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​​Introduction
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Humanity lives in the sunlit world of what we believe to be reality. Unknown to most there is, unseen by most, another world possibly many other worlds running side by side with our own. These places are just as real, but not as brightly lit. These places are the sources of myths, legends, and nightmares. 

The Marquette Institute and Department of Preternatural Activities (DPA) are the latest in a long and illustrious line of such organizations established to help safeguard the human race from the monsters living in the spaces between reality and nightmares. From Miskatonic University to the European Order of the White Shield The Marquette Institute and the DPA are heirs to a powerful and complex legacy. These stories just scratch the surface of the operations and investigations conducted in almost 200 years of operation.
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​​The Ruins in the Mountains 
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Chapter 1

Veterans Administration (VA) Gym, Dayton, Ohio

“I really thought that you would be taller.” 

Those were the first words Emily Corwin ever said to me. For a second I thought I was Luke Skywalker on the Death Star and she was telling me that I was too short to be a Storm Trooper. The thought, though fleeting, almost pushed my mind back to the days before the desert and the mountains. But the nostalgia of youth has very little power once you have seen the things I have and done the things that I have done. 

The days of reacting quickly had long since passed me by and so I caught the basketball the little ten year old on the other side of the court had been passing to me and tucked the orange globe under my arm in one steady movement. There was a deep twinge in my left shoulder that radiated down my side to my hip and nonexistent lower leg as I pivoted and placed the whistle around my neck to my lips.

The kids, seventeen in all, came to a halt as the clean sharp noise pierced the air. They were good kids, the sons and daughters of servicemen and women still trapped in the sandbox on the other side of the world. When the Sarge had asked me during my recovery if I would be interested in helping out around the VA I’d had no idea that I would be shepherding pre-teen kids around after school and on the weekends. If he had told me, I would have said no but apparently the old Sarge knew me better than I knew myself and working with the kids over the last six months had done a lot to help put my mind back together and heal.

“Taylor,” I said to the oldest a fifteen year old, black kid whose dad, like myself, was a Marine Recon trooper. “Take the kids over to the pool and you guys have some free time and have some fun.”

He grinned. “You got is Gunny!” he said then he and the others took off for the other side of the complex.

I stooped to pick up my water bottle from the floor and a spasm of pain ripped up the left side of my body. Even after all the time spent in rehabilitation and the fading and aging of the grid work of scars crisscrossing my hide I still felt the pain. The doctors said the pain was 90% in my head, but it didn’t matter.

After the last of the kids had cleared out and the back half of the gym was left to just me and her I remained quiet. I have never been a man to show my hand or reveal just how much I actually knew in any given situation. It had saved life more than once during my rotations in the sandbox but it did make it hard for people to figure me out. I was sure she would break the silence that was growing deeper and deeper between us first, but she just stared at me. If I’d had any doubt as to whom the petite dark haired woman in front of me was before this standoff the look in her eyes and the subtle wicked smile on her lips erased them.

My heart skipped as the image of glowing lights in the stygian darkness filled my mind and the smell of cinnamon and rancid pork filled my nostrils.

I was the first one to break the silence. “Do I know you?” I asked her. I knew at this point who she was but considering what she was most likely here regarding, I decided to keep my cards even tighter. The calmness in my voice surprised me.

She looked at me and tilted her head ever so slightly to the right with an expression on her delicate elfin face that I would get to know well over the next few days. She knew I had no question as to her identity, but apparently she decided to play along. She thrust out her left hand and said, “My name is Emily Corwin, I believe that you knew my brother Danny. I was wondering if I could have some of your time. I have questions I think only you may be able to answer.”

Just hearing the words in that voice, with her New England accent sounding so much like Daniel’s was more than enough to take me back to that moment. 

I could still...



Chapter 2


North Central Afghanistan, May 2002

...Smell the hot sands.

“Shit Sarge!” Petrofskey whined from behind the sand bags and concertina wire. 

Lance Corporal Walter “Wally” Petrofskey had done nothing but bitch and moan since the men of First Squad had put boots on the sand seventy-two hours before. That had been a full twelve hours before the main American and allied forces had entered the fray in Afghanistan. Staff Sergeant Alan Quinn was often annoyed by the younger man but the kid was a crack shot and when the shit hit the fan he was someone everyone in the Squad wanted covering their backs.

“Stow it Wally!” he growled from his own position, but not unkindly. The entire company had spent the last two days securing the former Taliban compound and they were now killing time waiting for the Army pukes to drive into the area and relieve them. Frankly they were all getting bored.

“Damnit Sarge, the Wogs ain’t coming back here any time soon. Not after the thumping we gave them.” Alan agreed with the kid but he couldn’t let his bad attitude slide.

“Don’t let me hear you refer to the locals as Wogs again ass-hat, because if the Major hears that he’ll have my ass and then I will destroy yours.” Secretly Alan agreed with the sentiment, he believed that all of the decent people in Afghanistan either got the fuck out when the Taliban seized control or they were already hiding in the areas controlled by the Americans. 

But damn they were stretched thin. He and his boys were doing a job that Army Special Forces and Mountain troops should have been doing. Not that his Force Recon boys weren’t up to the job, but as much as it chaffed him to admit it, those pukes had the training for this shit and the Jar-Heads had been forced to improvise.

“Too many fucking chefs in the kitchen,” he muttered to himself. It had been a favorite saying of his mothers and it seemed to describe the situation in Northern Afghanistan to a tee.

“What is that Sarge?” Wally asked.

At first Alan was going to tell the kids to mind his own fucking shit but he looked over and saw that Wally was all business now. The kid had dropped to his belly on top of the platform and had his Barret .50 sniper rifle’s scope trained on the single shitty excuse for a rode that lead to the former Taliban base. Alan gripped the binoculars around his own neck and scanned the road.

“I don’t see anything Corporal,” he whispered.

“Past that old Soviet truck Makins killed when we got here,” Wally said in a barely audible tone.

Alan adjusted his view and was about to again say that there was nothing there when he saw the old man. It was hard at that distance to make out much detail, but he could see the shredded rags that had once been the man’s robes fluttering in the cool mountain winds. Alan considered his available options and decided to kick the decision up the chain. He reached down and depressed the stud to activate his connection to the units encrypted communications network.

“Break, this is Quinn we have an incoming local limping up the road, over.” He never broke eye contact with the man who was becoming clearer and clearer as he stumbled up the road. He fell twice as he passed the truck that PFC Jack Makins had destroyed when it tried to flee the Marines seizure of the base.

“Sgt. Quinn, this is Major Flannigan, bring the local in for questioning. If he attempts any hostile action use any means necessary to subdue him, over.” Major Bryan Quinn was the Battalion’s Executive Officer but he had taken direct command of the Company after Captain Johnson was sidelined with a broken ankle. He was still an unknown quantity to the men and had made sure to stay clear of the action when the Marines stormed the valley and taken the base. This action only further distanced him from the men.

“Jack, with me,” he called out and rose from his position behind the sand bags. He swept his head back but only from habit, he knew the man would be watching his back. That was the kind of man PFC Makins was. 

The two armored and armed warriors carefully began the march toward the pathetic and confused looking figure crossing the open valley below them. The jog down to his was easy in a physical sense but both men were on high alert, too many of the Taliban fighters who’d been driven from the hilltop fortress were unaccounted for. Even with Wally covering them Staff Sgt. Alan Quinn wanted this finished quickly.

“This is a really bad idea Sarge,” Jack said sweeping his M-4 carbine from side to side.

“Maybe,” Alan said. “Probably,” he added after a second. “But we have orders,” he finished reluctantly as they closed the distance. They both stopped fifty feet from the ancient raggedy man, he was muttering and it sounded like nonsense.

“Hiny kbardzrana yev ashkharhum knvazi”, he muttered over and over.

“What the hell is he saying Sarge?” Jack asked keeping his weapon ready for action but trying to focus on the repeating gibberish.

“No idea Jack,” Alan said reaching to toggle his radio. “This is Quinn, we have the man, he is muttering some kind of gibberish,” he said then added “Or he is speaking in a language I am not familiar with.” 

“That’s clear Sgt. Quinn bring the man in for questioning,” the voice of Major Flannigan said tersely.

“Yes sir,” Alan said.

“A please would be nice,” Makins said from behind him.

“Stow that shit Makins,” Quinn said as he approached the wizened man.

“English... American?” the old man suddenly asked in a dry heavily accented voice.

“That’s right sir we speak English, we’re Americans,” Quinn said holding out a hand. “Would you please come with me sir,” he said not actually giving the man a choice.

Then the man suddenly stiffened, he pointed at the flag embroidered on Quinn’s sleave and spoke in a language the Sarge did know. 

Russian.

“Captain Pavel Michealovich, Pilot Soviet Air Force!” he cried standing to attention and saluting. 

Reflexively Quinn saluted back and answered the man in his university educated Russian. “Staff Sgt Alan Quinn, United States Marine Corp.”

“Good!” the old man exclaimed in guttural English. “Good, how do you say... take me to your leader!” An insane grin spread on Captain Michealovich’s face as he followed the Marines up the hill.



Chapter 3


Quinn’s Office, Dayton Ohio

“I’m not sure what I can do for Miss Corwin,” I said closing the heavy door behind us and settling into the very ugly but extremely comfortable chair I’d appropriated for his office.

“Emily,” she said sitting on the battered love seat which was the only other place in the tiny space to sit.

“Then please call me Alan,” I replied smiling guardedly. I had a good idea what the questions she wanted to ask me were but I had zero intention of helping her along. If she had the balls to come here then she had the balls to press on. 

“Alright Alan,” she said and shot back a million watt smile in my direction.

She was breathtakingly gorgeous.

“What can you tell me about Civitatem Lumina Nigra?” she asked the smile fading.

“What?” I asked ice water filling my guts. 

“The City of Black Light,” she said the smile now completely gone and replaced with a hard expression I was very familiar with. It was the look all soldiers wore when entering a war zone. I had worn it one my own face for more than a decade now.

“Maybe you want to leave,” I said quietly.

“And maybe you want to stow that tone of command, I am not a Marine and you are not my Sergeant,” Emily hissed back. “I haven’t spent the last ten years digging through every scrap of documentation I could beg, borrow, and steal just to have you scare me off with a stern voice,” she added settling back on the couch.

I wanted to smile. She was definitely Danny’s sister.

“Are you thirsty?” I asked instead.

“What?” she asked surprised by the change of tone.

“Thirsty, are you?” I asked again and now I did smile realizing how much like Yoda I sounded.

“Um... sure,” she said sounding as if I’d just knocked a few blocks out from under her.

Rising I walked over to dorm sized fridge in the corner of the room and looked inside. “Would you like water, Coke, or Gatorade?” I asked looking back at her and fighting back a grin when I saw the perplexed expression on her porcelain face.

“Coke please,” she replied and I knew that while I had thrown her momentarily off balance she’d already recovered her footing. 

I knew that I needed to strike first. There was only one thing I could say which would give me a chance of keeping control of even part of what came next. I knew it would make me look like the biggest asshole in the world but I said it anyway. I handed her the Coke before I did it.

“The door to the City of the Black Light was closed and Danny was on the other side when it happened,” I said without further hesitation.

She dropped the can of Coke to floor unopened and it bounced across the room.



Chapter 4

El Meson Restaurant, Dayton Ohio

“I never would have guessed you could get Mexican food this good in the Midwest,” Emily said dragging her enchilada through the green sauce before bring the fork to her lips.

“The Castro family has been running this place since the 50’s,” I said taking a pull of my ice cold micro brew. It was bottled in the building next door to the intimate eating establishment. “It actually started out as a pizza joint that sold ethnic food on the side,” I added before tearing into the piping hot quesadilla. 

We’d left the VA center with me refusing to answer any of Emily’s questions or continue the tale on an empty stomach. I’d assured her that I would be able to find a local place to eat which would satisfy her cultured northeastern palate.

“Alright Sergeant you have your food and beer. Start talking,” she said looking me directly in the eyes. I’m not ashamed to admit it was a devastatingly sexy look. If it weren’t for the subject of our conversation I would have been playing the “Wounded War Hero” card.

“Okay,” I said trying to find the right way to tell her the next part of the story. “I need to tell you one thing first,” I said hedging for time.

“What?” she asked warily.

“The things I am going to tell you are crazy. I mean I was there and I still have a hard time believing them. But you need to remember that they actually happened,” I said wiping my mouth and realizing my hands were shaking. It was the first time that tick had manifested itself in months.

“Do you think I don’t know at least pieces of this?” she asked and the look she gave me was almost hurt. “I’ve been hunting this story through the Department of Defense, the internet, and anyone who was willing to talk to me since Danny disappeared.” I was a little shocked to see tears pool in her eyes.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, “I just needed to say that.”

“It’s okay,” she said wiping her eyes.

“Alright,” I said taking one last drink and psyching myself up. “After we delivered to Soviet to the officers in the compound we spent the next two days waiting for a Taliban counter attack which never came. Actually it was getting really boring.”

“Boring?” she asked in disbelief. “In the middle of a warzone?”

I laughed hard before continuing. “The job was done, the bad guys were dead or fled and all we could do was keep watch and play cards. I mean damnit we didn’t even have a Gameboy to keep us occupied.” 

I shook my head remembering how often I wished for something, anything, to happen on those long lonely days and nights.

“But it didn’t stay that way did it?” she asked, knowing damn well it didn’t.

“No, it didn’t,” I replied looking down at my hands and I was relieved to see that they were no longer shaking.

“Seventy-two hours after we dropped the crazy Russian with the boys in the fancy uniforms an unscheduled chopper arrived in our cozy corner of hell.”



Chapter 5

North Central Afghanistan, May 2003

Dragon Base (Former Taliban Compound) 

Observation Post 3

“What the fuck is that?” Wally asked when the noise began reverberating against the walls of the canyon. The young man was bored and high strung both of which were bad in a combat situation.

“Ease up Wally, it’s just a chopper,” Sgt. Quinn said trying to sound calm and nonchalant. Internally he was on high alert, there had been no notification of incoming friendly birds at the morning briefing. But the Taliban were not known to have any air assets remaining in the region, or in the entire sandbox for that matter.

“I didn’t think we were expecting company,” Makins added echoing Quinn’s thoughts.

It only took a second for all three of the men to see the small insect like object skimming the floor of the valley. The helicopter was painted matte black and lacked any discernible exterior armaments. As it got closer it was clear there were also no identifying marks on its skin.

That only meant one thing.

“What the hell are the fucking Spooks doing up here in the middle of nowhere?” Wally asked conversationally as he lowered his sniper rifle. Quinn had been unaware the sniper had unslung the massive cannon. If he’d decided to he could have downed the chopper in less than a dozen seconds.

“No telling,” Quinn said.

“You know if the boys from Virginia are here it can’t be good for any of us,” Makins added.

“Probably but you know we won’t know until it’s too late to do anything about it,” Wally added retrieving one of the cardboard tasting protein bars from his vest pocket.

“Alright ladies we still have a job to do,” Quinn said semi distractedly as he watched the chopper approach the compound and dip behind the walls.

“Yeah, I mean who but us can protect all of this!” Wally said spreading his arms to indicate the vast rocky expanse of sand, stones, and scrub.

All of them broke into fits of laughter. Then the radio on Quinn’s shoulder came to life.

“Base to Post 3, over,”

“Ah shit!” Wally said but shut up when Quinn shot him a quick nasty look.

“Base this Post 3, Sgt Quinn here, over.”

“Sgt Quinn Major Flannigan wants you up here ASAP, over.”  

“That’s clear base, over.”

“We’re screwed aren’t we Sarge?” Makins said glumly.

“I don’t know Jack,” Quinn said, and then shaking his head he added, “Yeah probably.”



Chapter 6

Dragon Base (Former Taliban Compound) 

The Majors Office

“We need to get moving now Major Flannigan!” Those were the words which greeted Sgt. Alan Quinn when he arrived back at the compound. It was also his first introduction to Dr. Daniel Corwin.

“Doctor Corwin you are aware that we are in the middle of an active warzone, aren’t you?” the Major asked and Quinn had to fight to school his face and hold back a smirk. He’d seen that patronizing tone used on incompetent superiors by the Major in the past. The man was a master at making people feel stupid without doing anything he could be reprimanded for.

“Yes I am Major. Just as I am sure you are aware that my orders negate any and all objections you may have,” the tall, skinny, and besp

ectacled young man said. His voice and tone brooked no argument and Quinn could see veins popping up on the Majors forehead.

“Sergeant!” the Major snapped without looking in Quinn’s direction. “Sir,” Quinn replied snapping to a semblance of attention out of reflex. 

“I am placing you, and your two monkeys, at the beck and call of Dr. Corwin here,” he said glaring at the doctor who, to his credit, refused to blink or look away. “Get your men ready for a trip, pack out in full kit and be at the chopper in twenty, understood?” he asked, finally breaking first and turning to look at Quinn.

“Yes Sir,” Quinn replied.

“Dismissed Sergeant,” Major Flannigan said turning back to Doctor Corwin.

Quinn escaped the brewing battle between the Major and the Civilian as quickly as he could. There was a lot to do and very little time to do it, but at least they were getting away fro

m the boredom of the base.



Chapter 7

Dragon Base (Former Taliban Compound) 

The Helipad

The helicopter had landed on what had been the Taliban’s little “Football Pitch” before the Marines arrived. Now it was an improvised helicopter pad. Sitting smack in the middle of the patch of bare earth was the forbidding black helicopter the Marines of Post 3 watched sweep across the floor of the valley.

“Are we riding it that thing Sarge?” Wally asked, eyeballing the slick futuristic looking bird. Behind the tinted windows the movements of crew could almost be made out... almost.

“I assume so Corporal,” Quinn replied turning his head when he heard the rusted metal door of the main building opening behind him. He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting but it was not the sight which greeted his eyes. Doctor Corwin and Captain Pavel Michealovich, now cleaned up and dressed in American fatigues, walked side by side toward the helicopter and waiting Marines. 

“Sergeant Quinn, isn’t that the crazy Russian?” Makins asked softly.

“I think so Jack,” Quinn said genuinely shocked by the pair approaching them.

“Staff Sergeant Quinn!” the former Soviet Officer bellowed in his heavily accented English. “It is good to see you again my friend,” he added taking Quinn in a firm yet friendly bear hug.

“Um yeah, good to see you as well Captain Michealovich,” Quinn replied awkwardly.

“Please, there is no more Soviet Air Force, call me Pavel!” The tall lean man’s joy was almost infectious and the Marines involuntarily smiled back at him.

“Alright Pavel, it’s good to see you looking like you feel better,” Quinn said and was surprised to find he actually meant it. There was something about the ancient looking man which engendered friendliness whether you wanted it to or not.

“Doctor Daniel Corwin,” the other man said thrusting his hand out to Quinn.

Sgt. Quinn eyed the hand and was surprised to see that instead of the expected soft pink flesh it was hard and worn. When he actually took the other man’s hand in his own he was shocked by the strength of the academics grip.
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