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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Author’s Note


As with the other books in the MAJESTIC-12 series, this novel includes viewpoints and commentary in keeping with the early Cold War era of the setting. Thus, you’ll find characters dealing with casual sexism and racism here that may, at times, seem disquieting to the modern reader. This isn’t meant to endorse such views in any way—quite the opposite. These views are included to honor those who suffered through such shortsighted times, and to remind ourselves today of where we’ve been, and perhaps how far we have yet to go.


Likewise, you’ll encounter historical figures who may hold different views than they did in reality. Given that these figures are reacting to the presence of superhumans in their lives—or in one case, that they themselves are superhuman—some departure from the norm should be respected. This is not in any way designed to malign those all-too-human figures, nor to justify their behaviors in real life. Dwight Eisenhower was a good president but had his failings. Nikita Khrushchev was the head of an antidemocratic Soviet regime, and he signed off on a variety of policies we would deem criminal today. And yet he wasn’t as bad as, say, Lavrentiy Beria, who does not need to possess superhuman abilities to earn history’s condemnation.


Long story short, this is a work of fiction. Please enjoy it as such, and if it gives you things to think about afterward, so much the better.
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February 28, 1953


Three limousines sped down the two-lane road in the cold night, headlights illuminating the piles of dirty snow on either side, the work of the plows creating a canyon for the cars to slalom. Dark trees loomed on either side, but to one of the limos’ occupants, the destination loomed larger.


For Nikita Khrushchev, dinner with Josef Stalin was always a fraught affair. No matter how many times he went—and it was indeed a terrifying privilege he was granted with increasing regularity—he would never get used to the high-wire act they were all forced to perform.


When Stalin said dance, you danced. And for his four most trusted advisers, there was a great deal of dancing to do at these things. Khrushchev glanced at his watch, noting it was half past eleven at night. They wouldn’t eat before midnight, undoubtedly, and would be expected to drink for hours afterward. And even as they drank, they would somehow need to be in full control of their faculties—one misstatement could mean demotion. Or worse.


Khrushchev looked over at his companion in the limo, Nikolai Bulganin, the new defense minister, who was dozing in his seat, his head propped against the glass of the window beside him. Khrushchev wished he could sleep so easily; he imagined it would do well for his fortitude during the night ahead. But no, the head of the Communist Party for Moscow and one of the top advisors to Stalin himself had to settle for a solid afternoon nap, one that kept him from his wife and daughter more often than he liked.


Was this, then, what the October Revolution had wrought? Grown men performing for a puppet master in the middle of the night, their livelihoods and lives on the line, all for … what? A chance to succeed Stalin as the puppet master? Or maybe, just maybe, a chance to do what could be done to fulfill the goals of the Revolution, to improve the lot of the workers and peasants. Perhaps to preserve them as much as possible from the increasingly erratic dictates of their glorious leader.


Khrushchev’s silent musings—a death sentence if spoken aloud—were interrupted as the ZiS limousine ground to a halt in the snow outside a beautiful, ornate house. They were in Kuntsevo, at the Old Man’s dacha. It was a rare thing for Stalin himself to enter Moscow except to entertain himself, so the business of government was handled here now, awash in wine and vodka, rich sauces and obsequiousness.


Khrushchev poked Bulganin in the arm. “We’re here.”


The other man stirred and stretched. “Time to play the game, then.” With a yawn, Bulganin opened the door and braved the cold outside. Khrushchev followed suit. Behind them, the third limo was just coming to a halt. The doors opened and out came Georgy Malenkov, deputy chairman of the U.S.S.R.’s Council of Ministers, and Lavrentiy Beria, the first deputy premier and, many believed, the next supreme leader of the Soviet Union.


There was, of course, no finer mind for it, Khrushchev thought. Beria had the mind of an academician and the guts of a back-alley brawler. He looked like nothing more than a shopkeeper, with his balding pate and spectacles; only his piercing eyes betrayed this facade. Beria was, in Khrushchev’s opinion, the most ruthless man in the Soviet Union. Even more so than Stalin himself.


It was a good thing, then, that most of the Politburo was scared of what Beria might do should he take such power. If Khrushchev had anything to do with it, he would ensure that the cost of such power would be too high for Beria to bear.


“Where is Comrade Stalin?” Bulganin asked.


Khrushchev turned to see the limo in front of him had already sped off, and he caught a glimpse of the supreme leader already inside the foyer of his dacha. The Old Man could still move at a decent clip, at least when it came to getting out of the cold.


“He’s hungry,” Beria said. “Perhaps he’ll be easily sated tonight.”


“Wishful thinking,” Khrushchev said with a smile. “Come, let us see what he has for us.”


The four men entered, their coats taken by Stalin’s servants, a relic of the bourgeoisie that still troubled Khrushchev. Were they all not capable of managing their own coats? Or having their own wives cook their food? An army of servants, even for those of the proletariat honored with the heavy mantle of leadership, seemed counterrevolutionary.


Of course, Khrushchev wouldn’t say no to them, either, should he eventually ascend to Stalin’s position. Human nature would remain what it was.


The four—sometimes even referred to as “The Four” in the halls of the Kremlin, signifying their importance to the Soviet State—knew their way through the house and proceeded to the dining room. At least Stalin had opted to take in the picture show in Moscow, rather than here at the dacha, where the sound quality was bad and the movies were often Westerns smuggled in via diplomatic pouch from America. For some reason, Stalin loved Westerns. But since they weren’t subtitled, the Old Man would ask someone in the room to make up the translation as the movie played. It was, of course, another test. Stalin could easily have employed a translator, but he wanted to see how his protégés handled the duties. A fine story would bring toasts to your health and playful banter. A poor one would earn a stream of profane invective if you were lucky. The unlucky might be frozen out of the Soviet Union’s political structure for weeks at a time, and the other vultures would move in quickly.


But tonight was just dinner and drinking. Stalin’s dining room was a relatively modest affair—a table for twenty, another along one side for the buffet, couches on the other side for relaxation, a warm fire, wood-paneled walls, and fine carpets. Tonight was Georgian food, which Khrushchev didn’t particularly care for. He heaped food on his plate regardless.


Then he felt a jab in his stomach from a thick finger. “You eat too much, Nichik.”


Khrushchev allowed himself to close his eyes for a moment before turning to address Josef Stalin with a smile. “You provide us with such food, Comrade Stalin, how can I not? You shall make all of us expand with your generosity.”


At this, the Old Man laughed, and Khrushchev sighed with relief. Stalin was aged now, his hair and iconic mustache well grayed and heading for white, and his frame under his military fatigues had grown somewhat over the years. But he was still a commanding presence, and the worst part was that Stalin knew it—and knew he had the power to back up any commands he gave.


Soon the plates were filled, the wine was poured, the toasts to Stalin’s health were duly made by each man present. While the supreme leader was arthritic and had slowed, each one of The Four remained disappointed in Stalin’s continued good health, despite their toasts. They all knew that the Soviet Union was stagnating. The global post-war economy was booming, but the Soviet economy was well behind. This was, of course, largely due to the staggering losses suffered by the Motherland during the war, both in lives and resources. But it was also leadership, for how can an economy truly grow if one’s economic solutions are to simply send managers and foremen to the gulag? Khrushchev had grand ideas, and had begun to slowly—so very carefully—implement them. But it was a drop in the bucket, and the bucket was vast and full only of need.


Khrushchev listened as Bulganin discussed the stalemate in Korea between the Chinese Communists and the U.S.-led United Nations forces. The heady successes of late 1950 were a distant memory; the fighting had largely bogged down as the Americans and their allies flowed additional men and materiel to the front.


“Advise Chairmans Mao and Kim … oh, what Kim is this? Korea is full of Kims!” Stalin said, laughing at his own joke. “Anyway, tell them to negotiate. Communism will be happy to settle for half a country rather than none. When the Koreans in the south see the workers’ paradise we will create in the north, they will knock down the borders and send the Americans home. Now, Comrade Beria, tell me of the doctors.”


The Doctors’ Plot was one of Stalin’s pet peeves, one that Khrushchev felt had been concocted by Beria simply to keep the Old Man distracted. In short, it was an alleged plot by counterrevolutionary elements within Moscow’s medical community—largely Jewish as well, which was convenient—to spread lies about Stalin’s health—or even assassinate Party leaders—in an attempt to destabilize the Soviet Union.


“It fares well, Comrade,” Beria replied smoothly. “Comrade Ignatiev has been doing fine work, and several will soon crack. And I have it on good authority that Dr. Vinogradov has quite the long tongue, and has been reported spreading scurrilous rumors about your fainting spells. Such nonsense, of course.”


“Right, what do you propose to do now?” Stalin asked crossly after downing a shot of vodka. “Have the doctors confessed? Tell Ignatiev if he doesn’t get full confessions out of them, we’ll shorten him by a head.”


“They’ll confess,” Beria replied. “With the help of other patriots like Timashuk, we’ll complete the investigation and come to you for permission to arrange a public trial.”


“Arrange it,” Stalin said. He then paused to look around the table. “You are my most loyal and effective comrades. Some of you have done fine work and continue to do fine work on behalf of the State.” Stalin’s face grew redder and he stood from the table. “But there are those in the leadership of the Party and the State who think they can somehow get by on past merits! To sit in fine offices and enjoy their apartments in Moscow and their country dachas without continuing to do fine work! They are mistaken.”


At this, Stalin strode from the room, and The Four were left to look at each other awkwardly, and to make small talk for the benefit of anyone else surely listening in. These sudden outbursts were becoming more common, as were the abrupt departures. Sometimes, Stalin would come back into the room after just a few moments, likely having gone to take a piss, and would either continue on his rant or change the subject entirely. Sometimes, The Four would be left to their own devices for hours, only to be told by a servant that Stalin had gone to sleep. Unfortunately, Stalin never really slept until just before dawn, so they would have to wait until he either came back to join them or was off to bed.


Khrushchev eyed the couch along the far wall longingly. Being caught napping would not perhaps be best, but tonight had already been long, and the morning too close by half. Instead, he joined the others in discussing the Korean question, which allowed them all to enjoy debating a topic that had little overall relevance for their careers.


Stalin joined them an hour later and was in far better spirits—and had better spirits with him as well, in the form of top-shelf bottles of Stolichnaya. Drinks were poured, toasts were made again. Someone produced a phonograph so that Stalin could play Ukrainian folk songs, and he tried to get Khrushchev to dance, repeatedly poking him in the stomach and singing, “Nichik! Nichik!” over and over. Finally, Khrushchev rose from his seat and—once the room stopped its alcohol-fueled spinning—tried a few moves from his youth. Stalin was pleased, the others laughed along, likely enjoying his embarrassment. But then it was done, and Stalin moved on to pick on someone else. Khrushchev slumped down upon the sofa and tried to stay awake.


Finally, at four in the morning, Stalin arose and wobbled toward his rooms, bidding his compatriots good night. With a sigh, Khrushchev hauled himself up off the couch and staggered toward the door. It was early, for once, and he might catch a couple hours of sleep in his own bed before tomorrow’s meetings. A luxury, to be sure.


Within minutes of driving off in the limo with Bulganin, Khrushchev’s head was up against the glass of the window. He wouldn’t even remember dozing off.


He most certainly did not remember Lavrentiy Beria staying behind at Stalin’s dacha.


But he clearly remembered the call that shook him out of his afternoon nap the following day. He’d remember it for the rest of his life.
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March 6, 1953


“So, Uncle Joe is dead, and good riddance. First order of business, who’s got their nukes?”


The President of the United States folded his tall frame into the leather chair in the Oval Office and looked expectantly at Air Force General Hoyt Vandenberg, who felt that, at best, the nukes were the second-biggest open question facing the United States.


The first, well … most of the other men in the room weren’t cleared for that. And even Dwight Eisenhower was still not a hundred percent sure of all the things he’d heard about the MAJESTIC-12 program. But Vandenberg was—he’d seen it. And Russian nukes were absolutely a secondary concern.


Yet there remained a game to play. “Right now, Mr. President, the Soviet nuclear arsenal, such as it is, remains in the hands of the military. Marshal Vasilevsky remains defense minister for now.”


Eisenhower nodded thoughtfully. Vandenberg couldn’t help but smile a bit, reminded of a time less than a decade ago when he was side by side with Ike, planning Normandy. Vandenberg had been responsible for the air cover for the invasion, and had the job of telling Eisenhower that the Germans were too entrenched to decimate via air power. The beaches of Normandy were a fortress, and there was only so much the Army Air Force could do. All Eisenhower did was nod gravely and go ahead with the invasion, hellish meat grinder that it was.


Being president was a cake walk compared to overseeing D-Day, it seemed.


“I know Vasilevsky a little bit,” Eisenhower said. “Good man. Sober. Won’t let anybody get too crazy. John, what news on the diplomatic front?”


Secretary of State John Foster Dulles sat up a little straighter in his chair. “There is, of course, a period of mourning, and then we’re looking at a big state funeral. So far, it looks like the speakers will be Georgy Malenkov, Vyacheslav Molotov, and Lavrentiy Beria. We’re invited to send dignitaries, of course. Any thoughts, sir?”


Eisenhower waved his hand dismissively. “Don’t care, so long as I don’t have to go to that bastard’s funeral. Let the chargé d’affaires go if that’ll be enough. Worse comes to worse, send Dick Nixon. Put him to good use for once.” A chuckle arose around the room; there was no love lost in the political marriage between Eisenhower and Richard Nixon. “What I really care about is who’s next. There’s going to be a lot of instability and a lot of infighting over there. I see opportunity, gentlemen. Not just to contain the Soviets, but to roll ’em back. Buy space for Eastern Europe to breathe, maybe get back some of their independence. Reunify Germany under a democracy? Maybe. But I want to press. Hard. Wring everything we can out of them.”


John Dulles shook his head sadly. “Mr. President, there are very, very few men in the Politburo with whom we could reasonably deal. Maybe Khrushchev, Bulganin … just maybe Mikoyan if we’re lucky. But that’s it. And they’re all pretty junior compared to Beria and Malenkov.”


Next to the Secretary of State, Director of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles—the secretary’s brother—spoke up. “Probably not Mikoyan. And even if we like Khrushchev or Bulganin, it’s not like we can prop ’em up or anything. This isn’t Iran or Syria. Soviet Russia’s a hard nut to crack. There’s more political capital to be gained from hanging our men out to dry than doing a deal with us.”


“Well, it’s not like we’ll show up with a briefcase full of cash or anything,” Eisenhower joked, and there was another murmur of laughter around the room. “But gentlemen, let me reiterate, I want to take maximum advantage of this. We have a chance to defuse this Cold War before it gets hot again. We can wrap up Korea and not get caught up in proxy battles all over the world. Let the Soviets see what we can accomplish with peace.”


Vandenberg couldn’t hold his tongue any longer. “If their people see what we’re doing here in the West, they’ll want it back home. The Reds can’t afford to let that happen.”


“Depends how they handle it,” Eisenhower said, his hands wide. “We need to try, don’t we? John, Allen: How do we start?”


John Dulles shuffled his papers around until he found the right one. “First, we have to see how it all shakes out. You’ve got eight or nine men splitting up the government right now. Malenkov appears to have the top seat, but we think that’s a consensus move, and everyone’s gonna try to pull his strings. Beria, Molotov, Bulganin, and Kaganovich are the deputy premiers, and that’s the real competition. Beria has state security again, and that’ll make him first among equals. I’d also say Khrushchev has an outside shot—they’re having him work to recentralize and refocus the Party committees. He’s a sharp guy. He’ll wheel and deal his way up.”


Eisenhower looked squarely at Allen Dulles and Vandenberg. “Beria?”


The two men traded a look before Allen spoke. “Yes, sir.”


The President’s mood changed abruptly. “John, everyone. I have to talk with Allen and Hoyt here alone. Let’s get everything written up and get our act together on the funeral, then start with the outreach to the individual satellite nations. Let’s get ’em thinking that there’s enough of a change going on in Russia that they can start taking chances—and we’ll be right there for them when the time comes. Thank you, everyone.”


John Dulles shot his brother a look, which was returned with an arched eyebrow. Vandenberg figured the DCI and the Secretary of State probably talked a lot more than their predecessors, but it seemed Allen Dulles could still keep secrets from his brother. The Secretary of State and the assorted aides and deputies filed dutifully out of the Oval Office, leaving just Allen Dulles and Vandenberg sitting across from the President.


Eisenhower didn’t waste any time. “So you’re saying that Lavrentiy Beria, a man who can literally shoot flames out of his hands, is head of state security and has the inside track on leading the Soviet Union, yes?”


Dulles gave a grave nod. “I’ve seen the reports, Mr. President. I’ve personally interviewed every single American who survived the Kazakhstan incident. I’ve seen every single aspect of the MAJESTIC-12 program, both here and out at Mountain Home. I even had a chat with Admiral Hillenkoetter about it last month. This is very, very real.”


The President turned to Vandenberg. “Hoyt?”


“I’ve seen it firsthand, Mr. President. I’ve worked alongside our own Variants. They’re good, patriotic Americans. I believe them when they say that Beria’s a Variant as well. And we’ve seen enough intel on his private training camps, the Bekhterev Institute in Leningrad, all of it, to know that he’s been running a Variant program of his own. He calls them ‘the Champions of the Proletariat.’ We think he’s very much capable of grabbing power, for starters, and maybe even putting other Variants in top positions of power in the Soviet Union.”


Eisenhower leaned back in his seat and ran a hand across his face. “I need to get out to Mountain Home. I need to see these things myself. Talk to these people. I mean, what’s keeping our own Variants from trying to do exactly what Beria’s doing over in Russia?”


Dulles sat up a little straighter. “I trust Hoyt, and if he’s vouching for them, that’s a start. But we’re conducting our own security review as well. I don’t want to say Harry Truman played fast and loose with these Variants, but they were given a wide degree of latitude in operating as covert agents on behalf of the United States government.”


“And they’ve done an amazing job,” Vandenberg said quickly. “Never had one wander off the reservation while on assignment. Time and again, they’ve proven their loyalty as well as their abilities. Honestly, they’re the best covert agents we have right now.”


“That true, Allen?” the President asked.


Dulles grimaced a bit, but nodded. “They have an excellent track record, sir.”


Eisenhower pondered this a moment before shaking his head. “Either way, we have a situation in Russia. Variant or not, Beria’s a bastard. He was Stalin’s hatchet man. Hundreds of thousands of people killed or imprisoned—his orders. And if he really is a Variant, and believes in this Champions of the Proletariat nonsense, we need to do something about it. Options?”


There was a deep silence for several long moments before Vandenberg spoke. “We need a fresh assessment now that Stalin’s gone. We need to figure out just how powerful Beria will get in the new order over there. And if need be, we need to take steps to—”


“That’s enough, Hoyt,” Eisenhower said, his hand raised. “I get the rest. First, assess. We need the lay of the land. And I really want to know if he’s placing other Variants into government. How do we do that?”


Vandenberg smiled slightly and looked over at Dulles, whose grimace got deeper. There was only one way anybody knew of to ferret out Variants around Beria.


“Subject-1,” Dulles said finally.


Eisenhower leaned forward, his face registering surprise. “From what I’ve read, Allen, Beria knows Subject-1. Beria knows several of our Variants. That’s not exactly covert.”


“Actually, I like it,” Vandenberg said. “I think it sends a message.”


“Being what, exactly?” Dulles asked peevishly.


“That we know what Beria is. That we’re not afraid of him. That if he tries something with Variants, we’ll return the favor,” Vandenberg said.


“Deterrence,” Eisenhower said. “Just like with the H-bomb.”


“Exactly.”


Eisenhower clasped his hands in front of him on the desk and looked down a moment. Vandenberg didn’t envy him one bit. The President had only been told about the MAJESTIC-12 program the day after the inauguration, and it had taken him weeks to wrap his head around the entire concept of superpowered humans, everyday people given abilities by some kind of intelligence via an interdimensional portal that defied all known physics. There were a lot of meetings and a lot of talks, and Eisenhower remained skeptical of the whole thing—especially since they were being particularly cautious with the transition from Truman’s administration. With Hillenkoetter out as DCI—and seemingly grateful to be back at sea after navigating political waters—Vandenberg was one of the very few men left in the MAJESTIC-12 program who had been there since the beginning. He’d come to appreciate the talents of the American Variants—and their patriotism. But Eisenhower had his doubts—and had not yet had the time, nor the inclination it seemed, to actually meet some of the Variants or head out to Mountain Home himself. Thus, Beria’s ascension would only confirm the President’s worst fears about Variant ambitions.


Finally, the President looked up. “Okay, do it. Send them in.”
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March 9, 1953


Russians in dark suits and coats shuffled by the bier at the front of the Hall of Columns, where the body of Josef Stalin lay in state, the ornate hall within the House of the Unions belying the drabness of the mourners’ clothes. Attitudes, too, were drab and colorless; emotions were muted. Frank Lodge had been expecting more from the death of the Soviet Union’s supreme leader, given the emotions he knew Russians could display when properly motivated. Maybe there just wasn’t enough vodka in ’em yet—it was half past nine in the morning, after all.


There is too much uncertainty. And Stalin was feared more than loved, even by the Georgians, came the voice of the late Grigory Yushchenko, a colonel in the MGB who attempted to capture Frank and his fellow American Variants in ’48. Like all who died around Frank, Yushchenko’s memories and personality were embedded in Frank’s mind—the ability granted by his Variance. Since 1945, Frank had absorbed the memories, abilities, and talents of dozens of individuals; he now spoke north of twenty languages, and in any given moment could be a doctor, mechanic, soldier, acrobat, thief, military strategist, or academic in half a dozen fields.


It made Frank the perfect covert agent. It also made his mind buzz with conversations and opinions at any given time. Only tight mental discipline—along with more and more time alone with minimal outside stimuli—kept Frank sane.


But Yushchenko and the handful of other Soviets he’d absorbed were handy at times like these. There was general agreement in his head that Stalin’s death would be a relief to many Russians, even with the uncertainty sure to unfold at the top of the Soviet power structure.


The man beside him, a thin, nebbish, bespectacled diplomat, shook his head sadly. “I went to Pershing’s funeral in 1948, and there was more pomp than this,” he said. “This is sedate by comparison.”


Frank turned to face Jacob Beam, the current chargé d’affaires at the American Embassy. The position of ambassador was open—the previous one had been kicked out of the U.S.S.R. last year for daring to speak out against the regime. Frank figured the guy was lucky he wasn’t arrested, even with diplomatic immunity. So Beam, a career State Department man, was the one who ended up representing the United States at the funeral. “You think they’re already distancing themselves from Stalin?” Frank asked.


Beam smirked. “Absolutely. The cult of personality around Stalin was strong—though not as strong as they believed. But they still need the distance. It’ll be interesting to see how the speeches go, see who gets propped up as next in line. The chess game on this is gonna last months.”


Frank turned to the woman beside him and leaned in close. “What are you getting?” he whispered so that Beam wouldn’t hear.


Maggie Dubinsky narrowed her eyes and scanned the room. She was a fellow Variant; she could both sense and affect the emotions of those around her. The latter could be particularly brutal if she put her mind to it—Frank had seen her reduce grown men to abject fear, lust, or catatonia. And in the five years he’d know her, he’d seen her grow colder, more distant, her eyes taking in other people like a scientist examining a newt.


“Going through the motions,” she whispered. “Resignation, mostly. A few of them seem happy to be here. That guy there,” she added, nodding toward a civil servant in a gray suit leaning over Stalin’s coffin, “he’s thrilled. Good riddance. A few others are afraid. But mostly, just another day at the office.”


It’s in the Russian soul, said Kirill Suleimenov, a Kazakh soldier in the Soviet Army whom Frank had absorbed in 1949, on a mission that went so sideways he and some others ended up prisoners of the Soviets—and of Lavrentiy Beria. Suleimenov was just a farm boy, but Frank had found that of all the voices in his head, the Kazakh was one of the more even-keeled. The Russians, unlike my people, are used to seeing regimes change. First there is one boss, then another. Lenin and Stalin were tsars like any other. And so they wait to see who is the next tsar.


Yushchenko couldn’t resist then adding his own opinion. So long as the next tsar isn’t Beria. The Soviet Union would fall and take the rest of the world down with it.


Frank would never tell anyone this, but sometimes he would just sit and listen to the voices converse with one another. It was eerie and yet somehow soothing at the same time. He had no idea how it worked, and realized that his … relationship … to the voices was evolving over time. It was less about calling on skills or memories, more about juggling personalities.


With a supreme act of concentration, eyes screwed shut and brow furrowed, Frank silenced the voices. As much as the conversations provided comfort—he was never truly alone, after all—it would sometimes feel like he lived in a giant dormitory where nobody slept.


“Here and now,” Maggie whispered, breaking Frank’s concentration. “Look sharp. We got new faces.”


Frank turned to see several groups of somber-looking men enter the room. First in line was a delegation from China, led by none other than Zhou Enlai, the premier of the relatively new People’s Republic of China. Then the rest of the satellite states came in, most of whom had sent their top leaders along. It wouldn’t do for Communist countries, after all, to place such an important event in the hands of a mere ambassador, even though the vast majority of Western nations had done just that.


“This is a big deal for them, too,” Beam said, following Frank’s gaze. “With Stalin gone, they’ll be lobbying for more support, more freedoms, whatever. They’ll be working the system just as much as the internal folks.”


Frank smirked a bit. “So who do you like, Mr. Beam? If you had to slap a sawbuck down, who’s your pick to win the derby?”


The diplomat smiled broadly. “I know who I want, Mr. Lodge. Someone safe and sane, like Kaganovich, who has a real sense of what’s possible and necessary, rather than someone like Beria, who couldn’t give a rat’s ass about getting things done, so long as he has all the marbles.”


“What about Malenkov?” Frank asked.


“Bah. Puppet. The deputy premiers have the power, and they’ll be working to pull his strings,” Beam said.


Any further conversation was cut short as the somber ceremonial music changed to a slightly louder, more up-tempo melody when the current leadership of the Soviet Union entered the hall, led by Georgy Malenkov, the new premier—a round-faced, pudgy bureaucrat who looked for all the world like a harried accountant. Behind him was Molotov, Malenkov’s recently reappointed foreign minister, whose spectacles and mustache gave him the air of a college professor or cartoon supervillain, depending on your point of view, and whose idea of “diplomacy” boiled down to repeating what he wanted until he either got it or called off the talks. Stern-faced Nicolai Bulganin came in full Soviet Army regalia, which to Frank’s eye made him look like a tin-pot dictator of a banana republic somewhere. Lazar Kaganovich was a balding, mustachioed man with a sturdy frame who, frankly, was the only one who looked like any of the workers or peasants supposedly in charge of the Soviet Union.


And finally, there was Lavrentiy Beria—head of State Security and the infamous MGB and, apparently unbeknownst to the rest of the Soviet leadership, a Variant.


Frank’s eyes followed Beria as he proceeded down the hall, hoping that the man would catch a glimpse of him. It was unlikely—there were several hundred people in the hall, after all, and the American delegation had been exiled to a back corner of the room along with the other non-Communist officials, cordoned off from the rest by a wall of anonymous, stone-faced handlers.


They’d have to send their message later, then.


* * *


U.S. Navy Commander Danny Wallace pulled the collar of the woolen coat up around his face and adjusted the pageboy cap on his head to ward off the morning chill in Red Square. He was wearing the simple clothes of a factory worker—heavy overalls and a work shirt, steel-toed leather boots—and kept his gloves on lest someone discover the hands of an officer and desk worker rather than those of a laborer. Danny paused to look at his left hand briefly, flexing it. Nearly four years ago, that hand had been severely damaged in an experiment with a vortex phenomenon created by the bombing at Hiroshima and transported to a secret American facility—a kind of dimensional anomaly that was somehow connected to the advent of Variants worldwide. The Russians had stumbled upon and quarantined a vortex of their own as well, of course, because nothing was ever easy. The hand had gotten better, thanks to another Variant’s Enhancement, but Danny swore he could feel it still ache some days, a phantom pain that would never quite go away.


Shaking off the memory, Danny turned and opened his mind, stretching out with his senses for the unmistakable mental pull of other Variants. In addition to being the day-to-day commanding officer of the MAJESTIC-12 program, Danny himself was a Variant too. His only Enhancement was the ability to detect other Variants—a tool that proved extremely useful for the U.S. government as it was finding and collecting Enhanced individuals to recruit for the MJ-12 program.


It also made discovering Soviet Variants a hell of a lot easier. And today, Moscow was full of them.


Danny couldn’t see any Variants right now, but he felt no fewer than a dozen in the immediate area around Red Square. Three of them were well known to him—Frank and Maggie, of course, would be part of the procession from the House of the Unions to Red Square, where Stalin would take his place next to the body of Lenin. Then there was Tim Sorensen, a middle-aged Minnesota electrician who could turn invisible at will—one of the absolute best Enhancements a covert agent could have, frankly, even if a condition of his ability was that he had to remain silent, not touch anything, and make sure to dodge whoever was coming his way. Crowds made Sorensen’s job especially tough, which was why he was wandering the halls of the largely empty Kremlin now—a robust opportunity to gather intelligence straight from the source while nearly everyone else in Moscow was at the funeral. Danny smiled slightly at the thought of Sorensen invisibly rifling through filing cabinets in Beria’s office while the man himself was only a few hundred yards away.


Of course, there was Beria himself, whom Danny had met before on a plain in Kazakhstan, part of the mission to rescue Variants who’d been captured during a crapshoot of a mission in Syria in ’49. The Soviet spymaster was slowly entering Red Square now, among Stalin’s pallbearers. Frank and Maggie were trailing behind him—along with two others who were likely Beria’s own agents.


Yet another Variant seemed to flicker in and out of Danny’s senses; he figured it was another Russian he’d met before, one who could send a shadowy projection of himself to almost anywhere else in the world. It made sense that this other Variant would be checking out the funeral—running interference for Beria and keeping an eye on the crowds.


Danny pulled his coat collar up a little higher. Just in case.


The rest of the Variants Danny sensed were spread around the city. He felt the vague pull of others leading off toward Leningrad, home of the Bekhterev Institute—a front for Beria’s Soviet version of the MAJESTIC-12 program. Over the coming days, Danny would need to track down and visually identify the other Variants in the city. The palm-sized camera in his hand would help with that, and give the American Embassy and its staff of full-time spooks new persons of interest to track and tail.


As the first speaker of the day—Malenkov, the one who had taken Stalin’s place at the top of the Party—began his oration, someone bumped into Danny’s shoulder hard, prompting him to turn quickly and defensively. It was only a “fellow” worker, straining for a better view. “Izvini, tovarishch,” the man said absently. Sorry, Comrade.


“Ya v poryadeke,” Danny replied. I’m fine. Unlike Frank’s facility with languages, Danny’s Russian skills had been earned the hard way, through intensive classes at the Army’s language school in Monterey, California. But he was getting pretty good, and Frank humored him enough to practice regularly at their base in Mountain Home.


The man next to him then bent down and picked something up off the ground. “Dumayu, ty uronil eto, tovarishch,” the man said to Danny, handing him his wallet.


Danny immediately reached for his back pocket, and found that his wallet was indeed missing. “Oy! Spasibo!” Danny said, taking the wallet from the smiling “comrade” next to him, amazed at the skill that must have been used to lift the wallet from a deep pants pocket. The MGB wasn’t taking any chances today, it seemed—but neither was Danny, which was why his wallet contained perfectly doctored papers identifying him as Dmitry Alekandrovich Vavilov, late of the village of Gornyy, near Irkutsk in the far western part of Russia.


Really, it should’ve been Frank pulling crowd duty—his usefulness with language and culture was, of course, built on lifetimes of other people’s experiences. But Danny wanted the freedom to pursue other Variants, if necessary, whereas Frank’s insights into the new politics of the Soviet Union would be handier if he had a front-row seat.


The MGB man who had lifted Danny’s wallet smiled at him and then continued to push his way through the crowd. Another test passed, one of dozens through the years—though never here, in the very heart of Communism. Danny and his fellow Variants had been to Istanbul, Prague, Vienna, Damascus, Beirut, Kazakhstan, East Germany, Guatemala, Honduras, Argentina, Korea, and China—so many countries—since the MAJESTIC-12 program started up in 1947, but they’d never been sent to the U.S.S.R. itself until now. The power vacuum after Stalin’s death—and the unspoken but very real fear in Washington of Beria’s ascension—had paved the way for MAJESTIC-12’s position in the vanguard of this particular op.


That had Danny excited. He’d been working for years to prove to the powers that be that the Variants were normal, patriotic Americans, despite their uncanny abilities, and that they deserved the full faith and trust of the United States government. But even MAJESTIC-12’s biggest supporters—Vandenberg and Truman foremost among them—never seemed a hundred percent comfortable with people who could kill with a touch or twist emotions like Silly Putty. Someday, maybe.


Danny’s attention was drawn back to the present by thunderous applause—Malenkov had finished speaking, and now Beria was heading to the podium. He stood there, watching the crowd and accepting their applause, appearing to soak it in, until he raised his hands and the noise immediately died down.


What if he just shot flames from his hands, right here and now? Danny wondered. Is he that confident? Would he push the world that far?


“Dear Comrades! Friends!” Beria began. “It is difficult to express in words the feeling of profound grief that is being experienced during these days by our party and the peoples of our country, as well as all progressive mankind. Stalin, the great comrade-in-arms and inspired continuer of Lenin’s work, is no more. We have lost a man who is near and dear to all Soviet peoples, to millions of working peoples of the whole world.”


Danny looked around at the rest of the dignitaries up on the dais, pinpointing the other Variants. He could immediately make out Frank and Maggie—their patterns, for want of a better word, were intimately familiar to Danny by now. The two others that had been trailing them were now behind the dais, making it tough for Danny to make them out. He thought about going around to try to catch a glimpse, but the stone-faced Red Army soldiers in their greatcoats, armed with Kalashnikovs, held a very firm line all around the VIP area.


The flickering shadow was no longer around, and most of the other Variants in the city weren’t moving around much—probably listening to the funeral proceedings on the radio.


“Comrades!” Beria continued, warming up as he went; Danny had glossed over a bit, admittedly, as he scanned the crowd and the city. “The grief in our hearts is unquenchable, the loss is immeasurably heavy, but even under this burden the steel will of the Communist Party will not bend; its unity and its firm will in the struggle for Communism will not waver.


“Our party, armed with the revolutionary theory of Marx-Engels-Lenin-Stalin, taught by the half-century-long struggle for the interests of the working class and all the working people, knows how to lead the cause in order to secure the building of a Communist society. The Central Committee of our party and the Soviet government have been trained in the great school of Lenin and Stalin to direct the country.”


Laying it on thick, Danny thought as Beria continued to give a history lesson about the leadership of the Communist Party through Russia’s long history of troubles. Even the most caustic critic of Communism had to admit that Russia had experienced its share of woes during the past fifty years, even if much of it was caused by Stalin’s own ineptitude.


“The enemies of the Soviet state calculate that the heavy loss we have borne will lead to disorder and confusion in our ranks,” Beria said, his finger raised high. “But their expectations are in vain: harsh disillusionment awaits them. He who is not blind sees that our party, during its difficult days, is closing its ranks still more closely, that it is united and unshakable. He who is not blind sees that during these grievous days all the peoples of the Soviet Union, in fraternal unity with the great Russian people, have rallied still more closely around the Soviet government and the Central Committee of the Communist Party.


“The Soviet people unanimously support both the domestic and the foreign policy of the Soviet state,” Beria said. “And let it be known that the Champions of the Proletariat stand ready to defend the Soviet people against the enemies of our great, multinational state—the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics!”


Danny froze in his tracks, and not simply at the mention of the Champions of the Proletariat—Beria’s glorifying nickname for his own Variants.


In that moment, Danny saw the glimmer of a shadow both behind and within Beria, a shadow in the shape of a person, mimicking Beria’s movements and yet also seeming to pull away from him as well.


Or pull at him.


Danny shook his head and shut his eyes; the shadow was gone when he opened them again. Beria thundered on in his speech, seemingly unaffected by whatever just happened.


This was new—really new—and Danny didn’t like it one bit. He’d seen shadows like that before, though. Once, within the depths of the strange vortex that had, at the time, been housed at Area 51 in Nevada, and was now hidden away at Mountain Home in Idaho. The second time was when Danny had been within range of the Soviet Union’s first atomic test—Beria’s vain attempt at killing American Variants that had only barely been thwarted.


Those shadows had remained an official mystery, but Danny feared them all the same. They were, he was sure of it, some kind of intelligence. Some kind of sentient beings responsible for the Enhancement of Variants. And deep down, somehow, Danny knew they weren’t friendly.


* * *


For the umpteenth time, Maggie found herself compressed into some slinky dress for some party so she could fuck with people’s heads and get information for the good old U.S. of A. To be fair, the dress was more conservative than usual—it was a funeral, after all—and the ubiquitous champagne was nowhere to be found. But still, it was getting rote. The conversations, the people, the secrets—all of it.


Maggie smiled and laughed at the joke made by Molotov, the foreign minister, even though she really didn’t find it funny. But then she felt a slight pull on her arm, which was entwined with Frank’s. Tone it down a bit.


“Sorry. A bit too much wine,” she said reflexively, nodding to the red in her glass. It was either wine or vodka, and while Maggie could hold her liquor as well as any man, it was still barely lunchtime.


Molotov smiled as the interpreter translated, and then replied in Russian—a language Maggie had studied, but still had yet to master. “Mr. Molotov says it is good to hear laughter in these dark times,” the interpreter said. “The great Stalin himself was fond of laughter, so it is right that there should be some here now.”


Frank nodded and said something presumably nice and diplomatic in Russian, and Molotov left them alone a few moments after that. Maggie felt her smile evaporate—her cheeks were hurting from the effort—and she resumed scanning the room, seeking out the threads of extreme emotion amongst the otherwise sedate crowd in the Hall of Columns, where they had returned for the reception.


“You know, for someone who reads emotions every day, your acting is getting worse, not better,” Frank said quietly, radiating a quiet amusement.
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