intended for it to be “Tuesday Mornings”, but when it arrived the imbecile had misspelled it entirely. I found it amusing, however, and decided to keep it as is. It makes us unforgettable, don’t you think? Can I interest you in some breakfast and a cup of coffee?”
Tommy realized that despite being hungry when he got there, something about this man unnerved him, killing his appetite. It was as if he cast a shadow, invisible to the human eye that seemed to flood the store. Despite the harsh fluorescent lights and the morning sun the store seemed dim and unsettling. He restrained a shudder and convinced himself that it was all in his head.
“I’d like a cup of coffee very much”, Tommy replied, “and food sounds good.”
“One plate of hot, southern breakfast food coming up”, Tuesday said. “If you’d like to do your shopping while you wait, your food will be done shortly.”
Tommy could hear the dismissal in his voice so he just nodded his head and went to shop. No matter how hard he tried though he couldn’t shake his uneasiness and he was relieved that when they called his name Tuesday wasn’t there. His plate was piled with grits, eggs, bacon, and biscuits with gravy. The food was served by a teenage boy with dirty blonde hair and acne.
"On the house”, he said as he handed it over with a steaming mug of coffee. Thanking him he took the food wondering how he would stomach it all. It helped that the food was delicious.
He shivered as he stepped outside despite the morning heat. He loaded his groceries into his sedan and then started the vehicle. He didn’t put it in drive right away though. He sat quietly staring ahead searching for something. 
"Predatory, that’s the word that I'm looking for."
He had met a few men in his life that deserved that adjective. Tuesday made them seem like choir boys. Finally he put the car in drive and left with only an occasional glance back in the mirror.
The drive back was uneventful except for one thing. Shortly after leaving town he saw a small mobile home on his right. He had almost passed it when he noticed the owner sitting out front, drinking a beer, and waving at traffic. It was an odd wave though. He would raise his index finger, wave it in a circle, and then point to each driver as they drove by. Judging from the excessive amount of purple and gold flags, and paraphernalia, he was also an avid LSU fan. A quick glance showed him to be in his early fifties, slightly graying hair, moustache, with an ample beer belly.
“What an odd place I’ve found”, he thought as drove on home.
When he arrived home he puttered around the kitchen, casually deciding where to put everything. It struck him how new this place was. New at least in the sense that he had no memories here. His cologne hadn’t soaked into the bathroom cabinet yet. His wife’s laughter didn’t still resonate from the wood paneling. 
Sadness welled up in his throat, but it was a sadness tinged with a small measure of hope. Any new house holds the potential to be filled with light, laughter, love, and all the great things of the human experience. Even for a man like he who was into his final act.
***
"Where do you want these books to go" Helen asked.
"Huh" Tommy said while looking up from his own box. "Oh, just over on that shelf. I'll sort them out later."
"Oh, I'm pretty sure I can sort books" Helen replied with a laugh.
Tommy's cheeks flushed and he turned away quickly. He could still hear her giggling however. He did his best to ignore her laughter.
"My my. You sure are an eclectic reader."
"But of course" he replied with a smile.
"An eclectic reader with marvelous blue eyes."
"And you madam, are a librarian with a decidedly flirty nature."
Helen put her hand to her chest. Mouth frowning she replied "Me? Flirty? Why I have never...."
Her face cracked and she began laughing again. "Ok, maybe I have been accused of that before. Are you complaining?
"Not at all ma'am. Not at all."
"Good. Now, how about I finish organizing these while you order us a pizza?
"Yes ma'am. Pepperoni or sausage?"
"Surprise me."
***
"I'm curious about something" Tommy said. As he spoke he gestured with a slice of pepperoni that waved limply in the air.
"Ask away" Helen mumbled around a mouthful of her own pizza.
"I can't figure it out. We have missing books about stars and Norse gods. We have a thousand year old Indian mound. And we have a missing retired agent."
"That is the mystery" Helen replied. "Not to mention strange dreams and phantom voices."
"Well, something had to catch Stephens’s attention. He didn't just hop up and start connecting random dots into such a strange tapestry. What was the impetuous? Did he say anything to you that might hint at why he was digging in the first place?"
"I'm not really sure. He just said that he had started to notice signs. I think he was having bad dreams as well but he wouldn't talk about them. I just know he was having trouble sleeping towards the end."
“When are you meeting with that professor friend of yours?”
“Tomorrow morning. I took a little time off from work. Would you like to come with me?”
“I’d like that very much” he replied.
“Then I’ll pick you up in the morning. Now, we have an office to finish. Up and at em!”
Tommy groaned and felt his knees pop as he stood back up. “Ok, let’s get this done.”
 
Day 8: Wednesday
 
His phone rang early the next morning around 8:00. “Hello” he answered.
“Hey there hot stuff” was the reply followed by a giggle.
“Better save your hey you might have a cow someday” he quipped back. “Are we still on for a trip to the University today?”
“Sadly I have a board meeting that I have to attend” Helen said. “I can’t go. But, if you’d like to go ahead I’ll call my friend and let him know that you’ll still be there.”
He sighed. “I guess that would be best. I just know I’m going to get lost though.”
Helen’s laughter rang through the receiver. “Don’t worry my dear. Just go to Fihiol Hall. Office 202. Ask for Professor Nelson. He’ll be expecting you.”
“I better write this down.”
***
Despite himself he managed to find his way without getting lost. He pulled his car into visitor parking and walked the few blocks to Fihiol Hall. A quick glance at the directory and a short elevator trip later he was standing in front of office 202. He knocked on the door.
“Come in” came the reply.
He opened the door and poked his head in. “I was looking for Professor Nelson.”
“Come in come in. You must be Agent McCain.”
Tommy bit off his reply and simply said "Thank you for meeting with me professor"
As he spoke he leaned across the desk to shake Professor Nelson's hand; or at least tried to lean across the desk. It was so covered with books and stacks of tests that he was afraid he would cause an avalanche.
"Not a problem" Nelson responded breathily. Silently Tommy couldn't help but to laugh. Nelson was the stereotypical professor. Shirt half un-tucked. Tie askew. Glasses sliding down. Chalk dusted over his ample belly. Sweat beaded on his forehead.
"Mrs. Schuler tells me that you want to know about Indian mounds and myths."
"That's right. I'm looking into the disappearance of a former partner of mine. Before he went missing he was researching something involving Indian mounds, Norse mythology and banned books about astrology."
Nelson whistled between his teeth. "That's a jumble there. I'll see what I can do for you. I’m not sure that I can tell you much more than I told that other fella though."
“What other fella?”
“Some FBI agent named Honeycutt. He came to me asking about the same things.”
Tommy took a deep breath in to help clear his head. His mind was racing but he tried to focus on the task at hand.
“Any help you can give would be..”
Nelson cut him off saying “Of course Norse mythology isn’t my specialty. Neither is astrology. No, I’m just good with Indians ya see.”
As he was talking he leaned back in his seat and propped his feet up on his desk knocking off a stack of papers as he did. He didn’t seem to notice. He crossed his hands over his stomach and looked up at the ceiling.
“As I said, any help would be…”
“There were a lot of different peoples who lived around these parts over the years ya see” Nelson said. Tommy smiled ruefully at the interruptions.
“I’m mostly interested in the people who built the mounds.”
“Course you’re probably just interested in whoever built them there mounds.”
Tommy sighed out loud. Nelson didn’t notice. He kept right on talking.
“Course those are the peoples we know the least about. Mound builders is what we call them ya see. But they didn’t exactly write much down. Still, I know a thing or three about them. Didja know that those mounds are older than the pyramids?”
“I didn’t know that.”
“Older than Methuselah. Well, almost. Nobody is quite sure what they were used for ya see. Did they live there? Did they use it for hunting parties? Me, I subscribe to the belief that they were religious sites.”
“Do we know anything about…”
“Course we don’t know much about their religion. Poverty Point is on an East to West axis which leads me to believe they worshiped the sun but the mounds out in New Damascus have the whole bird, nature vibe going.”
“Do you have any idea…”
“Me personally, I think that it started out as simple sun worship but some other beliefs came along and influenced it. We start seeing a lot more bird motifs especially Ravens. And coyotes. Coyotes are interlopers and tricksters ya see.”
Tommy sat tapping his foot waiting for Nelson to stop for air. When he finally did he stood up quickly thrusting out his hand. 
“Well, thank you for meeting with me. You’ve been most helpful.”
Nelson sat up frowning confusedly. He reached out his own hand to shake Tommy’s. In the process another stack of papers went sliding off of his desk.
“I hope ya got something that could be useful.”
“Oh, I learned a great deal. I just need to get home to process it all ya see.”
 
 
Day 9: Thursday
 
He woke Thursday morning to a bright, hot, morning that was already hazy with humidity. He lay there a moment staring at his ceiling. For some reason his heart was racing and he could feel the quiver a dose of adrenaline brought on. He felt like something was about to happen and he was terrified by it for some reason. It was the same electric feeling you got right before a storm hit. After a minute or so he forced his fears aside and climbed out of bed.
He shuffled down the hall to the kitchen, one hand on the wall to help maintain balance. This was a habit so long practiced and ingrained that he was no longer aware that he did it. He put on a pot of coffee out of long habit. When he was sitting at the table with a mug in hand he found that he was much calmer and could think more clearly. He spent time simply rolling the fear around, looking at it from all angles, and trying to find the catalyst for it. At last he gave up, finished his coffee, and began getting ready for the day.
After breakfast and a quick shower he found himself feeling restless. He tried to read for a while, but when that didn’t work he put in a movie. Finally he gave in to the urge to move, collected his keys and wallet and left his house.
It was too early to go see Lee and the library wasn’t open yet, so he settled for more coffee at McDonald’s. On the way in he bought a newspaper for something to read, however if you had asked him later what he read about he couldn’t have told you.
An hour later, when his coffee was finished and he had quit pretending to read the paper, he checked his watch and saw that the library was opening soon so he decided to head there. He disposed of his empty cup, tucked his paper under his arm, and walked out into the sticky heat.
He pulled into the parking lot of the library just minutes later. He walked inside and was greeted by a slightly dumpy, middle aged librarian with an open smile.
“Hello, are you looking for Helen?”
“Yes ma’am, I am”, he replied.
“Oh my, I’m sorry; she has a doctor’s appointment and won’t be back in town till this afternoon.”
“I’ll just catch her later then.” With that said he turned away to browse through the stacks once more to kill time.
He was early arriving at the airport, but not as early as he could have been. It was a small airstrip that provided services mostly for crop dusters and private planes for amateur aviators. There wasn’t much of a parking lot, just a graveled area hosting a few beat up work trucks. He parked beside a Dodge pickup that he thought might have been blue once upon a time. He got out of his car and shuffled over the uneven, shifting gravel surface into a dim hanger. 
The hangar was shaded, but far from cool. He could feel sweat begin to bead off of his body already. Fanning his shirt away from his body he began glancing around for Lee. The first person he spotted was working underneath a small single prop plane. He walked over and called out to him. The man slid out from under the plane and stood up. And up. And up. He was a giant bear of a man with long blonde hair, massive shoulders, and not an ounce of fat. He stretched out his hand for a handshake that felt like it could have crushed Tommy’s hand with only an ounce of pressure more.
“Agent McCain, I heard that you might be coming by. I’m Thorton Smith; I’m the mechanic here at the airstrip.”
“Please, just call me Tommy”, he replied while mentally sighing in relief as this behemoth finally let go of his hand.
“Lee said you’d be by sometime today. He’s just in the” at that moment the loud whoosh of a toilet flushing came from the bathroom in the hanger.
The door opened and Lee came out tucking his shirt back in. He smiled when he saw Tommy and briskly walked over with his hand outstretched. Whereas Thorton’s hand shake felt like a vice Lee’s felt like a slightly spastic monkey was shaking his arm sporadically in all directions. Tommy just held on and resigned himself to needing Tylenol later for his poor shoulder and hand. When the enthusiastic shaking finally stopped he couldn’t resist rubbing his shoulder. Lee didn’t seem to notice and the grin on his face never faltered.
“Mornin’ Agent, I mean Tommy. You’re a little early.”
“I didn’t have anything else to do today, so I came on. It’s the curse of being old and retired.”
“Well, if you’ll give me twenty minutes or so we can go ahead and get flyin”. If you’d like some coffee we have some in the break room.”
Tommy chuckled, “You know the perfect bait for an old man like me. I’d love some coffee.”
He went to fix a cup leaving Thorton and Lee to work. The break room was typical of a business on a shoe string budget. There was a second hand couch, a table and chair set which boasted the usual worn, cracked vinyl seats, and a well-used coffee pot. He poured a cup while looking around. 
The walls held several aerial shots of the airfield, the village, and various black and white pictures of planes through history. He sat down to browse through the stack of old magazines until Lee was ready to fly.
True to his word twenty minutes later they were pulling out of the hanger. Tommy glanced out the window and saw Thorton walking, no stalking, across the hanger carrying a sledgehammer in one hand. A few minutes later they were in the air.
The first part of the flight was filled with Lee’s cheerful rambling. Tommy asked a few polite questions while enjoying the view out of the window. However, the constant drone of the engine tugged at him and he quickly found his eyes beginning to shut. Not wanting to be rude he fought it at first, but he eventually gave in and fell asleep.
It might have been twenty minutes later that he felt his shoulder being gently shook and heard his name calling him awake. He blinked his eyes awake while sitting up a little straighter.
“Are we there” he asked.
“Yes sir, we’re just about to pass over. Look out your window and you’ll see it coming up.”
He did as he was directed and spotted the mounds immediately. From where they were they were little more than humps, but as they got closer the definition became more apparent and he became more impressed with each mile. When they were directly overhead he was astounded. 
There were four mounds in all, one large and three smaller surrounding it. The largest was a giant bird, that much was clear, but what species was uncertain. It might have been an eagle, although it could just have easily been a raven or an owl. The other mounds were all the same. They were perfect triangles. 
He was amazed at their precision and said so to Lee. He was at a loss as to what it could have meant to Stephen though. They made several passes over the mounds, but although they left him fascinated, he felt no closer to any answers.
It was a quiet flight back. Lee tried to engage him in conversation, but eventually even he gave up when Tommy wouldn’t contribute. Tommy made a brief goodbye, said his thanks, and left shortly after they landed.
He left the radio off on the drive home, the better to hear his thoughts. They refused to make sense though. They were broken by the sight of the man in the trailer who today was dressed as a member of the New Orleans Saints. He had on a jersey, complete with shoulder pads, face paint, helmet in lap, and beer in hand. Beside him was an empty lawn chair.
On impulse Tommy pulled his car to the side of the road. Stepping out of the vehicle he raised his hand in a wave. The man raised his beer in reply and belched loudly.
“Mr. Keith” he called out.
“Yeah? That’s me. What can I do ya for?”
“I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions.”
“I was wondering when you would come ask them.” 
His tone was gruff but Tommy would have sworn that he saw a twinkle in the old man’s eyes. He walked over and turned the extra chair to face Logan. He steadied himself with one hand on the arm rest as he lowered into the seat.
“Why were you expecting me?”
“Because in a town full of liars an old trickster like me is the only place to come for the truth.”
Logan leaned forward as he said this and locked eyes with Tommy. His eyes danced drunkenly in their sockets. He belched again loudly and fell back into his seat.
“And what is the truth?”
“Eh? Oh! The truth is there are no answers. Everyone wears a mask around these parts. You should just leave before this town swallows you up too.”
At that moment Logan clutched his stomach and hissed out a sharp breath. Tommy jumped up in alarm but Logan waived him down.
“Don’t worry ‘bout me. Too much beer on an empty stomach is all. But damn don’t It burn like snake venom. I’m gonna go sleep this one off. Good luck finding your pal.”
He stood up and walked away without even a look back. Tommy sat there a while tempted to follow him inside to ask him more but he was sure there were no answers here. After several minutes had passed he got back in his car and left.
 
Day 10: Friday
 
Friday morning was spent in a booth with a pen, a notebook and an endless supply of coffee. He wrote constantly trying to decipher the clues that they had uncovered. He made chart after chart and no matter how he arranged things they would not make sense.
Finally he gave up went for a walk around town. The heat was miserable but he felt too restless to sit still. He waved at the passing cars and he even waved at Capt. Tuesday when he passed his store. He shuddered as he moved past. Every time he saw Tuesday he felt like someone was walking over his grave. His head refused to clear however so he walked back to his car and drove home.
***
It was shortly after One O’clock when he arrived back home and he distractedly thought that he should eat, but he had no appetite. Instead he eased onto the couch to think some more, but soon his eyes slid shut on their own. Shortly after that he began to snore.
He woke, groggily, to the sound of the phone ringing. He rose from the couch stiffly and went to answer it. “Hello”, he mumbled into the receiver.
“Tommy? It’s Helen, I’m sorry if I woke you.”
“S ok,” he slurred back while rubbing his eyes with one hand.
“I have a question. Do you like football?”
He stifled a yawn with his hand. “I’m not a diehard fan, but I do enjoy it. Why?”
“Tonight is the New Damascus High Vikings’ first game of the season. Would you like to go with me?”
“I think I could manage that.”
“Excellent, I’ll pick you up at 6:30 sharp.”
He agreed to the time and they hung up. It was then that he looked at the clock on the stove and realized that it was 4:30 already. He had slept hard for three hours. No wonder he was so groggy. He also realized that he was now ravenously hungry. He decided that a shower to help wake up was his first priority. He made his way to the bathroom to gingerly shower; gingerly because at his age showering was like riding a roller coaster. It was exhilarating, but there was always a fear of falling.
One hot shower and a large sandwich later he felt refreshed. He was ready and waiting when Helen pulled up to the house and honked. He locked up and slid into the passenger seat. Helen surprised him by leaning over and giving him a quick kiss on the cheek. He was even more surprised to feel a blush creep onto his face. She saved him further embarrassment by asking him if he was ready for some football in the voice of an over exuberant announcer. They both laughed and he said yes. Helen put the car in drive and they left to watch young men do battle in the dying light.
They arrived at the stadium shortly before 7:00. It was a small stadium. The home side was made of steel girders and cinder blocks. The visitor side was the standard aluminum bleachers and the whole area was surrounded by a chain link fence. 
They took their seats just in time to stand back up for a prayer, the ACLU be damned, and to hear the schools marching band play a squeaky version of the Star Spangled Banner. When it was done he took a good look around and was surprised by the number of people there. 
Seeing this Helen leaned over to explain, “There isn’t a lot to do here on a Friday night and around here football isn’t just a way of life, it is life.”
He started to reply, but was drowned out by the announcer heralding the football team to the field. They flooded onto the field through a tunnel made by the cheerleaders, dance team, and the flag line as the crowd cheered and the band played. It took him a second to recognize the tune as Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries.
The first half of the game was back and forth, but the Vikings slowly started gaining ground towards the half. The teams gave way to first the dance line and then the band for halftime. The band performed a rough and slightly out of tune halftime show.
“Ah, but their mothers will love it” Helen replied when he said something.
After the half the two opposing forces went at it hard but slowly the Vikings pulled ahead. It was late in the third quarter that they began to compare notes. Helen started by inquiring about his trip to the mounds.
“It was strange. I can feel that there is a connection but I can’t make it fit. What about your research, did you come up with anything?”
“I spent a few hours online last night doing research. I didn’t find many details about Kepler, just that he wrote a book about astronomy that the Catholic Church banned. I also didn’t find any more about local Native American myths. Unsurprisingly I found quite a lot about Norse Mythology.”
“I suppose that isn’t that surprising at all. Did anything stand out that might relate to what we already know?”
“Mostly it was just a loose collection of stories about various gods and goddesses with different deformities.”
“What kind of deformities?”
“Well, there was the god of war Tyr, sometimes known as Tew, who lost his hand to a giant wolf. He is apparently who we name Tuesday after. Oh, and of course there is Odin who gave up an eye to gain wisdom. He had two ravens that would spy for him.”
“It sounds like a pretty gruesome group of gods.”
“I also learned a little about Norse mysticism. The number three and multiples of three were considered significant along with certain runes. Odin even had his own rune that he used to cast spells.”
“How convenient. What did it look like?”
“It’s three interlocked triangles. They called it the Valknut.”
Something about all this struck him as vital, but he was still lost as to how it all fit together. He rolled it around in his head. A god with one hand. Another with one eye. Three triangles. That is when it hit him.
“Helen, we have to go right now.”
She looked at him a moment and then without saying a word she gathered her things and stood to leave.
When they got in the car she asked him where they were going, to which he simply replied “The Raven’s Nest.”
She started driving before looking over to him and commanding “Explain.”
“I don’t have all the answers yet, I just now know where to get them. It’s the Valknut. Three interlocked triangles. That’s what the mounds are, three triangles with a bird in the center. A bird that I bet is supposed to be a raven. The same symbol that is also on the door to the Raven’s Nest as clear as day.”
By this point they were at the nest and the conversation was cut off. The parking lot was empty of cars but he knew that this was where he needed to go. Tommy reached out for Helen's hand as they walked. They reached the door, the door with the final damning evidence, and hesitated briefly before stepping through.
Inside the air was cool, the lights were dim, and there were three people sitting at a table against the back wall: Odie, Captain Tuesday, and Thorton Smith.
“Come in Agent McCain, we’ve been expecting you.
They moved between the tables slowly until they reached the back where Odie and his companions sat.
“Won’t you sit, we have much to discuss?”
Tommy wanted to refuse on principal but at that moment he felt old and tired and he slid into the empty chair being offered. His heart was racing and he could feel the sweat on his palms. When he had sat he looked at the men before him and asked “Who are you?”
“You know who we are.”
“You aren’t real though. Even if you were the stories say that you died centuries ago.”
“Most of us did die although not in the same sense that you understand death. We are all that’s left and we have been greatly”, he paused for a moment looking for the right word before saying “diminished. So we came here and we’ve been here ever since waiting and watching the world move on. There once were four of us, but one has played the clown so long that he has forgotten who he is.”
He was stunned by this revelation, but surprisingly he didn’t doubt it at all.
“I still don’t understand though; why did you take Stephen? Was it you who stole the books from the Sheriff’s office?”
“We took him because we needed him. They are coming back and we aren’t what we once were, so we invoked an ancient rite to barter passage away. We took the books because we weren’t ready for you to find us yet. It was actually quite impressive that he put it all together. When we first came here the natives were astounded by us; our appearances and our abilities even in our current state. They raised mounds to honor us and we lived among them. Then the colonists came from the old world and they drove them out to build their towns and cities. So, we lived among them instead. We very rarely got involved in their affairs, save for that once during the civil war.”
Tuesday’s smile deepened as he seemed to look inward. “That was a delicious little war” he said. “It reminded me of how much I used to relish combat and it was most refreshing.”
As he was saying this Thorton was smiling and nodding in agreement.
Odie glanced at them both with mild annoyance before continuing. “The Kepler book was an excellent find on his part, a book written at a time when man was ceasing to look to the stars for insight and was beginning to study their movements scientifically. He must have used it to read the signs and portents written in the sky.”
“What do you mean ‘They’ are coming back? Who are they? What signs? What is going on?”
“Eons ago, before mankind’s recorded history, this world was ruled by ancient gods. They were cruel, vicious creatures. When they left we, and others like us, rose to prominence but now they are returning. It’s been written in the sky that they are coming again and we would flee before they do. I hear that you have even had a dream or two about what this world will be like once it’s under their rule again.”
“What do you know about my dreams” Tommy asked. His jaw and his fists clenched. He felt powerless and that fueled his anger.
“More than you do I dare say” was Odie’s reply. “No one is left here with the strength to resist them. All the old powers are dead or gone and soon so shall we.”
“Where is Stephen?”
“Don’t worry; you’ll be joining him soon. You both will.”
He started shaking and his legs felt like water. Odie was still stone faced but Tuesday looked eager and predatory. He glanced over to Helen to see her taking in quick shallow breaths.
“You can’t do this”, she said. “We had a deal! I brought them both, just like you asked!”
At this Tommy’s head rocked back as if he’d been slapped. He felt his fear mix with this feeling of betrayal. The two sat in his stomach like a lump. Tommy turned towards her, his body and his head feeling like they were a thousand miles apart, in confusion.
“What do you mean you brought them both?”
“I’m sorry Tommy; they promised me they’d take me with them. I didn’t have any choice. We had a deal”, she screamed at the men, or whatever they really were, at the table.
“I’m sorry” Odie began, “but time is running out and the old rites call for there to be three. These two were always connected and now you have built a connection with them as well. This makes for a much more powerful rite.”
Helen leapt up from her chair but Thorton caught her easily. Tommy didn’t even try to run when they came for him.
 
Day 11: Epilogue
 
The next morning the people of New Damascus were surprised to see closed signs in windows of two of the three local businesses. They were even more shocked when a harried looking Chief Hughes announced the disappearance of five people. A group that included three pillars of the community, the head librarian, and one new arrival. Sadly, none were ever found.
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