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  Prologue: The Helms Decision

  
  




The seventh-floor conference room looked out over a gray Virginia landscape, its windows marked as hot institutional air touched winter glass at the January meeting. Richard Helms was sitting at the head of the mahogany table, steam rose from a Styrofoam cup of government-issue coffee, and he thought to himself that this was likely the last major decision of his time as director. Giving this office to James Schlesinger in nine weeks, he would receive the seventh floor, carrying the total weight of twenty-five years of risky, secret actions that could be seen.




The safe telephone was still and quiet behind him, then with its red warning light being a constant reminder of just what American intelligence work allows ethically now talked about by representatives three miles away within congressional offices that never saw the dossier rooms of Moscow or the interrogation centers of Beijing. The Church Committee was still gathering momentum, but details had already infiltrated Langley’s coded systems: testimony would be prepared, papers would be ordered, and whistleblower safety would provide jobs to analysts who had seen a lot of television and recalled too little history.




Sidney Gottlieb’s voice pulled Helms back toward quick concerns with “Mr. Director.” The Technical Services chief stood near the window, and his usual tweed jacket stood apart from the dull federal design. Gottlieb had aged significantly during the past six months—new lines had appeared around his constantly tired eyes, a result of the stress of congressional interest in his life’s work. “The lawyers on the staff have done their review, so destruction right away can start. This destruction will be under the classification authority that exists.”




Helms nodded without turning. To set up the Director’s power required twenty-three pages of secret prior cases, with a legal note kept in his briefcase for eliminating work records in the interest of national security. The paper would be destroyed since someone followed the rules, and those rules were made for times just like this. Through the window, he watched a person quickly cross the yard below, a person who lowered his head to fight the January wind. Officers with careers continued to work at lower levels. That work may not last until spring.




Helms inquired, “And what about the destruction protocol?” Sidney, I want the specifics. No generalities.




Gottlieb said, “We’ve rehearsed the paper burning sequence in the technical labs.” “Procedures involve pulp bound documents and acid baths treat photographic materials.” They must completely remove it within two days. Three different teams labor, isolate, nobody completely knows what they’re wrecking.




“Digital records?”




“It was not saved to magnetic tape it was overwritten at least three times and it was then destroyed physically. It was a standard seven-pass thing.” Gottlieb paused. He chose his words with great care. “Mr. Director, one more thing exists, though.”




The door opened, lacking ceremony, which breached protocol and made Helms turn sharply. With a metal briefcase checked at each security stop from the parking garage to the seventh floor, the young man moved along with careful confidence. Dr. James Morrison was in a dark tie and a pressed white shirt of an analyst. Still, his eyes held the calm, analytical gaze of one who had comprehension of systems theory at levels that customary tradecraft seemed almost simple.




Morrison said, “Forgive my intrusion,” even though he had gotten explicit approval about it. “Dr. Gottlieb had the thought that you ought to look at this. The orders for destruction should be done after this point.”




Helms looked closely at the man’s records, and his Ph.D. was from Stanford. The work history shows clever uses of early computer science. That file reached his desk three months prior as he checked staff in tech roles. Morrison introduced a new approach to CIA operations: math modeling was integrated with regular intelligence work, and information was viewed as a system, rather than just data gathered.




Gottlieb stated that “Dr. Morrison has been working on information curation applications”. Gottlieb made this statement. “Since we use the school computers we can access for school work, I think his idea is worth a look before we start.”




Helms pointed toward the other chairs. “Give a simple explanation, Doctor, because I have scheduled congressional hearings and also a transition team needs to have my attention.”




Morrison opened his briefcase with skill, pulling out some printouts showing what looked like number studies in pixelated text. Helms linked the somewhat ozone-smelling paper and its chemical toner scent to technical talks, the dry odor of systems, and processes that replace human decision-making.




“The issue we’re talking about isn’t only wrecking data,” Morrison began, and his voice had the precise rhythm of a school talk. “It’s handling the details that will surely get to the public, because the congressional inquiry will go on even if we destroy things. Planned release is what we want giving later investigators a clean past account that makes them feel clear while removing how things work.”




Helms leaned forward, despite not wanting to. “You are making a suggestion. We do not destroy each thing, according to the suggestion you made.”




Morrison spread the printouts across the table. “I’m suggesting we destroy tactically.” These models predict congressional investigation patterns based on previous security-related hearings. The variables also include staff composition, prevailing political climate, and media attention cycles. The main idea is that detectives anticipate discovering trends and seek proof that supports their current ideas regarding hidden actions.




“And that proof can form too. You have the power for that proof to form.”




“We can take care of it.” Morrison tapped one of the printouts and displayed what appeared to be a decision tree. The MK-Ultra program spans twenty-three years, encompassing fourteen thousand individual operations and seventeen hundred classified documents. Usual ruin designs make spaces easy to see, even with quick study. However, planned saving gives an idea of openness within set limits. It uses math steps to keep the story in order while removing private details.




“Consider it like keeping historical memories,” Gottlieb said. We seem helpful while truly guiding talk instead of fading into total quiet, which makes others wary.




Helms looked at the math models. He didn’t directly grasp the math because human sources plus cables made foreign relations analysis when he joined intelligence yet the math-based logic fit directorship issues. He had watched Britain’s spy groups facing similar government questions in London during his past job, their neat stories not pleasing those who thought more was secret than shown.




He did say to Morrison, “Give to me a specific example now.”




Morrison made another copy, and it showed bits of files from Helms’s notes with information removed. “The behavioral research protocols, like Document 174. Staff in Congress will get to these. They risk a court order if they refuse to comply. Ordered holes exist due to a typical method for the total removal of work details, showing real hiding. Examining patterns shows we can keep about forty-seven percent of the first content by spreading private work facts over less risky areas.




“How long to put it in place?”




Initially, the process requires approximately forty-eight hours. That estimate is rough. We’re operating university mainframes with academic backing, but that math needs seventeen thousand counts for each paper. Clear action stories for later sharing; likely plans will be shown, may be rebuilt, while keeping the old data level.




Helms stood and moved himself to the window as a black car parked in visitor parking for the Director level, and he watched it. Even during the crisis, intelligence work continued its daily routine: career staff arrived on time for briefings, analysts relocated secret reports to secure locations, and all worked within systems designed to operate independently of politics. But he did grasp a thing that these brilliant minds may have missed. Though representatives worked within election timelines, groups lasted many years.




”If we agree to this plan,“ he said finally, ”a rule will be made.“ This method of deciding will be used by directors later.




“Future leaders are set to be given national security secrets.” Gottlieb’s reply was spoken quietly. Is the question whether they get basic old sounds or working instruments?




Morrison added, “The algorithm is coded in order to evolve.” “Each disclosure that comes after can adjust probability weights on the basis of actual patterns in investigation.” The system, in theory, gets better over time.




Helms turned again toward the table. He studied all the statistical models, and his interest increased as a result. The young analyst’s brand-new idea was to view information management as a mathematical concept rather than a human choice. Usual sorting rules depended on one person’s view, as trained leaders chose what to hide due to a lack of comprehension of the potential political consequences. Morrison’s method suggested a logical approach, where later releases might be anticipated and current math could inform them.




He said, “Show to me the criteria for preservation.”




Morrison produced one more printout to illustrate some variables. These variables are a mix of accounting codes with medical assessment forms. ”Contact with foreign connections, future political power, chance of Congress asking questions, and predicting public feeling are main things, while who is responsible, keeping the organization’s name good, and what foreign spies think about telling are other things.“




”Human lives?“




Variables that are weighted for career impact against operational need are part of accountability math for each person. The algorithm makes allowances for personnel safety while maintaining ongoing capabilities.




Gottlieb spoke carefully: ”Mr. Director, document destruction does go even further. It’s institutional survival. A simple change can please Congress after they dig until the matter earns headlines. “Our job is to be sure that anything they find helps democratic review. It cannot aid foreign enemies or cause panic at home.”




Now only somewhat warm, Helms went back to his Styrofoam coffee at his chair. He had a grasp of the rules better than those experts facing him. Congressional authorization for the MK-Ultra program moved from specific research rules to general intelligence work, lasting across many presidencies. Future disclosure was forthcoming, so questions arose then. Time and scope were the sole things in question.




“The algorithm judges with capability,” he said to Morrison. “Are you having confidence in its own assessments?”




“I have tested it when compared with unclassified things coming from prior congressional inquiries. Patterns do match choices for revealing information that used up months regarding human moral thinking. The tool often gave hints toward simpler releases because it let go of less information yet gave it out in a more logical way and that made investigators feel satisfied.”




Helms said future historians will study these decisions later. “Not only from the view of politics, but from the view of disease spread.”
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  Chapter 1: Pattern Recognition

  
  




The apartment was dimly lit, illuminated only by the bright, cold glow of four computer screens that cast sharp shadows on the walls, which were covered in responses to Freedom of Information Act requests. Marcus Webb sat at his makeshift desk—an old dining table—surrounded by a collection of external hard drives, their blinking lights resembling tiny stars in a galaxy. The clock on the wall read 02:47, and he kept it disconnected from any internet connection, a small measure he took to ensure accurate time in a life filled with mistrust.

He was using three different private internet connections that ran through Iceland, Romania, and an old NSA communication line for which he still had access codes. The laptop next to him ran a special operating system that he ran from a USB stick, which he had carefully hidden to maintain his security. He believed that the more layers of protection you had, the safer you were, but he also knew that too many layers could lead to mistakes and complications.

Marcus Webb received the documents he had requested regarding the MK-Ultra program yesterday at 16:13—just seven minutes later than usual. While such a slight delay might not usually raise any eyebrows, Marcus, with eight years of experience at the National Security Agency, knew that odd timings could be significant, especially if they happened consistently.

His request, known as a FOIA (Freedom of Information Act) request, was fulfilled on February 18, 2025, with a response of 1,847 pages of information. The agency completed its review of the documents by March 14, 2025, and delivered them in an encrypted PDF. This process took 24 days, which was standard for complex requests like this one.

To make sense of the data, Marcus had conducted a detailed analysis overnight to identify any unusual patterns in the document release. One of the tools he used involved a principle called Benford’s Law, which predicts how often specific numbers should appear if the data were naturally occurring. For example, in typical financial records, you would expect to see the number ‘1’ as the start of a transaction much more often than ‘9’.

After examining the results of his analysis, he noticed something alarming: the distribution of numbers in these financial records was not what he would expect from everyday randomness. There was a significant difference between what the law predicted and what he observed, suggesting that the documents had been selectively chosen—some preserved. In contrast, others had been removed under questionable criteria.

This was no ordinary request for Marcus. After losing Sarah, someone he deeply cared for, he threw himself into investigating government secrets through Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests. For Marcus, seeking transparency became a way to deal with the sense of betrayal he felt from the institutions he once trusted. Every piece of information he uncovered contributed to his quest to understand the tragic death of a journalist who had been looking into pharmaceutical companies. His careful documentation of these requests and the patterns he identified became crucial in uncovering the troubling truths behind a broken system.

The memory hit him suddenly. Three years ago, he received a knock on his apartment door at 03:17. It was a marine guard, who wouldn’t look him in the eye, delivering the dreadful news in a detached manner that felt as if he were reading a grocery list. Sarah Webb, an investigative journalist, died in a single-vehicle accident. The investigation is ongoing, privacy laws prevent any further details, and his heart was shattered all over again.

But Marcus had learned to read between the lines. The marine labeled it an “accident” but didn’t disclose how fast she had been driving. The police report took eight weeks to arrive instead of the usual three. A toxicology test, which should have been straightforward, had been sealed by a judge whose name he didn’t know. And the FOIA request he’d made for Sarah’s research notes yielded only forty-three pages from what should have been three years’ worth of work on the pharmaceutical industry.

In an article from the Washington Post, it was reported that Sarah had died in a crash on Route 50 near Bowie, Maryland. She had been returning from a late-night interview, and the state police were looking into it. Known for her work in government transparency, she had even been nominated for a Pulitzer Prize for her investigations into the influence of pharmaceutical companies.

Meanwhile, a collection of documents about MK-Ultra—a controversial government program—sat untouched in his downloads folder. Marcus had initially requested this information for a different project about how government classification systems evolved. However, he started noticing strange patterns in the timestamps of the documents, which piqued his interest.

After searching the archives of the National Archives and Records Administration, he discovered over 1,800 documents related to MK-Ultra and its finances, spanning from 1953 to 1973. He noticed that these documents clustered around specific political events, suggesting they were not preserved randomly but rather chosen deliberately to shape how history is remembered.

The unsettling realization crept over him. Someone had orchestrated the preservation of these documents based on their political significance. They hadn’t simply been lost or destroyed by overzealous bureaucrats; they had been selectively kept with intent.

Startled, Marcus stood up too quickly, knocking over a pile of printed FOIA responses, which scattered across the floor like playing cards. His hands trembled as he opened his secure laptop, an old ThinkPad with a special operating system designed for privacy, making him feel safer from those who might be monitoring him.

As Marcus stared at the email draft on his computer screen, it felt like a weighty accusation, pushing him to take action.

* * *

EMAIL DRAFT - UNSENT 

To: vasquez@georgetown.edu

From: [REDACTED]@protonmail.com

Subject: Unusual Findings in Declassified MK-Ultra Documents




Dr. Vasquez,

I’m reaching out because of your work with Georgetown’s medical archives. I’m analyzing documents released under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) related to the MK-Ultra program, and I’ve noticed some unusual patterns that don’t align with our understanding of how documents were destroyed.

Specifically, the timing of the financial records that still exist is related to policy changes from 1953. Some irregularities in the numbers suggest careful selection of what was preserved, rather than the random destruction we were led to believe happened.

Could we meet to discuss potential access to the Church Committee materials at Georgetown? Your background in intelligence archives would be invaluable to understand these findings better.

Given the sensitive nature of my research, I’d rather discuss this in person rather than through secure online communications.

Respectfully,

Marcus Webb

Independent Researcher

* * *

His finger hovered over the send button as every security guideline he had learned began to ring alarms in his head. Elena Vasquez had left her job at the CIA to work at Georgetown in 2010, shortly after the Snowden leaks—moving from classified work to advocating for transparency in academia. Public records showed she still had her security clearance, which meant she likely had connections in agencies that would prefer Marcus to stop probing into document preservation issues.

Just yesterday, a surprising announcement had appeared in the Federal Register, almost like a hidden message in what looked like ordinary legislation.

FEDERAL REGISTER NOTICE 

Vol. 90, No. 51

March 14, 2025

Notices

DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE

Office of Information Policy

ACTION: Announcement of a Governmentwide FOIA Audit and Digitization Initiative

The Department of Justice is set to conduct a thorough audit of all executive branch FOIA operations, starting June 15, 2025, and wrapping up within 90 days. The audit will include the complete digitization and reorganization of all declassified documents from the past decade…

Ninety days. Just three months to finish what he started before anyone with advanced document management tools could erase the patterns he had painstakingly learned to identify over three years. It felt intentional, like someone had been monitoring his research and decided to give him just enough time to make a critical mistake.

Before he could overthink it, Marcus hit send, then quickly unplugged his laptop battery and removed the hard drive—a frantic yet instinctive move to protect himself. Outside his window, Arlington lay under the watch of surveillance cameras, their blinking red lights pulsing in time with the traffic signals. He had once counted all the cameras on his route to the Metro: 47, capturing every move of citizens who had learned to overlook their surveillance.

Eighteen minutes later, the response from Vasquez arrived, confirming that she had been alert and monitoring her secure channels. The speed of her reply was a clue—academics usually don’t check encrypted emails at 03:42. unless they have pressing secrets weighing on their minds.

* * *

EMAIL - ENCRYPTED PGP MESSAGE 

From: Elena.Vasquez@security-mail.georgetown.edu

Subject: Re: Unusual Findings in MK-Ultra Documents

Timestamp: 03:42:17 EST

Mr. Webb,

Your choice to analyze data with Benford’s Law is intriguing. Typically, FOIA researchers focus on what has been redacted rather than the timing of document availability. Your findings echo some patterns I noticed during my time at the CIA, although I cannot share specific details over email.

I can arrange for you to access the Church Committee materials tomorrow morning. The special collections at Georgetown will open at 8:00 a.m., and the staff will recognize your name if you mention my reference.

However, questioning patterns in document survival often attracts unwanted attention. The audit you’re mentioning? I’ve seen the internal documents—they’re precisely looking for the kinds of statistical clues you’ve identified.

Bring your data. We can discuss this in the secure reading room—no electronics are allowed; only analog notes are permitted. And Mr. Webb? Be careful with your internet connections. Several of the VPN addresses you’ve been using are… known to us.

-EV




A chill ran down Marcus’s spine—‘known to us’ sent a shiver through him. Elena Vasquez was aware of the relay points he had been using, indicating that she likely observed him setting them up during her time at the CIA. More importantly, she had just confirmed that the audit wasn’t about improving transparency; it was a move to erase the clues he had spent three years studying.

Standing in the center of his apartment, surrounded by paper evidence of government secrets, Marcus realized he had moved from mere curiosity about the data to a position of active involvement in something far more significant.
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