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Introduction


Welcome to Nathan Tower: The Early Years. 
If you've already read The Death of the Admiral, The Frederick Alliance, or The Deptford Confession, you know Commander Nathan Tower as the enigmatic figure orchestrating intelligence operations from the shadows of 1880s Washington. You've watched him recruit brilliant operatives like Sophie Baumann and Meade Meadows, coordinate complex missions across multiple continents, and outmaneuver foreign intelligence services in the shadow war that accompanies America's rise as a global power.
But in those novels, Tower remains deliberately opaque—a professional spymaster who reveals little about his past, his methods, or the experiences that shaped him. His operatives trust him because he gets results. Readers trust him because he's proven himself repeatedly. But where did that expertise come from? How did a naval officer become America's most resourceful intelligence chief?
If you're new to the Nathan Tower series, you're about to meet him at the beginning of his journey—long before he mastered the arts of deception, recruitment, and strategic patience that define his later career. These three novellas trace his evolution from amateur to professional, showing the pivotal moments that transformed him from an enthusiastic volunteer into a calculating expert.
The story begins during the Civil War.
(WARNING: The following descriptions may contain spoilers, so if you prefer, you should skip over this section and go to Why These Stories Matter. Or you might read just the first paragraph of each.)
The Road to Nashville (1862)
In February 1862, twenty-four-year-old Lieutenant Nathan Tower is serving aboard the ironclad USS Carondelet as Admiral Foote's gunboats pound Confederate fortifications along the Tennessee River. When Foote asks for volunteers to gather intelligence around Fort Donelson, Tower steps forward without hesitation. He's confident in his abilities, certain that his Naval Academy training and knowledge of the region have prepared him for reconnaissance work.
He's spectacularly wrong.
Within hours of arriving in Dover, Tennessee, Tower nearly gets himself captured—or worse—by asking clumsy questions about troop movements while posing as a saddle merchant. Only the quick thinking of Molly McDade, a nineteen-year-old innkeeper's daughter, saves him from disaster. She transforms him into "Simple Pete," a simple-minded hired hand who's invisible to the Confederate officers using her inn as an informal headquarters.
Tower's education truly begins when he meets Hubert Meadows, a Nashville businessman who's been running a sophisticated intelligence operation for months. Meadows is everything Tower isn't: patient, calculating, comfortable with moral ambiguity, and willing to play a long game. While Tower thinks in terms of gathering information and reporting back, Meadows thinks in terms of manipulating Confederate decision-making through carefully crafted disinformation.
What Meadows teaches Tower during those desperate days at Fort Donelson becomes the foundation of his later career:
	Intelligence work isn't about being clever—it's about being invisible

	The best operations don't just gather information—they shape enemy decisions

	Success in espionage requires understanding human psychology more than military tactics

	Sometimes serving your country means accepting moral compromises that haunt you



The novella climaxes with an operation that helps seal Fort Donelson's fate: a piece of theater so audacious that it convinces Confederate generals to abandon their one chance of escape. Tower plays his role perfectly, but the experience leaves him understanding that intelligence work is fundamentally about deception—including self-deception.
By the time Tower returns to Admiral Foote with his report, he's learned that the skills needed for successful espionage are very different from those taught at the Naval Academy. But he won't fully appreciate how different until he faces a true professional.
The Krupp Gambit (1875)
More than a decade after Fort Donelson, Tower has built a respectable career as a naval attaché in European capitals. After a disastrous marriage in Paris, he arrives in Berlin determined to rebuild his professional reputation. His assignment is straightforward: monitor German military developments and report anything that might affect American naval interests.
Then he meets Elena Volkov.
She's a Russian émigré, a translator who introduces Tower to a network of anti-German activists gathering intelligence about Prussian militarism. She's beautiful, cultured, and genuinely seems to share Tower's concerns about Bismarck's aggressive policies. The intelligence she provides appears valuable—technical specifications for new Krupp naval artillery, information about German military planning, insights into Berlin's strategic thinking.
Tower believes he's conducting a sophisticated intelligence operation. He's recruited assets, he's exchanging information with allied networks, and he's providing Washington with valuable assessments of German capabilities. He's finally applying the lessons Hubert Meadows taught him at Fort Donelson.
But Tower is actually the target, not the operator.
Elena Volkov works for Conrad Klein, one of Bismarck's most skilled intelligence officers. The entire network is a fabrication designed to identify whoever is stealing genuine Krupp specifications. Tower's recruitment efforts, his carefully cultivated sources, even his growing romantic relationship with Elena—all of it is part of Klein's operation.
When Klein springs his trap, Tower experiences the professional humiliation that every intelligence officer dreads: discovering that you've been played from the beginning. The woman he loved was an actress. The network he built was a stage set. The intelligence he gathered was either false or deliberately provided. And Klein orchestrated everything with such sophistication that Tower never suspected until it was too late.
Klein could destroy Tower's career completely. Instead, he allows the American to leave Berlin quietly, offering him a backhanded compliment: "You proved incorruptible despite considerable pressure and sophisticated manipulation."
The experience devastates Tower personally and professionally. But it also completes his education. Klein has shown him what true mastery of espionage looks like—the patience to construct elaborate deceptions, the psychology to manipulate emotions and loyalties, the strategic vision to achieve objectives without resorting to crude force.
Tower vows never to be fooled that way again. More importantly, he vows to learn from his enemy.
London Fog (1888)
By the time Tower reaches London, he's rebuilt his career and applied every lesson Klein taught him. When he discovers that Klein is running an intelligence network in Britain—and that one of Klein's key assets is a German widow named Greta Hoffmann—Tower sees his opportunity.
Not for revenge, though that's part of it. Greta is being coerced into working for Klein through threats to her son Johann, who's studying at Oxford. Tower wants to rescue her, but he also wants to demonstrate to Klein that he's learned how the game is really played.
What follows is Tower's masterwork: an operation that mirrors Klein's Berlin gambit but improves upon it. Tower turns one of Klein's agents, stages a fake arrest operation using hired actors, creates a crisis that forces Klein to react exactly as Tower predicts, and ultimately offers Klein a deal that's elegant in its ruthlessness—limited cooperation in exchange for not destroying his entire network.
The operation succeeds because Tower has internalized everything Klein taught him:
	Patience in developing assets and building credibility

	Understanding that people's greatest vulnerabilities are personal, not professional

	Creating situations where your opponent makes the decisions you want

	Knowing when to pursue cooperation rather than destruction

	Recognizing that professional respect can coexist with personal enmity



When Klein reads Tower's letter explaining what has happened, he experiences the same shock Tower felt in Berlin. But Klein is also impressed. The American has learned well.
By the end of London Fog, Tower has completed his transformation. He's no longer the amateur who nearly got captured at Fort Donelson or the dupe who fell for Elena Volkov's seduction. He's become the calculating professional that readers encounter in the 1880s novels—someone capable of complex operations, comfortable with moral ambiguity, and willing to make hard choices in service of American interests.


Why These Stories Matter
The Nathan Tower novels of the 1880s work as standalone thrillers. You don't need to know Tower's backstory to enjoy watching Sophie Baumann infiltrate a German-American conspiracy or Meade Meadows navigate Victorian London's espionage networks. Tower's competence and judgment speak for themselves.
But these three novellas add depth and context to everything that follows. They explain:
	Why Tower trusts Hubert Meadows above all others — Their partnership began at Fort Donelson and survived the decades that followed. Meadows isn't just Tower's friend; he's the man who taught him that intelligence work requires patience, strategic thinking, and moral flexibility.

	Why Tower is so careful about recruiting operations — His experience with Elena Volkov taught him how easily personal feelings can be weaponized. When he recruits Sophie Baumann or Margaret Douglass in the later novels, he's drawing on hard-won understanding of what genuine loyalty looks like versus manufactured affection.

	Why Tower respects Conrad Klein despite their antagonism — Klein humiliated him in Berlin but also educated him. Their relationship combines professional rivalry with mutual recognition of skill. When Klein appears in later novels, their interactions carry the weight of this shared history.

	Why Tower is willing to make morally questionable choices — The lessons he learned from Hubert Meadows and Conrad Klein convinced him that intelligence work requires accepting compromises that would be unthinkable in conventional military service. He's not amoral, but he's pragmatic in ways that sometimes trouble even him.

	How American intelligence capabilities evolved — These stories span from the improvised operations of the Civil War through the more sophisticated (but still limited) efforts of the 1870s and 1880s. They show how American intelligence gradually professionalized, learning from both successes and failures.



A Note on Historical Context
These novellas are works of fiction, but they're grounded in historical reality. The Battle of Fort Donelson occurred as described, with Union forces capturing nearly 16,000 Confederate troops in a victory that opened the way to Nashville and helped establish Ulysses S. Grant's reputation. Berlin in the 1870s was indeed the capital of Bismarck's expanding German Empire, with sophisticated intelligence services that operated throughout Europe. Victorian London in the 1880s was the center of global empire and international espionage.
The characters are fictional, but their world is real. The military tactics, the political circumstances, the social conventions, the technological limitations—all reflect careful research into how espionage actually worked in the 19th century, before electronic surveillance, before modern communications, when intelligence gathering depended on personal relationships, patient observation, and the ability to read human nature.
How to Read This Book
If you've already read the Nathan Tower novels set in the 1880s, these prequels will deepen your understanding of the series' central figure. You'll recognize references to later events and appreciate the origins of relationships that matter in those books.
If you're new to the series, welcome. These three novellas work as a complete story arc—Tower's education in the arts of espionage. When you finish London Fog, you'll understand the character well enough to jump into any of the later novels. I recommend starting with The Death of the Admiral, which introduces most of the key operatives in Tower's network.
Either way, I hope you enjoy these stories. They explore questions that fascinate me: How do ordinary people learn extraordinary skills? What personal costs do they pay for their education? And how does someone develop the judgment to operate effectively in the morally ambiguous world of intelligence work?
Nathan Tower's journey from naive volunteer to master spymaster provides one set of answers. But the questions remain relevant today, in our own era of intelligence operations, strategic deception, and the eternal tension between idealism and pragmatism in service to one's country.
Thank you for reading.
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The Road to Nashville


Chapter 1: Molly McDade
The Dover Inn's tavern smelled of stale tobacco, spilled whiskey, and unwashed men. Molly McDade wiped down the oak bar with a rag that had seen better days, her green eyes taking in everything while appearing to notice nothing at all. At nineteen, she had learned to read men the way her late father read the river—watching for the dangerous currents beneath the surface.
The stranger had checked in an hour ago, claiming to be a traveling saddle merchant from Kentucky. Now he sat at a corner table, picking at a plate of beans and cornbread while trying too hard to blend in with the locals.
"Fine weather we're having," the stranger said to old Paul Hawkins, who was nursing his third whiskey of the day.
An odd thing to say on a bitterly cold day. Molly reached into the washtub for another glass jar.
Paul grunted and turned his back.
The stranger cleared his throat. He wasn’t going to give up on Paul. Not just yet anyway. Molly tried to catch his eye, but he was focused on Paul. "I hear there's been some military activity in these parts."
His voice was too loud. Molly cringed.
Every conversation in the tavern stopped. Six pairs of eyes turned toward the corner table. Molly kept wiping the bar, but her hand slowed.
A few hours ago, word had filtered into town that the Confederate Army at Fort Henry on the Tennessee River had surrender. Then came the rebel soldiers, the ones who could get away. Some of the locals had come to Molly’s inn, just to get out of  the cold.
"You hear a lot for a saddle seller," said Corporal Billy Jennings, a young Confederate soldier with a scraggly beard and suspicious eyes.
"Well, a man in my business travels quite a bit," the stranger replied, his voice carrying what he probably thought was a Kentucky drawl but sounded more like a Yankee trying to talk through molasses. "Folks like to talk."
"What folks?" Jennings leaned forward. "What kind of talk?"
The stranger took a long drink from his beer mug. "Oh, you know. Just talk. About troop movements and such."
Molly nearly laughed out loud. The man might as well have pinned a sign to his chest reading "Union Spy." She caught her twelve-year-old brother Dee's eye from across the room. He was sweeping near the fireplace, but she could see he was listening to every word.
"Troop movements," Jennings repeated slowly. "And what might a saddle merchant care about troop movements?"
"Business, you understand." The stranger was sweating now, despite the February chill. He had said the wrong thing. He tried to recover. "If there's fighting, well, armies need saddles. Supply and demand."
Two more Confederate soldiers had wandered over to Jennings' table. Sergeant Tom Walsh, a grizzled veteran with a scar across his left cheek, pulled out a chair without being invited.
"Saddles," Walsh said. "From Kentucky."
"That's right."
"Funny thing about Kentucky saddles," Walsh continued. "My brother's got a horse farm up near Paducah. Makes saddles too. Knows everybody in the business from Louisville to Frankfort. Never mentioned somebody like you."
His tone was not friendly.
The stranger's hand tightened around his beer mug. "It's a big state."
"Not that big." Walsh smiled, but there was nothing friendly about it. "What'd you say your name was?"
"Johnson. Samuel Johnson."
"Like the dictionary fellow," Jennings said.
"Hey, yeah," he said as affably as he could. “How’d you know . . . I mean, I kinda get that a lot.”
Molly decided she had heard enough. She walked over to the table, carrying a fresh pitcher of beer and wearing her best smile.
"More beer, gentlemen?" She poured without waiting for an answer. "Mr. Johnson, how are you finding our accommodations?"
"Fine, thank you kindly."
She leaned closer, as if sharing a confidence. "I do hope you'll forgive the boys. They're a bit on edge with all the military excitement. Fort Henry falling and all." She straightened up and looked directly at Walsh. "Tom, your uniform's looking a bit worse for wear. When's the last time you had a proper meal?"
Walsh's attention shifted to her. "Been a while, Miss Molly."
"Well, I've got some ham in the kitchen that needs eating. Why don't you and the boys come have a proper meal instead of filling up on nothing but whiskey?"
The soldiers exchanged glances. Free food was hard to turn down.
"That's mighty kind of you," Walsh said. He stood up, then looked back at the stranger. "Mr. Johnson, enjoy your stay in Dover. And do be careful. Lots of dangerous folks around these days."
The soldiers followed Molly toward the kitchen, leaving the stranger alone at his table. On her way she stopped for a moment and whispered to Dee. “Tell that man to get himself into the shed out back,” she said. “Now.”
Chapter 2: Simple Pete
Tower followed Dee through the back door of the inn, his heart still hammering from the encounter with the Confederate soldiers. The shed sat behind the main building, partially hidden by a stand of bare oak trees. Inside, it smelled of hay and leather tack.
"Molly says to wait here," Dee said, then disappeared back toward the inn.
Tower sat on a wooden crate and tried to steady his nerves. A few days ago, he had been a lieutenant aboard the ironclad Carondelet, helping Admiral Foote's gunboats pound Confederate into submission along the Tennessee River. The work was dangerous but straightforward—point the guns, fire at the enemy, try not to get killed.
This was different. This required skills he didn't possess. Nothing he learned at the Naval Academy had prepared him for this.
When Admiral Foote had asked for volunteers to gather intelligence around Fort Donelson, Tower had stepped forward without hesitation. He spoke with confidence about his ability to blend in with civilians, to gather information without arousing suspicion. The admiral had seemed impressed with his initiative.
No one else had volunteered.
Now Tower realized he had been a fool. He understood naval tactics and gunnery, but he knew nothing about espionage. The confrontation in the tavern had proven that.
The shed door opened, and Molly entered carrying a bundle of clothes.
"Strip down," she said matter-of-factly.
"I beg your pardon?"
"Those clothes mark you as a gentleman. No working man owns a coat that fine or boots that clean." She tossed the bundle on a hay bale. "Put these on. They belonged to my father."
Tower hesitated, then began removing his coat. The clothes Molly had brought were rough wool and cotton, patched in places but clean.
“What’s your name?” she said. “Your real name.”
“Nathan Tower.  I’m a lieutenant in the United States Navy.”
"Tell me about this reconnaissance mission of yours," she said, turning her back while he changed.
"Admiral Foote needs intelligence about Confederate positions around Fort Donelson. Numbers, morale, defensive preparations." Tower pulled on the coarse wool shirt. "I volunteered because I know this area from before the war."
“How do you know it? You’re not from around here.”
“I had been on river patrol boats for a couple of years before the war broke out,” he said. “Some of us used to rent some horses and ride through the countryside whenever we could get some leave.”
"And they sent you alone?"
"I thought it would be easier to maintain my cover as a single traveler."
Molly turned around as he finished dressing. The transformation was remarkable—he looked like a man who worked with his hands for a living.
"You were wrong," she said. "A stranger traveling alone draws attention. Questions. A simple-minded hired hand, though—nobody pays attention to him."
She reached into her apron pocket and pulled out a small knife. "Give me your hands."
Tower extended his hands, and she began making small cuts across his palms and fingers.
"What are you doing?"
"Giving you calluses," she said, working the blade carefully. "Rub some dirt into these cuts. Working men have rough hands."
The cuts stung, but Tower did as instructed, grinding dirt from the shed floor into the wounds.
"Now your hair." Molly mussed his carefully combed hair until it stuck out at odd angles. "There. You look like you've been working all your life."
"Why are you helping me?" Tower asked.
Molly's expression hardened. "Because I want the Confederates gone. They killed my father at Bull Run, then had the nerve to come here and use our inn like they own it. Mama died last year – died of grief and worry at what’s been happening. We’re Union people. Never owned a slave – always did our own work." 
Tower heard the pride and determination in her voice.
“There aren’t many of you folks around this area.”
“More than you think,” she said, “but not as many as there should be.”
She paused. "And there’s another reason I’m helping,” she said, her voice softening a degree.”It’s becuase you'll get yourself hanged if someone doesn't teach you how to be a proper spy."
"I thought I understood what I was getting into."
Her laugh was just short of a sneer. "Men always think that," she said. "Especially military men. You see enemy positions and think about flanking movements. But espionage isn't about tactics—it's about becoming invisible."
Tower nodded, beginning to understand.
"From now on, your name is Pete. Simple Pete. You can't read or write, and you're not quite right in the head. When people talk to you, you say 'Yes'm' or 'No'm' or 'Don't rightly know.' That's about all Pete can manage."
“How are you going to explain me to folks who ask – me just showing up?”
“You’re the son of my aunt down in Erin,” she said. “She sent you up here because with all the extra business coming our way these days, I need help. Truth is, you aren’t much help. She just wanted to get rid of you for a while. That’s what I’ll tell people.”
"What about the intelligence I'm supposed to gather?"
"You'll gather it," Molly said. "But you'll do it by listening while you sweep floors and empty spittoons. People talk freely around servants—they forget we have ears."
The shed door opened again, and Dee appeared.
"The Confederate officers just arrived," he said breathlessly. "Big fancy carriage. Looks like they're planning to stay."
Molly stood up. "Perfect. Pete, you're about to get your first lesson in being invisible." She looked at Dee. "How long until dark?"
"Couple hours."
"Good. Pete needs practice before the real test." She turned back to Tower. "Remember—you're slow, you're harmless, and you barely understand what people are saying to you. Can you manage that?"
Tower thought about Admiral Foote waiting for his report, about the Union forces preparing to attack Fort Donelson. "I'll manage."
"See that you do. Your life depends on it."
They walked back toward the inn, Tower trying to adopt the shambling gait of a simple man. As they reached the back door, Molly caught his arm.
"One more thing," she said. "Don't try to be clever. Clever gets you killed. Just watch, listen, and keep your mouth shut." She put extra emphasis on that last word.
Inside the inn, Tower could hear new voices—educated, authoritative voices giving orders. Confederate officers, setting up their headquarters.
Molly handed him a mop and bucket. "Start with the floors. And remember—you're Pete now. Nathan Tower doesn't exist."
As Tower began mopping, moving slowly and clumsily, Molly turned to her brother.
"Dee, I need you to go down to the docks. See if Hubert Meadows's barge has arrived yet from Nashville."
"What if it has?"
"Tell him to come up to the inn as soon as he can. Tell him we need to see him about some business that can't wait."
Dee nodded and headed for the door.
"And Dee," Molly called after him. "Don't mention our new hired hand to anyone. Not yet."
“Say, Molly,” Dee said, “you think Mr. Meadows brought Meade with him this time?”
“Don’t know, Dee,” she said. “Now you high-tail it down there.”
As her brother disappeared into the cold February afternoon, Molly watched Tower work. He was learning, slowly, to move like a man who had never held anything more complicated than a mop.
It would have to be enough.
Chapter 3: The Cumberland
February 10, 1862
The lumber barge Mary Catherine rode low in the water, her deck stacked with fresh-cut oak and pine that would fetch good prices downriver. Hubert Meadows stood near the bow, braving the February wind and watching the Cumberland's muddy current carry them past snow-dusted hills and frozen farmland.
Beside him, nine-year-old Meade pressed against the railing, eyes wide at the passing scenery. The boy had begged to come along on this trip, as he always did, and Hubert, as he often did, had relented. A boy needed to see how business was conducted, how a man made his way in the world.
"Papa, how much farther to Dover?" Meade asked.
"Not far now," Hubert said. "Maybe another hour."
The barge captain, old Tom Fletcher, spat tobacco juice over the side. "Gonna be some excitement down that way, I reckon."
Hubert nodded grimly. They had stopped at Cumberland City that morning to take on supplies, and the talk there had been all about Fort Henry's surrender. Union gunboats had pounded the Confederate garrison into submission, and now Grant's army was moving toward Fort Donelson.
Hubert had originally planned to catch another barge back upriver to Nashville after conducting his lumber business in Cumberland City. But the military situation had changed his mind. He needed to watch what developed.
When the war began, he had wrestled with his conscience. Every fiber of his being wanted to join the Union army, to take up arms against the rebellion that threatened to tear the country apart. He had military experience from his West Point education and the Mexican War, and he knew his skills would be valuable.
But he also had two small children—Meade and six-year-old Lucinda—and a lumber business that employed dozens of men. His wife had died giving birth to their youngest daughter, Caroline, and the children needed their father. The business needed him too. Nashville's position made it strategically important, and Hubert suspected that sooner or later, the war would come to his doorstep.
Hubert had kept a low profile in Nashville during the first year of the war. The town was soaked with secessionist fever. Publicly declaring his Unionist sympathies would have done nothing but make him and his children targets.
People who really knew him knew how he felt. But he said nothing.
Instead, he watched and waited, determined to help the Union if the opportunity came along.
It didn’t take long.
Hubert knew a score of officers who had left the army and joined the Confederacy
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