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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.







Contents


Title Page


Gateway Introduction


Contents


Author’s Note


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Website


Also by Michael J. Martinez


Acknowledgments


Dedication


Praise for the MAJESTIC-12 Series


About the Author


Copyright




Author’s Note


Throughout the years, the Central Intelligence Agency and the other organizations within the U.S. Intelligence Community have been dedicated to helping keep this nation safe. That said, CIA in particular has a rather blemished track record when it comes to regime change and various dirty deeds. The events in 1949 Syria you’ll read about here are, for the most part, historically accurate—without the superpowered covert agents, of course. The United States has a long history of covert action and intervention in the Middle East, and the events in Syria described here are perhaps some of the strangest and, in some ways, most egregious. I chose to write about this time and place because it made for a compelling story, first and foremost—but as we think about the ongoing tragedies in Syria today, one can’t help but wonder if we were setting the stage for the events of today back in 1949.


The MAJESTIC-12 series is set in the late 1940s, and as such, the characters have some decidedly un-modern views with regard to race, class, and gender. These views were not included merely for historical accuracy but to recognize how far we’ve come since then—and perhaps highlight how much further we have to go.
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December 24, 1948


Lt. Rudolf Schmidt of the Vienna Polizei had seen many things over the course of his short but eventful career. From the Anschluss to liberation to occupation, crime continued no matter who was in charge in the city of Mozart, Beethoven, and Freud. There had been crimes when the Turks were at the gate, he was sure, or when the Romans fought off the barbarians.


But he was pretty certain there was no crime quite like this one.


“I tell you, it is impossible,” said Josef Franz, director of security for the Österreichische Postsparkasse, the Austrian Postal Savings Bank. “These vaults are ten meters below the subbasement, and the walls are lined with foot-thick steel. The elevator is manned at the top and at the bottom, and the stairwell is right next to it. All the exits are covered twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. There is no way this could have happened!”


Schmidt looked around the bank’s main vault, where only Vienna’s wealthiest could afford to keep their valuables—for all the good it did them. Money and valuables were strewn about haphazardly—jewels, bank notes, coins. It looked for all the world like someone had thrown a surprise party in the vault, but used gold and jewelry for confetti.


“Well, HerrDirektor, it did happen, so we must figure out how that is. You say that this happened today? Between when and when?”


“Noon and two p.m. We check the vault itself every two hours,” Franz said. He was short and altogether too fat for his position, Schmidt thought. Likely a retired police officer, or even an old Austrian Army veteran who retired before the Nazis came to power. He didn’t look like he could secure a shopping bag, let alone a bank. Perhaps he was smart and had others do his bidding. It didn’t seem likely, though.


“We are searching the guards’ homes, but you say they never left,” Schmidt mused, half to himself. “Top-to-bottom search of the bank building itself, of course. Rooftops. Neighboring buildings. All employees and their vehicles.” He turned to face the director. “This is no way to spend Christmas Eve. Though perhaps it was the best time to try such a thing. Minds are elsewhere.”


“My guards are among the best in all the country,” Franz protested. “And I personally performed the noon check of the vault. All was in order. No one was inside.”


Schmidt walked gingerly around the looted vault as bank employees attempted to sort through the scattered treasures, pairing them with their private security boxes.


Adding to the mystery was the fact that either the thieves had carefully closed all the looted security boxes before leaving, or had somehow gained entry to them without opening the locks.


“Who would go to the trouble to re-lock all the boxes, yet scatter everything around?” Schmidt wondered aloud. “Takes far too much time.”


A different voice answered him. “Perhaps someone who didn’t need a key.”


Schmidt turned to see two smartly dressed people walking toward him with intent. The man was tall and broad, wearing a suit with a severe, American-style cut. He had short-cropped brown hair and a slight smile, and his dark brown eyes looked as though they’d seen quite a lot—not uncommon after the War, of course. The woman with him—a rarity in and of itself—was thin and pale, with intense green eyes and a mouth that seemed like it might never smile at all. A very dark dress suit with a white blouse added to her funereal aura. She walked right past them into the vault, her heels clicking on the concrete floor, while the man stopped and held out his hand.


“Special Agent Stanley Harper, United States Federal Bureau of Investigation,” he said. “We heard this was a crime of … particular interest. We’re helping out the occupation authority with similar incidents.”


Schmidt’s eyebrows rose. “Lieutenant Schmidt, Vienna police. A G-man? You have seen other crimes like this?” he asked as he shook the proffered hand.


The FBI man looked around. “Secure room, locked containers … yes, we have,” he said, his German accent nearly perfect to Schmidt’s ears. “Though not on this scale. Whoever is doing this, it seems they have found a new level of ambition.”


“Where else?” Schmidt asked.


Harper gave an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I really can’t say. Some very interesting places, though. I assume nothing large was taken?”


Schmidt couldn’t help but do a double take. “You are very well informed, Agent Harper. Nothing large is missing. There is a Gustav Klimt here worth millions. Vases and urns and other valuables. Only things that are small, easily palmed; those are the ones missing.”


“Palmed …” the American said, his eyes suddenly lost in thought. He then stooped down to pick up a few coins from the floor, wrapping them completely in his meaty fist. “Huh.”


“You have an idea?” Schmidt asked.


Harper smiled and made a show of dropping all the coins—as if he didn’t want to be accused of taking anything. “Just an idle thought, Herr Leutnant.”


Schmidt turned around to see the man’s partner—it was strange; he didn’t know of any police agency who had women investigators—running her hands across the various safe deposit boxes. She finally stopped and turned back to Harper, giving him a nod.


Harper held out a business card. “Once you’re done here, if you wouldn’t mind keeping us informed as you proceed?”


“Of course,” Schmidt said, taking the card. “You do not wish to look any further?”


“When you’ve seen what we’ve seen, you get a lot from one look,” the agent replied. “Thank you for your cooperation.”


The two turned to leave, but Schmidt hurried after them. “Can you at least give me an idea of what I’m looking for?” he asked, almost plaintively. “The diamonds taken here are worth several million marks.”


The woman turned and, to Schmidt’s great surprise, did actually smile. “You wouldn’t believe us if we told you.”


* * *


The two FBI agents walked out of the Austrian Postal Savings Bank—a beautiful, marble-clad Modernist ode to money itself—and onto the evening hustle and bustle of Biberstrasse. “Well? What’d you get?” the man who’d called himself Harper said in English, a slight Boston accent breaking through.


“It’s her,” the woman replied, stopping to look up at the bank building itself. “Thick walls, small girl. She didn’t even need to enter the front door. Only question I have is where she put her clothes.”


The bank occupied an entire block in Vienna’s historic core. There were no alleys, no place to really hide. If the bank really was hit between noon and two p.m., like the cops said, their suspect’s M. O. definitely would’ve been noticed.


Unless …


“She parked,” the man said, looking at the cars lining the block. He quickly walked around the corner and saw that there were several cars angled in, with just a couple feet between the fenders and the building’s facade. “Here,” he said. “She parked here, got ready, and probably just went straight down.”


The woman next to him frowned. “There’s got to be thirty cars here, Frank.”


“Just on this side, too,” he replied. “Let’s get to work, Zip.”


Zipporah Silverman smiled wanly, pulled her coat tight around her, and started walking down the street, running her fingertips idly along the hoods of the parked cars. Zippy was a unique individual—a Variant. Like the very few other Variants in the world, she possessed a paranormal ability. In her case, she could gain a psychic impression of past activities by touching an object, an ability called psychometry. So, she went down the row of cars, looking for the image of the woman she’d seen when she touched the safety deposit boxes in the vault. She stopped at the sixth car in the row. “This one wasn’t here until late afternoon,” she said. She then crouched to the ground, placing her palm on the asphalt beneath the fender.


Ten seconds later, she stood. “Not here.”


They walked farther down the street, finding two others potential candidates, but with the same result. It was only when they turned onto Dominikanerbastei that Zippy found something. She stayed crouched beneath the front hood of a Tatra T87, a beastly V8 luxury sedan with a Deco body and enough wear and tear to place it as a pre-war model.


“She was here,” she said softly, both hands pressed to the pavement. “And she didn’t go in through the side. She went under.”


Frank Lodge swore under his breath. “That’s new,” he muttered. “You get a look at her face?”


Zippy stood and smiled. “Yep. She’s a real looker, too. You’d like her.”


“Yeah, I go in for the thieving types,” Frank cracked. “Let’s get moving. Maybe now we can finally track her down.”


* * *


The choir at Vienna’s St. Stephen’s Cathedral sounded truly Heaven-sent. Voices of angels, raised in praise of God Almighty, and with a harmony that Calvin Hooks had never even thought possible, his time in the churches of Tennessee notwithstanding.


He supposed they could use a little rhythm, if he was going to be picky about it, but almost immediately chided himself. He was sure God would be plenty pleased with such a hymn.


The church itself had just reopened a couple weeks prior; fires set during the Soviet takeover of the city had severely damaged the ancient church’s roof. And with it being Christmas Eve, there was a fair amount of folks taking refuge against the chill outside. Even the hardest hearts, Cal knew, would find solace in a beautiful old church like this on Christmas.


Then a woman walked by, her heels snapping sharply on the checkerboard marble floor, and Cal’s mind immediately shifted. He held a small cigarette case to his mouth. “Got eyes on her, I think,” he whispered. “Walking in now, center aisle, right side.”


The case vibrated twice in acknowledgement. A few seconds later, a slight blond man wearing glasses brushed past him to follow. Cal watched him go briefly … until he realized that the couple across the aisle were staring at him in something akin to shock.


He knew it had nothing to do with his whispering and everything to do with the fact that he was probably one of maybe a half dozen black people in all of Vienna. And it wasn’t like German folk—and Austria, Germany … they were kind of all the same to him—were exactly keen on Negroes.


Cal sighed and put his eyes back on the target, the blond man, who had taken a seat one row behind the woman. He had to keep his eyes on the target. His ears, though, he’d save for that Christmas carol the choir was singing. Always good to keep a little bit of the Lord in mind, he thought.


* * *


Danny Wallace reached down for the kneeler, then got on his knees and folded his hands in front of him, leaning his arms on the back of the pew in front of him. The woman was less than three feet away. She immediately flinched and shifted, and Danny knew then they had the right target—as if the sensation in his mind wasn’t confirmation enough. She was a flaring beacon now that he’d been able to finally get close enough.


“Nice trick at the vault today,” he said quietly, trying to suppress a smile. “You’re getting pretty daring. You’re also starting to develop a pattern, though, and that’s a problem.”


To her credit, the woman kept herself composed, sitting stock-still with her arms folded and staring straight ahead. “Excuse me?” she said, sounding incongruously pleasant. She was petite and dressed conservatively but quite fashionably for church. Danny knew she could afford it.


“You’re rushing things. You think you need to get in and get out, so you’re making messes wherever you go. The bank today. The hotel safe in Davos last week. The museum storehouse in Graz two weeks ago. You’re just reaching in, grabbing for stuff, throwing it aside if it doesn’t interest you. You think you’re going to be interrupted at any moment. But you’re not thinking about what you could do if you were caught.”


The woman cracked a small smile. “I’m thinking about it right now,” she replied quietly. “But thanks for the tip.”


She’s going to run, Danny thought. He reached into his pocket and gave his own cigarette case radio three quick taps, the signal for everyone else to get in position. “You have a pretty unique ability, I’ll give you that. But I also think you’re wasting it on bank jobs and knickknacks.”


The woman’s smile grew wider. “Ah, so you know a little about me, then. And this is where you try to sell me on joining you for … what, exactly? Are you a gangster?”


Danny had to stifle a laugh at her pronunciation—she’d obviously picked up the word at the movie house. “Sorry, nothing so glamorous. But maybe something far more exciting. And useful.”


“Ah, a goody-goody,” she replied, another line lifted straight from the silver screen. “Let me guess. You want me to fight for you, whoever you are. Why should I? I like my knickknacks.”


“Because if you don’t, we’ll tell your husband exactly why you left him—and where he can find that car and all his mother’s jewelry you took on the way out. You want that, Julia Meyer?”


The smile finally faded. “My husband is a pig,” she spat. “And his mother is a witch from hell.”


“Good,” Danny quipped. “Come with me, and we’ll cover all your tracks. You’ll have to give everything back you haven’t spent yet, but you won’t be on the hook for it. And we won’t tell your family where you are. New life, clean slate.”


“I already have a clean slate,” Julia remarked. “Nobody can connect me to any of those crimes. And you don’t have enough to arrest me—if you did, you would. And you know that handcuffs wouldn’t hold me anyway.”


“I know, Julia. You’re a Variant. Over the past couple years, you’ve developed a kind of Enhancement that allows you to do extraordinary things. Did you ever in your life imagine that one day you’d be able walk right through walls, to reach through doors without opening them? You’re like a ghost. It’s a pretty incredible ability.”


She continued to stare straight ahead, but her eyebrow cocked up a bit. “A Variant? Is that what you call—do you mean there are others like me? People who can walk through walls?”


“There are others like you, but you’re the only one I’ve met who can do what you do, Julia. But we Variants, we can do extraordinary things.”


Julia stood up and made to leave, but Danny glanced over and saw that Frank had taken a seat at the end of the pew and was looking hard at the woman. On the other side, Cal had just taken his place, effectively blocking her in.


“We’re not here to arrest you, Julia, but we’re not going to let you go, either. Your best option is to come with us and we’ll get everything ironed out for you,” Danny said as he stood. “Let’s not make a scene.”


She turned to face him directly for the first time. “There won’t be any scene.”


And with that, she fell straight through the floor.


Danny quickly punched his radio key four times, then bent over to quickly pick up all her clothes. “I hate it when they run,” he muttered.


* * *


Knowing a naked woman might drop from the ceiling at any moment was one thing. Actually seeing it was quite another. So, it took Maggie Dubinsky a few moments before she realized she was truly on deck.


“Wow, your clothes really don’t go with you,” Maggie said with a broad smile as the woman, now crouched on the floor of the cathedral’s crypts, looked up at her wide-eyed.


The woman—Julia Meyer, according to the dossier Maggie had read a few hours before in a nondescript hotel room—immediately took off in a sprint.


“Please stop!” Maggie shouted, her voice echoing off the low stone ceilings and columns of the church’s lower level as she took off in pursuit. “We need to talk!”


But Julia wasn’t having it, and she wasn’t bothering to stop or run around things like columns and tombs, either. Maggie had little chance of keeping up with her, so she had a couple of options—she could activate a device, initially developed by the Soviets, that would temporarily block any Variant from using their Enhancement, or she could simply use her own ability.


The way Julia was running through stuff, though, option one was out. For all Maggie knew, the gizmo could somehow trap her suddenly solid body in the middle of a column or something—and that seemed potentially messy.


Instead, Maggie paused a moment and reached out with her mind, grasping at the flailing red threads that, in her head, visually represented Julia’s frayed emotions. Maggie gathered a few of them in a twist … and pulled.


She was rewarded with a cry of panic and horror up ahead. Maggie saw that Julia had stopped running and was slowly turning toward her, the look of fear on her face amplified up to a level that few people could contemplate.


“Oh, shit,” Maggie muttered, then tried to adjust quickly, reaching for cooler threads of calm and happiness. But it was too late.


Julia ran straight toward Maggie, screaming and wild-eyed, then continued on through her and into the very wall of the catacomb.


“Shit shit shit shit,” Maggie shouted, keying her radio as she ran toward the stairs leading upward. “Subject on the move! Panicked and buck naked!”


Most of the time, a dose of fear administered from Maggie made her targets simply fold like a bad hand, collapsing in a heap and blubbering like babies. But for a scant few—maybe one in twenty or so—that abject fear that Maggie could project triggered a fight-or-flight reflex, and Julia had chosen flight.


Just her luck.


* * *


Danny, Frank, and Cal dashed out of the church, startling several well-dressed families heading into the arched doorway. Despite the bitter cold, the plaza around them was full of pedestrians, but Frank was grateful for both the crowds and the winter weather—it would make Julia Meyer a lot easier to find.


“Commander?” Frank asked, turning to Danny.


The young man’s eyes were screwed shut in concentration. “She’s … here. Under us. But moving really slow.”


Higher volumes may lead to reduced movement rates, came the voice of U.S. Army Gen. Mark Davis, who had died three years earlier but somehow also now resided inside Frank’s mind, standing at attention for whenever he was needed. Her Enhancement may have limits. She’ll have to surface soon. Keep on her.


“No shit,” Frank muttered. There were times when all the voices and accumulated expertise in his head—a rather morbid gift from those Frank had watched die—was incredibly useful. Other times, they stated the obvious with all the gravity of a Congressional decree.


Danny was already walking into the plaza, Cal at his side. Frank hurried to catch up, passing bakeries and coffeehouses with the most incredible scents coming from inside. Running around Vienna in the depth of winter on Christmas Eve was not how he expected to be living life these days, but then again, his life hadn’t been normal in years.


“Wait,” Danny said, holding up his hand. “She’s right here. She’s stopped moving.”


Frank started taking off his overcoat just as Maggie and Zippy came running over—Maggie had been in the basement, Zippy at the very back of the cathedral. “Looks like she’s reached the end of her rope,” Frank said. “Let’s hope she—”


Suddenly, the woman from the cathedral practically leapt straight out of the cobblestoned street between them, collapsing back down onto the cold stone, gasping for breath.


Frank immediately threw his overcoat over her. “Maggie, now!”


Maggie produced a small metal disk from her pocket, flipped a toggle switch on it, and slipped it into the pocket of Frank’s coat. A moment later, Maggie grimaced. “It’s working,” she said, distaste written across her face.


Julia Meyer looked up at the five people standing above her. “Who are you?” she gasped.


Danny knelt down next to her and smiled, handing over her clothes. “I’m Commander Dan Wallace, United States Navy. We work on a special project back in America called MAJESTIC-12. And like it or not, you just joined the team.”
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January 20, 1949


It’s amazing what a few curtains and some bunting can do, James Forrestal thought as he surveyed the National Guard Armory in Washington, D.C., where the capital’s movers and shakers were gathered to celebrate the inauguration of Harry S. Truman, he of the already legendary DEWEY DEFEATS TRUMAN headline. And only the armory was big enough to house all the folks Truman invited. The President wanted a celebration—not for himself but for the country. At least, so he claimed.


Forrestal, however, didn’t feel like celebrating.


As he hung back by the bar, Scotch in hand, Forrestal couldn’t help but feel a bit guilty. Truman was his boss; the President had named him Secretary of Defense, the first man to hold that newly minted title now that “Secretary of War” sounded a little too aggressive in the horrible aftermath of World War II. Forrestal wanted to be loyal, he really did. But Truman could make it so very, very hard sometimes.


Hell, the whole title change was a symptom of the problem, in Forrestal’s view. There were still wars to fight.


“Even you look good in a tux, Jim,” came a voice from behind him, breaking him out of his reverie. Forrestal turned to see a big, slightly balding man beaming at him.


“Senator McCarthy,” Forrestal said, smiling and shaking the man’s hand. “Didn’t expect to find you here tonight.”


Joseph McCarthy, the junior U.S. Senator from Wisconsin, shrugged. “Only the senators from Utah pass up free drinks. Besides, I’m celebrating the institution, not the man.”


The two men clinked glasses at this. “I hope we can still count on you for our military modernization plans, Joe,” Forrestal said with a wink. Neither man was particularly keen on reducing the size and makeup of the U.S. armed forces, but that was the Truman administration’s stance and Forrestal knew he had to keep his mouth shut publicly, no matter how much he might disagree with the President.


McCarthy’s smile evaporated. “You know as well as I do that the Commies are still building up their forces. Why should we roll over? I don’t care that Truman and his crew—Acheson and Hillenkoetter and the rest of those idiots—think we can do more with covert action and intelligence-gathering. The Soviets are a threat. Especially if they have Variants!”


Forrestal stiffened at the word and looked around, worry on his face; with his luck, Secretary of State Dean Acheson or CIA Director Roscoe Hillenkoetter would be standing right behind him. “Dammit, Joe, I told you about that in confidence. The very existence of Variants is classified to hell and back, let alone the fact that the Russkies have them too! They could arrest us both for treason for just talking about it!”


McCarthy stepped in a bit closer and put his hand on Forrestal’s shoulder. “I know, Jim, but it’s not treason. Members of Congress have a right to know about a game-changer like this. You’re a true-blue American. And I am keeping it under my hat, for the most part.”


“For the most part?” Forrestal hissed. The Defense Secretary had been deeply worried about the Variants and the implication their very existence had for the nation—and humanity at large—while Truman and Hillenkoetter were busy turning them into super-spies and giving these people, these weapons, incredible leeway in their daily activities. Forrestal had confided in McCarthy because he didn’t know who else to turn to, and the Wisconsin senator had always been a political ally. Now it seemed McCarthy had been blabbing about the nation’s best-kept secret program, and Forrestal felt a knot of worry growing in his gut. “Who else have you brought in?”


“Let’s get some air, shall we?”


Forrestal followed the senator as he weaved his way through the dancing crowd. There was a Negro woman on stage, singing her heart out. It was the first time Negroes had even been allowed into an inaugural ball other than to serve drinks. Once upon a time, Forrestal might have found the notion somewhat distasteful. These days, though, he had no choice but to admit that skin color was the least of humanity’s worries.


To Forrestal’s surprise, McCarthy didn’t lead him to the door. Instead, they turned right just before the coat check and headed toward a small, quiet area away from the crowds, where the Secret Service had set up a small command post.


And standing there, chatting with one of the agents, was a short, stocky man with a receding hairline and a face that could be generously described as pugnacious—J. Edgar Hoover, director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.


“You really oughta think about applying,” he was saying to the agent. “What you’re doing here, it’s fine. It’s good and honorable and important. But out there, with the FBI, you’re gonna be where the action is, my friend. I promise you that.”


“I appreciate that, Director,” the young agent said. Forrestal had seen him around the White House before. Young, smart, obviously impressionable.


Hoover turned and nodded curtly at McCarthy and Forrestal. “Son, you mind giving us the room for a minute? Need to have a chat with these fine gentleman. National security. You understand.”


The agent scurried away as if he’d seen his shadow, reminding Forrestal just how much pull Hoover had in this town.


“Good to see you, Jim,” Hoover said as they shook hands. “Been ages. I’m glad Joe here brought us together.”


Forrestal smiled, but inside he wasn’t quite sure if he shared that sentiment. Truman had been absolutely insistent that Hoover be kept out of the MAJESTIC-12 project at all costs, a move with which Forrestal actually agreed. Nobody in the White House was sure whether Hoover would want his own Variants as agents, or if he’d simply round them up and throw them in a hole as a danger to humanity. He was capable of either option, and Forrestal felt Hoover was too much of a loose cannon and political empire-builder to be trusted. But here he was, and the knot in Forrestal’s stomach tightened up a few notches.


“I assume, then, that Joe has told you a few things,” Forrestal ventured.


Hoover raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Just enough. Honestly, Jim, it scares the crap out of me. This shit’s right out of the funny pages, right? Superpowered people—American citizens—being rounded up and turned into secret agents for Hillenkoetter and the CIA? It’s crazy, is what it is.”


“Director, please understand, there are less than a dozen people in government who know about these Variants,” Forrestal said. “If word were ever to get back to the President—”


Hoover cut him off with a wave of his hand. “I’m not doing anything with this right now, Jim. I promise you that. It’s just important that people know about it. Do you seriously think that Harry is prepared for when—and it’s when, not if—these Variants get the idea in their heads to do something stupid? To make a move that threatens America? To try to take over?”


“There are contingencies in place, Director. I’ve reviewed them myself. If the Variants do any of those things, they get put down. Simple as that,” Forrestal said with all the fervor of a politician protecting his turf—which he was.


“And I’m glad to hear it. Really glad. But all the same, the FBI is going to be looking out for these people now too. Wouldn’t hurt to have a few of them on our side. Checks and balances—isn’t that what we’re celebrating tonight?” Hoover said, barking out a laugh for emphasis.


McCarthy eyed the director with suspicion; it was obvious to Forrestal that this was news to the senator. “How exactly are you going to do that?” he said.


“Well, I was going to ask Jim here about that,” Hoover replied. “I mean, how many of these people do you have now?”


Forrestal shrugged. “We have eight fully up and running. More in the training program. Just brought one in a couple weeks ago.”


“And how do you find them?”


Forrestal knew then and there he had to decide just how much to trust Hoover, and whether he might eventually end up as ally, rival, or enemy. He hadn’t told McCarthy about Subject-1 and their ability to locate other Variants. He didn’t even know who Subject-1 was—only the President and Hillenkoetter knew that. And the very existence of this Variant homing pigeon was perhaps America’s greatest advantage against the Soviets and their own Variant program.


So, he lied.


“Analysis, mostly,” Forrestal said. “We keep an eye out for unusual reports in the papers. Strange activity, mysterious crimes, that sort of thing. Field scouts will then go and check them out. It’s police work, really. Your boys ought to be pretty good at it.”


Hoover nodded. “They are indeed, Jim. I already started looking. And I’m gonna keep you updated as we go. I hope you’ll extend me the same courtesy.”


“Of course, Director,” Forrestal said. “I’m glad you’re taking the initiative here. Appreciate it.”


The two shook hands as McCarthy beamed at them both, obviously pleased with himself. Forrestal would later give the ambitious politician as stern a talking-to as he could manage, knowing that the bastard had a vote on his budgets.


After some further pleasantries and the promise of fishing at some nebulous point in the future, Forrestal was left to his own devices and returned to the glittering hall. He watched the President and First Lady take a turn on the dance floor, Truman smiling that big, toothy grin of his. Forrestal grabbed a flute of champagne from a passing waiter and downed it in one shot, trying to ease his nerves.


Truman wasn’t a bad man, not in the least. But he was a goddamn haberdasher from the middle of nowhere who got swept up in a two-bit political machine in Missouri. He got sent to Congress to do other men’s bidding, and Roosevelt had chosen him to be his vice-president for more of the same. Truman talked a good game, with that whole “buck stops here” nonsense. But deep down, Forrestal knew that he just wasn’t up to the task. Not with humanity’s position at the top of the food chain under threat.


Of course, Forrestal wasn’t a fool. He knew that Hoover would have eventually found out; the damn man had ears everywhere. And there were a couple of pertinent bits of information that Forrestal still kept to himself. He knew in his bones that Variants were a threat, but he preferred them in the right hands—his hands. Hoover would have to hit the jackpot to find a Variant before MAJESTIC-12 did.


But in case those Variants did wander off the reservation, Forrestal figured it was better to have men like McCarthy and Hoover—men who weren’t afraid to act—in his corner.


Overall, despite the initial surprise and with lingering reservations about Hoover, Forrestal decided he was fine with how the evening had gone. He grabbed another Scotch and headed outside for some air, not noticing the pair of eyes that had been on him the entire evening.
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January 25, 1949


Julia Meyer had never seen a place so desolate in her entire life.


Her plane—a creaky, god-awful cargo hauler—had landed on a huge, dried-out lake bed, white as salt and stretching for miles in all directions until it bumped up against sandy desert mountains. There were buildings—short and squat except for the couple they used to store airplanes—and a few scattered encampments away from the main base that she had seen from the air.


Her handler—not quite a captor, certainly not a friend, and she was still unsure if he’d ever be her boss—had called the place Area 51 and said that its very existence was one of the United States’s foremost secrets. And even though she’d only known Danny Wallace for a short period of time, she’d quickly come to understand he wasn’t a man to exaggerate.


So, it made sense that Area 51 was where they trained Variants to become full-blown spies.


Julia knew her worth in this, of course. A spy who could walk through walls was valuable. There were others with different Enhancements—another unusual term Danny used to describe these strange powers. There was a woman who could look into the past through physical touch. A man with extraordinary powers to both heal and harm. And of course, she had already found herself at the mercy of the woman who could play with emotions like a puppeteer controlled a marionette. Julia swore that if she ever saw Maggie again, she would avoid her at all costs.


“Let’s go,” Danny said, grabbing his duffel bag and nodding toward hers. Julia gathered her things and followed the navy man—now dressed in a khaki uniform—off the plane and into a waiting jeep.


“Any final questions?” he asked as the driver put the vehicle into gear and headed for one of the buildings.


“No,” she replied, repeating the verbal agreement they’d already made several times over. “You will take me to your scientists for analysis of my ability for a few days, then I will go to one of the training places here to work on the things that will make me a spy. And when you feel you can trust me, you will take this thing off my leg.”


This thing was the damned electronic device that the Maggie woman had used on her in Vienna. It blocked her ability completely. Danny had decided to handcuff it to her ankle after she tried to make a break for it at the Keflavik air field in Iceland on their way back.


Julia was still skeptical of the entire affair, but she’d run out of alternative options for the time being. She would play along for now. Besides, the training he promised her could make any future endeavors even more lucrative.


“You behave yourself, you get the jewelry off,” Danny said. She hated how he thought he was being clever, calling her shackle jewelry. “Now we’ll have a bit of paperwork first, and—driver, what the hell is going on over there? Three o’clock.”


Julia looked to where Danny was pointing, in the distance off to the right, where a number of heavy trucks were driving off down a road that led into the mountains. It was a very large caravan and seemed to include heavy equipment as well as numerous people. Even from far off, Julia could see a few of the people were wearing white lab coats.


“No idea, sir,” the young driver shouted over the airflow around the jeep. “Bunch of trucks from the carpool got requisitioned, is all I know.”


Danny looked around him until his eyes fixed on the largest building on base. It looked very important, with its own security fence. Julia noticed that the cargo doors to the building were opened.


“Shit! Follow those trucks, sergeant!” Danny ordered. Immediately, the jeep swerved and headed for the line of vehicles. “We get any visitors while I was gone?”


“I drove General Montague in just yesterday, sir,” the driver replied.


Danny sat back in his seat with a worried grimace on his face—an uncharacteristic look for a man Julia had heretofore only seen as being quietly competent. “What is it?” she asked.


“Don’t know yet, and you’re probably not cleared for it,” he replied.


* * *


Danny stewed for the entire hour it took the convoy to head over the mountains. They were heading toward one of the nuclear test sites; that, combined with Major General Bob Montague’s arrival, was cause for worry.


Danny was nominal commander of Area 51’s Variant research and training program, but that was due more to necessity rather than the appropriate rank—there were only so many people cleared for TOP SECRET-MAJIK stuff, after all. Montague was one of them, but he already had a full-time job commanding the air base in Albuquerque. Mostly, the general left Danny to his own devices, but every now and then, he’d get to asking unusually pointed questions about individual Variants or other related topics, leading Danny to believe the general was likely being fed intel by someone on base or elsewhere inside MAJESTIC-12.


Of course, Danny could’ve simply been paranoid, and he accepted that as part of the job description. But there were days …


The convoy rolled to a stop on a hillside overlooking another valley. About two miles down, he could just make out a number of technicians standing around an impossibly bright light.


Measuring only six feet across, that light was somehow an impossibility of physics, a pure white nothingness that could be moved by magnetic fields but was otherwise immune to any attempts to alter it. Danny had discovered it in 1945, in the ruins of Hiroshima, and since transporting it to the United States, they’d been able to determine that the pulses of radio waves and radiation it threw off regularly were ultimately connected to and very likely the actual source of the Variants’ powers.


How and why this was happening, nobody knew. The best physicists in the world were stumped. Einstein had once told an Area 51 researcher that such a thing was unequivocally impossible. And yet there it was.


Now Danny just had to figure out what the hell it was doing off base and on a nuclear testing range.


He jumped out of the jeep and turned to his driver. “Take Miss Meyer back to base. Put her in containment holding until I get back. That shackle on her ankle does not come off under any circumstances whatsoever. Understood?”


Danny didn’t wait for the reply. Instead, he marched off toward the rest of the caravan of vehicles, looking for anybody who could explain what was happening. Thankfully, he found a friend before anyone else.


“Commander!”


Dr. Detlev Bronk, one of the world’s foremost—actually, he was the only one—biophysicists came rushing up to greet Danny. Bronk was a reedy man with slicked-back gray hair, with a propensity for wearing both Hawaiian shirts and, usually, an amused look on his face.


“What’s going on, Det?” Danny demanded as he continued to stride forward to where he assumed the brass would be.


“Schreiber managed to talk Montague into another test of the vortex,” Bronk said, falling in beside Danny. “You’re not going to like it.”


“They already nuked the vortex at sea last year. How badly am I not going to like it?”


“I lodged a formal protest with the President as soon as I found out. But they kept me in the dark so long, I doubt it’ll get there in time,” Bronk said, handing Danny a pair of binoculars. “Take a look.”


Danny stopped to put the binoculars to his eyes. He surveyed the vortex—a team of engineers were dismantling the frame of the magnetic field generator they’d used to transport it there. Others were inspecting what Danny presumed to be a nuclear weapon atop a three-story wooden derrick.


And there was a man in all black talking to a man who was seated in—and tied to—a chair.


“What the hell?” Danny muttered. “Is this what I think it is?” He looked over at Bronk, who responded only with a grave look on his face.


He didn’t wait for a response. Danny took off at a sprint, his glasses nearly falling off his face. He stopped only as he approached Montague, who was talking to a thin, severe-looking man in a white lab coat. It was all he could do to adhere to military protocol and salute first.


“Commander Wallace, reporting for duty,” he snapped. “May I ask what’s going on, sir?”


Montague fixed him with a grandfatherly smile, though one tinged with the knowledge of what was coming next. “Commander, good to see you back. I trust the Meyer extraction went well.”


“Yes, sir. Miss Meyer is heading to base as we speak, sir. Now if I may, as to my original question?”


Montague sighed. “Commander, Dr. Schreiber here sent me his research request in your absence. I understand the reasoning why you denied his request before—and to his credit, he included that in his request to me. We subsequently arrived at an alternate solution, so I approved it.”


Danny’s eyes grew wide. “A solution, sir?”


Montague turned and nodded toward the valley below. “That man is a convicted murderer. He’s due to be hanged in two weeks. We’ve offered him a quicker, easier sentence as well as compensation for his ailing mother. And now maybe his death will do even more good, beyond serving justice.”


Danny opened his mouth to argue, but Montague held up his hand. “Decision’s been made, Commander.” And with that, Montague walked off, leaving Danny with Dr. Kurt Schreiber, one of MAJESTIC-12’s top scientists.


Before that, Schreiber had been one of Adolf Hitler’s top scientists.


“You really, really just want to kill someone, don’t you,” Danny hissed.


Schreiber merely smiled. “The only difference between what happened at Hiroshima and our nuclear test last year was the fact that, in Japan, people died. If the vortex exhibits any changes during this test, then my theory will be proven correct. If not, then a man already sentenced to die will have at least helped us learn more.”


“And I’ll ask this yet again, Doctor—how the hell do you even quantify the effect of a person’s death? There’s nothing scientific about this theory!”


“On the contrary, Commander, it is quite scientific. In physics, we believe that there is no lost energy in the universe. Energy simply changes form into something else. So, what happens to the energy that animates a man in life? The energy that animates his mind? His soul? We do not know, but we know that the energy does not simply dissolve. It goes somewhere. And so, now we will see if this particular energy has an effect on our vortex.”


Danny opened his mouth to argue further, but thought better of it. “Go over my head again, Doctor, and I’ll see that you spend time in the brig for insubordination.”


He walked back to where Bronk had settled in next to a series of dials and readouts. “Well?” Bronk asked.


“Pointless,” Danny said. “They already decided. It’s happening.”


Bronk grimaced. “It’s immoral. Though I suppose they feel they’re clever by using a convict like this.”


Danny looked down at the instruments, primed to record the passing of a human being not by eulogy but by radiation and radio pulses. “Too clever.”


“You don’t have to be here for this,” Bronk said. “Schreiber’s men can handle it. Montague has the military side of things under control.”


“No, I need to be here now. See it through. And if Schreiber is right, I have to figure out how to stop him from executing more people with nukes.”


* * *


An hour later, with the observers ten miles away and well upwind, Danny watched as Schreiber pressed a big red button. Of course it had to be a big red button. It probably gave the Nazi a little thrill to press it, the bastard.


Fifteen seconds later, the sky was lit up by blinding nuclear fire. A man’s life ended with the ultimate finality—there would be nothing left of him at all, or the chair he sat in, or the ropes that bound him. Nothing except a slightly darker patch of earth already blackened by unnatural heat.


Schreiber didn’t even act like he noticed. He was too busy watching his instruments, dials and needles and ticker tapes of data that only a handful of people in the entire world knew how to read.


“Well?” Montague snapped, Danny right at his side.


The Nazi turned and smiled—a smile that sent a chill right up Danny’s spine. “There is something here, yes, that we have not seen before,” Schreiber said. “A little variance in the radiation patterns that we were not expecting. It is—wait.”


The dials and ticker tapes suddenly went nuts.


“What is it?” Danny demanded, all pretense of military decorum gone.


“The vortex, it is issuing another pulse. A strong one!” Schreiber exulted. “It has responded!”


“Responded?” Montague asked. “What horseshit is this?”


Schreiber made a visible effort to compose himself. “It would seem, gentlemen, that the energy expended by this man’s death—which had a measurable impact on the vortex—may have prompted the vortex itself to respond with one of the energy bursts that created Variants in the first place.”


Danny frowned. “Or maybe it’s just coincidence. We’ve studied this thing for three years now. Still can’t predict when or why it does that. It just does.”


“It would be an incredible coincidence, Commander, as you no doubt know,” Schreiber responded, giving the Navy man a hard-eyed look.


The two stared each other down a moment longer until Montague interrupted. “We have a bearing and altitude of that pulse, Doctor?”


Schreiber finally turned and looked over his readouts, making calculations on a small notepad he kept in his pocket at all times. “Southeast, General. Fairly high altitude. Hard to say without more data.”


Montague turned to Danny. “Get your team ready just in case.”


“Yes, sir,” Danny replied. “And if I may, I strongly suggest that no further experiments with human life be taken until all of the data is thoroughly analyzed. Maybe it’s coincidence, maybe it’s not. But I don’t think we should gamble on it.”


The general nodded. “Agreed. Doctor, this should keep you busy awhile. And I’m sure Commander Wallace here will keep you honest.”


“I’m sure he will, General,” Schreiber said, still smiling.


Danny glared at Schreiber, then fixed Montague with an equally withering look. “Permission to begin work on my report on today’s events. Sir.”


Montague smirked slightly before turning away from Danny. “Granted. Dismissed,” he said breezily before turning his back to talk to Schreiber once more.


Danny stormed off, red-faced with anger. He would make damned sure that everyone in Washington who was cleared for MAJESTIC-12 knew of such a callous disregard for life.
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February 3, 1949


Unlike in most other meeting spaces, the man in charge in the White House Cabinet Room never sat at the head of the long, angular table that dominated the room. The President always sat in the very middle, with his back to the windows overlooking the grounds. It made sense, of course, in that nearly everybody in the room had clear sightlines to the President, and the latter could see whoever was talking.


But for Admiral Roscoe Hillenkoetter, the director of the Central Intelligence Agency, there was something amiss about the setup. It had pestered and annoyed him for months—ever since he’d taken over the job, really—until one day it finally hit him.


The pecking order was all botched up.


At normal tables, you’d have the President at the head, followed by his closest aides on either side, continuing on all the way down to the other end, where you might find some junior deputy cabinet secretary hiding behind a notepad. But in the Cabinet Room, that sense of order and power was lost.


Did the man directly across the table from the President—in this case, that goddamn blowhard Jim Forrestal—carry the same weight as Hillenkoetter himself, directly to the President’s left? Or were both trumped by Secretary of State Dean Acheson, who sat at Truman’s right hand? And Forrestal himself was flanked by Air Force General Hoyt Vandenberg on his left, and Army Secretary Gordon Gray on the right. So, where did they stand?


Hillenkoetter hated Washington for so many reasons, but this particular mind game was high up on his list.


“All right, then,” Truman said, nodding at Hillenkoetter’s deputy, who had just wrapped up the latest intelligence briefing. “Hilly, how are we doing with the Soviet nuclear program? I know Uncle Joe wants an A-bomb, and I want us to be ready when he gets there.”


Hillenkoetter cleared his throat. This was a question he was getting tired of repeatedly answering. But this was the President of the United States. “We’re still working on it, Mr. President. We’re monitoring all their top scientists, as well as the ones they nabbed from the Germans. They seem to have set up shop out in the Kazakh Soviet, near the Chinese and Mongolian borders. No-man’s-land, really. Tough to infiltrate. All we can do is send the planes overhead as often as we can get ’em fueled.”


“Mr. President,” Forrestal interrupted. “We know they’re there; we know what they’re doing. We’ve done enough sitting around and keeping watch. We should be taking action.”


Hillenkoetter shook his head and looked over at Truman, who had a long-suffering smile on his face.


“Jim, we’ve been over this,” the President said. “Spy planes are one thing. Getting an actual force over there? Dropping a bomb? That’s an act of war against the Soviet Union.”


“So, we get the Chinese Nationalists to do it, or fund a rising of the Kazakh people,” Forrestal pressed.


Hillenkoetter stepped back into the fray. “And how’s that going with your Operation NIGHTINGALE, Jim?”


Forrestal frowned sharply. NIGHTINGALE was a Defense Department “special”—one of Forrestal’s pet projects, even though it really was a program that probably should’ve fallen under the CIA’s purview. The whole thing was an attempt to train and arm Ukrainian nationals to fight back against the Soviet Union, to create an internal insurrection that, Forrestal hoped, would blossom into a costly and distracting civil war inside the U.S.S.R. The problem was, the Ukrainian nationals Forrestal recruited were Nazi collaborators and sympathizers, more than a few of whom belonged on trial at Nuremburg rather than being trained to fight on behalf of the United States.


“Operation NIGHTINGALE is proceeding as planned, Director,” Forrestal snapped. “Training went well, and they’re now preparing for insertion into the Ukraine to begin gathering support and material.”


Truman leaned back in his chair. “All right, all right. Jim, you keep me posted on the Ukraine. But we’re not going to barge into—where is it, Kazakh?—guns blazing. Hilly, are there any special assets we can deploy to help get more out of the Reds’ nuclear program?”


“Special assets” was Truman’s particular code word for “Variants.” For a while, the President had been in favor of using Variants sparingly in the field. But after recent successes outside Prague and elsewhere, the President seemed to be asking about them more and more frequently—which worried Hillenkoetter.


“We’re more than a year away from infiltrating the Soviet nuclear program, Mr. President,” Hillenkoetter said truthfully. “Their security is just as good as ours was on the Manhattan Project, if not more so. And fully trained physicists don’t just pop up overnight. Stalin is very good at keeping close tabs on useful people.”


Acheson coughed slightly, his little way of gaining the floor. “I’m sorry, Admiral, but we’re going to need better from CIA on this. Surely, you’ve read the Dulles report.”


Hillenkoetter frowned. The Dulles report was a damning broadside against the CIA that criticized the quality of intelligence, the quality of its operatives and analysts, and Hillenkoetter’s own leadership. It was the work of Allen Dulles, a Republican lawyer with ties to folks from the old O.S.S. and the new Pentagon. Hillenkoetter had been politically cornered by Forrestal into cooperating with Dulles and his researchers, yet another example that the role of CIA Director was far more political than it needed to be. The results were as Hillenkoetter had expected from the get-go. After all, it was no great secret that Dulles, himself an O.S.S. veteran, had long wanted his name engraved on Hillenkoetter’s door.


“I have, Mr. Secretary, and we’re still studying it,” Hillenkoetter replied. “Off the top of my head, though, we can’t give you better intelligence without better assets on the ground. And we can’t give you better assets on the ground without better people, but we can’t get them because A) we don’t have an official budget from Congress, so we’re left scrounging for leftovers from the Marshall Plan and the Pentagon; and B) Frank Wisner over at OPC is actually outbidding us for talent because he can use the State Department’s budget.


“As for criticism of my leadership,” Hillenkoetter concluded, sitting up straight, “well, I serve at the pleasure of the President. Always have, always will. I’m not worried about impressing Allen Dulles. I’m worried about getting the best intel I can get.”


Hillenkoetter leaned back and gauged the faces around the room. Acheson seemed, if not chagrined, at least appeased, while Forrestal just scowled. Truman, however, looked pleased. “We’ve got something cooking that’ll help get you the budget you need, Hilly. From there, you can take that report, follow through on the recommendations, and get the CIA up to speed.”


That was probably the best Hillenkoetter could expect in terms of support. “Yes, Mr. President.”


Truman nodded, and turned his National Security Council’s attention to other matters. Hillenkoetter listened as attentively as he could manage but couldn’t help but find his thoughts drifting. For one, it was his intel that formed the basis of the discussion, and he knew it cold. And he remained worried about any number of other things—the Russian nuclear program, instability in the Middle East, tensions in Berlin and Vienna … it was a long, long list.


Finally, Truman ended the meeting with a smile and his usual “Thank you, gentlemen,” but tapped Hillenkoetter on the shoulder as the others began to file out—the CIA Director was to remain there. Vandenberg, Gray, and Forrestal also stayed behind, which meant there could only be one topic at hand—MAJESTIC-12.


“All right, then, let’s get down to it,” Truman said simply. “How are your trainees coming along, Hilly?”


Hillenkoetter sat up and folded his hands on the table. “Our First Team is back from Vienna with a new recruit—I’m told she can walk through walls, but she’s an Austrian national, so we’re taking our time vetting her. You’ll have the report on her at your desks when you get back to the office. Our Second Team is almost ready to be cleared. And the others are still undergoing training with their Enhancements—most of them remain too unpredictable to use in real-world situations.”


“And what’s this business about nuclear testing and a convicted murderer?” Truman asked sharply. “Area 51 is starting to sound more like the Wild West. That’s not how I want things done around here, Hilly.”


Forrestal cleared his throat. “Actually, that’s something both Hilly and I signed off on, Mr. President. I know it sounds unorthodox, but we need to better understand the phenomenon we have at Area 51. And our preliminary data is promising. We’re making progress.”


Truman turned to Hillenkoetter with surprise. “You actually agreed with Jim on this?”


The CIA Director nodded. “I’ve already gotten an earful from the commander on the ground, but yes.”


Truman sat back in his chair and ran a hand over his balding head. “Well, hell. I suppose if it worked … but let me tell you this, all of you.” The President sat up straight again. “No more of that nonsense. I don’t care if it’s Hitler’s brother you want to use, nobody authorizes any further deaths but me, and I’m going to want to see a mountain of evidence that it’s necessary. Are we clear, gentlemen?”


Nods and murmurs floated around the ornate room and settled heavily onto Hillenkoetter’s already burdened conscience. He’d known what Schreiber was up to and what Danny’s reaction would be, and made the decision anyway. He knew it would haunt him for a very long time. What was worse, of course, was that Schreiber really seemed to be on to something. Even worse than that, the scientist seemed to be enjoying it a little too much.


“All right. Now, I have a request from Dean Acheson here that you already responded to, Hilly. He’s got a couple of his OPC boys in Damascus who say they need some help from your shop, but Frank Wisner wasn’t happy with your reply? What’s going on?” Truman asked.


This is not my day, Hillenkoetter thought. The State Department’s Office of Policy Coordination was a dirty-tricks department designed to disrupt Soviet machinations overseas without resorting to outright warfare. Some called it “creative diplomacy,” but Hillenkoetter knew it was more about propaganda, buying off local politicians, and creating scandals—all with the air of plausible deniability. Plus, Hillenkoetter knew instinctively OPC should be under CIA’s direct control, even if Truman had created it as a kind of joint office with CIA and State. It turned out to be a Frankenstein experiment with muddy bureaucracy at its core.


But then again, most of what they were doing now was experimental. There’d never been a peacetime agency devoted solely to intelligence-gathering, let alone an office in any civilian agency devoted to dirty tricks.


“I gave him plenty of options, Mr. President. I’ve got a dozen different agents he can choose from. Not sure why he hasn’t yet, frankly,” Hillenkoetter said.


“Any of the Variants on the list you gave him?” Vandenberg asked.


“No, and before you ask, I’d prefer to keep them out of this,” Hillenkoetter replied. “They’re too valuable to use in things like this Damascus mess OPC has brewing.”


Truman raised an eyebrow. “This ‘Damascus mess’ isn’t run-of-the-mill stuff, Hilly. We could seal off the Med coast entirely, keep Uncle Joe stuck in the Black Sea. Plus, we’d lock up all the oil they’re exporting. There’s a strong national interest at play here.”
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