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Antarctica

Ross Island

McMurdo Station

“Any sign of them, Alex?” Chloe asked. The young African American woman sat in the warm communications room while her friend fought his way through the Antarctic cold.

“Sorry Doc, I didn’t find one of them,” Alexei “Alex” Logonov replied through his throat mic which seemed to accentuate his Russian accent. “I reached the team's basecamp and it’s abandoned. It was like the Mary Celeste in there. Food set out for dinner lay frozen on the table and had never been touched. Even the dogs were gone.”

“Damnit,” she whispered, releasing the microphone and settling back into her chair. 

For three days there’d been no contact with the Richardson expedition. Professor Heinrich Richardson had set out seven days earlier with twenty men and women from McMurdo to investigate the Trans-Antarctic Mountain Range anomalies. The weather forecast called for clear skies in the area, and the expedition was well equipped. But when all the chaos around the world started, the team stopped sending in status updates. Everyone at McMurdo Station was worried sick about them.

“Head back in Alex. You need to get warmed up. The last thing I want to do is cut pieces of you off. It’d be a giant shame just because you ignored the signs of hypothermia,” Chloe said, trying to sound amused at her lousy joke and failing miserably.

“That’s clear, Doc. Although the way the temperature is rising out here, we might have a real melt in a few days,” Alex replied sounding spent. “The snowcat is down to a quarter of a tank anyway. I’ll see you in Mac-Town in an hour and change.”

“See you then. Be safe,” Chloe said, releasing the mic and setting it down on the aluminum table.

“No sign of them?” a voice asked.

Chloe yelped and turned to see Captain Noah Mathias, the commanding officer of the McMurdo military detachment. When they’d been assigned to the base six months ago due to mounting tensions with the Russians, Chloe had been irate. Now she was glad the man and his forty-two soldiers were here. She wondered what the younger man would say if he knew the other reason him and his group of special ops troops were here.

“Sorry to startle you, Doctor Kellerman. I thought you heard me open the door when I came in,” he said.

“It’s okay, Captain. I was lost in my own thoughts. I tend to do that when confronted with a problem I don’t know the answer too,” she said gesturing for the younger man to take a seat. Once he was seated, she asked, “What can I do for you, Captain Mathias?”

“Doctor,” the man started, then stopped. He looked like he had a significant burden on his shoulders, and he had no idea how to get rid of it. “Ma’am, fifteen minutes ago, I received an encrypted message from the President. It came through on the cold war relic teletype.”

No one was sure when the clunky steel and brass machine arrived at McMurdo, but there was a standing order about it. The machine was never to be moved from its spot in the operations center or unhooked from the power supply for more than twelve hours. To the best of Chloe’s knowledge, it’d never done a damn thing since being installed.

“What did he say?” Chloe asked, perking up. Since the devastation of the Pacific rim and the start of the insane weather, there’d been no direct contact with the American government.

“Not him. Ellen Warner is President now,” Mathias replied.

“What happened?” Chloe asked, forgetting that the captain had come here to deliver other information.

“We don’t know,” Mathias answered. “The President and his family never made it out of D.C. We’re not even sure they made it out of the White House.”

“If the President was killed at the beginning that sounds like it was deliberate and not the random chaos affecting the rest of the world,” Chloe said more to herself than to Captain Mathias.

“That’s the theory President Warren is going with,” Mathias agreed.

“What’s the message?” Chloe asked, returning to immediate matters.

“It was a single phrase. ‘Black Light,’” the captain said looking and sounding confused.

All of the blood drained from Chloe’s face and her gut filled with icy fear.

“Doc, are you ok?” Mathias asked. His confusion over the message now replaced by concern for the doctor.

“I should have known,” Chloe said.

Ignoring a confused Captain Mathias, she headed to the window. Outside the snow fell but it was wet snow, something never seen at McMurdo. The plastic thermostat attached to the window read nineteen degrees Fahrenheit, an impossibly warm temperature for their location. She could just make out the outline of the Trans-Antarctic mountains in the distance.

“Have you heard of the Dyer Expedition, Captain Mathias?” Chloe asked.

“Maybe,” the soldier replied. “Didn’t it happen in the early part of the last century?”

“Very good,” Chloe replied. “The years following World War One were a golden age of exploration. With the new technologies developed for the war repurposed for peaceful endeavors, it appeared there was no frontier humanity couldn’t conquer. The natural conclusion of this drive was the human inhabitation of Antarctica. Of course, there’d been humans here on and off in the years before the big push. From shipwreck survivors to commercial whalers, Antarctica had its share of inhabitants.”

“What does this have to do with the president’s message?” Captain Mathias asked.

“I’m getting to that,” Chole assured the soldier. “The Dyer expedition found things in the mountains, the very mountains we see every day, that could not be explained by the conventional scientific theory of the day. That’s where we came in.”

“Who’s ‘we’?” Mathias asked. His eyes narrowed with the suspicion of a seasoned combat soldier.

“What I’m telling you has the highest clearance. Do you understand that?” Chloe asked.

“I have Top Secret clearance Doctor Kellerman,” Mathias replied.

“Not this high, Captain. But considering the circumstances and the message from the president, it’s up to my discretion who I read into this,” she said, closing her eyes and thinking hard.

“Captain Mathias, have you ever heard of the D.P.A.?”

The young officer sat up a little straighter and casually scanned the room for possible listening or surveillance devices. He knew it was a pointless action, but years of training were ingrained in his mind and in situations such as these the training always took over.

“Of course, I have no idea what you’re talking about Doctor,” Noah replied in a monotone voice while nodding his head slightly.

“You don’t have to be paranoid Noah,” she said using his first name which in and of itself was odd.

“I’d rather not disappear into a black site in Montana,” Noah said sitting rock still in his seat. In that moment, it was clear to Chloe just how well trained and experienced the man was. His finely honed instincts were on full display in his rigid and emotionless posture.

“I have Omega Blue level clearance, which means I can read anyone I want into this if I feel the need. And Captain Mathias I feel the need to read you into the DPA.” Her voice and expression brooked no argument.

“Omega Blue,” he said with a whistle. “It doesn’t get much higher than that Dr. Kellerman. I only have Omega Yellow clearance.”

“Only Omega Black is higher, and I have no idea who, if anyone, has that level of clearance. Other than the president and the DPA Director that is,” she agreed. Then she added, “Gods know I wouldn’t want that clearance for all the gold in Alaska myself.”

Noah let out a bark of laughter. As a native Alaskan, half Haida on his fathers’ side, he’d heard that expression all his life. He suspected she’d used it to ease the tension and he was grateful. 

“The Department of Preternatural Activities, or DPA, started out as Army Department 27 during the Mexican American War,” she said watching Noah for reactions. When she saw none, Chloe continued, “During the war, some of the units under the command of General Hancock encountered some, let’s call them situations, in and around the ruins of Teotihuacan. The surviving reports talk of demons and weather gone mad. In the end, Hancock managed to get most of his men out of the affected area, and with his clout in D.C., he received permission to organize the department. At least that’s the story told to politicians.”

“What does that mean? Is it a lie?” Noah asked, confused. 

“Yes and no,” the voice of Professor Muriel Haberman said.

Noah turned and smiled reflexively at the beautiful yet moody glacial scientist and instructor for the current crop of grad students working out of McMurdo. The two of them had developed something of a special relationship during Noah’s short time in Mac-Town. He was considering taking things to the next level with her when they returned to the states and made their relationship official.

The woman looked like she’d just finished the Iron Man triathlon. Flushed and breathing heavily, sweat soaked her braided dark hair. He fought the urge to go to her and instead pushed his previous question. 

“How would you know if it was a lie?” Noah blurted out before he could stop himself.

“I haven’t been totally up front with you Noah, and I’m sorry,” Muriel said looking and sounding pained.

“What do you mean?” he asked even though he already knew the answer. He had to hear it to believe it.

“I am a glacial specialist and I am a professor at the University of Michigan,” she said.

“What else are you?” Noah demanded getting to his feet. He was getting tired of being outside the loop.

Instead of answering in words, Muriel moved her hands in quick, precise motions. The result was an eruption of purple fire in midair. The fire danced and formed a series of geometric shapes followed by the fire equivalent of balloon animals. 

Muriel looked at Noah and said with a distinct hint of pride, “I am a sorceress and maybe the best chance we have of surviving if things go pear shaped down here at the ass end of the world.”

“Why am I here?” Noah pressed turning on one heel and jabbing at finger at Chloe.

“Noah—” she started to reply, but he cut her off.

“I thought it was beyond odd when I received the orders to move my entire team and all of our gear here. But I’m a soldier. I do what I’m told and I don’t ask questions. We get here, we set everything up, and then we sit on our asses for a month running cold weather drills and trying not to die of boredom. Now things are getting weird, you read me into an organization everyone in the SpecOps command knows about, but we’re forbidden to mention. Add to that, the woman I think I’m falling in love with just told me magic is real and I think I’ve been pretty fucking understanding.”

Muriel’s eyes went wide at his words.

“You’re right,” Chloe said. “You have been very tolerant, and you deserve answers.”

Noah nodded.

“Quite simply, Captain Mathias, we are facing the end of the word. And while Muriel may be the only thing that can protect us, you and your soldiers are the only fighting forces between Mac-Town and the forces of the enemy,” Chloe said.

That was when the communications gear came to life, and the horrors of Armageddon came to the isolation of McMurdo Station.
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Now

Northern Michigan

Marquette Institute of Thaumatological Research

The snow muffled the sounds of the tow rig latching onto Brenda and pulling her into the sheltered hanger. Technicians and mechanics passed us as we walked from Brenda toward the shelter of the Institute. Our people would be safe inside the jet and more comfortable than if we brought them in.

The snow and ice rendered even my enhanced vision practically useless. Couple that with the subzero winds and it was a wonder anyone could function outside. I was glad to get out of the cold. If the temperature was enough to bother me, Susan had to be miserable. 

My girl never uttered a single word of complaint though.

My girl... It sent shivers down my spine. I’d fought my feelings for her for so long that to reveal them and have them reciprocated felt unreal. Maybe if the world had stayed healthy and relatively safe, we still might have ended up together, but now it was my reality and I couldn’t help smiling.

“You seem unusually chipper Frank, especially considering the state of the world,” Jack Kennedy said. His own amused grin showed the tips of his extended vampire fangs. The last time we’d spoken, the words were harsh and accusatory. This time Jack seemed to be enjoying himself. 

“Is there a reason you’re exposing your hardware, Jack?” I asked deadpan.

“Sorry, Frank,” Jack laughed, “we’re on heightened alert, and I’ve been on edge.” As he spoke the fangs retracted with a click only he and I could hear amidst the sounds of the storm.
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