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The events and characters in this book are fictional, with two exceptions:


Frederick Douglass makes a brief but fictional appearance in Chapter 20


The Freedman Bank collapse occurred in the 1870s
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PROLOGUE







I.

Samuel Dorsey heard the footsteps on the stairs.

He looked up from his ledger, pen suspended over the column of figures. His office occupied the second floor of the building he owned on U Street—a building he had purchased three years ago, when his fortunes had finally turned. The first floor housed a printing shop. The third floor, storage. At this hour, nearly ten o’clock, both should be empty.

The footsteps stopped outside his door.

Dorsey set down his pen. He was fifty-two years old, a man who had lost everything in the Freedman’s Bank collapse and rebuilt himself through means he preferred not to examine too closely. He had learned, in those hard years, to trust his instincts. His instincts now told him to open the bottom drawer of his desk.

The pistol was where he always kept it. He did not pick it up. Not yet.

“Come in,” he said.

The door opened. Two men entered. White men, dressed in workmen’s clothes, but their hands were clean and their boots were new. One was tall and thin, with a face like a closed door. The other was shorter, broader, with the kind of eyes that looked at people the way a butcher looks at meat.

Dorsey knew, in that moment, that he had made a terrible mistake.

“Mr. Dorsey,” the tall one said. “Mr. Van Houten sends his regards.”

“I think there’s been a misunderstanding.” Dorsey kept his voice steady. His hand drifted toward the open drawer. “Whatever Mr. Van Houten believes—”

“He believes you’ve been stealing from him.” The tall one stepped closer. “He believes you’ve been lying to him for two years. He believes you threatened to expose him.”

“I can explain—”

“He’s not interested in explanations.”

Dorsey lunged for the pistol. He was not a young man, but fear made him fast. His fingers closed around the grip.

The shorter man was faster. He caught Dorsey’s wrist and twisted, and the pistol clattered to the floor. The tall man picked it up.

“Please.” Dorsey hated the sound of his own voice. “I have money. I can pay back everything I took. More than everything.”

“Mr. Van Houten doesn’t want your money, Mr. Dorsey.” The tall man examined the pistol with professional interest. “He wants to make sure you never talk to anyone about anything. Ever again.”

“I won’t. I swear to God, I won’t say a word—”

“We know.”

The shorter man forced Dorsey into his chair. Held him there with hands like iron clamps on his shoulders. Dorsey struggled, but it was useless. He was a businessman, a survivor, a man who had clawed his way back from ruin. He was not a fighter.

The tall man placed a piece of paper on the desk. Dorsey looked at it. The handwriting was close to his own—close enough.

I cannot escape what I did. The bank. The money. The shame follows me everywhere. I am sorry for the pain I have caused. God forgive me.

“No,” Dorsey whispered. “No one will believe—”

“Everyone will believe.” The tall man raised the pistol. “A negro businessman, haunted by the Freedman’s Bank scandal. Never got over it. Finally couldn’t take the guilt anymore.” He pressed the barrel against Dorsey’s temple. “The police won’t investigate. The newspapers won’t care. Just another sad story.”

Dorsey closed his eyes. He thought of his wife. He thought of the life he had built, the compromises he had made, the line he had finally tried to draw.

He thought: I should have drawn it sooner.

The shot echoed once in the empty building, and then there was silence.



II.

A half hour earlier, Sylvester Watkins was walking home.

He had stayed late at Howard University, grading papers, studying his many charts, and avoiding the celebrations downtown. Like most of Washington's African-Americans, he had no interest in marking the inauguration of Grover Cleveland. The man was a Democrat, and Democrats had never been friends to his people. Let the white folks have their fireworks and their parties. He had work to do.

Now, close to half past eleven, he made his way north on Sixth Street, his cane tapping a steady rhythm on the brick sidewalk. The cane was black walnut with a brass head, a gift from a student's father. Watkins didn't need it, not really. His knees ached sometimes—a touch of arthritis, the price of too many years on cold, wet ships—but he could walk fine without it. He simply liked carrying it. It felt solid in his hand. Reassuring.

The sounds of celebration drifted up from the south, muffled by distance but still audible. Brass bands. Cheering. The occasional pop of fireworks. A different world, just two miles away.

Watkins turned onto T Street. His boarding house was three blocks ahead. The street was quiet here, the gas lamps casting pools of yellow light between long stretches of shadow.

He heard the footsteps behind him.

Two men. Moving fast. Trying to be quiet but not quite managing it.

Watkins didn't turn around. Didn't slow down. He shifted his grip on the cane, his hand sliding up to just below the brass head.

Twenty years ago, he had been a sailor in the United States Navy. He had served under officers who believed that every man should know how to handle himself in a fight, regardless of the color of his skin. Commander Nathan Tower had been one of those officers. Tower had taught him things that had nothing to do with navigation or cartography.

The footsteps were closer now. Ten feet. Eight.

Watkins spun.

The first man was already lunging, a knife glinting in his hand. Watkins sidestepped and swung the cane in a tight arc. The brass head caught the man across the temple with a sound like a mallet striking wood. He dropped without a sound.

The second man pulled up short, surprised. He was bigger than his partner, with a docker's shoulders and a face that had seen plenty of fights. He had a knife too.

"You're supposed to be an old professor," the man said.

"I'm supposed to be a lot of things."

The man feinted left, then came in fast from the right. Watkins stepped inside the arc of the blade and drove the point of his cane into the man's throat. The man staggered back, choking, and Watkins hit him again—once across the knee, once across the wrist. The knife clattered to the cobblestones.

The man scrambled backward, gasping for air. His partner was stirring now, groaning, trying to rise.

"Who sent you?" Watkins demanded.

The bigger man spat blood and said nothing.

Down the street, a door opened. A woman's voice called out: "What's happening out there?"

The two men looked at each other. The bigger one grabbed his partner by the collar and hauled him upright. They ran, disappearing into an alley before Watkins could stop them.

He stood alone on T Street, breathing hard, his cane still raised. His hands were steady. His heart was not.

Someone had just tried to kill him.

The woman from the doorway was coming toward him now, a lamp in her hand. "Professor Watkins? Are you all right? I heard—"

"I'm fine, Mrs. Coleman." He lowered the cane. "Just some men who made a poor decision."

But as he walked the final blocks to his boarding house, his mind was racing. This was no robbery. Robbers didn't work in pairs with matching knives. Robbers didn't say you're supposed to be an old professor like they'd been given a description.

Someone had sent them. Someone who knew who he was and where he lived.

But who? And why?

The sounds of the inaugural celebration continued to drift up from downtown, distant and strange, like music from another world.



III.

Around half past eleven, Lucinda Meadows accepted her fourth glass of champagne and wished she were home in bed.

This was her third inaugural party of the evening. The first had been at the Willard, stuffy and crowded with office-seekers. The second had been at Senator Bayard's residence, slightly better but thick with cigar smoke and self-important men. 

This one, by far, was the most elegant, one of the parties for which just about everyone in Washington had sought an invitation.

She stood in the ballroom of Heinrich Vandermeer's mansion on Massachusetts Avenue, surrounded by two hundred of Washington's most prominent citizens, and all she could think about was how much her feet hurt.

The party was sponsored by the Dutch embassy, and the Dutch had spared no expense. Americans of that era loved Holland, and the Dutch were determined to return that affection.

Champagne flowed from seemingly inexhaustible reserves. A string quartet played Strauss in the corner. Liveried servants stood everywhere making sure the needs of every guest – especially their need for alcohol – was met. 

Crystal chandeliers blazed overhead, casting the room in warm golden light. The newly inaugurated President Cleveland had been here not twenty minutes ago, shaking hands and accepting congratulations before departing for yet another celebration. The man's stamina was impressive.

Lucinda sipped her champagne and watched the room.

Normally, she enjoyed these gatherings. But tonight she was not here to enjoy herself. Commander Tower had given her an assignment three days ago, delivered in his usual terse manner: "Congressman Lamar Duffy. Naval appropriations subcommittee. Just keep an eye on him tonight. See where he goes, who he talks to."

She had not asked why, although she was smart enough to guess.

Duffy was easy to spot. He was at least fifty, with the prosperous look of a man who had done well for himself—well-fed, well-tailored, with the easy confidence of someone accustomed to being listened to. He represented a district in western New York and had served on the naval appropriations subcommittee for six years. Beyond that, Lucinda knew little about him.

His wife was another matter.

Matilda Duffy stood beside her husband, a champagne glass untouched in her hand. She was half his age, perhaps twenty-five, with honey-colored hair and the kind of delicate beauty that photographers loved. She was also, quite clearly, miserable. Her smile was fixed, her eyes distant. She responded to introductions with mechanical politeness. Lucinda had heard rumors of trouble in the marriage—what Washington marriage didn't have rumors?—but seeing Matilda tonight gave those rumors a lot of weight.

Duffy was working the room now, moving from group to group with practiced ease. He paused to shake hands with Cornelius Van Houten, the Dutch deputy ambassador—a tall, silver-haired man with impeccable manners and a reputation for discretion. They spoke briefly, laughed at something, moved on. Washington politics. Nothing unusual.

Lucinda's gaze drifted across the room and stopped on a man standing near the windows. Tall, Germanic, with a dueling scar on his left cheek. She recognized him immediately: Conrad Klein, of the German legation. They had never met, never spoken. But she knew what he was, and she knew something of his history with Tower.

I wonder, she thought, if he knows I'm one of Tower's people.

Klein caught her eye for just a moment. His expression revealed nothing. Then he turned away to accept a glass of champagne from a passing waiter.

Lucinda filed him away and returned her attention to the Duffys.

Congressman Duffy had moved on to another group of men—railroad investors, by the look of them. Matilda remained where he had left her, alone, her fixed smile beginning to falter.

And then something changed.

Matilda's face brightened. Not much—just a slight lift at the corners of her mouth, a softening around the eyes. But after an evening of watching her perform the role of dutiful political wife, Lucinda noticed immediately.

She followed Matilda's gaze across the room.

Standing just behind Van Houten was a young man Lucinda had not noticed before. He was perhaps twenty-eight, with dark hair and the kind of face that made women look twice. He stood with the quiet attentiveness of a subordinate, but there was nothing subservient about him. He was watching Matilda with an expression that was impossible to misread.

And Matilda was watching him back.

Lucinda did not know the young man's name. But she made a note to find out.

The string quartet shifted into a waltz. The champagne continued to flow. 

Outside, the fireworks show was about to start.



IV.

Marcus Webb was reading his Bible when they came through the door.

It was his habit, most evenings, to sit in the parlor after supper and read a chapter or two before bed. Tonight he had chosen Psalms—The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want—while his wife Josephine cleaned up in the kitchen. Their children, both grown now, had long since moved to homes of their own. The house on S Street was quiet. Peaceful.

The sounds of the inaugural celebrations were distant here, muffled by the rows of houses between Webb's neighborhood and the festivities downtown. He could hear the occasional burst of fireworks, the faint strains of a brass band. White folks' business. Nothing to do with him.

Webb was fifty-five years old and had worked at the Navy Yard for nearly twenty years, the last eight as a foreman. It was a good job, a respected job. He supervised twelve men and answered to supervisors who, if not exactly friendly, at least treated him fairly. He had survived the Freedman's Bank collapse by the grace of God and the help of a Dutch businessman who had appeared at exactly the right moment with exactly the right offer. Webb had never questioned that good fortune. A wise man didn't question blessings.

He turned the page. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.

The front door exploded inward.

Two men. White. Moving fast. One had a cudgel, the other a length of iron pipe.

Webb was on his feet before he knew he was moving, the Bible falling to the floor. "Josephine! Run!"

The man with the cudgel swung. Webb got his arm up, felt the bone crack, heard himself cry out. He staggered back against the wall.

"Where is it?" the man demanded. "Where's the ledger?"

"I don't—I don't know what you're talking about—"

The pipe caught him across the ribs. He fell. The cudgel came down on his back, his shoulders, his legs. He curled into himself, trying to protect his head, his face.

From the kitchen, Josephine screamed.

Not a scream of fear—a scream of rage. Webb heard crockery shatter, heard one of the men curse, heard Josephine screaming words he had never heard her use in thirty years of marriage.

"Help! Murderers! Help us!"

The beating stopped. Webb lay on the floor, tasting blood, his arm bent at an angle that made his stomach lurch.

"Finish him," one of the men said.

"The whole street's waking up. Listen."

Voices outside. Doors opening. Someone shouting for the police.

"This isn't worth hanging for. Let's go."

Footsteps. The creak of the ruined door. Then nothing.

Josephine was beside him, her hands on his face, her voice breaking. "Marcus. Marcus, stay with me. Stay with me."

Webb tried to speak, but all that came out was blood.

He did not know why they had come. He did not know what ledger they wanted. He knew only that someone had tried to kill him, and that his wife—his fierce, brave, beloved wife—had saved his life.

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.

He held onto those words as the darkness took him.



V.

Isaiah Grant was locking up his warehouse when they found him.

It was nearly midnight. He had stayed late to finish the inventory—a shipment of Cuban tobacco had arrived that afternoon, and Grant liked to count things himself. His father had taught him that. "Trust your employees," the old man used to say, "but count your own money."

His father had also lost everything in the Freedman's Bank collapse and died six months later, broken in spirit and body. Isaiah had sworn he would never let that happen to him. And he hadn't. He had rebuilt, with help from unexpected quarters, and now the Grant & Sons Import-Export warehouse occupied almost a full city block near the wharves.

He pulled the heavy door shut and fumbled with the padlock. The celebrations downtown had quieted some, though he could still hear the occasional pop of fireworks. A waste of money, in his opinion. But then, white folks had money to waste.

He heard the footsteps too late.

They came out of the alley beside the warehouse—two men, moving with purpose. Grant saw the knives and understood immediately. This was not robbery. Robbers demanded money. These men demanded nothing.

He ran.

He was forty-eight years old and had not run anywhere in a decade, but fear gave him speed he didn't know he still possessed. He made it perhaps thirty feet before one of them caught him from behind.

The first knife went into his back, just below the shoulder blade. The second caught him in the side as he twisted away. He fell against a stack of wooden crates, scattering them, and the men were on him.

"Dorsey sends his regards," one of them said. Or perhaps Grant imagined it. The pain was very bad now, and the world was starting to go gray at the edges.

They left him there, bleeding among the scattered crates, and disappeared into the night.

Grant tried to call for help, but his voice was barely a whisper. He tried to crawl toward the street, but his arms wouldn't obey him. He lay on the cold cobblestones and watched his blood spread in a dark pool beneath him.

He thought about his wife, asleep at home, not knowing.

He thought about his sons, who would inherit the business he had built.

He thought about the Dutch businessman who had helped him years ago, and wondered, for the first time, what that help had really cost.

The fireworks had stopped now. The city was quiet.

Isaiah Grant closed his eyes and did not open them again.



VI.

The fireworks started well past midnight.

They had been delayed—some problem with the pyrotechnicians, people said—and most of the guests had grown restless waiting. But when the first rockets finally screamed into the sky above the Mall, the crowd surged onto the terrace and lawns of the Vandermeer mansion to watch.

Lucinda used the movement to her advantage.

In the shifting confusion of bodies, she worked her way closer to the Duffys. They had separated themselves from the main crowd and stood on the wide porch at the side of the house, away from the press of spectators. Congressman Duffy had his thumbs hooked in his waistcoat pockets, watching the fireworks with the satisfied air of a man who felt he had earned this celebration. Beside him, Matilda stood stiffly, her wrap pulled tight against the March chill.

They were not alone.

Cornelius Van Houten stood with them, making pleasant conversation that Lucinda could not quite hear. And just behind Van Houten, half in shadow, stood the young man with the dark hair—the one Lucinda had noticed earlier. The one Matilda had been watching.

A burst of red and gold exploded overhead, and the crowd gasped in appreciation. In that moment of distraction, Lucinda saw it: Matilda's hand drifted back, just slightly, and the young man's fingers brushed against hers. The touch lasted perhaps two seconds. Then both hands withdrew, and neither face betrayed anything.

But Lucinda had seen it.

She filed it away with everything else she had observed tonight. Tower would want to know.

Another rocket shrieked upward and burst into cascading silver. Lucinda felt, rather than heard, movement behind her—a slight rustle, a presence that did not belong. She turned her head just enough to see.

A man had stepped onto the porch. He wore dark workman's clothes, rough and practical, nothing like the evening dress of the other guests. He was not here for the party.

Van Houten noticed him too.

The Dutch diplomat murmured something to Congressman Duffy—an excuse, an apology—and stepped away from the group. He walked directly toward Lucinda, close enough that she caught the scent of his cologne, then passed her and approached the man in the dark clothes.

They stood not four feet from where Lucinda stood, half-hidden in the shadow of a column.

Van Houten spoke first, his voice low. But not in Dutch.

In German.

Lucinda's closely held secret—known only to Tower, her brother Meade, and a handful of others—was that she was fluent in German, French, and Spanish. "Never tell anyone," Tower had instructed her. "Let them think you're just another society woman who can manage a phrase or two. Your ignorance is your advantage."

She did not know Dutch with any fluency, but German she understood perfectly.

The fireworks thundered overhead, covering most of the conversation. But she caught fragments. Names.

"Dorsey?" Van Houten asked.

"Complete."

"Webb?"

"Incomplete. Interrupted."

"Grant?"

"Complete."

"Watkins?"

"Incomplete. Target escaped."

Van Houten said something else, too low for Lucinda to hear. The man in dark clothes nodded once, then slipped away into the night as quietly as he had come.

Van Houten stood for a moment, watching the fireworks. His face, illuminated by the bursting colors overhead, revealed nothing. Then he returned to the Duffys, smiling, apologizing for the interruption, resuming his role as the charming diplomat.

Lucinda remained where she was, her heart beating faster than it should.

She had no idea what she had just heard. Dorsey, Webb, Grant, Watkins—the names meant nothing to her. Complete, incomplete, target escaped—it sounded like a military report, or something worse.

But she would remember. She would tell Tower. And perhaps, in time, she would understand.

The fireworks finale erupted across the sky, a thunderous cascade of light and color. The crowd cheered. Somewhere in the house, the string quartet began to play again.

Lucinda smiled and applauded with everyone else.

But her mind was already working, turning over the fragments, filing them away.

Four names. Four outcomes. And a Dutch diplomat who conducted business in German with men who dressed like laborers and moved like shadows.

She would remember.
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