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THE INTELLIGENCE TEAM:


●  Nathan Tower - Commander, U.S. Navy Office of Naval Intelligence; runs covert operations from his "Black Chamber" at Howard University

●  Sophie Baumann - German-American cryptologist and Tower's newest operative; goes undercover to infiltrate the Frederick Alliance

●  Margaret Douglass - Howard University student and intelligence operative; Sophie's partner with extensive family networks

●  Meade Meadows - Reporter for The Washington Beacon and undercover agent; works closely with Sophie

●  Lucinda Meadows - Meade's sister; Washington socialite who hosts political gatherings and assists Tower's operations



THE FREDERICK ALLIANCE:


●  Heinrich Schreiber - Prussian immigrant and leader of the Frederick Alliance; has a secret connection to Sophie's family

●  Thomas Jackson - Mayor of Nashville backed by the Alliance for the Republican presidential nomination

●  Henry King - Chicago brewery owner and Alliance member; knew Sophie's parents in Prussia

●  Dieter Wolff - Schreiber's enforcer with hidden loyalties



THE OPPOSITION:


●  Conrad Klein - German diplomat and military attaché; runs his own espionage operations against the Alliance



SUPPORTING CHARACTERS:


●  Daniel Carter - Head waiter at the Willard Hotel and Tower's operative

●  Luther Maddox - Hotel porter and Margaret's cousin; key to the escape operation

●  Otto Riesler - German-American newspaper editor whose murder triggers the investigation

●  Hannah Riesler - Otto's daughter who provides crucial information about her father's discoveries

●  Hubert Meadows - Meade and Lucinda's father; Nashville businessman and Tower's ally

●  Sophie's Family (in flashbacks) - Karl and Elisabeth Baumann (her parents) and Tante Greta (her aunt in Baltimore)
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The shriek of incoming trains and the odor of smoke and steam wafted through the cavernous waiting room of the Pennsylvania Railway Station. A wave of trepidation swept over Meade Meadows as he walked through the brass-handled front doors that May evening. He always felt this way when he came to this station. It was the place where, nearly three years ago, he had become famous.  His fame had been accidental—never sought after—and yet it had lingered.

When entering the building alone, he followed a brief ritual. He would go to the spot where it had happened—the spot where the President of the United States had been shot in the head by a deranged assassin. He would stand there for a few seconds and remember.

He remembered James Garfield walking toward a platform with a group of political friends.

He remembered the familiar noise of the crowd, giving the President no particular attention.

He remembered opening his mouth to shout at the President.

At that very moment, he remembered the gunshot, the flash of a firearm, and a small figure right in front of him.

He remembered being knocked over by the man as he fled from the scene.

He remembered grabbing the man’s coat and, for reasons he still did not fully understand, hanging on to it.

Later, Meade was told that a policeman had grabbed the assassin at that exact moment and brought him to the ground.

Meade's newspaper, The Washington Beacon, couldn’t resist making a hero out of their reporter. That evening, in bold headlines, they credited Meade with capturing the man who had shot the President. The burly policeman who had done the real capturing was barely mentioned. Meade remembered it all—and more.

In an instant, the memories faded, and he was a reporter again. Meade was a skilled journalist, known for his ability to listen carefully, observe his surroundings, and understand not just what people said but what they meant.

He looked around the Pennsylvania Station waiting room. Dozens of people came and went, carrying bags and satchels, boarding and disembarking from trains. To his left, tucked into a corner of the room, was a small, open restaurant where travelers could buy coffee, tea, or a sweet roll. Various doors, rooms, and stairways branched off in every direction. Scattered among the hustle were chairs and benches, many occupied by women tending to children and men smoking cigars or reading newspapers.

For reasons he couldn’t explain, Meade’s gaze drifted back to the restaurant. He noticed a lone, dark-haired woman sipping from a cup—coffee or tea, he couldn’t tell. She had no baggage and appeared to be waiting for no one. Her face was striking, framed by long, dark hair beneath a small, stylish hat. She met his eyes with an intense gaze that seemed to pierce him.

He looked away, sweeping the room again.

Unlike the woman he had just seen—or imagined—he was waiting for someone.

Ironically, given his memories, that someone wasn’t the President but a man who aspired to be.

Thomas Jackson was the mayor of Nashville, Meade’s hometown. Jackson had risen to prominence by being the least objectionable candidate in the last mayoral race. His opponent had been overtly corrupt, and a plurality of voters chose Jackson as their leader. Before his election, Jackson had few notable achievements in business or politics, but he was known for his easy, affable manner and his reluctance to speak ill of anyone, even opponents.

Jackson’s political rise had occurred long after Meade had left Nashville, and the two had never met. Even Meade’s father, Hubert—a man who seemed to know everyone—admitted he knew little about Jackson.

Yet, Jackson’s name had surfaced as a potential dark horse for the Republican presidential nomination. No one spoke ill of him, which, in that political era, was a strong endorsement. The Republican National Convention would begin in Chicago in just over four weeks. Jackson had embarked on a speaking tour, presenting himself as a Southern candidate who could appeal to unity-minded Northerners and heal the decades-old wounds of the Civil War.

“We’ll see about that,” Meade muttered to himself, ever the skeptic.

His thoughts were interrupted by a smooth, resonant voice. “You must be Meade Meadows.”

Meade turned to see a tall, slim figure with high cheekbones, a long nose, and a broad, easy smile. Dark, wavy hair framed his face.

Well, Meade thought, he certainly looks like a presidential candidate.

The man extended his hand. “My name is Thomas Jackson.”

Meade shook it, smiling. “Meade Meadows.”

The man exuded confidence. Meade’s instincts as a reporter told him this was not a man to be trusted.
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Heinrich Schreiber pressed himself into the shadows of one of the portals leading off the main waiting room of Pennsylvania Station and cursed softly to himself.

Across the waiting room, he spotted Thomas Jackson, the man he was supposed to meet as he stepped off the train. Jackson was talking easily and amiably to Meade Meadows.

Schreiber had never met Jackson but recognized him from the ample descriptions and photographs provided by his associates. While he didn’t know Meadows personally, he knew him by sight—everyone in and around Washington could recognize the most famous reporter of their time.

Schreiber’s mind raced with worry. What was Jackson saying? Meadows was a clever reporter and a skilled interviewer. Did he know something? Did he suspect something? Was he trying to get Jackson to reveal who he really was?

Schreiber realized how outlandish these thoughts were and tried to push them away. No one knew anything, he reminded himself. The secret was well kept. Not even Jackson knew exactly what was expected of him yet.

Jackson and Meade started moving toward the small restaurant in the corner of the waiting room. Schreiber watched closely, hoping to glean something from their expressions or body language. He saw nothing that suggested serious conversation.

When they sat at a table in the restaurant, Schreiber considered walking over casually to sit nearby. I would give anything, he thought, to hear even snippets of their conversation.

He started to move but stopped when he noticed another man standing in the waiting room, leaning against a chair support. Although the man appeared absorbed in the newspaper spread out before him, his eyes and posture told a different story—he was watching Jackson and Meadows as intently as Schreiber was.

Schreiber recognized him immediately: Otto Riesler. He knew why Riesler was there. The man had been sniffing around for too long. Whatever Riesler had discovered, it was too much.

Otto Riesler had just signed his own death sentence.

Approaching Jackson and Meadows now would be too dangerous. Instead, Schreiber backed up a few steps to avoid being seen. This movement gave him a view into a small room on the other side of the portal. Inside was a table, several chairs, and two of his compatriots, trusted members of the Frederick Alliance.

The plan had been to meet Jackson as he got off the train and bring him into that room immediately, where the deal would be finalized. Jackson would reaffirm what he had already agreed to elsewhere—this time with his signature.

If all went according to plan, Jackson would soon be on his way to becoming the next President of the United States.

Schreiber glanced at his pocket watch. The plan, he concluded, would have to wait.

But it couldn’t wait long.

The Republican convention was only four weeks away.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Sophie Baumann


[image: ]




Sophie Baumann sipped her second cup of coffee with some satisfaction—it was hot and slightly bitter, just the way she liked it.

The cup had been provided by an overly attentive waiter at the restaurant inside Pennsylvania Station, where Sophie had seated herself after hours of working in what Commander Nathan Tower called his "black chamber."

This was her time to relax—and to watch.

Commander Tower had once told her, "If you want to see life on display, sit inside a train station for a while." He was absolutely right. From the right vantage point in a large station like this, Tower’s "life on display" was evident.

The waiter reappeared. "Anything else, madam?" he asked, holding the coffee pot aloft. She nodded, and in an instant, her cup was refilled. "Thank you," she said, not looking up or paying him any particular attention.

Like many girls her age, Sophie had grown up hearing how pretty she was. Only in her late teens had she begun to see what others had long noticed: fair skin, full lips, wide eyes, and abundant dark hair that glowed even beneath the wide-brimmed hats that were in vogue.

Sophie didn’t think much about her appearance, but occasionally, as with this rather handsome young waiter, she was reminded of it. Beauty wasn’t her goal, unlike many of the girls at Mount Holyoke, where she had attended college. Something else drove her, though she had never bothered to name it. Her parents, God rest their souls, had identified it as a sense of adventure—a tendency to take risks where others hesitated.

Her parents had fled Prussia amid the turmoil of the failed 1848 revolutions, seeking a new life in America and a future for their only child. Sophie had grown up with constant reminders to remember their experiences and stories. As a result, she spoke their language and inherited their meticulous attention to detail.

Though bold by nature, Sophie was practical. With her parents gone, she was her own means of support. She knew Commander Tower hadn’t hired her for her looks but for her intelligence. And that was the part of herself she aimed to showcase.

From her small corner table, Sophie had a panoramic view of the station's waiting room and its travelers. One man caught her eye: Otto Riesler. He stood about ten yards away, leaning against a chair support and pretending to read a newspaper. The sight was peculiar—the newspaper he held was the Washington Staats-Zeitung, the German-language paper he owned and edited.

Sophie knew him well. They attend the same German Lutheran church. He had once offered her a job, and she had been tempted to accept. She could imagine herself as a journalist—a career more and more women were aspiring to. But before she could make up her mind, Commander Nathan Tower, accompanied by one of her favorite professors, appeared with an even more intriguing opportunity.

Why would Riesler be reading his own newspaper in a train station?

It took Sophie only a moment to realize that he was actually watching two tall men engaged in conversation at the center of the station. One of them was Meade Meadows, the Washington Beacon reporter. Like most people in Washington, she knew of him, though she couldn’t recall ever meeting him. Commander Tower had once mentioned him, hinting that she should meet Meadows someday, though he hadn’t explained why.

The man with Meade appeared to have just disembarked from a train. He carried a small gray carpet bag, stood slightly taller than Meadows, was a bit older, and had a rugged but handsome face. He seemed to be doing most of the talking while Meade listened attentively.

Eventually, the two men broke off their conversation and walked toward the restaurant. As they drew closer, Sophie saw another man lurking in a doorway off to one side of the restaurant. The man looked vaguely familiar. But more than that, Sophie noted that he, too, was watching Meade Meadows and his companion intently.

Sophie looked at her nearly empty cup of coffee. She wondered what would happen if she lifted it up again. Would that signal a summons to the waiter again? She took a sip, but the young man was busy at another table. She made a mental note to try the experiment again when he was free.

Meade and his companion took seats at a table within Sophie’s line of sight, though she couldn’t hear their conversation. What she could see was that they were getting along well; the taller man must have been telling a humorous story, as Meade laughed heartily several times.

Beyond the two men, Sophie noticed what she had seen earlier: a man standing in the shadows of a portal, watching Meade and his companion. The man’s features were obscured, but his focus was clear.

A vague memory tugged at Sophie’s mind. I’ve seen him before, she thought. He reminds me of something—or someone. Maybe from my parents’ past.

The uncertainty was unsettling. Normally, Sophie could remember anyone she’d ever met and the context in which she’d met them. This man, however, conjured no specific memory or image. Yet she was certain she knew him.

And with that certainty came a chill of foreboding.
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Three days after the arrival of Thomas Jackson at the Pennsylvania Railroad Station, The Washington Beacon carried the following notice:

Foul Murder on 20th Street

Sometime late the evening previous, the body of Otto Riesler, a prominent member of Washington’s German community, was found lying in an alleyway near Concordia Lutheran Church. Mr. Riesler was the editor and publisher of the Washington Staats-Zeitung, a German-language newspaper that had faithfully served the immigrant community for many years. Mr. Riesler himself was an immigrant from Germany, having entered the United States in the mid-1850s. His service to his adopted country was genuine and profound, as he joined the 122nd Pennsylvania Regulars shortly after the outbreak of hostilities at Fort Sumter in 1861.

Mr. Riesler had evidently been shot twice with a small-caliber pistol—once in the stomach and once in the head. A local physician examined the body at the request of police and concluded that death must have occurred around 9 o’clock in the evening, when many of the streets in that neighborhood were deserted.

Mr. Riesler often worked late at his office, which was a block away from where he was found. Some residents of the area reported hearing shots fired, but the body of Mr. Riesler was obscured in an alleyway.

Robbery seems to be the most likely motive. Mr. Riesler’s gold watch, which he always carried, was not found at the scene. His wallet, containing nearly $50, was found next to the body, indicating that the robber may have been interrupted while perpetrating the crime.

The deceased leaves behind a widow, Mrs. Griselda Riesler, and two grown daughters, Inga, age 20, and Hannah, age 19. William Thomas of the Metropolitan Police has been assigned to the investigation and reports that several prominent leads are now being pursued.

Funeral arrangements are as yet incomplete, but it is understood that the funeral will take place within a day or two at the Concordia German Evangelical Lutheran Church.

Mr. Riesler was known throughout the German community for his strong opinions and outspokenness, particularly with regard to issues in Germany and Europe. He was a strong critic of the policies of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck.
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“Tell me everything you remember. Don’t leave anything out.”

Nathan Tower sat in the basement room of the main academic building on the Howard University campus. He was at a small table. Opposite him sat Sophie Baumann.

Sophie had told him about being at the Pennsylvania Railway Station three nights before and about seeing Otto Riesler there. Tower was keenly interested; he directed his full attention toward her.

“Mr. Riesler wanted to appear to be reading a newspaper,” she said, “but I could tell that wasn’t really what he was doing.” She described the man he was watching: Meade Meadows, and a tall, unfamiliar man.

“That man’s name is Thomas Jackson,” Tower said. “He’s trying to get the Republican nomination for president.”

Sophie continued her account, ending with a description of another man she’d seen in the shadows. She hadn’t been able to make out many physical details, but she was certain that he, too, was watching Meade Meadows and Thomas Jackson.

“But you couldn’t see his face clearly?” Tower asked.

“Not exactly,” Sophie said. “He was definitely shorter than average, and he wore a dark jacket and trousers. Oh, I remember this about his face. The top of his head was completely bald—you know, the kind of bald that shines in the light. That contrasted with the very dark and thick hair under his nose and on his chin.”

She thought for another moment. But there was something about him—gestures, or something—that seemed very familiar. I just can’t remember how or where I might have seen him before. The images are too vague.

“Is there anything you could tell about him physically? Anything else?”

“Well, with all of that, my curiosity was aroused,” she said. “So I decided to wait a bit longer just to see what happened. Eventually, Meade Meadows got up and left, and another man approached the man I now know as Thomas Jackson and indicated that Jackson should follow him back to where the man I was curious about was standing.”

“What did Otto Riesler do when that happened?”

“Well, I looked back to see where he was, and he was gone. I scanned the waiting room, but I couldn’t find him.”

“So what happened with Jackson and this new man?”

“They disappeared through the portal, and it was too dark for me to see exactly where they went.”

“Did you leave the train station at that point?”

“Well, I probably should have,” Sophie said, “but I thought I might try to find out just a little bit more. So I got up and wandered back toward that portal, hoping that I could at least see where all these men had gone.”

“What happened then?”

“As I approached the portal, I could see more clearly what was on the other side. There was a door that led into some kind of room. The door was shut. My first thought was that I might be able to stand close enough to the door to see if there was anyone in there and what they were talking about.”

Tower looked at Sophie with a mixture of curiosity, admiration, and alarm.

“You were taking a chance by doing that.”

“Well, it didn’t seem like it at the time. Besides, when I took another couple of steps toward the portal, I saw that a man—a rather tall man with broad shoulders—was standing in front of the door as if he was guarding it.”

“And that’s when you finally left the railroad station.”

“Yes.”

Sophie Baumann had worked for Tower for more than a year. Most of her work had taken place in the room where they now sat. Tower referred to it as his Black Chamber, a reference, she had learned, was to the espionage activities that had occurred during the reign of Oliver Cromwell more than 200 years earlier. Cromwell’s Black Chamber had been his intelligence operation.

This Black Chamber was Nathan Tower’s creation. Tower held the rank of Commander in the U.S. Navy and was part of the Office of Naval Intelligence, a division about which even senior naval officers knew little. Officially, Tower’s job was the assignment and tracking of naval attachés to foreign embassies.

Unofficially, with the approval of a small circle of senior officers, Tower had built an espionage network that he hoped would one day rival the operations of the European powers he had observed while spending most of the 1870s in American embassies in London, Berlin, Paris, Vienna, and elsewhere.

At this moment, however, Tower was facing a crisis, one unknown to Sophie or anyone else. Sophie had proven herself to be an intelligent, quick-witted, and resourceful member of his Black Chamber group. In fact, she was head and shoulders above the other half-dozen people he employed. Her cryptology and code-breaking skills were especially impressive and invaluable to his purposes.

But Sophie seemed to intuitively understand what Tower’s world beyond the Black Chamber really meant. It was a world of operations—a world of action, stealth, and deception.

Was Sophie ready to enter that world?

She gave every indication that she was.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Lucinda Meadows


[image: ]




“James G. Blaine! The Mulligan letters?”

Rarely did Lucinda Meadows express shock or surprise. She is one of the calmest, most thoughtful people I have ever known, Meade thought as he and his sister sat in the large downstairs study of their house on Connecticut Avenue. Lucinda and he owned this house together. They were both independently wealthy, thanks to their father, Hubert, and his many business successes.

The study reflected their wealth and the casualness with which they regarded their money. A long wall held dozens of leather-bound books and overlooked heavy but comfortable furniture. The room’s gas lamps bathed the setting with a warm glow during the growing dark of the evening.

Meade and his sister, younger by two years, had grown up together as virtual equals; they shared practically everything with each other, including the fact that both were part of Nathan Tower's network.

“That’s what he told me,” Meade said. He was speaking of Thomas Jackson, the mayor of Nashville and a surprising newcomer to national politics. Lucinda knew who Jackson was and knew that Meade had recently talked with him. She was eager to hear what they had talked about and what Meade's reaction had been.

“But the Mulligan letters happened years ago,” Lucinda said. “Surely everyone has forgotten about that by now.”

“Everyone in Washington maybe, but out in the rest of the country, a corrupt politician is still a corrupt politician,” Meade responded.

Meade had expected Lucinda to blanch at that description. As a socialite in Washington, D.C., Lucinda rarely missed an important political gathering, embassy party, or exciting congressional debate. She knew James G. Blaine from her many meetings and several conversations with him.

Lucinda appeared unfazed at what Meade had said about Blaine. “Mr. Blaine is a charming, outgoing personality,” she said. “His ambition is as obvious as his whiskers; no one can deny that.”

In Washington circles, James G. Blaine was the odds-on favorite to gain the Republican nomination for president when the Republicans met in convention in Chicago in June, less than four weeks from the time of their conversation. Even though the Republican Party had held a firm grip on power since U.S. Grant’s election in 1868, that grip had been weakened by people such as Blaine.

Nearly a decade before, when Blaine was Speaker of the House of Representatives, he had been involved in a scandal that had become known as the Mulligan letters. It was a set of letters that proved he was taking bribes and using his position as Speaker for personal, not just political, gain.

When the letters were produced by business associates, they demonstrated his larcenous tendencies. Blaine tried to steal his opponent’s thunder by dramatically reading them to the House of Representatives. It was soon discovered that he had just read part of those letters—the part that seemed to exonerate him. A major scandal ensued.

But Blaine was one of those politicians who found ways to survive even this kind of scandal. In the minds of many Washingtonians, the saga of James G. Blaine proved that the major mindset of the American electorate was cynicism, not necessarily a desire for good, honest government. Washington had grown comfortable with that thinking.

“Thomas Jackson means to interrupt that flow of ambition from Blaine,” Meade said.

“Yes, but what does he stand for?” Lucinda asked.

“That’s not entirely clear to me. We were only able to talk for a few minutes, and he did most of the talking. He has the politician's gift of being able to talk a lot and say very little.”

Lucinda considered her brother's words and eyed him closely. Meade was an uncanny judge of character and could often see beyond the words someone was speaking into the shadows of what they might really be saying and thinking.

“So, brother, what did you think of him?”

Meade shook his head. “Something else is going on with him,” he said. “I don’t know what it is, but he is certainly more than just a smooth talker and a man who wants to appear as an anti-corruption politician.”

“You said that your conversation did not last very long,” she said. “What happened?”

“Well, we were sitting in the restaurant at the train station, chatting away, and then it was like he saw someone. I don’t know who. He stopped and said he then remembered that he was due for another meeting. He said someone was coming to the train station to get him. I asked him who it was, and he didn’t say.”

“It was his way of dismissing you,” Lucinda said.

Meade nodded. “Yes, it was all very cordial and polite,” he said. “And he actually invited me to go to Philadelphia and New York with him when he left Washington.”

“What did you say to that?”

“I told him that was a possibility. I would have to think about it and check with my editors.”

“Then what happened?” Lucinda asked, sensing from the tenor of the conversation that something had happened.

“I got up and left. He was still sitting at the table as I walked out, but almost as soon as I walked through the outside doors, I stopped, waited for a moment for a crowd of people that was coming into the station, and joined in that crowd and went back in.”

“So that you could see the person he was meeting and he wouldn’t be looking for you?”

“Exactly.”

“And did you see that person?”

“Yes, but I couldn’t tell very much about him. He walked over to Jackson’s table. They exchanged a few words and Jackson stood up, then they both walked toward a portal that led off from the waiting room.”

“What happened then?”

“Well, that was the odd part. My idea was that I would try to follow them to see if I could figure out who he was meeting and what they might be talking about.”

“What stopped you from doing that?”

“I was on my way toward that portal when I saw this young woman—quite an attractive young woman, I might add. She had been sitting in the restaurant and all of a sudden she stood up and headed in the same direction. She was much closer to the portal than I was, and I was afraid that if I continued, the two of us might reach that portal at the same time.”

Lucinda suppressed a slight smile, one that Meade did not notice. “What did this attractive young woman look like?”

“She was rather short, with dark hair. Her dress indicated that she had some kind of occupation. She carried herself with a lot of dignity and confidence. Large, dark eyes and a clear, flawless complexion.”

“What happened when she got to the portal?”

“She was headed straight toward the portal and then suddenly she veered off in another direction. I thought that was odd, because it was obvious that she meant to walk through the portal to see what was on the other side.”

“What did you do?”

“I kept heading toward the portal, and when I got close enough, I could see that there was another doorway on the other side. The door was shut, and a large man was standing in front of it. I’m certain that’s where Jackson and the man with him went, but I couldn’t get close enough to hear or see anything else.”

Lucinda was quiet but had an odd look on her face. Meade looked at his sister.

“You know something I don’t?” His tone was slightly accusatory.

“Why, Meade,” she said, “how could I know something you don’t?”

Recognizing sarcasm when he heard it, Meade said in a tone that was lightly accusatory, “Tell me.”

A smile broke fully across Lucinda’s face.

“That young woman, whom you found so attractive—rightly so, I might add—I dare say had large, striking eyes and a complexion that was fresh as a rose.”

“And next, you’re going to tell me who she is, right?”

“Her name is Sophie Baumann.”

“And who is Sophie Baumann?”

“She, my dear brother, is one of us.”

“Meaning?”

“She works for Nathan Tower, and I will tell you that not only is she a very handsome young lady, but that she is also clever as paint. You would do well to pay some attention to her.”
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Nathan Tower preferred the feel of the long hardwood benches, the smell of bratwurst sandwiches, and the sight of the green and brown expanse of the playing field at the Seventh Street Athletic Park over the gaudy confines of the Willard Hotel. As he ascended the stairs to the second-floor reception area, the smell of expensive cigars being consumed met him with force. The laughter—both restrained and raucous—could be heard throughout the open area of the hotel. Occasionally, the clash of glass upon glass made its way through the din, rising and falling like the waves of an ocean.

Tower's companion that evening was a friendly senator from Indiana whose support for naval reforms was steadfast and whose integrity was rarely questioned. Their destination on that second floor was an informal meet-and-greet session with Thomas Jackson, the suddenly charismatic mayor of Nashville, who had made it known that, were he to receive the Republican nomination for president, he would gladly accept.

Tower's purpose in being at the reception that night was not to meet Jackson—domestic politics, except where it concerned the navy, held no allure for him; he would much rather have been at the athletic park watching a baseball game. But such was the nature of the job he had chosen. The reception was a necessary venue; he wanted to find out who and what was behind Jackson’s candidacy for no other reason than that one day, Jackson might indeed be commander-in-chief of all the military forces in the United States.

There were other reasons that came before that one, and as Tower ascended the stairway, he hoped to gain information and understanding and, if necessary, put what he learned to good use. It was a dangerous game he was playing. Domestic politics held many pitfalls for someone in his position; he would need to stay in the background—and keep his team there—if it turned out that they needed to be used at all.

The death of Otto Riesler had compelled him to be in attendance at the Willard that night. Tower had a wide range of informants spread throughout Washington, D.C. Their job was to keep their eyes and ears open and to inform him at intervals—either when he asked or when they felt it necessary—about what they had seen and heard that might be of interest to his Office of Naval Intelligence. Riesler was one of those informants.

Why had he been murdered? Who had done the deed, and who had authorized the doing of the deed? These questions haunted Tower, and he needed answers quickly. If Riesler's death had been simply a random act of violence, he could, he told himself sadly, live with that. But if Riesler had found out something big and important, and that was the reason he died, Tower was less likely to be able to leave that alone.

Riesler had taken his role as informant more seriously than Tower had expected. In fact, Riesler had promoted himself—at least in his own mind—to the role of agent and insisted on clandestine meetings and, occasionally, on dead drops to pass along information and documents. He was always suspicious, always looking around—paranoia seemed to be part of his character.

Riesler had been a veteran of the 1848 revolutions in Germany. He had immigrated to the United States, Tower understood, under threat to his life. He turned out to be an excellent newspaper editor and publisher, but he maintained his Old World aura, constantly guarding against enemies.

Paranoia, if that’s what it was, could not be discounted. Contacts within the German immigrant community, which Tower often found valuable and helpful, invariably provided good information—though sometimes overblown. Tower could not bring himself to fully believe that Riesler had succumbed to a random act of street violence.

The reception area, as Tower had expected, was filled with men in various stages of life and inebriation, and peppered with women in Worth-inspired, close-fitting dresses that emphasized the primary colors of red, blue, and yellow. One or two of the more than a dozen women in the room wore dark black or blue frocks, often sequined with gold or flowers, which were made to show off their light and flawless skin.

Colored waiters in starched white uniforms circulated discreetly with trays of drinks and empty glasses—they were obviously trained in their profession, because they never spilled a drink and never touched the patrons.

The women swept themselves around the room, stopping here and there to chat, to laugh at an old joke, or to brush up against a politician whom they favored; they might be granting him a favor as the evening progressed. The fronts of their dresses were inevitably low-cut and alluring, the edges pasted with pieces of Irish linen and lace that did little to obscure what was below. The rustle of the side-swept skirts and the prominent bustles made their own noise.

The ladies moved with grace and confidence, as if choreographed from above.

The liquor flowed freely, and the blue haze of cigar smoke rose and thickened steadily; the drawn, heavy drapes covering the windows failed completely in their purpose to add a cheerful glow to the room. That job fell to the elaborate brass chandeliers.

Tower looked past all these distractions and into the faces of the men who were there. Almost immediately, he zeroed in on his target of the evening.

"Who is that man over there in the corner?" he asked his senator friend.

The senator laughed. "It didn’t take you long to spot him, did it?"

The senator was right; it had not taken Tower long to identify the man he had described. He was short and dark and had fortified himself in a corner of the room with a small table beside him. His bald head did indeed contrast with the abundant hair on his lip and chin, and he gave the impression of a puppet master who controlled the movements of just about everybody in the room. "His name is Heinrich Schreiber," Tower’s friend said. "He’s the one who put together this shindig tonight."

Heinrich Schreiber—at last, Tower had a name.

Tower looked in the other direction across the room and saw the man he recognized as Thomas Jackson. He had never met Jackson, but he had seen his picture in a number of newspapers as Jackson's fame and prominence began to grow. Some of the articles that accompanied those pictures referred to Jackson as the "Southern Lincoln," the man who could finally unite the country two decades after its bloody Civil War.

Jackson was somewhat taller than average, Tower noted. He had a smooth, clean face and a wide mouth that easily shaped itself into a smile; his eyes could take several poses in one conversation: they could be serious, delighted, or surprised. Most of all, if you were talking to the man, those eyes could hold your attention.

Jackson moved easily from one politician to the next, recognizing some and greeting them as long-lost brothers. When he shook hands, he tended to grab a man’s hand with both of his to shake it vigorously, and his manner emanated a sincerity that could be either true or false.

Tower's assessment of Jackson was that he was a natural for the political world in which he operated; there was also something extremely ambitious about him—not striving, but rather confident.

“I think I’ve done my duty for you tonight, Nathan,” his senator friend said. The senator nodded toward the middle of the room, where an extremely rotund, fully bearded man stood, a cigar in his left hand, a drink in his right, surrounded by other men and obviously the center of their attention.

“There is the boss of Indiana,” the senator said. “He’s the reason why I’m here in Washington. If it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll try to slip away before he sees me.”

“Thanks, Senator,” Tower said. “I appreciate your help.”

The senator exited down the broad stairway. Tower slipped into a slot in the wall between two large pieces of furniture. He found that to be the perfect position from which he could watch most of what was going on in the room and yet avoid contact with most of the people there. Occasionally, someone would stroll by and offer him a greeting, to which he was friendly enough, but he was not interested in engaging in conversation. He was interested chiefly in watching Heinrich Schreiber.

As he positioned himself to do that, one of the Negro waiters came up to him with a tray of glasses.

“Drink, Commander?” he said.

“Thanks, Daniel,” Tower said. “You’re a true gentleman.”

Daniel nodded his acceptance of the compliment without changing expression. His eyes pointed down to the glass on the right side of the tray. Tower picked up the glass. It was filled with clear liquid. Tower took a sip. It was cold water.

“Perfect,” he said to the waiter.

Daniel glided off without another word.

What Tower saw over the next hour did not surprise him. Conversations shifted from one group to another. Schreiber never moved from his corner table; instead, people came to him.

In some instances, a man would walk up to him and simply offer a greeting and a few words of conversation. If Schreiber got tired of that individual, he simply looked past him and caught the eye of someone else; that person ambled over, said a few words, and escorted the individual away.

In other instances, the conversation was more serious, and expressions were more pointed. Tower noted that at least three times during the hour, Schreiber reached into his pocket and withdrew an envelope. With no particular acknowledgment, the man with whom he was conversing took the envelope and slipped it into his coat pocket; sometimes smiles were exchanged, but all in all, the expressions were hard to read.

More interesting to Tower were the conversations that began when two men were talking, would look up, catch the eye of one of the young women in the room, and—with barely a flick of his head—summon her to his presence. After that, another bit of conversation would ensue; the woman would lean up against the man she was talking to and put her arms through his. They would soon be off together and in minutes would have disappeared from the room entirely.

The large rotund man that Tower's friend, the senator, had pointed out just before he left eventually approached Schreiber. He still had his cigar and his drink, but on each arm, there appeared one of the young ladies who decorated the room with her flowing gowns. Schreiber nodded to the man, and while Tower was not a lip reader, he was certain that Schreiber had said something to the effect of, “You have chosen well.”

That trio too disappeared up a side set of stairs and was not seen again for the rest of the evening.

Eventually, Tower had seen all that he wanted to see. He set down his glass, still half-full of water, and slipped out of the room and down the grand staircase.

Instead of heading to the street, however, he walked behind the staircase and found the first-floor bar, where he sat at a corner table and replayed in his head what he had just witnessed.

A waiter came over to Tower's table, and Tower asked for a glass of their best beer. As the drink was being brought, Tower took out his watch to check the time. He calculated that he would have to stay in the bar for possibly as long as an hour, but probably less than that.
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It was about 45 minutes later that Daniel Carter entered the bar from a door that led off to the kitchen area of the hotel. He carried himself ramrod straight and was still wearing the starched white jacket and apron with which he had performed his waiting duties up on the next floor of the hotel. The white jacket was still spotless and barely wrinkled.

Carter walked over to where Tower was sitting; Tower was still in his dark corner, nursing his beer.

"Commander," he said simply.

"Have a seat, Daniel," Tower said. He looked at his glass of beer. "Will you join me?"

Daniel shook his head. "Never touch the stuff myself."

"Tough night tonight? How did you do on tips?"

Daniel shrugged. "A little better than usual. Not too bad, I suppose." He paused for a moment and then added, "At do’s like the one tonight, the Confederates are better at tips than the Yankees."

Tower raised his eyebrows, surprised. "Is that so?"

Carter allowed himself a quiet chuckle. "Yeah, those guys are still afraid of us," he said. "You Yankees just manage to ignore us entirely."

Tower raised his eyebrows at that remark but said nothing. He leaned forward, reached into his coat pocket, and withdrew a wallet. Inside the wallet was a crisp $10 bill. He laid it on the table in front of Carter. They both knew that kind of money was more than half of Carter’s regular wages for the month.

Daniel Carter was part of a network of watchers and informers that was set up by Margaret Douglass, a cartography student at Howard University and a regular in Tower’s Black Chamber. Like Sophie Baumann, Margaret had taken to intelligence work much like a young robin takes wing and flies. Tower had discovered her during another operation and had quickly proclaimed to himself and to her that she was a "natural."

Most of the people in Margaret's network were relatives of one degree or another; Daniel Carter, if Tower remembered correctly, was a third cousin or so.

With skilled hands and an almost imperceptible movement, Carter took the bill and pushed it into a side pocket of his coat. "That’s for your church," Tower said.

"My congregation will thank you."

Tower still had his wallet in hand. Again, he reached into it and found another $10 bill, which he laid on the table.

"And that’s for you," he said.

Without another word, Carter made the same movement, and the bill disappeared.

"What can you tell me about tonight?"

"Lots of money being passed around," Carter said. "Often from that man in the corner."

Carter nodded. "His name is Henry Schreiber," he said. "Full-on German. He seemed to have plenty of cash and plenty of friends."

"What do you mean by 'friends'?" Tower asked.

"He seemed to know lots of people who were at the Willard tonight—people who didn’t show up at the reception," Carter said.

"Can you get me some names?"

"I don’t think that’ll be a problem."

Daniel Carter was a skilled waiter who could be in and out of a room without a sound being made; he had a reputation among the powers in Washington as the man you most wanted to handle your reception or party. That position had proved him to be invaluable for Nathan Tower.

"What do you know about these people?"

"Seems like they come from all over," Carter said. "Different states, even different countries. Most of them speak English, but not very good English."

"German?"

"I suspect so."

"What do you think they’re doing here?"

"Can’t rightly say," Carter said. "They’re all together right now, up on the third floor."

"Can you get in the room?"

"Already done that," Carter said. "Big, burly guy standing at the door didn’t wanna let me in. I had a tray of drinks with me, and he wanted to carry them into the room."

"How did you get in?"

"I told him that wasn’t allowed," Carter said. "Besides, I said I had to get into the room to make sure everything was cleaned up. I told him that my boss would fire me if I came back without any empty glasses."

"And he seemed to believe that?"

Carter shrugged. "I suppose he did; he opened the door."

"What did you see up there?"

"Bunch of these guys just sitting around talking, mostly in German or whatever. Of course, they didn’t pay any attention to me."

"Did you hear any English being spoken?"

"Oh yeah, that Mr. Schreiber talks in English. I take it a couple of those guys run distilleries in various parts of the country."

"Did you hear anything that I need to know?"

"I heard that Schreiber say something—and I’m not sure this is it or what he was talking about—but it was something about a Frederick alliance."

Tower thought about this for a moment, then he asked, "Was Thomas Jackson there—the guy who is getting all the attention tonight at the reception?"  "Yeah, he was there, glad-handing, telling stories, telling jokes—just like he was doing at that reception. Real charming fella."

"Did you see any notes or papers or anything like that in the room?"

Carter shook his head. "No, I don’t think so." He thought about it for a minute. "Well, that Schreiber fella was hanging onto some kind of piece of paper, but I never got a look at it."

"Daniel, I want you to keep a watch on these fellas. It could be pretty important."

"Will do, Commander."
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Heinrich Schreiber remained standing as the dozen or so men in the room pulled up their chairs to the conference table. The broad drapes covering the window remained firmly, but unnecessarily, closed; the night was still dark and deep.

As the men shuffled their chairs and made themselves as comfortable as they could, Schreiber addressed the one other man who had remained standing.

"Mr. Jackson, the gentlemen in this group want to thank you very much for a wonderful reception this evening," he said, with heavy traces of his German accent, which were unstable in many of the words he pronounced. But his smile overcame any discomfort that the hint of a foreign language might provoke.

"These men are behind you 100 percent," Schreiber continued. "We’re sure that you have had a tiring evening, and I will have one of my men escort you up to your room."

"Thank you, Mr. Schreiber," Jackson said. "I do appreciate all that you have done."

"Let my man know if you require anything else," Schreiber said, and then he added with a bit of a leer, "anything at all."

The men at the table recognized the leer and knew exactly what it meant.

When the door had been shut behind the candidate, there was a shuffle of minor activity around the table. Some chairs were adjusted, some drinks were poured, glasses clinked together, and some cigars were lit or relit.

"Now, gentlemen," Schreiber said, "just a couple of items of business, and you can continue with your evening activities—whether that be sleep or something more active."

Again, there was the leer.

"Gentlemen," Schreiber said, "a lot of hard work and a lot of our money has brought us to this moment tonight."

"Our money," mumbled one of the men at the table, not yours. Only the men next to him heard that comment, but they gave it a nod.

Schreiber held up a piece of paper rolled in his hands.

"We have the pledge, gentlemen. We have the candidate and the pledge. He is now one of us, and once installed in the president's house—just a couple of blocks away—he will act with our interests in mind."

A small, perceptible murmur of assent came from every corner of the table.

"We have taken the first steps," Schreiber said, "but we still have a journey to travel. In four weeks, the Republicans will meet to choose their candidate for president. Right now, the world thinks two or three others, including James G. Blaine, are likely to be the nominee."

As Schreiber talked about the details of their political strategy, some in the group grew restless and were relieved to see that the Negro waiter, Daniel, had slipped quietly back into the room with a large tray of liquor bottles. Schreiber took no notice. He was holding forth about how Jackson would remain a sleeper candidate until the convention opened. Then there would be a log-rolling effort that would eventually take delegates away from other candidates and create momentum in his direction.

Daniel glided around the room, offering drinks to his patrons with just a smile or a nod—nothing more. He had loaded his tray with three decanters of whiskey: one contained Kentucky straight bourbon, the favorite of most of the Confederates in the room; another contained Pennsylvania rye, preferred by the Yankees; and the third held Johnnie Walker, imported from Scotland and thought to be the finest Scotch available anywhere.

“Gentlemen, everything starts with Indiana,” Schreiber droned, capturing the attention of some in the room but losing it with others. “Indiana has promised to hold their votes on at least the first couple of rounds of voting in Chicago. That will prevent people like Blaine from getting an early majority.”

“What about Mississippi?” yelled one of the men, his Southern accent the most pronounced. Daniel had just served him a generous measure of bourbon.

“Mississippi is still undecided,” Schreiber said. “They may need a little bit more persuasion.”
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