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December 12, 1599

Will Cleve stared alternately at his mug of ale and the barmaid Mollie.

His thoughts were jumbled, not helped by John Tanner’s scratchy fiddle tune or the laughter of the crew that had just tumbled off the latest ship that had docked that afternoon from a voyage to the Low Countries. He had come to the Anchor and Keel for some peace and quiet. He had gotten neither.

At least it was warm. The fire blazed with its own peculiar light. The cold winter winds from the nearby Thames River had made the narrow streets of Deptford icy and uninviting. A man certainly couldn’t think out there, could he?

The warped table where Will was sitting was wobbly and too near the door. The cold air brought in the acrid smells of the Thames and mixed them with the smoke of the fire and the aroma of the spit of pork that was on the open fire.

Will looked at Mollie and forgot about the cold. She caught his eye, gave him a nod, and looked down at his leather purse sitting on the table.

“Get me a priest,” the old woman had rasped, barely able  to get the words out. “I’m dying, Will. You know that. My soul’s in a bad state. I can’t go like this. I need a priest.”

Will had tried to argue with her but was interrupted by a spate of coughing and indescribable sounds that resulted in more blood on her handkerchief.

“Another bit of ale for ya, Will?”

Mollie stood over him with a pitcher, ready to pour. He nodded and looked down at his purse. She was looking at it, too. It was usually empty, but tonight it was full, or almost full. He had shown it to her earlier, and she had shown interest. Later, she told him, maybe they could do a different kind of business.

With his mug full and Mollie seeing to other customers, Will’s thoughts turned dark again.

Why did his Auntie Eleanor think she needed a priest? She had never given up her Catholic beliefs even when they had become unpopular and even dangerous. She had the good sense to keep her mouth shut about it. At least that.

She had played the part of a good Anglican. She had never spoken of the rosary she kept hidden in her house. She had never once said anything to her sister, Will’s mother, about her remaining a Catholic.

She had run her boardinghouse and tavern as a model citizen of Deptford, never once hinting of her papist inclinations.

But now, with only a few days left, she needed a priest.

So, somehow, Will found her a priest. It wasn’t easy. His inquiries had been extremely discreet. After all, priests had been outlaws. When the authorities caught a priest these days, it wasn’t a pretty sight. A captured priest was lucky to die quickly, and they were rarely lucky. But Will had found one on board a ship from Spain, and he persuaded that man to come with him to hear his dying aunt’s confession.

When the confession was heard, the penance was odd. The priest told her she should write down everything she had just confessed. So she did.

“I, Eleanor Bull, who am about to meet my Maker, do hereby confess that I have been complicit in the death of one Christopher Marlowe, who on May 30,1593, was a guest in my house . . .”

Will felt the rolled up piece of paper inside his shirt. Two pieces of paper. The words on them were thunderbolts. Words that could shake a nation, an empire. And, yet, if Will tried to sell them – which was the first thing he thought about doing – he realized there would be no buyer. Walsingham was long dead, and the men who came after him rarely knew the value of what was in front of them. Selling them would probably put his own life in danger.

His aunt’s confession contained a detailed account of Marlowe’s murder and his aunt’s role in it. It also stated that the murder had been ordered directly and explicitly by Queen Elizabeth herself. The confession could be denied. It was the other piece of paper that could not be so easily dismissed.

He felt inside his shirt one more time. Yes, two pieces of paper, all rolled up. The outer piece was his aunt’s confession. The piece inside contained the words authorizing Marlowe’s murder. At the bottom of that page was the unmistakable and undeniable signature and seal of Elizabeth Regina. The writing above the signature called Christopher Marlowe a Catholic, a traitor, and an enemy of the Church and the Crown.

Will took his hand away from his shirt and put it on his purse. The coins inside felt  good. Yes, he and Mollie would definitely do business later on.

The local authorities still paid handsomely to know the location of a priest.
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Chapter 1: Sophie Baumann
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May 14, 1887

Sophie Baumann knew how this conversation would end. It will take about ten minutes to get there, she calculated.

She glanced furtively at the timepiece that hung around her neck, dangling from a gold chain. Maybe fifteen minutes, she recalculated.

She looked down when Commander Nathan Tower’s back was turned as he walked back and forth in front of her desk. He was in a rage. Fortunately, the rage was not directed at her. And she knew his rages—she had seen them before. This wasn’t uncontrolled anger; it was frustration.

“We were so close,” he said, “and now THIS!”

This was the information she had received: her chief operative in London, the naval attaché to the American legation there, had just been told by the American minister to Great Britain that he had a new assignment that would take him out of the legation for at least two months.

Sophie sat calmly at her desk while the commander paced. Her office was in a small room off a larger room in the basement of one of the buildings at Howard University. The large room was informally known as The Black Chamber, taking its name from the room in Whitehall, London, where Oliver Cromwell’s espionage operation had been centered.

Formally, the room had no name. It was always locked except to those who had keys. The door was always shut, and the windows had been painted black.

“When does he have to report?”

Tower had asked that question at least once, maybe twice already. Sophie was patient. Tower was thinking, she knew, granting himself some time by repeating a question and getting an answer he didn’t have to think about.

“The telegram said he’s leaving London this afternoon and heading down to Portsmouth,” she said. “He reports to the HMS Falcon tomorrow, and they’re due to set sail with the tide.”

“Nothing more than that?”

Sophie shook her head. “Nothing except that it was, and I quote, ‘on orders of the minister.’”

“Orders of the minister!” Tower shouted. “That idiot. I know Thomas Sullivan. A political hack if there ever was one. What the hell does he think he’s doing?”

Tower began to pace again.

“And Hollister didn’t say anything else?” Another repeated question. Sophie shook her head. She knew how frustrating this was for Tower. Lieutenant James Hollister was one of Tower’s best young field agents. He had been on the verge of a breakthrough—something he and Sophie had worked on for months.

Hollister had gotten wind of something going on in the Admiralty, something rotten. An admiral, Sir Richard Harrington, was in financial trouble—women, gambling, whatever it was. Hollister had found that he needed money and needed it quickly. Hollister was getting close to turning him into an American agent.

All it would take was a few thousand dollars—something Tower and his sources could easily manage—and then Harrington would be theirs. A high-level source of information within the British Navy. A man privy to the Navy’s innermost secrets. It was a prize worth many times the investment.

Hollister had been confident that a deal could be struck very soon. He was waiting for the right moment. He had hinted at an offer a couple of times already, saying there might be a way he could help Harrington out—and Harrington seemed interested.

How Hollister, a lieutenant in the insignificant American Navy, had gained the confidence of a British admiral was a testament to Hollister’s genius as an agent. Tower was vague on the details. Sophie knew all of them. She had helped arrange it all.

“There is one hopeful thing,” Sophie said, once Tower’s pacing had stopped and he finally seated himself in front of her desk.

Tower took a deep breath and said, almost distractedly, “What’s that?”

“I’m due to get a diplomatic pouch tomorrow,” she said. “There will likely be something in there from Hollister. The information will be about a week old, and it will take me a little time to decode it, but it should tell us something.”

Tower thought about that for a moment.

“Do you think Hollister saw this reassignment coming?”

Sophie shook her head. “No, I think the reassignment was as much a surprise to him as it was to us. But I think there may be something else going on.”

“Something else?”

“Hollister was certain he was close to turning Harrington,” Sophie said, “but he had found hints of something else going on in the Admiralty—something that didn’t have anything to do with Harrington’s debts.”

“That was in his last set of dispatches?”

Sophie nodded.

“And you have no idea what he was hinting at?” Tower asked.

“Not a clue,” Sophie said. “Hollister isn’t the kind of agent to speculate too much about what he doesn’t know. He will if you push him, but he doesn’t like to. He likes hard information. It makes him a better-than-average agent.”

“And this next batch of dispatches—the ones that arrive tomorrow,” Tower said. “How long will it take to decipher them?”

“Most of the day,” Sophie said. “I should be done by the middle of the afternoon.”

Tower looked at his watch. “Good,” he said. “That will give you time to catch the train to New York tomorrow evening.”

“New York?” she said, feigning surprise. This was where the conversation was headed.

“Yes,” he said. “You’ll be on a steamer headed to London the day after tomorrow.”

“What about Meade?”

Meade was her husband and a journalist for the Washington Beacon. He was also one of Tower’s inner circle of agents and operatives. Meade won’t be happy with this answer.

“He’s going too.”

***
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Meade Meadows did not look happy.

He sat in his most comfortable chair in his large study and stared into the roaring fire in front of him.

“The commander said I have to go?”

Sophie sat in the chair beside him, which also faced the fireplace. The May evening had turned from pleasant to unusually cool, and the flames danced with delight over the dry wood, warming the ground floor of their Connecticut Avenue house.

Meade owned the three-story house along with his sister Lucinda. She had started a lengthy tour of Europe just after Meade and Sophie had been married late in the previous year. She wanted to give the newlyweds some time and space on their own. The last they had heard from her, she was somewhere in Italy.

“Of course you have to go,” she said. “You’ve known that. You’ve known that all along.” She did not sound like she would be sympathetic to any complaints or objections he might raise.

After two years of courtship and more than six months of marriage, she knew Meade well. She also knew there wasn’t time for coaxing. There was too much to do.

“What’s your objection to going?” she asked.

Meade squirmed a bit in his chair. He had plenty of objections. He was working on an important story for The Beacon, for one. There were others. But he knew voicing them to Sophie would be useless. He wasn’t going to get out of this, and he certainly didn’t want Sophie going alone.

“I don’t have objections,” he said with a smile. “I have complaints.”

“All right,” she said, returning the smile, “what’s your complaint?” He gets one complaint.

“Well, do you know what’s happening in London next month?”

Of cours I know. But she decided, as she had done that very afternoon, to humor the male in the room.

“What’s that, darling?”

“The Queen’s Golden Jubilee,” he said, with emphasis on the word queen.

“And why are you objecting to that?”

“Because I’m an American,” he said with a big grin, “and we true Americans don’t believe in monarchies.”

“Maybe we’ll be gone before all that happens,” she said.

With that, they lapsed into a comfortable silence and enjoyed the fire for a few moments.

Sophie and Meade had spent most of the late afternoon and early evening talking about the trip and the operation. Now that Hollister was out of the picture, Sophie said, they were going to have to make contact with Admiral Harrington and turn him into an American agent.

“But, something else is happening,” Sophie said. “I still have the feeling that once we get to London, we’re going to find out a lot more than we know now.”

“Who ordered Hollister to take that cruise?” Meade asked.

“The American minister to Great Britain,” she said. “Thomas Sullivan. Commander Tower said he’s an idiot and a political hack. Doesn’t know what he’s doing. Do you know him?”

Meade nodded. “He’s in President Cleveland’s inner circle. Nathan’s right—he’s a political hack.” Meade paused for a moment. “But I don’t think he’s an idiot.”
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Chapter 2: The Train Station
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Sophie Baumann’s foot hit the ground before the carriage had come to a complete stop in front of the Pennsylvania Railway Station. Her handbag was the only luggage she carried. She hoped Meade had remembered everything else.

The hands on the giant clock in the massive reception area stood in perfect alignment, straight up and down. Six o’clock. At that very moment, a loud, screeching whistle sounded from one of the engines far down the track. She recognized the sound: All aboard, last call. She found herself running toward the platform.

The carriage ride from Howard University, straight down Seventh Street had taken too long. The driver was slow, not aggressive enough. He was too cautious, took too many stops when he should have charged ahead.

But Sophie knew it wasn’t the carriage driver’s fault.

She had been holed up in her office all day, waiting on a diplomatic pouch that had arrived later than expected. The bad news, she told herself.

But there was good news. There was information from Lieutenant Hollister—information he had carefully compiled before he knew he would be reassigned.

But there was also more bad news. The information had to be deciphered, and that had taken hours. Commander Tower had called to say he wanted to meet with her to find out what Hollister had said and that he would arrive around four o’clock.

“I’m sorry, Commander,” she had said. “Hollister put this into a difficult cipher, and I still haven’t figured it all out yet.”

“Keep working,” Tower said. “I’ll meet you at the station. Your train leaves at six.”

Out of breath from running and dodging the people massed in the crowded waiting room, Sophie made it through the gate to the platform. There she saw Meade Meadows standing only a few feet down the track.

Behind him, the train was beginning to move.

She ran toward him, and when she was close enough, he grabbed her hand and pulled her along faster than she could run herself. In a few seconds, they had caught up with the last platform of the train, which was beginning to pick up speed.

Without letting go of her hand, Meade jumped onto the platform of the moving train. In a single motion, he turned and, with his free hand, took hold of her other hand and pulled. At the very second he began to pull, Sophie jumped toward him.

With the momentum of her jump and the tug of his hands, Sophie landed squarely on the train’s platform. Meade’s arms quickly surrounded her, as hers wrapped around him.

They stood still for a moment, feeling the motion of the train. Their feet confirmed they were on the solid base of the platform and thus safely aboard.

Meade looked down at Sophie and saw her looking up at him. Their lips soon locked together in a long, lingering kiss.

“Now that, I hope, will be the most exciting thing that happens to us on this trip,” Meade said, still holding her tightly as she laid her head against his chest.

“And I think, my darling,” she said, “that you may be wrong.”
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Chapter 3: Commander Nathan Tower
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Commander Nathan Tower sat stoically in a closed compartment near the front of the train. He watched as the train began to move—slowly at first, then gradually picking up speed. The window of his compartment passed the end of the platform, and just at that point, the train curved, giving him a brief glimpse back down the long runway.

Except for a couple of conductors standing at the end of the platform, Tower could see no one.

Tower relaxed. Sophie Baumann had made the train. She had been late, but Tower knew she was on board. He allowed himself a brief flash of pride as he thought about Sophie. She was his creation. He knew, of course, that he could not take credit for her intelligence, her cleverness, or her thoroughness. Her ability to think on her feet, to plan, to adjust at a moment’s notice—those were things he could not have taught.

But her knowledge of tradecraft was something he could take pride in. She had listened, learned, and absorbed. He had taught her everything, knowing very quickly that she would take his knowledge and continue to teach herself.

And if given the opportunity, she would pass that knowledge on to others.

And that’s what she had done with James Hollister.

Hollister had walked into his office two years earlier, looking like any other Annapolis midshipman who had just completed his first post-graduation sea duty. But to Tower’s less-than-friendly greeting and question—“Why are you here?”—he had said the magic words:

“Burley O’Malley sent me.”

Burley O’Malley was an old salt who had sailed with Tower aboard several ships during the Civil War. He always looked like a rough-and-tumble seaman who could drink any civilian—and most sailors—under the table. But the rough exterior concealed a keen intellect that few officers, except Tower, had ever uncovered.

And as good a seaman as he was—and he was very good—he was even better on land. He could surveil without being seen. He could weasel his way close enough to overhear conversations. He could pretend to be a drunken fool while absorbing and retaining everything around him. As for information, he knew when it was wheat and when it was chaff.

No one had Tower’s trust like Burley O’Malley. If Burley saw something in you, there was something there worth keeping—and worth using.

Burley wasn’t wrong about James Hollister. Like Sophie, he was a natural.

So Tower had turned Hollister over to Sophie, and in six months, she told Tower, “He’s ready. Where do you want him to go?”

The answer to that question, of course, was London.
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Chapter 4: HMS Falcon
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May 31, 1877

“We’re going where?”

“Puerto Rico, Mr. Sinclair,” Captain High Whitley said loudly so that every officer in the room, Lieutenant James Hollister included, could hear. “I don’t remember stuttering.” Sarcasm was the captain’s favorite tool when addressing his junior officers.

Lieutenant Commander Edward Sinclair, the second in command aboard HMS Falcon, turned crimson and slid down in his chair. He was seated beside Hollister.

“I was under the assumption, Mr. Sinclair, that you might know where Puerto Rico is located,” the captain continued. “But just in case you don’t—you sail out of Portsmouth and turn right.”

His words echoed around the chart room, where every other officer was silently thanking the deity of his choice that he wasn’t Edward Sinclair at that moment.

Hollister had been aboard the Falcon for nearly two weeks. When he had been ordered onto the cruiser by the American minister, Thomas Sullivan, he had assumed the Falcon was about to set sail. But when he arrived in Portsmouth, he found the crew ready—and waiting. No one knew why.

Hollister knew enough about the navy—British or American—to understand that unexplained delays and waiting were part of the routine. Still, this delay struck him as odd.

“These orders are top secret, gentlemen,” the captain said, to the relief of Sinclair, who was no longer the target of his sharp tongue. “What is said in here is not to leave this room. Does everyone understand me?”

Little chance of that happening, thought Hollister. Within an hour, everyone in the crew will know we’re headed in the opposite direction from the original destination.

That was another thing that struck Hollister as strange. Why should the plans be “top secret”? As he understood it, this was supposed to be a “show the flag” voyage. And if it was so secret, why had he, an American, been invited aboard?

Was all this connected with what I’ve been working on in London for the last six months?

Hollister gave voice to none of these thoughts. There was no one aboard the Falcon he could trust. He was there at the courtesy of the British Navy, and his role was to observe and ask the occasional polite question.

Captain Whitley continued to talk about the preparations the crew needed to make in the next few hours. No one in the room asked any questions. To do so would likely awaken the sarcasm snake that always seemed coiled and ready to strike in the captain’s mind.

As far as Hollister could tell, the captain was an able and competent seaman. He clearly enjoyed his command and maintained tight oversight of the crew of about two hundred. Hollister had concluded that Whitley would be a good man to have at your side in a fight.

But his leadership—especially among his officers—was lacking. No one liked him, and few respected his command. They followed orders, certainly, but did so while looking over their shoulders, lacking confidence or creativity. Hollister had heard many of them complain openly about the captain when assured he was elsewhere on the ship. When he was nearby, they mumbled, grumbled, and second-guessed his decisions.

The one person among the officers who had not felt the sting of Whitley’s sarcasm was Hollister himself.

At first, Hollister believed the captain’s courtesy toward him was due to his status as a guest and not part of the chain of command. But over his two weeks aboard, he began to suspect something else was going on.

Several times during that fortnight, the captain had invited Hollister into his cabin for informal chats. He wanted to know about the state of the American Navy. As he had been trained, Hollister downplayed its size and readiness, careful to reveal nothing that wasn’t already common knowledge among British naval experts.

But Whitley also wanted to know what Hollister had been doing while in London at the American legation. Hollister began to suspect the captain’s interest was more than simple friendliness or idle curiosity.

Does he know I’m part of the Office of Naval Intelligence and work for Commander Tower? Does he realize I’ve been trying to turn one of his colleagues into an American asset?

No—he couldn’t know. But he might suspect.

After the officers’ meeting concluded, Hollister approached the captain.

“Permission to speak to the captain, sir,” he said. “Granted,” the captain replied. “Sir, in light of the change of plans, I believe I need to inform my legation in London that we will not be heading toward Egypt after all. Since our destination is top secret, I won’t disclose where we’re going, but diplomatic protocol demands that I inform them at least of the deviation.”

Hollister wondered if he was crossing a line, but he had to try.

The captain stared at him for a moment. “How are you going to inform the legation?” “Sir, I’ll need to leave the ship and send them a brief telegram.”

“Compose your telegram, Hollister, and bring it to my cabin in ten minutes.”

Ten minutes later, Hollister knocked on the captain’s cabin door and was granted entry. He handed over the telegram. It read:

TO: NAVAL ATTACHÉ, AMERICAN LEGATION, LONDON Route deviation: proceeding west from Portsmouth. New destination not disclosed by host command. Status unchanged. Will advise from first landfall. Lt. J. Hollister, USN 3PGMO

Whitley read the note carefully.

“Looks like you’ve said what you needed to say,” he said at last. “I need your word as an officer and a gentleman that this is all you’re going to tell them.” “Yes, sir. Absolutely, sir,” Hollister said. “And thank you, sir.”

The captain set the note down on his desk. As Hollister reached for it, Whitley picked it up again and studied it.

“Hollister, what the hell do those numbers and letters after ‘USN’ mean?” “Damned if I know, sir,” Hollister said with a grin. “Some kind of secret code. Those file clerks in Washington have a language of their own.”

He paused, then added, “Bureaucracies are the same everywhere, aren’t they, sir? I imagine you run into the same thing in the British Navy.”

Whitley handed him the paper. “Damn right we do,” he said. “Except our navy is much older than yours. We’ve had bureaucracies working on this kind of thing for centuries. It can drive a sailor straight into the grog.”
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Chapter 5: Eliza Winters
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June 1, 1877

“Well, that’s where the old girl lives. That’s what they claim anyway. Who knows if she’s really even alive? And who cares? I guess that’s what we’re going to find out later this month.”

Eliza Winters sat in her large, open carriage, which was parked on The Mall next to Green Park. Across the road, in clear view, was Buckingham Palace. Eliza was a large woman, well into her fifties, but retaining much of the attractiveness of her youth. Nathan Tower had spoken fondly of her—a little too fondly, maybe—when he described her on the train trip from Washington to New York.

Across from Eliza sat Sophie Baumann and Meade Meadows, weary from their just-completed voyage from New York to London, but mesmerized by the character in front of them. Neither of them had ever met anyone quite like her.

“Do people really think Queen Victoria’s dead?” Sophie asked, as Eliza had paused to take a breath.

“Oh, darling, you hear all sorts of things all over this town. She died soon after Albert kicked off—killed herself, she did. Or she’s alive and living with some sheep farmer in Scotland. The one I like is that she’s alive and living with some maharajah in India, where she’s getting some kind of miracle cure she claims will restore her youth.”

Both Sophie and Meade burst out laughing so hard they attracted the attention of pedestrians walking by. Sophie wondered if the Queen herself could hear Eliza talking across the road.

“One thing for certain,” Eliza said, pointing toward the palace, “that place is the ugliest monstrosity in London, if not on the face of the whole earth.”

The last two hours had been filled with those kinds of comments—Eliza holding forth on the English, their haughty ways, their odd habits, their rigid class system—as she toured them around London’s environs. Before their luggage had been dispatched to their rooms at the Brown Hotel, Eliza had appeared and whisked them away on an orientation tour they had never expected.

Within minutes, they were racing down Piccadilly toward the Circus, with Eliza talking faster than the horses pulling the carriage were trotting. In no time, they were looking at the column in Trafalgar Square, but hardly had a chance to figure out its form before they were on The Strand, catching a glimpse of the Thames River, and then veering left onto Fleet Street.

Somehow, Eliza managed to include commentary on the major newspapers in London during that stretch and also offered a few choice comments about “the greatest lexicographer ever,” Samuel Johnson, while pointing vaguely to where he once lived. The dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral was straight ahead, but they turned abruptly right toward Blackfriars Bridge, and suddenly St. Paul’s had vanished.

Just before reaching the bridge, it dawned on Sophie what Eliza was doing. She was demonstrating the role she played in English upper-class society: that of the wealthy American widow who had opinions on everything, was never shy about expressing them, and could easily be dismissed as knowing little and understanding less. She would never be taken seriously and thus would never come under suspicion of being an American agent.

Later, when they were alone, Meade told Sophie he had come to the same conclusion just after they crossed the bridge. Both marveled at Eliza’s talent.

Once they had reached that conclusion, back in the carriage, they began to marvel at her knowledge and perception. Eliza continued her spiel through South London and into the countryside all the way to Greenwich. The carriage stopped in Greenwich Park at the zero meridian marker.

“And this is the spot, my friends, where the British declared the beginning of the end of their empire,” she said.

Meade and Sophie looked at each other, puzzled.

“Why do you say that?” Meade asked.

“Because the British had to strong-arm everyone else at the conference into agreeing to let Greenwich be the zero meridian.”

It was a debatable point, as both Sophie and Meade knew, but Eliza was ready with a list of weaknesses that seemed to make her point. When she finished, she looked around and said, “Still, it’s a beautiful place to have a zero meridian. Better than Berlin or Peking.”

With that, the carriage started up again, heading back toward London.

When they passed through Deptford, Eliza said offhandedly, “That’s Wellington Street over there. Hollister said something about going there, but with his new orders, he never got the chance.”

When they returned to London, they passed by the Houses of Parliament and Whitehall, where the Admiralty was located. Eliza kept up her running commentary. They also drove past the American legation, a modest house on Victoria Street, before stopping, finally, across from Buckingham Palace.

“Any questions?”

Eliza appeared to be anything but exhausted, but she had stopped talking.

“How much do you know about Jim Hollister’s operation?” Sophie asked.

In just a few seconds, Eliza transformed from the loud, boisterous gossip to the deadly serious American agent.

“Plenty,” she said, “and not enough.”
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Chapter 6: Belgravia
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June 1, 1877

The carriage stood outside the Brown Hotel at seven-thirty that evening, just as Eliza Winters had said it would. Sophie Baumann and Meade Meadows walked out of the front of the hotel, where a footman waited with the door of the carriage open. He took Sophie’s arm as she climbed into the carriage and then stepped back as Meade’s body language indicated he would manage on his own.

Once they were in and the door firmly shut, the footman climbed onto the carriage, and it began to move.

Sophie and Meade were about to visit a part of London they had not seen earlier that day: Belgravia.

When Eliza had finished her whirlwind tour that afternoon, she told them they were to dine with her at her house that evening. They were to rest up during the afternoon and be ready to go at seven-thirty.

Sophie and Meade tried to beg off, thinking Eliza was just being hospitable, but Eliza would not hear of it.

“It will just be the three of us,” she said. “We have a lot of work to do.”

The two had heard of Belgravia. It was the richest part of London, with the largest and most lavish homes. Eliza’s family money—which was considerable—had never left her control, even during the few years she had been married to “the old man,” as she referred to her husband. He was Charles Winters, though her other appellation for him was simply “Chuck.”

“Chuck never particularly liked the house,” she had said with obvious disdain. “He preferred those dank, cramped cabins on board those awful ships he commanded.” She told them about the one time she had been out on a short voyage with the admiral. “Britannia rule the waves, ha! That was a joke. The days I was out there, Britannia wasn’t ruling anything. The waves were in complete control.”

Within a few minutes after their carriage ride began, the house that the admiral had so disliked came into view. It was large even by Belgravia standards, set well back from the street, and featured a set of columns at the front steps that supported a third-floor portico.

The visitors stepped into a large hallway and were met by a staircase that rivaled those in London’s best hotels. Eliza was there to greet them. She was clearly glad to see them, but she had put away her public face.

“I have a small dining room on the second floor,” she said. “That’s where we’ll have dinner—where no one will disturb us.”

Dinner was excellent, adequate, and brief.

It was served by Eliza’s butler. She introduced him as Bertram Bailey.

“Bertram is fully aware of who I am and what goes on in this house,” she said when he had left them. “He’s completely trustworthy.”

With dinner finished, Eliza said, “I want you two to know that from here on out, this is your operation. I’m not in charge—you are. You tell me what you need, and I’ll provide it. To begin with, there are two carriages in the back of Brown’s Hotel that will be available to you anytime you need them. All you have to do is ask at the front desk, and they’ll be brought around.”

Sophie and Meade looked suitably impressed.

“Now,” she said, “let’s get down to business.”

“The first order of business,” Sophie said, “is for you to tell us everything you know about what Jim Hollister was up to. He was trying to turn Richard Harrington into an asset for Commander Tower.”

“Jim was well on his way to doing that, too,” Eliza said. “Then he got those orders to leave immediately and report to the HMS Falcon for a cruise to Egypt and the Suez.”

“Any idea how or why that happened?” Meade asked.

Eliza shook her head. “No, but I’m working on that. There’s something odd about it, though. Jim was ordered to leave about two weeks ago. The Falcon only sailed this morning.”

“He’s been on board that ship for two weeks?” Sophie asked.

“Two whole weeks,” Eliza said, “and I haven’t heard a word from him.”

“Are you sure he sailed with the ship?”

“If he hadn’t, I’m sure he would be in touch.”

Sophie turned to Meade. “What do you make of that?”

Meade shrugged. “It could be significant. It could just be the Navy. Delays like that aren’t uncommon. The Falcon is a small ship by cruiser standards, but it has a crew of more than two hundred. Maybe they had to wait to get a full contingent. That happens.”

Sophie turned back to Eliza. “Did Hollister say anything about finding out something else—besides the fact that Harrington could be turned into our asset?”

Eliza thought for a moment. “I don’t think so. Do you know something?”

“I’ve gotten the feeling lately, in reading his dispatches—and they are very cryptic, as you can imagine—that he discovered something else going on inside the Navy. For instance, does the term Admiralty Circle mean anything to you?”

“No, although I may have heard the term bandied about once or twice. Do you want me to try to find out?”

Sophie shook her head. “Just keep your ears open for now.”

“Darling, my ears are just like my mouth—always open. But I have two ears, and just one mouth.”
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Chapter 7: HMS Falcon
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June 1, 1877

Lieutenant James Hollister dined, as usual, by himself in the officers' mess as the sun began its descent into the cloudy horizon on his first day at sea aboard HMS Falcon. It had been a full, exciting day, as the ship’s crew—every man-jack—had a long list of duties to complete to get the vessel underway.

At least half an hour before the ship began to move, the ship’s band took a prominent place on deck and began playing a variety of tunes.

Once the ship was sliding through the harbor, the entire crew—except for those in the engine room and a few others stationed elsewhere—assembled on the main deck. When dismissed by the captain, they took their assigned positions along the edge of the deck and stood at full attention.

A large crowd had gathered along the shoreline and cheered as the ship passed by. The cheers were answered periodically with a stiff salute from the enlisted crew. All of this unfolded to the never-ending strains of Rule, Britannia.

It was indeed an impressive sight, Hollister thought, as he ate his bacon and beans and drank a small cup of wine. An orange sat next to his plate, still uneaten but soon to be consumed. Anyone witnessing the ship’s launch could easily believe that Britain truly did rule the waves.

Lost in thought, Hollister didn’t notice that Lieutenant Commander Edward Sinclair had taken the seat beside him.

“Well, what did you think of all that you saw today, Jim, my boy?” Sinclair said.

Hollister turned to him. “Just thinking that with the send-off we got today, there might be something to that idea that Britannia rules the waves.”

Sinclair laughed and began digging into his food.

Sinclair had been one of the few officers on board who had been friendly to Hollister. His attitude contrasted sharply with that of his colleagues. In fact, he was the one who had welcomed Hollister aboard when he arrived two weeks earlier. He’d taken pains to show him around the ship and explain its habits and protocols.

While some of the other officers had been polite, none had shown any real curiosity about who Hollister was or why he was there. Hollister couldn’t understand why, but chalked most of it up to cultural superiority. What did any of these men have to gain by being friendly to a colonial? Certainly, the American Navy had nothing that remotely matched the British in weapons, ships, or seamanship.
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