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To a season of political and social
upheaval was added a strange and brooding apprehension of hideous
physical danger; a danger widespread and all-embracing, such a
danger as may be imagined only in the most terrible phantasms of
the night. I recall that the people went about with pale and
worried faces, and whispered warnings and prophecies which no one
dared consciously repeat or acknowledge to himself that he had
heard. A sense of monstrous guilt was upon the land, and out of the
abysses between the stars swept chill currents that made men shiver
in dark and lonely places. There was a daemoniac alteration in the
sequence of the seasons—the autumn heat lingered fearsomely, and
everyone felt that the world and perhaps the universe had passed
from the control of known gods or forces to that of gods or forces
which were unknown.—H.P. Lovecraft ‘Nyarlathotep’ (1920)


At The Midnight

Of Creation



 


 




“It goes without saying,” said Special Agent Rex
Christie, glancing at the waitress as she walked away, “that
nothing we discuss here today should leave this table. I take it
that’s not a problem?”

Francisco nodded and did his best to look
serious and thoughtful—then realised the correct answer was ‘no’
and shook his head instead.

He was surprised by how slightly-built the head
of Trump’s presidential protection detail was. He knew Christie had
been on the Secret Service’s Counter-Assault Team for years, and
those guys were usually huge. Instead, he had a lean, wiry frame,
skin taut over muscle, without a trace of subcutaneous fat. His
movements were efficient and controlled, as was his handshake. He
exuded an understated toughness only a fool would disregard, and
which Francisco found more intimidating than any amount of brute
strength.

“I’ll let Mr Benedict, here, lay out the
situation for you,” said Christie, and nodded to the man sat
between them at the table.

Benedict looked more like an analyst than a
special agent and sat hugging a laptop bag to his chest. Francisco
would have bet the farm he was from one of the sneaky-beaky
agencies: CIA, NSA, DIA, perhaps some obscure office under the HSA.
Once upon a time that would have impressed him, but spooks were
more common than Subarus in Washington, now. He wondered if he was
about to be recruited. Over breakfast? Surely not. He
would have thought even the three-letter agencies had proper HR
procedures to follow.

The analyst, if that’s what he was, looked
around before talking, making sure no one could overhear them.
Francisco followed his gaze, automatically sharing the man’s
paranoia.

They were crowded round a small table in the
corner of a quiet breakfast bar. No one was obviously
eavesdropping. The only other patrons were sat up at the counter,
watching the news on a muttering television.

Breakfast meetings were routine in DC, for the
people Francisco looked after; but he’d never been invited to one
on his own behalf before. He was a little disappointed they were
only having coffee, but it was hard not to feel like a Beltway
power-player anyway.

“Constantine Nephrenka,” said Benedict, taking
out his laptop. “Do you know the name?”

Francisco racked his brain, wanting to appear
knowledgeable and informed, but was forced to concede.

“No, sir. Sorry. I can’t say that I do.”

“Don’t call me ‘sir’,” hissed Benedict, putting
the computer on the table and spinning it round so Francisco could
see the screen. “That’s not surprising,” he continued. “Almost
nobody has. You’d better learn all about him though. He’s your new
assignment.”

“You’ll receive confirmation of that through the
usual channels, later today,” clarified Christie, his eyes
following a newly-arrived customer as they crossed the room.

“This is him,” said Benedict, pointing to a
photograph on the laptop’s screen. “Taken at the President’s New
Year’s party in Palm Beach.”

Francisco leaned forwards and peered at the
image. It was grainy and overexposed, and had obviously been
clipped from the background of a larger picture. It showed a tall,
cadaverous-looking man in a yellow silk tuxedo and black gloves,
standing alone in front of a bar lined with empty champagne flutes.
The image was blurred, as if he’d moved at the instant it was
taken. It made his features indistinct: eyes no more than black
pits, mouth a grinning, malevolent slash.

“The President is about to announce his
appointment as domestic policy advisor to the Whitehouse,”
continued Benedict. “That means he’s gone from being a nobody to
being a major player in need of protection—which is where you come
in. Federal Protective Services will assign him a security detail,
and we’ve seen to it that you’ll be leading it.”

“Why me?” wondered Francisco aloud, still
staring at the picture.

“Because you’re available,” replied Christie,
leaning forwards, “and you’re discreet. I’ve read your file. Two
tours in Afghanistan with the 10th Mountain; protective
services for our embassies in Dar es Salaam and Santiago; trained
as an FPS Criminal Investigator, and with a glowing recommendation
from the former AG, who you drove for eighteen months. There’s no
one at FPS better qualified for a protective detail who might
plausibly be assigned. With no identifiable threat, it’s outside of
Secret Service’s remit. That means: it’s you.”

Francisco flushed with pride, but tried not to
look pleased. When it was condensed and read aloud like that, by
the leader of the President’s PPD, his résumé sounded a lot more
impressive than it felt to him.

“However,” said Benedict, “this is not a
standard protective assignment. In this instance, you can consider
the usual rules about protectee confidentiality suspended. In fact,
we want you to report back to us each evening, with details of
everywhere Nephrenka has been, and everyone he meets.” He lowered
his head and looked at Francisco over the rims of his glasses. “Let
me be clear: your principal role here is observation and
surveillance.”

He held Francisco’s gaze for a moment before
continuing, with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I mean, obviously,
keep him safe as well…”

“You want me to spy on him?” interrupted
Francisco, looking to Christie for confirmation.

“Yes,” said Christie. “We have concerns about
this man’s precise identity. He may not be who he claims to be. No
one really knows anything about him. He’s a friend of the Trump
family, has spent time at his properties, and supposedly they went
to church together for a while, at some weird little chapel that
isn’t around anymore. But records of ‘Constantine Nephrenka’ don’t
seem to exist anywhere before 2012, when he became a US citizen and
purchased ZOJECT Agrichemicals. From what we do know,
he’s half Macedonian, with major business interests throughout
Russia and the Adriatic. If that means underworld ties, or Kremlin
ties, we want to know about them. Do you get the picture?”

Francisco swallowed, picked up his cooling
coffee, and put it down again.

“You’re being called on as a patriot, Mr Cruz,”
said Benedict, looking unimpressed. “Are you in, or are you going
to walk away?”

Francisco nodded to signify his understanding,
then more forcefully to indicate his assent.

“I’m in,” he said.

 


✽✽✽

 


Two days later, with Nephrenka’s appointment
formally announced, Francisco arrived at the Intercontinental,
where the tycoon had taken a suite. He was accompanied by his boss
at the FPS, who introduced him to Nephrenka as his official
security minder.

“Ah, my very own Praetorian,” said Nephrenka,
with a smile. His voice carried a slight lisp and a trace of some
indistinct, Eastern accent, the words emerging in a sigh, like a
rush of gas from an unsealed tomb. Up close, his features were not
much less ghostly than they had been in Benedict’s photograph. Pale
and gaunt, with smooth, unblemished skin, deep-set eyes, and a
wide, sensual mouth, he had something of the ‘uncanny valley’ about
him. Francisco couldn’t quite tell whether he was wearing make-up,
but he had the complexion of a mannequin—or a freshly-embalmed
corpse. His eyes seemed to glitter with barely-suppressed
amusement, and his gaze made the bodyguard feel uncomfortable and
exposed, as if Nephrenka knew his thoughts before he even knew them
himself.

“Congratulations on your appointment, sir,”
ventured Francisco, once his boss had left them alone. “I’m
honoured to be working for you.”

“I’m sure you are,” said Nephrenka, laying a
hand, heavy with ruby-studded rings, on Francisco’s shoulder. He
was wearing an immaculate, burgundy three-piece, made of silk, like
the one in which he’d been photographed. A sickly, putrescent
perfume trailed in his wake, from the orchid boutonniere in
his lapel. “Come. Let us make for the airport. The jet is waiting
and we have much work ahead of us.”

“We’re flying somewhere?”

“Indeed we are, Mr Cruz. Today, we are going to
Colorado, to take care of some business for our President.”

To Francisco’s surprise, they were met at Ronald
Reagan International by a cargo plane rather than the Learjet or
Gulfstream he’d expected. A ZOJECT logo was emblazoned on
its fuselage and tail, the imprint of the one-time financial basket
case Nephrenka had transformed into the nation’s number two
producer of nitrates and agrichemicals.

They were the only two passengers, travelling in
a small but comfortable cabin behind the cockpit. Nephrenka seemed
to spend the journey sleeping, smiling even in repose, but waking
instantly and with no sign of disconcertion as the plane’s wheels
returned to the ground.

Francisco looked out of the window, puzzled, as
they taxied. They were not at Colorado Springs, or any other major
airport. Indeed, the airstrip on which they had set down seemed
utterly deserted and without facilities of any kind. What buildings
he could see were old and crumbling. Beyond those, sandy scrubland
stretched, unbroken, to a distant range of mountain peaks.

Nephrenka anticipated his questions before he
could ask them.

“AFB Carmel, when it was first built. Long since
dormant, and now home to a FEMA installation of which you must not
speak. Come.”

He led them off the plane and off the runway,
striding down a short, dusty road toward a dilapidated, windowless
building ringed by chain-link fencing. Two uniformed guards and a
worried-looking man in a black FEMA jacket waited by a solitary
sentry box. As they stepped forwards to meet Nephrenka, he
brandished a letter, drawn from his jacket and protected by a
clear, plastic sleeve. Francisco was close enough to recognise the
Presidential seal on the letterhead and the zig-zag signature at
the bottom.

The FEMA man took the letter and walked a short
distance away. They stood there while he read it, grit blowing
about their ankles as the plane turned round behind them.
Eventually, he looked up, appearing resigned and unhappy, and
beckoned them forwards.

“Very well,” he said, with a pronounced southern
drawl. “It is what it is, I s’pose. Y’all better come on in.”

He signalled to the guards to open the gate in
the fence, and led them inside, into the decaying, concrete
structure.

“Y’all reckon you can do something with this
thing?” he asked over his shoulder, turning on
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