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St. Michael’s Academy for Boys

Ashford, Ohio 

Blackwood Residence Hall, Room 203 

June 18, 1965



James Vagus pushed open the door to his dorm room and stepped inside. He tossed his diploma folder and program onto the bed. The cover read St. Michael’s Academy for Boys 1965 Graduation Ceremony in a suitable formal typeface. While he sat in the stuffy auditorium during the proceedings, he grew bored with the never-ending speeches and checked for his name. It was listed way back on page 8… the curse of having a surname starting with a letter toward the end of the alphabet.
Loosening his tie, he scanned the small room — his home for the past six years. A single, not very comfortable bed, an overloaded bookcase, a compact metal desk with a lamp, a chair, and a wardrobe. Spartan. He never added homey touches. Never saw the point. He had no family photos to display, anyway.
In only two weeks, he had to move out, but he had no idea where he would go. The thought of applying for a job at the Academy crossed his mind again. That would provide him with room and board, but he also knew it would drive his teachers and counselors crazy. They all assumed he would pursue higher education, “since he was such a bright young man.” He was pulled aside many times during the past year — even up to the very morning of the ceremony — to engage in “little chats” about it.
But the truth was, James had no intention of going to college or had any plans for his future at the moment. Of course, he listened to the adults politely, told them he appreciated their concern, but this bright young man had no bright ideas about his future.
He took off his jacket and hung it up in the wardrobe with great care. He didn’t have many clothes, so he had to make the ones he had last. Plopping down on the uncomfortable mattress, he loosened his tie as he gazed at his diploma. There it was: the result of twelve years of schooling. It was supposed to be a significant achievement, something to be proud of and shared… but for him, it was only another piece of paper. Albeit a fancy printed one.
James stood, moved to the window and opened it, letting a rush of warm, humid air fill the room. He watched families clustered in the courtyard below, their faces glowing with joy, their voices a chorus of celebration. Cameras flashed, capturing moments that would be enshrined in photo albums and memories for years. A little boy ran across the grass, waving a mortarboard too large for his small hands. A man scooped him up, ruffling his hair, and the boy’s giggles echoed upward.
James stared at them for a long moment. He gripped the sash, ready to slam the window shut, lock out all the loud noise of family happiness — then he paused, breathing deep, forcing down the resentment. He was working hard not to be bitter. Turning his back on the scene outside, he tried to block out the sounds of a life he never knew.
From his pocket, he pulled a small felted blue jewelry box and opened it. Inside, a small sterling silver cross gleamed. He smiled, rubbing the cross between his thumb and forefinger, feeling its cool, smooth contours. The sisters from the orphanage attended the graduation, and seeing their familiar, kind faces in the crowd meant more than he could express. They were the closest thing to a family he ever had.
He took the cross and held it up, letting it catch the light. Slowly, he draped it around his neck, the metal settling against his chest with a comforting weight. He touched it again, vowing to himself that he would never remove their gift.
There was a knock, startling him. James turned toward the door. “Come in.”
A middle-aged man stepped into the room. He was a little shorter than James, who stood at six feet tall. His hair had begun to show hints of gray, and he wore a well-fitted pinstripe suit. He entered the room with an air of authority, but otherwise possessed an unremarkable appearance. Put him against a blank wall, and he’d blend in seamlessly. James did not recognize his visitor at all.
“I would like to congratulate you on your graduation,” the man said.
“Thanks.” James studied him, trying to place the face. Nothing. “Mister…?”
There was no answer. Instead, the man looked around the room and walked over to the bookcase. He ran a finger along the spines. “You have quite a collection of foreign language books.”
“I speak four languages fluently, and four more to some degree. Whenever an overseas sister came to the orphanage, I pestered her until she taught me her native language.” James shrugged. “I guess I have a facility for it.”
The man turned, hands in pockets. “I would say that was more than a mere facility.”
James was still at a loss to what the man wanted, or who he was. Did the guy wander into the wrong room? “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” He waited, curious, wary. The visitor appeared to be somebody important, but why the mystery?
“Why didn’t you accept the valedictorian honor when it was offered?” the man asked, ignoring James’ hint.
“I thought it should go to someone whose family could share in the pride,” James answered before realizing it wasn’t the man’s business at all.
“Interesting,” the man said, more to himself than James. He then studied James like he was a piece of abstract art hanging in a museum, trying to determine the painting’s subject.
“How did you know about that?” James demanded.
The man flashed a tight smile, as though his lips were out of practice. “Let’s say it’s a privilege of the one paying the bills.”
“Paying the bills…” James repeated. His brow furrowed in confusion. Was this man some type of anonymous benefactor revealing his existence? Was he about to yell “Surprise! I’m your lost rich uncle!” James shook his head slightly in confusion. “Wait… are you saying… I thought I was here on a full scholarship.”
“You were.” He walked to the window. “Of sorts.”
“Of sorts? What does that mean? Are you telling me you picked up the tab for the past six years?” James asked.
“To respond to your last question — no, I personally did not pay your tuition. However, I represent the organization that did.” The visitor looked over the school grounds.
“I’m sorry… who are you again? What’s this ‘organization’?” James took a couple of steps toward the man.
The man met James’ gaze as he turned to him — steady, steely. “Smith. My name is John Smith,” came the response after a brief pause, almost as if he was thinking up an alias on the spot.
The answer seemed flung like a challenge, as if the man was testing James’ reaction to such an obvious lie. James was tempted to respond with a sarcastic “you’ve got to be kidding”, but decided not to.
Perhaps this man was some type of eccentric millionaire who bankrolled James’ education, and this was some weird rite he liked to perform. James supposed people like that could exist and figured he had enough time to play along. After all, he was not expected at any post-graduation parties. His tone implied that he was aware the name was false, but he accepted it — for now. “A pleasure to meet you, Mister… Smith.”
Smith nodded, as though James had passed a test. “At least that’s the name I’m using for the present time,” he said without a trace of irony or explanation. He went to the desk and sat in the chair. James took a seat on the bed.
James’ gaze remained locked on the man sitting across from him as memories pulled him back to the orphanage. There, he learned the craft of careful observation and subtle adaptation in order to please potential adoptive parents. Now, as he sat on the edge of the bed, James couldn’t shake the feeling that he was once again being judged and evaluated. And he automatically was again playing that same game, mirroring his visitor’s every move, analyzing words used and body language, engaging in a mental chess match. But this time, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to please or deceive. But it was clearly his turn.
“How very interesting. What kind of organization?” James asked. “The one I can thank for the open checkbook.”
Smith’s cool demeanor remained unchanged. “The world has been split into two halves after World War II. There is now intense geopolitical tension between the United States and its NATO allies, representing Western capitalist democracies, and the Soviet Union and its Eastern Bloc allies, representing communist states.”
“I know. I got an ‘A’ in Social Science,” James said. “What does — ”
The visitor went on. “Then you are aware there is a fierce ideological struggle between capitalism and communism. This Cold War has permeated global politics, economics, and cultures. So far, direct military confrontation has been avoided, but both superpowers seek to extend their influence globally. While avoiding shooting at each other, the two sides engage in proxy wars, nuclear armament races, and intense espionage.”
“Yes, and…” James prompted.
Smith spoke after a moment’s silence. “The group of which I am a member is part of that struggle.”
James folded his arms across his chest and grinned. He volleyed the ball back. “Sounds like you’re talking about the CIA.” 
The reply erased his smile.
“Same league, different team,” Smith said. “The CIA personnel are quite capable, but may at times have experience difficulty entering certain locales because of their higher average age. It was proposed that a smaller agency consisting of younger operatives could be of assistance in certain cases, and handle some basic surveillance tasks. This would free older agents for other missions.”
“Like a squad of boy secret spies?” James raised an eyebrow.
“Not exactly.” Smith paid no attention to the sarcasm. “A male needs to be 18 years old to join the military without parent or guardian permission. So youngsters serving as spies are the stuff of fiction. But there is a need for younger agents, particularly in infiltrating specific areas. Colleges, rock concerts, clubs, that kind of scenario. It is assumed these youthful operatives would be useful for approximately five years or so. Although as long as they can pass for somebody younger than their actual age, the service length could be extended. For example, your blonde hair, blue eyes and boyish looks could lead to a longer career.”
James nodded in appreciation of the compliment. “And when they become old and wrinkled, they’re put out to pasture? Or are they merely shot?”
“None of that,” Smith dismissed. “The agents will be offered a choice to either retire from the organization with their country’s gratitude and a generous pension, or transfer to a different agency — the CIA. I am a part of what is known as MIS-X. Originally, it was a secret military intelligence unit formed in World War II to help Allied prisoners escape Axis prison camps. Although it was inactive after the peace, it was never officially disbanded. Like most government programs, it existed in some form, if only in a folder residing in a file drawer. Now, MIS-X is being reconstituted to train and deploy young agents for a new purpose.”
“It would be a shame to waste all that stationary,” James remarked dryly.
“Indeed,” Smith said in sincerity. James concluded his visitor had no sense of humor.
“MIS-X has been in an organizational and planning mode,” Smith went on. “It has spent several years locating, monitoring, and sometimes, providing support for hundreds of children who we projected could fill our staff.”
James aimed his dart. “Sounds like you’ve been raising prize hogs, waiting for them to get fatter for slaughter.” There was no reaction. “Am I safe to believe I was I one of those ‘monitored and supported’ children?”
Smith nodded.
“I trust I’ve been an interesting subject,” James returned.
Smith shrugged. “About average.”
“And now you’ve come for your pound of flesh?” It was more of a statement than a question.
“A nice Shakespearean allusion… The Merchant of Venice. Act Three, if I remember,” Smith said.
“Act Four,” James corrected. “Shylock was unsuccessful in his quest.”
A flicker of approval appeared in Smith’s brown eyes. “Yes, you are correct.” He flashed another tight smile. “But no, that is not my purpose here.”
Memories from the orphanage again intruded into James’ mind. Of all those meetings with prospective parents, the trying for approval from them, for adoption by them, followed by crushing disappointment. A surge of anger he couldn’t control, the anger of never being chosen, of always wondering why he wasn’t good enough, why no family wanted to adopt him, flared. He jumped up and strode to Smith. His eyes narrowed as he jabbed his index finger at his visitor. “Did your ‘monitoring’ derail those potential adoptions of me that fell through?”
Smith rose, his actions precise and controlled. He stood with his weight evenly distributed on both feet, arms held at his sides. James couldn’t help but think it appeared Smith was expecting a violent response from him… or perhaps he was testing James’ reaction to that idea.
“No. We did not influence those.” Smith spoke in a quiet voice, maintaining eye contact with James. “It’s more likely that you intimidated the couples.”
“Intimidated them?” James sputtered.
Smith relaxed his stance. “Most people seeking to adopt don’t want a child who is far more intelligent than they are.”
“Is that supposed to be a compliment?” James fired back.
Smith remained unruffled. “No, simply an observation. At any rate, your adoption status would have made no difference to us. We still would have communicated with you at this time, although families complicate matters.”
Silence settled over the room. James stared hard at Smith, the man’s calm, calculated presence gnawing at him. Smith continued to observe James with an intense gaze, as if he were assigning points for different aspects and then tallying the total. Finally, he gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod. “I think you have potential.”
James unclenched his fists, not realizing he’d balled them up. “Potential?”
“Based on my observations and your school record, you have the foundations to join us. MIS-X is now ready to enter its operational stage, although experimental — a trial — at first. A small operation with a limited number of agents. I am offering you a slot in the first training class,” Smith said.
James couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Just moments ago, he didn’t have an idea about his future. Now, he was being offered the opportunity to become a secret agent — it was all too much to take in. There most likely be possibility of injury… or worse. Did he want to risk becoming involved in that type of life? “I… I need some time to think about this…”
“Understandable,” Smith replied. “You do not have to decide immediately.”
“And if I say no?” James asked.
“You’re under no obligation to accept, of course.” Smith answered. “We will never force anyone to join the organization. A coerced operative is a dangerous and unpredictable one. You are free to live a life of your own making. With or without service to MIS-X.”
James gestured around the room. “And all the money you’ve spent on my education?”
“Consider it a scholarship, as you called it. You do not need to repay.” Smith adjusted his suit with a flick of his wrists. He extended his hand. James shook it. “Remember, your age is crucial to the MIS-X mission, so my offer is only open for two weeks. The training program starts in a month and a half. We have other possible recruits to contact in the meantime. If you wish to join, you can stay at the decommissioned military base we’re using without cost until we begin.”
As he turned to leave, he cast a look at James’ slender build. “There are excellent weight lifting facilities there.” He placed a business card on the desk. “You can call this number when you decide. Again, congratulations on your graduation, James. I hope that you will become part of MIS-X.”
The door closed with a soft click. James stood motionless, the room’s silence pressing in on him, stunned at the interview he just went through. He tried to understand what just had occurred, the wholly unexpected choice offered to him. After a few minutes, he walked to the desk and picked up the card. It was blank, other than a single phone number, centered and printed in crisp, black ink.
Tapping the card against his thumb, James stared after Smith.







  
  Chapter one

James stepped out of the luxurious Ocean View Resort onto the expansive pool deck. It dissolved into the sandy beach that lay just beyond. The relaxing area was adorned with plush cabanas, inviting loungers, and towering palm trees providing pockets of shade from the Miami heat. The blazing sun cast a golden light over the sparkling waves of the Atlantic, creating a shifting display of flashing colors. 
He was excited finally to travel some place new. Something different from the monotonous Greyhound bus trips he took through endless corn fields between the orphanage and the Academy. During the taxi ride from the airport, he almost pressed his nose against the window like a small child, eager to take in the sights of the vibrant Florida city. He drank it all in — the shimmering ocean, the charming, pastel-colored art déco buildings, and the lush, tropical greenery.
Beneath his excitement, though, lay deep-seated nervousness. MIS-X’s ten-month training was grueling. Physical conditioning, self-defense and weapons instruction, various gadgets and gizmos to learn, current affairs lectures… a dozen of his fellow fifty recruits had been weeded out or quit along the way. Several times, James wanted to tell the demanding Smith where he could put MIS-X and stalk away, but he didn’t. He completed the course — barely — and was proud of that accomplishment.
He was an 18-year-old, he told himself, about to step on the dangerous chessboard of international intrigue in the middle of the Cold War waged between two superpowers. Not only that, but he couldn’t throw out the sense of fear and doubt as he began his first mission. Was he ready for this? Would he be able to handle the pressure and risks involved? Should he have taken Smith’s offer at all? But there was no time for second guessing about that now. He was all in. Deep.
The shouts and laughter of the swimmers mixed with the nagging squawks of seagulls as James looked around. The commotion provided a perfect cover, a carousel of playful chaos helping him move unnoticed. He scanned the area until his gaze zeroed in on his target: Otto Stardt. James had thoroughly studied the German’s dossier and committed every detail of his background to memory.
The heavyset businessman lounged under a large umbrella, exposing a tiny sliver of his body to the sun. It was a perfect picture of his preferred shady dealings, James mused. Stardt reclined on a striped beach chair like a king surveying his kingdom. James couldn’t help but wonder if it was under this guise of leisure that Stardt was dreaming up more of his notorious business affairs. From a distance, James could sense Stardt’s cautious demeanor and how his eyes constantly scanned the surroundings — indications of a man with many secrets to conceal.
The assignment was a routine one: to monitor Stardt’s movements and contacts. International intelligence agencies had been keeping an eye on the businessman since the end of World War II, and now it was James’ turn at bat. Two hours passed since his arrival in Miami, and he already completed his initial tasks inside the hotel. Now it was time to get closer to his target.
James surveyed the crowded beach. His eyes darted from the sunbathers to the children playing in the surf, then back to Stardt. He needed to remain invisible, just another student in pursuit of the American dream of a seaside vacation and a golden tan. He allowed himself a small smile. Blending in was an art, he had been instructed, and he was determined to become its master.
He spotted an empty lounger within radio range of the German businessman. A quick scan assured him no prying eyes were fixed on him. With sunglasses perched on the bridge of his nose, James stepped onto the sand.
James’ nerves were on edge. This was no training exercise — this was the real thing. He was about to plant a bug on an actual target, not just a simulation.
With the nonchalance of a bored teenager, James passed families and couples, a planned meander toward the back of Stardt’s temporary throne. As he neared, he calculated his steps and pace. It had to be just so…
He reached into the small canvas beach bag he was carrying, searching for something. His fingers wrapped around an object: a listening device. He started to pull it out. As his hand reached the bag opening, he fumbled, and the object fell back to the bottom.
Brilliant, he scolded himself. He went fishing again, finally extracting the item from his bag. He palmed it, casually letting his hand fall to his side. Now comes the tricky part… the actual plant.
He continued toward the vacant lounger. A particularly boisterous group of children ran past him, giving him the opportunity he needed. He faked a stumble as though they almost knocked him off his feet, then opened his hand to drop a perfect replica of a dog turd behind the German’s chair. Acting annoyed that he almost stepped in the dropping, he scuffed a few grains of sand over it with his foot. The ersatz canine memento contained a listening device hidden inside something nobody would ever want to touch. Stardt was too engrossed in a copy of Der Spiegel Magazine to be aware of the activity in back of him.
James’ heart hammered against his ribs, but his face betrayed none of the adrenaline coursing through him. When he reached the empty lounger, he congratulated himself for his skillful planting of the bug. He dropped the bag and a towel on the chair, ready to take up his post.
“Smooth move,” a voice giggled from behind him.
James took in a quick breath, worried he wasn’t as discrete as he thought. As he turned around, he saw two teenage girls with sun-kissed skin and sparkling eyes. One wore a bright polka-dot bikini while the other sported a vibrant turquoise one. Their giggling mixed in with the sound of crashing waves as they playfully nudged each other.
“For not stepping in it, she means,” the shorter girl said.
“People should pick up after their dogs. Not cool.” James’ voice was tinged with what was close to a Scandinavian accent of some type. Part of the cover story Smith provided to him, most likely because of James’ blonde hair and blue eyes. He offered a lopsided grin he hoped would disarm strangers — or potential threats. Although in this case, the former seemed more likely — but his training told him he could never be sure.
“You’re not from around here, are you?” asked the taller of the two, her hair a cascade of sun-bleached curls.
“Is it that obvious?” James answered in mock surprise.
“Totally.” The girl in the polka-dot bikini smiled and stepped closer. The other, with a dusting of freckles across her nose, nodded in eager agreement.
“Care to join us for a swim?” the taller girl tilted her head in the direction of the sparkling waves. The question was served with an inviting smile.
James couldn’t help but enjoy being the object of the girl’s flirtation, but he was also a bit embarrassed. Between the orphanage and his monk-like existence at the all-boys school, his experience with females his age was limited. Very limited. But, more importantly, he couldn’t be distracted from his assignment. With a quick glance towards Stardt, he tried to figure a way to end the conversation gracefully. He slipped into the facade of a carefree teen. At least, like the ones he watched in the beach party movies.
“Not now, thanks. I want to catch some rays first.” James peeled off his shirt. “We don’t get sun like this in the north.”
“Wow,” breathed the freckled girl.
For a second, James didn’t understand her reaction. He looked down at himself as though he spilled something. Then he got it… and grinned at his naivete. The girls giggled.
James had been the sole recruit at the training facility for over a month before anyone else arrived. He divided between the library and — thanks to Smith’s not-so-subtle suggestion made in his dorm room — spending hours in the weight room. He hadn’t aimed for a well-muscled physique for vanity. But he didn’t mind the impressed glances the girls directed at him. He returned a modest half-shrug.
“Do you want our help to put on your suntan lotion?” the tall girl asked in a coy voice. Her friend nodded again.
“No, I’m good,” James demurred.
“Your loss,” the girls chimed together.
“You’re right!” James flashed another grin. “Have a good swim. Maybe I’ll catch up with you later.” He winked. “Keep an eye out for sharks.”
The girls ran off towards the water, their laughter hanging in the air like a promise.
James watched them go, the ghost of a smile lingering on his lips. Then, his blue eyes flickered back to Stardt, steeling once again with the resolve of a secret agent. As difficult as it was for him to believe sometimes, that was what he was: a secret agent. Not the average career for someone his age… or one that was announced to the world. He settled onto the lounger where he could keep an eye over both his concealed device and target.
The blazing sun beat down on the beach, causing the sand to sparkle like bits of glass. James’ eyes remained fixed on the figure of Stardt. Not wanting to get sunburned on his first day in the field, James rummaged through his bag and retrieved a bottle of suntan lotion. He slathered the thick white cream all over his skin, regretting not taking up the girls’ offer as he twisted to reach his back. It would have been easier — and much more fun.
Sighing, he settled himself to be comfortable, the warmth of the sun baking him. At least he wasn’t sent to someplace like Siberia for his first job.
James gazed at the other people at the shore, practicing his observation skills by composing a report on their actions in his mind. Soon he grew bored watching them and wished he had brought something to read. The warm weather made him drowsy, and he struggled to keep his eyes open. He let out a long stretch, accompanied by a yawn. He wrote a mental note to himself: surveillance involves a great deal of boredom.
As Stardt lounged on the beach, a man in a crisp blue seersucker suit and a Panama hat headed his way. James went on alert as the other approached the German businessman.
The visitor who arrived at Stardt’s lounger was a man in his late fifties. He stood tall and slender, with a lean build that radiated discipline. His facial features were chiseled and precise, like the cuts of a scalpel, and his black hair was streaked with strands of gray. There was a palpable sense of authority in his movements, but also a hint of subservience, the poor relation visiting the rich one.
Pretending to check the time, James raised his right wrist, although it wasn’t a normal watch he wore. It was a Steineck ABC camera which at first glance resembled a wristwatch but held a lens that took photos on miniature circular film. He had practiced with the device; now to see if he got it correct.
James folded his hands together and rested them on his stomach, positioning the watch to capture Stardt’s visitor. He used his left index finger to snap five quick shots. The man in the suit pulled the lounger to almost touching Stardt’s and leaned in, as though not wanting to be overheard.
Without wasting a moment, James reached into his bag and retrieved what appeared to be a well-worn transistor radio. He plugged in the earpiece and placed it in his ear. Static crackled. He tuned the station dial until the voices transmitted from his bug came through, loud and clear.
“…mehr Informationen,” Stardt’s voice rumbled through the earpiece, tinged with impatience. “Bevor ich investiere.”
“Es ist nicht so einfach,” countered the man, his tone smooth like polished steel.
James’s mind translated each German word effortlessly. He closed his eyes to help focus his attention on the conversation.
“Forty thousand is a lot of money — a fortune, one might say — yes, a fortune,” Stardt said.
“Have you raised it?” The man in the suit sounded like a car huckster, desperate to close a deal. Looked like one, too.
Stardt sniffed his dismissal to this direct examination. “Of course. I have it with me here.”
“Then what is your objection?” the man snapped. “You have already invested ten thousand.”
“True, but that was a lesser amount than your newer request. Substantially less,” said Stardt, shifting from the role of the prospect to the salesman. “First, doctor — forgive the caution. I am a businessman first, and I must have reasonable confidence that my investment will offer a profitable payment. I’m sure you understand.”
“Herr Stardt, I assure you, the profits will be very pleasing.”
“I am glad you are so confident,” Stardt said dryly, “but the fact you need to return for additional capital raises concerns. It is necessary that I should know a little more about your remarkable scheme, for remarkable I am sure it is, before I contribute any more monies. For example, the legalities…”
“You are the one to be concerned about legalities!” the man fired back.
“I operate in areas that exist only within shades of gray, at the edge of the boundaries of the law,” Stardt said, his voice smooth and calculated. “I must tread with care, for there are those who would be happy to see me fall. My actions are of interest to many, both inside and outside various governments.”
Like the one listening to you now, James thought. He couldn’t help but feel a surge of excitement. This was the world he trained for — the covert and perilous world that operated on the fringes and out of sight of polite society. Now it was his world, too.
“I will tell you this,” the man wearing the suit said, appearing to choose his words with care. “My scheme falls into the narrow interpretation of the law as illegal. Do not mistake me, there is no danger to those who invest in ignorance. I will bear the full burden of responsibility.”
“Of course, you understand that is incorrect. A shareholder in a ‘scheme’ cannot escape complete liability for the purposes to which the money is put,” Stardt said abruptly. “You still do not provide enough specific information. I require more if you wish additional support from me.”
There was a moment’s pause as if the man was thinking things over. At last, he spoke. “As for my operation, I’m afraid I
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