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Introduction to "The Krupp Gambit"


The Krupp Gambit is the third book in the Nathan Tower series, following The Death of the Admiral and The Frederick Alliance. Set in 1875 Berlin, this novella serves as a prequel to the main series, revealing the formative experience that shaped Tower into the seasoned intelligence officer readers know from his later adventures.
Fresh from diplomatic disaster in Paris and carrying confidence from his Civil War espionage success at Fort Donelson, Lieutenant Tower believes he understands the spy game well enough to operate in Bismarck's Germany. His romantic and professional entanglement with Russian émigré Elena Volkov leads him into what appears to be a valuable intelligence network opposing German militarism. But Tower is about to discover that European espionage operates by rules no American has taught him.
This standalone story explains how Tower learned the brutal lessons that would serve him throughout his career—and why he never again underestimated the sophistication of professional intelligence operations. Readers new to the series will find a complete adventure that requires no previous knowledge, while series fans will discover the origins of Tower's hard-won expertise in the dangerous world of international espionage.
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Chapter 1: The Translation


The afternoon light filtering through the tall windows of Elena Volkov's translation office cast long shadows across the polished oak desk where she sat reviewing documents. Nathan Tower paused in the doorway, as he always did, taking in the sight of her bent over her work—blonde hair pulled back in a simple chignon, her small frame nearly lost behind the substantial desk, but her presence filling the room nonetheless. 
"Nathan," she said without looking up, that slight Russian accent making his name sound exotic. "You are precisely on time. I like this about Americans."
"And I like this about you Russians," Tower replied, closing the door behind him. "You always know I'm there before I announce myself."
Elena glanced up, her blue eyes holding just enough warmth to suggest intimacy without abandoning professionalism. "Perhaps I have learned to recognize your footsteps. Or perhaps I simply expect you now."
Tower settled into the chair across from her desk, noting how her gray wool dress, fashionable but understated, complemented her sharp cheekbones and the thin line of her lips. Even after three months of these meetings, he found himself studying her face, looking for signs of what lay behind that confident manner.
"The translations are finished," Elena said, sliding a leather portfolio across the desk. "Your German correspondence, rendered into quite proper English."
"Excellent." Tower opened the portfolio but found himself watching her instead of reading. "Any interesting observations?"
"The usual diplomatic nonsense," she said with a slight smile. "Much talk of friendship and cooperation, very little substance. Your State Department will find nothing alarming in these letters."
"Good. Though I sometimes wonder if my superiors prefer alarming news. It justifies their suspicions."
Elena's laugh was low and musical. "Americans are so practical. In Russia, we assume everyone is plotting against us. It saves time."
"Speaking of plotting," Tower said, closing the portfolio, "you mentioned in your note that you might have some interesting work for me."
Elena's expression grew more serious. She stood and walked to the window, her small frame silhouetted against the afternoon light. "Nathan, we have known each other for some months now. I have done translation work for your embassy, you have been... how do you say... properly professional."
"I hope I've been more than professional," Tower said carefully.
She turned to face him, and he caught something new in her expression—calculation mixed with what might have been genuine concern.
"Yes," she said. "You have been. This is why I find myself in a difficult position."
Tower leaned forward. "What kind of position?"
Elena returned to her chair, her movements deliberate. "I have not been entirely honest about my circumstances here in Berlin."
"I assumed as much," Tower said. "Most Russian émigrés have complicated stories."
"My complications are perhaps more complex than most." Elena folded her hands on the desk. "I work with certain people—people who share my concerns about German military ambitions."
"What kind of concerns?"
"The kind that keep small nations awake at night," Elena said. "Germany grows stronger every year. Their army, their industry, their technology. Soon they will be strong enough to impose their will on all of Europe."
Tower nodded. "Bismarck's consolidation has been remarkably successful."
"Too successful," Elena said firmly. "Which brings me to my proposition."
She opened a drawer and removed a thin file. "My associates have learned that Krupp is developing new naval artillery—guns that could give Germany naval superiority throughout the Baltic and beyond."
"Krupp makes excellent weapons," Tower said. "That's hardly news."
"These are not simply excellent weapons," Elena replied. "These are revolutionary weapons. If Germany deploys them widely, they could challenge British naval supremacy."
Tower felt a familiar stirring—the same excitement he had felt years ago when Hubert Meadows had outlined their intelligence operation at Fort Donelson. "What kind of revolutionary weapons?"
Elena opened the file and showed him several technical sketches. "New rifling techniques, improved metallurgy, enhanced range and accuracy. Our information suggests these guns could outclass anything currently in the British or American navies."
“German tugboats could outclass most of what’s in our navy,” he said. “You, of course, didn’t hear me say that, but our Navy couldn’t stand up to much of a fight from anyone right now.”
She looked directly at him. “But there are people like you who want to change that, are there not?”
He nodded. “Yes, there are. Some of them are gaining influence in Washington. But they’re sailing against a strong headwind right now.”
“Well, they may be interested in these.”
Tower studied the sketches, his naval training allowing him to appreciate the sophistication of the designs. What he was looking at was certainly new and innovative, if not extraordinary. "Where did you get these?"
"That is not important," Elena said. "What matters is that we need more information. Complete specifications, production schedules, deployment plans."
"And you think I can help you obtain this information?"
Elena met his eyes directly. "I think you are the only person who can help us obtain this information."
"I'm not an intelligence officer, Elena. I'm a naval attaché."
"You are a naval officer with access to American intelligence about German military developments," she corrected. "And you are someone my associates could trust."
Tower set down the sketches. "What exactly are you proposing?"
"An exchange," Elena said simply. "We share our intelligence about German naval developments with you. You share your intelligence about American assessments of those same developments with us."
"My intelligence?"
"Technical evaluations, strategic assessments, anything that might help us understand what Germany is truly planning." Elena leaned forward slightly. "Nathan, this is not about politics. This is about preventing a military imbalance that could lead to war."
Tower felt the weight of the decision settling on his shoulders. Three months ago, he had arrived in Berlin determined to rebuild his career after the disaster of his marriage in Paris. He had expected routine diplomatic work, careful social navigation, the slow accumulation of professional respect.
Instead, Elena Volkov was offering him the chance to engage in real intelligence work—the kind of meaningful service he had glimpsed during the war but never truly experienced as a professional diplomat.
"Who are your associates?" he asked.
"People who understand that a strong Germany threatens everyone," Elena said. "Russians, certainly. But also Austrians, French, even some British. People who believe that information should be shared among those who oppose German aggression."
"And if I agreed to help?"
"We would provide you with intelligence that could be extremely valuable to your government," Elena said. 
She paused for a moment and then said, "What you are seeing would certainly strengthen the arguments of those who want to strengthen your naval forces, I should think. And we would ask only that you share comparable American intelligence with us."
Tower thought about his failed marriage, his stalled career, his need to prove himself capable of significant achievement. "This would have to be handled very carefully."
"Of course," Elena agreed. "Everything would be discreet, professional. No unnecessary risks."
"I would need to know more about your network, your sources."
"You would meet the people you need to meet," Elena said. "But only when necessary, and only as much as necessary."
Tower looked at the sketches again, thinking about the implications of German naval superiority. "How soon would you need an answer?"
"Soon," Elena said. "The situation is developing rapidly."
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Chapter 2: The Decision


Tower's quarters in the American embassy compound were spartan but comfortable—a sitting room with two chairs and a small writing desk, a bedroom barely large enough for a single bed and wardrobe. He poured himself a whiskey from the bottle he kept on the bookshelf and settled into his chair, Elena's technical sketches spread across the writing desk. 
The designs were impressive, he had to admit. The rifling innovations alone could improve accuracy by twenty percent, maybe more. Combined with the metallurgical advances Elena had described, these guns could indeed challenge anything currently in the American or British navies.
And God knew the American Navy needed challenging.
Tower took a sip of whiskey and thought about the sorry state of his service. The Civil War had ended more than a decade ago, and Congress pretend the Navy no longer mattered. Most of their ships – the ones that were left – were obsolete, their guns outclassed by European developments they couldn't afford to match.
The country had forgotten  that it coastline that extended far beyond those of almost every country in the world. Those coasts needed to be defended. It had failed to recognize that as a rising industrial power, the nation needed a strong Navy that could hold its own against powers such as Great Britain and Germany.
In the years after the war, nothing changed, and the navy continued to shrink. Had Tower not entered the diplomatic service, there would have been no place for him in the rusting hulk that the Navy had become.
One of the voices advocating an expanded Navy was that of Hubert Meadows.
“We need for people to wake up to the reality of the world,” he told Tower on one of his many visits to Washington during those years.
The war had made Hubert incredibly rich. Because Nashville had become a base for Union operations during the last two years of fighting, Hubert had expanded his business into offering a wide variety of services and goods to the Army. Despite his wealth, Hubert had sense enough to live modestly and discretely, unlike many others of his time who built ostentatious homes and bought lavish yachts.
Instead, Hubert had spent his time and money – along with a few other farsighted industrialists – trying to make Washington pay attention to the international position of the country. They were making some headway, but there was still fierce resistance.
Elena's intelligence could change that. If he could provide the Navy Department with detailed specifications of German naval innovations, it might finally convince Congress to fund proper modernization. The kind of evidence that admirals had been begging for, the kind that could transform American naval power.
This was Tower’s chance to do something meaningful—something that mattered more than translating diplomatic correspondence and attending embassy receptions.
Tower stood and walked to the window, looking out at the gas-lit streets of Berlin. Somewhere out there, Elena was probably meeting with her associates, discussing their proposition. Probably wondering what the
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