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This novel is respectfully dedicated to the dean
of Florida’s contemporary novelists
Randy Wayne White
My friend and mentor, who long ago listened to my dream
and didn’t laugh.
Over the ensuing years he has provided me with remarkable
rum, intriguing conversations, helpful introductions
around the world,
and great advice about this bizarre business.


Thank you, Randy. You turned out to be right on all of it.


Robert N. Macomber





A Preliminary Word with the Reader


I think a little background about Peter Wake and this novel, the twelfth in the Honor Series, is in order for both new readers and for longtime Wakians (self-named fans of these novels). The Assassin’s Honor is set in late 1892 and early 1893. President Benjamin Harrison (Republican) has just lost re-election (his beloved wife Caroline died two weeks before the vote) and President-elect Grover Cleveland (Democrat) will be inaugurated on 4 March 1893. Cleveland was already president from 1885 to 1889, but lost his re-election bid to Harrison. Now, Cleveland is coming back to be commander in chief. The country faces serious economic, social, political, and foreign policy challenges.


Commander Peter Wake is fifty-three years old, and has been in the U.S. Navy for twenty-nine years, beginning with his combat duty in the East Gulf Blockading Squadron in the Civil War. His twenty-eight-year-old daughter Useppa has been a Methodist missionary in Key West for the last nine years. His twenty-four-year-old son Sean is an ensign in the navy and at sea in the U.S.S. Yantic; he graduated from the Naval Academy in 1890, a feat his father never accomplished.


Wake’s dear friend and trusted colleague, Boatswain (usually pronounced and spelled “Bosun”) Sean Rork, for whom Wake’s son was named, is now sixty-one years old. Born and raised in County Wexford, Ireland, Rork shipped out to sea at age thirteen and has been there ever since. He joined the U.S. Navy in 1861 at Boston after jumping his previous ship. Rork is the kind of fellow you want beside you when drinking in a pub—or fighting for your life in the alley behind it.


Wake and Rork have served mostly together since 1864. From then until 1881 they served in ships, mostly frigates and gunboats, in the West Indies, South America, and the Mediterranean. From 1882 until 1892 they served in the newly established Office of Naval Intelligence, the first foreign espionage agency of the United States. This work took them to Southeast Asia, South America, the Caribbean, the South Pacific, and Europe. It was sordid, shadowy, perilous work, shunned by most naval officers as beneath the dignity of an officer and a gentleman. Wake didn’t like it at all, especially some of the things he had to do, but he is the kind of man who will get the mission accomplished.


Now he is out of that work, and back in the clean air of the ocean, as a proper naval officer should be. His career, so long stymied by his lack of formal academy education, wealth, and political supporters, has finally gotten on track. In his personal life, melancholy for so long, he has found contentment.


But Wake is about to learn that the past is always right behind you, even when you prefer to forget it.




[image: image]



1


The Unpleasant Truth


Patricio Island, Florida
Friday evening
5 May 1893


I have learned the truth is the rarest of possessions. So rare that it is often hoarded, frequently denied. Seldom is it shared, even when it is kind or even crucial to do so. That thought echoed in my mind when Maria asked the question. With a petite finger, she had been lightly tracing the remnants of the wounds I’ve accumulated over the last thirty years. The brush of her lips over the scar on my right temple was followed by a whisper, the words trembling with tears, “Peter, when will this madness end, so we can live in peace?”


Holding her closely against the chilly night, I decided to tell her the unpleasant truth. There would be no deceit with her, even of the gentle kind.


“It ends when they think we aren’t a threat anymore. And that may be a long time.”


She nodded slowly, for it was simply confirmation of what she already knew and feared. Our future would be as dangerous as the recent past. “At least we are finally together, Peter, to face whatever comes.”


The mood clearly needed to change, so I conjured up some mock naiveté just to hear that delicious laugh of hers. “Really, madam, aren’t we supposed to be doing something other than talking tonight?”


Molding her body to mine with tender caresses that conveyed far more than words ever could, her laugh emerged as a subtle blend of naughty and nice. But even as I smiled in appreciation, her desperate question brought memories from the chaos of the previous six months. Disturbing memories.


They began at an anchorage in Jamaica.
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The Summons


U.S.S. Bennington
Kingston, Jamaica
Thursday morning
8 December 1892


Even in December, at the start of the dry season, the indolent climate of the tropics can sap one’s energy by midmorning. Around me, the men working on deck in the sun moved slowly, wasting no motion, the sweat on their bare backs streaked with grease and coal dust. Officers had no special immunity from the climate and were starting to wilt as they paced the bridge wing and pulled at their white chokers, which by custom they were expected to wear. The senior petty officers, the oldest and smartest of any in the ship, had already sought the shadier places, from which they silently watched over everyone else.


I am well versed in tropical weather and have suffered my share from it. But the muggy air held no deleterious effect on me this time, for within my constitution was an energy no temperature or humidity could diminish. For months, while steaming through the sun-broiled Caribbean, I’d looked forward to what each day would bring. This was, of course, a pleasant symptom of my present status—after twenty-nine very long years, I had finally reached the pinnacle of a naval officer’s ambitions: independent command at sea of a newly built ship.


Not only that, but my personal life knew happiness for the first time in eleven years as a widower. Genuine love had reentered my life, giving me hope I wasn’t doomed to a bachelor’s loneliness for the rest of my mortal life. Hard as it was for a cynical soul like me to admit, the future was actually positive, and my chronic melancholia of the past had become merely a memory.


Leaving the shade of the bridge wing above me, I strolled forward along the main deck to survey my steel domain. The recently commissioned 3rd class cruiser Bennington rolled gently at anchor off the Royal Navy Dockyard in the harbor of Kingston, on the south coast of the British crown colony of Jamaica.


Gleaming in the sun, she was quite a sight to behold. A beautiful manifestation of the ship designer’s blending of art and science, her lines bespoke speed and her guns showed determination. Bennington could outrun anything bigger and outfight anything her size. It filled me with gratification when British officers came out several times a day to ogle my vessel, conjecturing about her abilities and potential missions. For the past twenty-five years, it had been American officers envying the Royal Navy’s ships.


Half my officers and men were ashore on liberty, enjoying the notorious delights of the city’s waterfront taverns on Harbour Street. Hopefully, the officers were patronizing less vulgar establishments than the crew, but I knew some of the more rambunctious young gentlemen were, no doubt, exploring places which were less than genteel. It was all to be expected, and time would tell whether my preliminary admonitions to them about safety and propriety had taken effect.


With her population thus reduced, it was relatively quiet aboard the ship. No throbbing of engines came up from below, for Bennington’s boilers were at minimum pressure and the ship herself was relatively dormant. Those sailors remaining in the ship were kept busy by the disagreeable duty of swabbing the weather decks and interior spaces, for we had refueled the day before and coal dust had infiltrated everywhere.


My tour of the main deck completed, I repaired to my cabin to sift through a pile of paperwork waiting for me. Twenty minutes later, I was going over division reports when the signal officer, Ensign Yeats, brought me a coded telegram sent out to the ship from the cable station ashore, via the U.S. consulate.


“Captain, it’s marked urgent, and it’s from Flag, North Atlantic. Not copied to any other ship or station—it’s just to you, sir.”


Flag, North Atlantic. That meant my superior, the legendary Rear Admiral John Grimes Walker, commander of the North Atlantic Squadron. I was expecting a routine ship-movement order, but not an urgent message. Yeats had deciphered it into plain language, a short task, for it was in Walker’s typical no-nonsense style.


XX—GET TO KW IMMED—XX


The squadron, scattered across the Caribbean and the northern coast of South America, wasn’t scheduled to rendezvous in Key West until ten days hence, on December 18. Then we would begin our annual three days of gunnery practice and evaluations at the nearby Dry Tortugas Islands. After the gun drills were completed, the squadron would steam in various battle formations to the naval station at Pensacola. Arriving there by the twenty-fourth, a lucky few of the officers and men would board trains to head home for Christmas with their families.


But this wasn’t a squadron-wide order. Obviously, something serious had developed. What? If it was that serious, why wasn’t the entire squadron summoned? The Kingston newspaper had displayed no momentous headlines lately. In fact, the region was relatively calm, without any new developments other than the usual litany of petty local assassinations, revolutions, coups, war threats, and political blustering. Certainly nothing involving the United States or the Europeans was on the horizon.


Whatever the reason, one never dawdled when Walker sent one an order to move immediately. Accordingly, I issued orders changing the sultry day from routine to rigorous. The Blue Peter crew recall signal was hoisted, the whistle sounded, and a blank signal gun fired to bring Bennington’s people from shore; the on-watch engineers started raising steam; the bosun’s men hove the anchor’s cable short and began to bring the ships boats and booms aboard; and all departments secured their areas of the ship for sea


The initial recipient of these commands was Bennington’s executive officer, Commander Norton Gardiner. He was clearly upset by this intrusion into his personal plans, for he possessed special invitations from the local swells. The first was to a polo luncheon at Torrington House by the Kingston Race Track. Later in the evening, he was to be a guest at a high society soiree at Wadston Plantation in the cool hills above the city. For the previous two days, Gardiner had repeatedly bored me with the details of his sartorial preparations, telling me how much the local society reminded him of his family’s circle of sophisticated friends in Boston.


That did not impress me. I also was originally from Massachusetts, but arose in far different circumstances. Born and raised in a seafaring family on the coast—culturally quite distant from the comfortable salons of Boston—I thought of high-class social functions as pure fakery and senseless drivel. They were something to be occasionally endured by a professional naval officer, but certainly not anything to be enjoyed. So, with that prejudice firmly established in my being, I will fully admit a certain perverse pleasure was derived in the disruption of Gardiner’s anticipated hobnobbing with the British colonial upper crust, whom I found even more obnoxious than the American version


Nonetheless, with scowling face and sarcastic tone, Gardiner did his duty and got Bennington ready for departure. Four hours and much grumbled commotion later, all our men were aboard, some of them suffering from a bit too much liberty while ashore. Officers and men assumed their stations, smoke poured out the stack, the anchor was in its stops, and our signal gun boomed out a salute to Queen Victoria’s empire as we steamed past Fort Charles at Port Royal Point, bound for the Windward Passage between Cuba and Haiti.


Using all the mechanical power we could muster, and all the sail we could carry, Bennington traveled the 732 miles from Kingston to Key West Naval Station in a little over fifty hours, a record time for the squadron. Upon our arrival in Key West’s outer channel, the station’s signal mast informed us that I was to report to the admiral directly upon mooring.


Accordingly, eighteen minutes after the main hook was let go in Man of War Anchorage off Fort Taylor, I landed at the naval wharf near the foot of Duval Street, ascended the brow of the 2nd class cruiser Chicago, the admiral’s flagship, and entered his day cabin. It was precisely 10:00 a.m. on the tenth of December, in the year 1892.


I remember the date and time vividly, for that was the moment when a chain of events was set in motion that changed my life forever.
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The Reason


Key West Naval Station
Saturday morning
10 December 1892


Somewhat breathless at my hasty arrival in the admiral’s palatial quarters, I was announced by a pale-skinned junior lieutenant on the squadron staff. He glanced at me with an odd mixture of pity and envy as he knocked three times, then opened the door and reported to the admiral, “Bennington has arrived, sir.”


Sitting at his large desk, Walker wasted no time in polite preamble, his long gray forked beard flapping like semaphore pennants as he gruffly greeted me.


“Thank you for getting here so quickly, Wake.” Pulling out a pocket watch, his gray eyes glanced at it and added, “Impressive transit. I suppose you have very little fuel left?”


“Correct, sir. Only forty tons of coal out of three hundred and seventy. At three tons per shaft per hour, I have only six hours full-ahead steaming left.”


“Machinery and boiler condition?”


“Satisfactory for right now, sir. But she’ll need a maintenance overhaul soon after this last run. The usual—boiler tank, flues, tubes, and lines.”


“Ammunition and guns?”


“Full load out in all calibers, and all bags and casings look good. Every gun is operative, sir.”


“Provisions?”


“Short, sir. We didn’t have time to take enough onboard at Kingston.”


His brow furrowed as he continued, “Yes, well, time is of the essence on this matter, so the boiler overhaul will have to wait, but we can get you coal and provisions right away. Now, sit down and listen closely.”


Choosing a straightback cane chair instead of the more comfortable upholstered wingbacks, I felt the old pounding in my chest. A mission at sea. It had been years since I’d felt that sensation.


A slight smile showed for a second on the admiral’s face, then disappeared as he spoke. “You’ve been out of the Office of Naval Intelligence for years now, but this situation will bring back memories and, I hope, some of those arcane skills you were so good at.”


The last comment made my stomach feel queasy. “Arcane skills” probably meant some of the more disagreeable things I’d had to do on ONI missions—things I’d tried to forget.


The admiral leaned back with a long sigh. “Yes, well, you were in Venezuela about five weeks ago, mid-October, I believe, so you know the general situation there regarding the Germans, their railroad and other commercial enterprises, and the turmoil with the new local president, if I can be so generous as to use that term. Correct?”


My reader understandably may not be versed in Venezuela’s convoluted history, so I will digress briefly about what happened in 1892. The country was sadly typical of Latin America. Foreign investors, mostly German and British, built and controlled most of the transportation and communication systems there, exerting tremendous pecuniary influence over the country’s politics. The previous national leader, a liberal reformer named Pulido, had been removed from office on October 7 by the grand-sounding “Legalist Revolution.” That particular crew was led by a distinctly nonliberal fellow named General Joaquín Crespo, who had been the country’s head man some years earlier.


At first, the Germans tentatively backed both sides in the conflict, waiting to see which would prevail before donating larger amounts to the frontrunner. Once Crespo started winning, the foreigners, particularly the Germans, started backing him seriously.


“Yes, sir, I’m familiar with the place,” I said. “President Crespo is consolidating his hold over the country following his coup. There are still remnants of opposition on the Caribbean coast and in the interior, but they are dwindling fast and the civil war is effectively over. The country is relatively calm now, and the Germans are officially supporting Crespo and are loaning him a lot of money. Our government just recognized him as well.”


“All true. And what do you know of the Red D Line steamer Philadelphia’s recent role in all this?”


“Nothing, sir. Except she’s American flagged and works that route out of New York, and occasionally New Orleans.”


“Yes, she does. A month ago, shortly after you’d taken Bennington over to Costa Rica to calm the ever-faint hearts of American merchants there, Philadelphia was at her usual port call in La Guaira, Venezuela. She took aboard as a passenger one General Mijares, ex-governor of Caracas and sworn enemy of Crespo. Mijares was fleeing to the United States, but the ship was delayed in sailing. General Crespo got word Mijares was on the steamer and sent troops onboard with orders to snatch his antagonist away to a dungeon.


“Philadelphia’s Captain Chambers protested there was no court-issued warrant and thus it was an illegal search of an American ship—thereby bluffing the soldiers off his ship without getting their man. Chambers then weighed anchor and rapidly exited the coast. He deposited General Mijares in New York, but not before a supposedly accidental gunshot in the first-class bar salon almost killed the general, which would have been very convenient for Crespo and his new German allies. Nothing could be proven, of course. So far?”


“Understood, sir.”


“Very good. Now, to get to the point. While on another voyage, that same steamer put into Key West five days ago—Monday, the fifth—needing to recoal on her way from La Guaira, Venezuela, to New Orleans. It wasn’t unusual, of course, since this island is right on the course. A quick, routine port call of only one night. However, while she was at the commercial coal dock adjacent to us, something very unusual was discovered aboard the Philadelphia. It was that discovery, and the accompanying evidence, which is the salient issue for us today.”


Admiral Walker looked at me and paused, his bewhiskered face showing perplexed consternation, not a typical expression for him. He clearly wanted me to ask the obvious question, so I obliged him.


“And what was that, sir?”


“The dead body of a passenger, Wake. Not your average passenger, mind you. Quite an unusual man, actually, who ended up quite unnaturally dead. I’ve spent forty-two years, man and boy, in Uncle Sam’s navy, and I have seen and done it all. You know I am not given to exaggeration, but this situation has me baffled and concerned. And that’s the reason why you have been ordered here so abruptly.”


Some passenger died? This was why my men and I pushed ourselves and our ship to the point of total fatigue to get to Key West so quickly?


I swallowed my sarcasm and merely said, “Sir, I still don’t understand why Bennington was needed here.”


The admiral shook his head slowly, looking down at his desk. Then he looked up at me. “It wasn’t your ship I needed, Wake. It was you.”
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The Enigma


Key West Naval


Station Saturday morning


10 December 1892


The intensity of the admiral’s stare matched his tone.


This was getting a little overdramatic, I thought, but I humored him. “Yes, sir. So they found an unnaturally dead body . . . but why do you need me?”


Now that he was in the meat of the matter, the pace of Walker’s narrative picked up speed. “I’ll explain. The morning of Philadelphia’s arrival, one of the first-class passengers, a Mr. Simon Drake, age fifty-three and traveling alone, was found dead in his cabin by a steward. There was no obvious sign of foul play on the body, according to a shore doctor functioning as the coroner, who ruled it an apparent heart attack. He allowed the body to be immediately embalmed and buried, this being the tropics.


“On the face of it, Drake’s death was routine and didn’t warrant official attention. Passengers die naturally every day on ships. Nothing unusual about that, or so everyone thought at the time. Ever heard the name—Simon Drake?”


“No, sir.” But I had noted that Drake and I were the same age. Heart troubles. Hmm. Was the pounding in my chest something more than nerves?


Walker harrumphed and nodded. “Yes, well, I didn’t know Drake’s name either. But maybe we should have, from our time in intelligence work, as this is where things get interesting. The steamer’s purser checked his records and informed Captain Chambers that Drake was an American who worked as a senior telegraphist in Caracas for the German railroad firm there. Now, not many clerical fellows can afford a first-class cabin, so the captain thought it a bit out of the ordinary.


“Then, when the purser was packaging up the personal belongings in Drake’s cabin, he found a couple of intriguing items and notified his captain. One of them was hidden inside a pillow case—a four-inch-square section cut out of a German nautical chart. It contains a coastline the purser and captain didn’t recognize, with a place name, Xel-ha, underlined. It also has the words Dzul and Verabredung handwritten next to it.”


“How do you know it’s actually a German chart, sir?”


A flicker of annoyance darkened his face. Admirals aren’t used to being interrupted. “It has German words printed on it—Karibisches Meer—which even I know means Caribbean Sea. It shows a north-south coast, so it could be in Venezuela near Puerto Cabello, where there has been some conflict between the government army and some of the left-over anti-Crespo rebels.”


“I see, sir,” I said, though I really didn’t.


He resumed. “And now the second item. Inside the cabin’s safe, which was found to be locked, there was a piece of common note paper containing several lines of numbers separated into groups. It appeared to the captain to be some sort of coded message.”


Coded message? Now I was beginning to understand the urgent summons.


“Captain Chambers and I are old acquaintances, and when we were having dinner the same evening, he mentioned the situation. Said it was a bit of a mystery to him. When I expressed an interest in seeing those items, he gave them to me. After perusing them closely, my interest was piqued even more, so I sent my squadron intelligence officer and the staff surgeon over to the steamer to have a look in Drake’s cabin, to see if anything was amiss. That was something the shore doctor evidently didn’t do before rendering his verdict on the cause of death. The intelligence officer contributed nothing; he’s new at it and nearly useless. But the surgeon returned with a significant observation—the odor of garlic, a lot of it, on Simon Drake’s bed pillow.”


“Garlic, sir? I don’t understand the meaning.”


“And neither did I, Commander. The surgeon says it’s a telltale sign of arsenic poisoning. It turns out arsenic mimics the general characteristics of a heart attack. A check with the purser revealed no actual garlic was found in the cabin. The surgeon spoke with the steamer’s cooks and learned there was no meal with large amounts of garlic served on the ship during her most recent voyage from Venezuela. Therefore, the garlic on the pillow must have gotten there by Drake breathing on it as he died.”


“That is a curious development. A postmortem examination of Drake’s body might shed light on it, sir.”


Walker’s beard shook in the negative. “Surgeon says it’s too late—the embalming ruined the body for that type of examination.”


“Bad luck.”


“Yes, bad luck, indeed, but I am still faced with an enigma. An American citizen who works for the Germans in Venezuela has in his possession a small part of a German chart depicting an unknown coast, as well as a coded message—and then he is murdered on an American ship, probably by a professional who knows the dark art of assassination by poisoning. So what does it all mean?”


“I have no idea, sir,” I admitted.


Walker’s eyes narrowed. “Commander Wake, I have a feeling something nefarious is afoot, and the Germans are hip-deep in it. Our country, or at least this region, will surely end up being involved in whatever it is, to an uncertain end. And that means that we in this squadron will be involved. Furthermore, I think time is short before this thing, whatever it is, comes to fruition—otherwise, why murder the man? So I intend to discover exactly what is going on here and either stop it or spread the alarm, before it gets further out of hand.”


He exhaled loudly as his tone grew exasperated. “This, however, has not proven an easy task, for it turns out not a single soul on my staff can read the confounded German language with any proficiency, so I don’t know the English translation of those mystery words on the chart. None of my staff recognizes that coast, either. And I have discovered none of them, not even the newly arrived signal and intelligence officer, have ever worked on foreign code deciphering, either out in the fleet or up at the naval intelligence office in Washington.”


I wasn’t surprised. I’d heard the new intelligence man, a lieutenant commander with over twenty years in the navy, had only recently started in the field of naval intelligence. I didn’t envy him his assignment, for the admiral never suffered ignorance among his subordinates gladly. Few in the navy were wary of the Germans yet, even after our confrontation with them at Samoa in ’89. Most eyes were focused on Spain and Cuba.


“Any German passengers or crew on Philadelphia, sir?”


“Captain Chambers and I thought of that, too. No, none on the manifests. And no one disembarked at Key West either—it was just a temporary coaling stop. She’s gone now. Left the next day.”


“And ONI’s opinion of the coded message, sir?”


“On top of everything else, the telegraph station here is temporarily out of service due to a break in the line between here and Punta Rassa. I’ve sent the original coded message to ONI by armed courier, via steamboat to Tampa’s telegraph station. But it will take more than a week, probably ten days, to get the information up there and the translation of the message back to me. That’s too long—I want this enigma solved now. I kept an exact copy of the numbered message on the notepaper, but unfortunately, I don’t have the expertise around here to give me answers.”


He slapped his right hand down on the desk as a sly grin emerged.


“Ah . . . but all was not lost for me, for I did have you down there in Jamaica, didn’t I? Actually, you’re the perfect man for the case, especially if the code does turn out to be German. You’re the only man in Uncle Sam’s Navy who has seen them in combat close up, and you’ve got the wound to prove it. You’re the one who stole the German navy’s code from them at Samoa in eighty-nine, you’re well versed in their activities in the Caribbean, and you know this region’s coasts better than almost any officer in the squadron. So now, Commander Wake, you know why you were summoned posthaste. You’re the man who’s going to figure out this enigma and tell me what it means.”


The admiral stood and handed me a dark blue U.S. Navy Department dispatch envelope. “The items are inside. Take them back to your ship. Report back here in three hours and tell me what these people are up to in our area of operations.”
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The Message


U.S.S. Bennington


Key West Naval


Station Saturday morning


10 December 1892


Ignoring the inquisitive looks from my officers and men, I descended to my cabin directly upon returning aboard Bennington. Once in my sanctum, the numbers would be tackled first, for they might explain the chart.


There were three lines of numbers, separated into groups. The first line had five groups, the second had four, and the third had five. It was obviously a coded telegraph message, but not in the standard European commercial, military, or diplomatic code. Most of those were in five-digit groupings of numbers. These groupings had only four numbers each. The admiral’s premonition was right.


It was the secret code of the Imperial German Navy.


From my safe, I extracted my copy of the 1888 German naval code, painstakingly copied from the original lead-lined code book. During one of my last clandestine missions at the Office of Naval Intelligence, in March of 1889, that code book had been surreptitiously removed from a reef near the wreck of the S.M.S. Adler, flagship of the German squadron in Samoa.


The Germans still didn’t know we had it. From what we heard later, they assumed it was lost in the wreck. I had the only copy outside of the Special Assignments Section of ONI, of which I had once been the senior officer. ONI is located within a small office in the bowels of the State, War, and Navy Building, across the park from the president’s mansion. ONI functions as his trusted resource for understanding—and influencing—events around the world.


The first number group was the mathematical formula to start deciphering the rest of the message. There were eight German formulas, some of which were quite complicated. But I was in luck; according to what I saw, this was one of the simpler ones. The formula would consist of only addition, subtraction, and division, in that order, utilizing each number in the initial group as the operating feature.


Following the formula, the number groups changed into a complete new set of integers. I had now completed the first phase of deciphering the message.


Comparing the new number groups with those on the secret code list before me, I found the letter of the German alphabet represented by each numeral or pair of numerals. There was an additional complication. Unlike English’s twenty-six letters, the German alphabet has another four letter-diacritic combinations, for a total of thirty letters.


At the end of the second phase of deciphering, the translation from numbers into letters, I came up with this message in the German alphabet:


TÖTU NGAB SCHU SSDE
ZEMB ERSE CHZE HNXX
ESWI RDKR IEGB EEND ENXX


The double Xs were endings of sentences, a standard practice in all navies. The final phase would be to get the correct sequence of letters formed into separate words. Consulting my German-English dictionary, as my knowledge of that language is woefully lacking, it took a while to find the words formed by the letters. It gave me the following:


TÖTUNG ABSCHUSS DEZEMBER SECHZEHN XX
ES WIRD KRIEG BEENDEN XX


Converting the message into English, a chill went through me. I repeated the entire procedure three times to make sure I had it right.


Unfortunately, I did.


THE KILLING HAPPENS DECEMBER SIXTEEN XX
IT WILL END WAR XX


Next I turned to the small section of chart. The coastline on it was oriented vertically, with the sea to the right, or east. Depths were in meters. Perusing my large area chart of the Venezuelan coast, I narrowed the north-south coastal possibilities to the western shore of Lake Maracaibo; the Caribbean coast northwest of Puerto Cabello; or the west coast of the Gulf of Paria, across from Trinidad. However, there were no Venezuelan places on my chart titled Dzul or Xel-ha, and nothing geographically matched the fragment.


Again consulting the German dictionary, I found the word Verabredung meant “rendezvous” or “appointment.” Next I looked up Dzul and Xel-ha, but neither were in the book. They didn’t sound French or Spanish to me, but for some reason they seemed vaguely familiar. I wondered if they might be Dutch, for that country had island colonies off the coast of Venezuela.


Then I remembered, and cursed my stupidity. Because of the admiral’s report about Simon Drake, I’d been thinking about Venezuela, but was completely wrong. Those words weren’t European, and they weren’t even from that part of the Caribbean.


In fact, they were from an area almost a thousand miles away from Venezuela. Dredging up memories from a cruise along the Caribbean coast of Central America the previous September, I remembered Xel-ha was a village on the Mayan coast of Mexico, the Yucatán Peninsula. It was only a couple days steaming from Key West.


Now that I had the correct location, I recalled the other word’s meaning. Dzul wasn’t the name of a place, it was the name of a man—the current leader of the Mayan independence army, which had been fighting the Mexican national army for the last fifty years in something called the Caste War. It was a simmering conflict few outside of Mexico knew about. Occasionally, it would boil over into a pitched battle, but even then the U.S. press didn’t deem it worthy of American readers.


Now, however, there were outside players in Mexico. Porfirio Díaz, president of Mexico, had enjoyed good relations with Germany’s chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, for some time. Díaz and Bismarck had signed an immigration agreement several years prior, after five decades of immigration had already brought thousands of Germans to Mexico, mostly around the Gulf coast. More Germans were heading there. Two communities of them were in Yucatán, near Mérida.


Bismarck, ironically, was in retirement and out of the equation, sacked by the young Kaiser Wilhelm for being not aggressive enough internationally. Now that Wilhelm had no one to restrain him with wise counsel, German naval and commercial efforts were quickly expanding around the world, causing conflicts with other countries.


I recalled that the Mayan warriors had bought weapons and supplies through traders in neighboring British Honduras. Did this message and chart mean the German navy was going to rendezvous with Dzul, form some sort of alliance, and take over supplying him? For what purpose? Was it to secure an area for the Caribbean naval base they had wanted for years? Or was Dzul the target of the killing, at the bidding of the Mexican government?


The chronometer on the bulkhead showed I had less than an hour before I was to give Admiral Walker an idea of what was happening. In the meantime, another pair of eyes was needed to look over this problem. Turning to the row of speaking tubes beside my desk, I opened the lid on the tube connected to the wheelhouse. “This is the captain. Pass the word for Bosun Rork to report to my cabin.”


I knew someone would be assassinated in six days, but three crucial questions were still unanswered. Who? Where? Why?
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The Enemy


U.S.S. Bennington


Key West Naval Station


Saturday afternoon


10 December 1892


A knock sounded twice at my door. The nervous voice said he was the messenger from the officer of the deck. With my permission, a young sailor entered. Taking in everything at a glance, his face was a study in competing emotions: envy at the relative luxury of my quarters, and terror at being inside them. He knuckled his brow and began his recital.


“Ah . . . Seaman Bundle, Captain, sir, with a message from the officer of the deck. Mr. Manning presents his respects and reports the naval station just signaled Chicago and Bennington—a German warship entered the channel ten minutes ago. She’s the . . . Genays . . . ayn . . . now . . . or something like that. Sorry, sir, but I just can’t pronounce them foreign names.”


The morning was turning out to be rather interesting. It had been quite a while since a German warship visited Key West.


“I believe she will be the Gneisenau, Bundle. She’s a well-armed corvette-cruiser and Germany’s West Indies station ship. Pass along my compliments to Mr. Manning and tell him I want my gig ready in ten minutes.”


As Bundle departed, Rork arrived. Bosun Sean Rork is a curious study, worthy of a closer glance.


Born and raised County Wexford, Ireland, in 1831 he left that blighted isle at age twelve and grew up fast at sea on a coaster working ports on both sides of the Irish Sea. His sad childhood back in Wexford was something he never really explained to me, other than to deflect my inquiries into humorous anecdotes about girls, the church, and the despised English. By the late 1850s, Rork was a grizzled bosun working the Atlantic trade between Liverpool and Boston.


In January of 1863, after his desperation could be held in check no more, he had a life-altering decision to make. Either kill the maniacal new mate in the ship, or jump ashore and see what life in America would bring. Wisely, he chose the latter option, but after five months’ search there was no work for a foreign seaman; all the maritime jobs went to locals, for to be without a seaman’s exemption meant you were subject to be conscripted into the army. And that meant going south to live in the mud in disease-ridden camps, all the while being subjected to mindless army discipline, when not getting shot at by the Confederates.


But there was another opportunity at hand—go to sea for Uncle Sam. Rork joined the quickly expanding U.S. Navy, made bosun’s mate immediately, and never looked back. We met in the East Gulf Blockading Squadron in the summer of 1863 and served against the Confederates in Florida and the West Indies for the rest of the war. That experience formed a friendship that has strengthened over decades of shared danger and despair on assignments around the world. Rork is a good man to have beside you in bad situations.


Such a friendship was not only rare between officer and petty officer—ours was the sole example I’ve seen—it was severely frowned upon by the notoriously hidebound naval establishment. That didn’t bother me a bit, for I was a persona non grata with those fools myself, not having attended the naval academy and thereby become a proper “gentleman.” One attribute Rork and I did have, however, was that we always accomplished the mission, albeit occasionally with innovation which deviated from regulations.


Rork’s only major faults are a fondness for women and rum, necessitating a keen watch over him lest either lead him, and sometimes me too, into ruination. Unlike me, he was never married, has no legitimate children and, as he says, is a truly free man.


Admiral Walker was one of the few in the upper naval strata who appreciated what Rork and I had done for the country, and the admiral never harassed me about my old friend. Actually, I always thought him a bit envious of Rork’s comparative freedom and love of life.


I bade Rork to close the door and then sit down, something enlisted men never were invited to do in a captain’s quarters. When he had done so, I handed over the piece of chart and the deciphered message. Then I told him what I’d learned from Walker and deduced from the chart and message.


“So now I want you to examine those, Rork, and give me your opinion.”


He read the message through twice, tracing the numbers with his finger, then studied the chart closely. Looking up at me, the ghost of a smile showed on his weathered face. “Ooh, lookin’ like a wee bit o’ the old times, back in the shadows again. Been a while since we worked an ONI mission, sir.”


“That it has, Rork, and good riddance to it. So, what do you make of it all? The admiral wants answers in less than an hour.”


“Ah . . . so that’s why we ran here so bloody hard. Well, sir, methinks you’re right as rain about the Mayan boyo Dzul. An’ bugger all if this don’t have an evil sound to it. But it does plague me mind with more questions than answers. Just who sent this message, an’ to who is it sent? Is Dzul the Heinies’ target, or one o’ their mates? Aye, an’ mark me words, sir—this is big. Me eyes see crazy Kaiser Willy’s hand all o’er it.”


“I agree, Rork, something evil’s stirring. And yes, for this afternoon, at least, I guess we’re back in our old business again.” The clock showed one thirty, so I said, “I brief the admiral on this in half an hour.”


I pointed out the stern gallery toward Gneisenau, which was letting go her anchor a quarter-mile away. Her yards, ratlines, and weather decks were manned by sailors in white, standing at parade rest. Spars and rigging were taut and squared in perfect seamanlike fashion. The German navy was small, but impressive. And growing larger.


“Rork, I need more information, so you’re going ashore immediately and you’re going to befriend the German ship’s petty officers over pints when they get their liberty. Then you’re going to find out what they know about their destination and mission. Report back to me no later than the end of the second dog watch. That’ll give you about five hours by the time their liberty section gets ashore.”


I handed him a ten dollar greenback, which quickly disappeared into a pocket. Once he’d secured the cash, Rork rubbed his false left hand and began unscrewing it from its base plate, revealing a wicked-looking five-inch marlinspike underneath. The phantom aches still bothered him, nine years after he lost that hand to a sniper in Indochina, and he massaged the stump of his forearm beneath the prosthetic base plate.


His right eyebrow cocked upward and a devilish grin creased his face.


“Aye, sir, methinks a wee bit o’ skullduggery is jus’ the thing to liven up the day. An’ five hours is more than enough time to make the likes o’ them Heinies me very best mates.”


Boom . . . boom . . . boom . . . Gneisenau’s thirteen-gun salute to Admiral Walker echoed across the anchorage. The last time I’d heard a German warship fire her guns, they weren’t firing saluting blanks. They were shooting a Maxim gun for real—at me.


This had been only three years earlier, on a beach in Samoa. War between our countries was inevitable at that point. We only avoided it by Divine intervention, in the form of a hurricane that destroyed both countries’ squadrons and killed 221 sailors. The jagged scar on my right hip throbbed, a sharp reminder of that damnably accurate German Maxim gun, and a needed addendum to Rork’s orders.


“Rork, remember, drinks and yarns only with these German fellows. No threats, no fights, and for God’s sake, don’t refer to what you and I did in the South Pacific.”


His face transformed into an innocent mien, which I knew to be entirely insincere from almost thirty years’ experience with the man. Rork hadn’t had an innocent thought since he was ten years old.


Rescrewing the India rubber hand back in place, he said, “Aye, aye, sir. Nary’s the worry, ’tis ordered an’ will be done. This’ll be easier than slippin’ off Mary O’Shanassey’s garter on a Friday night. After two pints o’ ale an’ a glass o’ gin, them sea-weary lads’ll be putty in me hands. Why, they’ll think o’ me as their newest bosom buddy, a true brother o’ the ocean, an’ a man to be trusted with their innermost secrets an’ prides.”


“It’s Sunday, so where will you go that’s open?”


“Only waterin’ hole open is Annie’s on Front Street—used to be Curry’s Saloon. “Aye, an’ methinks Annie’s is jus’ the right place to steer ’em. That way, what the lads don’t gab to me, they’ll whisper to me dear ol’ friend Annie upstairs, an’ that’s sure ’nough. Ooh, but she do have a way with Jack-Tar, no matter his flag.”


“Annie Wenz, the madam?”


“Aye, one an’ the same. The temperance people failed to close her down.”


It didn’t surprise me. Wenz was formidable when angry, and the most successful madam in Key West. One of the temperance people was my daughter, Useppa.


“Yes, well, no fights with the Germans, Rork,” I repeated.


He stood up and showed me his sincerest look of complete agreement, knuckling his brow with his right hand. “Sir! Nary a blonde hair on their big square Kraut heads’ll be put out o’ place. An’ that’s me solemn promise,” he glanced up, “as Saint Peter’s me witness.”


“Good.” I handed him a small envelope. “First thing when you’re ashore, get a boy to take this note to Useppa over at the church. I was hoping we both could have dinner with her but, of course, it’s out of the question now with all this going on. She’ll be not be pleased with our sudden departure, but I suppose I’ll have to just put it on the list of her grievances with me.”


My daughter Useppa had been a Methodist missionary in Key West, teaching the island’s black children, for the last eight years. Hers had been a difficult life; learning to live with a crippled leg, losing her mother to female cancer when she was fifteen, helping to raise her younger brother Sean, having a frequently absent naval officer for a father, and losing her fiancé Raul, a Cuban Methodist pastor, to a Spanish bullet when she was twenty-one. After that tragedy six years earlier, she’d plunged into her faith with an even more zealous passion that had no tolerance for backsliders.


Our relationship was polite and pleasant, having regrettably grown somewhat distant over the years. She tried, but couldn’t quite hide her disappointment in me.


The main contention was that I wasn’t as vigorous in my Christian faith as Useppa thought I should be. She disapproved of my behavior regarding drink, my humor, and was particularly offended by a love affair I’d had four years earlier. All this disapproval—I thought of it as “an obsession”—usually manifested itself in her preaching to me about the various moral sins I was currently committing, something no father wants to ever hear from his daughter. It is especially embarrassing when I realize she might very well be right. My rebuttals to these harangues rang a bit hollow, I’m afraid, and any attempt to defuse them with light-hearted wit simply engendered yet another frown of dissatisfaction with my incorrigible attitude.


As ridiculous as it might sound, I had the distinctly uncomfortable feeling that at age twenty-seven, my dear little girl Useppa had somehow taken on the role of my mother, and I was the irredeemable lad heading to hell in a hurry.


Her godfather Rork, who actually is incorrigible, naturally thought this all rather entertaining and recommended for some time not to take it seriously, that she would grow out of it. She hadn’t.


Rork took the envelope and smiled. “Aye, said an’ done, sir. An’ don’t ye worry a wee little bit, she’s a Navy man’s daughter an’ will understand. Next time here, we’ll be havin’ a fine relaxin’ dinner with our dear lass.”
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The Motive


U.S.S. Chicago


Key West Naval Station


Saturday afternoon


10 December 1892


I ended up late for my briefing to the admiral. When one is the captain of a ship, there are many demands on one’s time, most of them of a spontaneous nature. Some can be delayed, but not for long. The necessity for me to deal with the admiral’s enigma trumped the routine duties and decisions of a commanding officer, even the more important bureaucratic responsibilities accompanying a warship’s return to a naval station. But it hadn’t stopped my executive officer from expecting me to fulfill them, for he had fulfilled his.


Commander Gardiner was fuming with frustration, a condition in which he seemed to spend most of his existence. That his irritation had reached a boiling point was clear from his cloudy expression upon entry into my cabin. This was, no doubt, aggravated by the fact he, as the number two officer of the ship, was kept waiting while I met with a mere noncommissioned petty officer.


Gardiner walked in just as Rork was departing, casting a glare at the bosun as they passed each other. Rork didn’t help himself any by bestowing a polite smile on the executive officer and, in his thickest Irish brogue, pleasantly offering, “Af’ernoon, sir!”


That amiable greeting elicited a low grumble in response. Foul mood enhanced, Gardiner started in on his business even before he sat down, with an attitude bordering on disrespectful.


“Captain, I have been trying for hours to get in here to see you and go over these division head reports and requests. Can we please go over them now? I have the master-at-arms’ prisoner and punishment report; captain’s mast disciplinary requests from the division heads; surgeon’s sick bay list; paymaster’s commissary and supply accounts and requests; gunnery officer’s ammunition and guns readiness report; signals traffic from the station ashore; chief engineer’s machinery readiness report, bunker report, fuel request, and his repair and maintenance requests. Also there are the watch, quarter, and station bill changes, liberty ashore allocations; and several officers’ ship visit requests. As per my duties, I’ve made decisions on all these things, but need to apprise you of them.”


Need to cover your stern, is more like it, I uncharitably thought as he started in again. Holding up a hand to stop a continuation of the monologue, I pointed to the bulkhead. The clock showed thirteen minutes until 2 p.m.


“You are right, of course, Norton, but I’m afraid the admiral outranks you, me, and Bennington’s administrative issues right now. He’s expecting me at four bells, so I’ve got only a few minutes to get there. I don’t hear any emergencies in your list, so we’ll go over all of that when I return from the flagship. I should be back in an hour or two.”


“Aye, sir,” he said mechanically, departing without saying anything further and, most notably, without asking for my permission to leave.


This was followed within seconds by Seaman Bundle again, the quarterdeck messenger timidly reporting that my gig had capsized when the forward boat falls were let go prematurely. It was presently being righted and bailed by the coxswain, the messenger said while stifling a grin, adding that the coxswain and the officer of the deck sent their apologies for the delay.


“Any other boats alongside and ready for use?”


“No, sir. The duty launch is over at the station landing. Should we call her back for you, sir?”


Damned bad luck—I would be late for the admiral. I was sure Rork, for whom the coxswain worked, would make certain the boat crews would never make that mistake again.


“No, Bundle. The gig’ll be ready sooner. You’re dismissed.”
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And so it was several minutes past two o’clock, or four bells in sailors’ jargon, when I arrived in Admiral Walker’s cabin. His irritation was apparent.


“Well, Wake, I see you are finally here. So tell me, what have you determined about the mysterious coast on the chart segment, and that coded message?”


I concisely explained the facts I had discovered and added that I had sent Rork ashore to obtain information from the Gneisenau’s petty officers on liberty.


He nodded, then asked, “This place is in Mexico, you say, not Venezuela?”


“Yes, sir. All the evidence points to the Caribbean coast of the Yucatán Peninsula of Mexico.”


“Killing . . . an assassination. Serious indeed. And they’ve already proven with Simon Drake they can murder quite effectively and anonymously.”


“Yes, sir, they did. These are definitely professional assassins, part of a sophisticated scheme, not some ragtag gang of bandidos.”


“This Dzul fellow, what do you know of him?”


“Not much, sir. He’s the leader of the Mayan rebels, apparently a native religious zealot who calls himself a Christian and, from what I can recollect, a bit ruthless.”


“How so?”


“Some Mayans wanted to reach an agreement with the central government a short time ago, but he said no, then went after the moderates who proposed it. Rumor had it he killed them, but that is unconfirmed.”


I held up a hand to make my next point. “And there is the conundrum, sir. It is very difficult for me to believe the Germans actually would support a man like him, at least openly, and I have no idea why they would want to rendezvous with him.”


“We must understand their motive, Wake, and it will take us to the heart of the matter. Money’s involved, we can be sure of that.”


“Yes, sir, no doubt. The Germans have a lot of commercial money involved in the Caribbean and Latin America. The American hemisphere is a major foreign trading partner for the Hamburg firms, probably the major trading partner, and their trade is increasing everywhere. But the Mayans don’t have anything valuable in their area, except sisal for making cordage.”


I shook my head in irritation at my own inability to deduce any reason for the Germans’ rendezvous with Dzul. Airing the thought process aloud, I reiterated my knowledge of German influence inside Mexico, seeking a clue.


“Admiral, the German government has been currying favor with the Mexican federal government for several years in order to get commercial advantages in the country. President Díaz and Chancellor Bismarck were friends long before Kaiser Wilhelm II took the throne and subsequently dismissed the chancellor from office. There is a sizable German immigrant population—mostly farmers and tradesmen—all over coastal Mexico.”


A recent article in the New York Times came to mind. “Just a little while ago, Baron Bleichman, one of the big Hamburg bankers, was in Mexico to study the potential for railroads with a view to investing in them. At the end of his trip, he publicly said he would recommend the idea. So why would the Germans jeopardize it by having a rendezvous with Dzul, much less kill him? Why get involved at all with the Caste War?”


Then it struck me. For the second time that day, I’d been overlooking the obvious.


“Admiral, I just had a thought. The Germans have been trying for five years to get a naval station somewhere in the Caribbean so they could protect their country’s considerable commercial trade in the region.”


“Yes. Go on.”


“Well, sir, they’ve tried the eastern Caribbean repeatedly at Curaçao, Venezuela, and St. Thomas, failing to secure an agreement each time, and that island they stole and tried to make a naval base, Klein Curaçao, turned out to be a failure. So maybe they’re changing target areas. Maybe they’re opting for the western Caribbean?”


Walker didn’t seem warm to the idea. “Perhaps . . .”


“Sir, here’s my logic. If the Germans had a naval station on the Caribbean coast of Mexico, they would control the Yucatán Channel, chokepoint of the major shipping route to the Caribbean and South America from all the Gulf coast ports of Mexico and the United States. Not to mention dominate the local countries from Mexico to Costa Rica. But the real object of their efforts is something far more important.”


“Good Lord, the canal . . .”


“Yes, sir. The Germans want to be in a position to control access to the canal at Panama.”
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The Hypothesis


U.S.S. Chicago


Key West Naval Station


Saturday afternoon


10 December 1892


Walker’s face creased in thought as he got up and walked to the Caribbean chart on his bulkhead. “Wake, you just might have something there. Are there any decent harbors on the Mayan coast?”


I joined him in perusing the chart and pointed toward the Yucatán area.


“Some small ones are along the mainland, but they’re not nearly deep enough for a proper naval station. But wait, sir—the island of Cozumel lies about eight or ten miles off the coast. It’s large, about five by twenty miles, and not crowded—or important to the central Mexican government. And though there’s no harbor at all, the western side is a lee from the prevailing Caribbean winds and an open anchorage can be found at San Miguel, the main town. The Germans could establish machine shops, coal depots, and some large docks along the shoreline, which is deep enough for major warships to get in close.”


The admiral looked at the place on the chart and nodded. “Is this Dzul in control of that island?”


“Not sure, sir. He controls the Mayan mainland in the area, only eight miles across the water, so he probably does have influence at Cozumel, if not outright control.”


Walker’s finger followed the coastline down the chart. “So if the Germans wanted to establish a base there, they would need two things politically: stability in the area and permission of the Mexican central government.”


I immediately saw his line of thought and extended it. “And assassinating Dzul would eliminate the perennial instability of a rebellious local leader, thereby helping the Mexican government end the Caste War. And in exchange for that, President Díaz gives permission to the Germans to lease the land, probably for decades, and build their Caribbean base.”


“Precisely, Wake. The Germans simply go there under the pretext of helping Dzul, probably by offering to supply him guns. They lull him into a meeting, then kill him, probably by poisoning him in a way that doesn’t point back to them, as was done to Drake, thus negating the risk of inciting the natives. Then they install a local man in charge who is amenable to their wishes. After that, they quietly slip in some military advisers in mufti and enough modern weaponry to keep the local populace under control.”


“Just like they did in Samoa, sir, when they deposed King Malietoa Laupepa and installed Tamasese as king.”


“Yes. Simple, low profile, and effective.”


I thought the scheme brilliant. “And Díaz won’t complain, will he, sir? It’s a quiet quid pro quo for ridding him of a war that’s drained the country for generations. Thus, the Germans get their base of operations, and the Monroe Doctrine isn’t triggered because it wasn’t done by brute force and, after all, they are only leasing the land. A neatly done fait accompli, which our leadership in Washington must accept.”


Walker’s eyes narrowed. “The Germans don’t even recognize the Monroe Doctrine and have continually ridiculed it, calling us the United States of North America. The Latin countries love hearing that sort of talk. And just to make sure the Mexican government remembers the quid pro quo, the German navy shows up in the form of Gneisenau, which just happened to put into Key West today. It really is shrewd, isn’t it, Wake? They’ve already got colonies across Africa and the Pacific, and now they’ll finally get the beginning of one in the Americas.”
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