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  "Blood can not restore blood, and government should not act for revenge."— Abraham Lincoln, May 17, 1864








  
  Chapter One


Nov. 19, 1863
Despite the day’s coolness, sweat saturated his clothes. He gulped in air as he ran along the tree-lined street. He didn’t know what street he was on; he could only tell his general location in Gettysburg by the prominent college building and by the Lutheran seminary to the southwest. He remembered the cupola of the seminary well; he had been standing in it with John Buford the first day of the battle back in July. It seemed like a long time ago, yet it was only four and a half months . . . with Jackson Prescott and Parker Stallard . . . and all that gold still missing. 
It was stupid to be thinking of that as he ran down the street, pushing himself to the utmost, his legs screaming with fatigue and a blister from inside his left boot shooting pain with every step. But he had to keep going. He couldn’t slow down, couldn’t give in to the pain and fatigue. The Confederate spy in front of him, barely fifty feet away, kept up a torrid pace, looking back every few seconds to see his pursuer. Twice the Reb had yelled out in panic as he ran, but there was no one to pay heed to his exclamation. The streets were empty on this Thursday afternoon.
“They’re all at the ceremony,” Colonel Andrew Brison said to himself under his heaving breath. He unbuttoned his overcoat, slowing down and losing precious seconds and distance, but he thought he would gain it back without the cumbersome garment. He cast it aside onto the front porch of a small house set close to the street and increased his pace.
The Reb cut across the street and down another, Brison closing the distance. A milk cart drawn by a single horse approached; the Reb cut behind it, and Brison lost sight of him for a moment. When he got past the cart himself, the street was empty. He looked to the left and saw nothing, but a few more steps brought him to an alley, where he glimpsed the Reb turning the corner of a house.
They were now in an area where the buildings were closer together and the street fighting in July had been fierce. Holes pockmarked the buildings from the bullets that had failed to find their targets.
Brison pulled his pistol from his waist and slowed down, for he understood this would be a good place for the Reb to turn and ambush. He reached the alley’s end and found there was another way out behind the building on his left. He charged down this new path between the building and a fence with trees overhanging the path. Just as he reached the midpoint between the alley and the upcoming street, a shadow darted from a recessed doorway and crashed into his side, sending him against the fence. Brison cried out in surprise and pain as his head and shoulder hit squarely against the solid wooden fence. He looked up to see eyes wide with fear in the Reb’s young face. He was just a boy, barely fifteen or sixteen. His matted-down light-brown hair hung down to his shoulders from underneath a hat. He made a panicked noise and scrambled down the path towards the street with Brison, back on his feet, just yards behind him.
He was just a youth, but he was here to help kill the president of the United States.
The Reb reached the street and disappeared to the right, the way to the town’s center. Brison came right after him and rounded the fence corner, and just as the Reb came into view, the boy looked over his shoulder and tripped over his own feet. Brison was on the boy in a second and pinned him down into the dirt, grabbed the boy’s arm, and pulled it behind his back.
“Ahhhh . . . I ain’t done nothin’.” The Reb struggled as Brison pressed down on his back. “I ain’t done nothin’.”
“Son, I’d be much obliged if you would stop movin’ like a worm fresh from the ground,” Brison said. “You’re done running for now.” As he finished, he accentuated his point by pulling the boy’s arm toward the middle of his back. The boy shrieked, then Brison let his arm drop into a more comfortable position. “You’re coming with me now, boy, and you cause any more fuss, I’ll break your arm good and proper. You understand?”
“Yeah,” the boy snorted into the ground.
Brison picked the boy up and grabbed him by the arm and neck, ignored the look of an old man walking past them, and hurriedly marched with the boy until they came upon a doctor’s office in a corner house. Brison knocked on the door but didn’t expect an answer. Everyone of prominence was up on the hill at the two cemeteries, Evergreen and the new national one where the battle’s Union dead were being moved from their hastily placed graves in the hot days of July. With no answer, Brison kicked the door in and threw the boy onto a chair.
He needed privacy for what he was about to do.
“I don’t know nothin’, mister, I told you.” The boy clung to the chair like a solitary boat in the ocean.
Brison had pulled his Colt from his waist and pointed it at the boy as he looked around the room. He found a length of rope in a side storage closet and quickly tied the boy up in the chair. All the time, the boy protested, insisting he had done nothing to deserve this treatment. When Brison was finished, he grabbed another chair, turned it around, placed it in front of the boy, and sat down. He began in a calm, reasonable voice.
“You and I both know I don’t have much time. I know what happened at the meeting in Harrisburg. I know you were the messenger between the Knights of the Golden Circle in the capital and the agents here. I followed you here and saw you deliver the message to a man who rode off not twenty minutes ago from that building at the college.” Brison paused to see the effect his words had on the boy and was pleased to see the youth’s eyes widen. “I also know that you or someone you know stole my horse and my goods back at the college there, which is why I had to chase you down by foot.
“What I don’t know and what you are going to tell me is what your message was and what your group is planning. How are you planning to attack the president?”
The boy’s eyes suddenly narrowed, and a smile crept onto his face that now carried the distinct righteousness that an advantage of knowledge creates. He wiped blood from the corner of his mouth with his shoulder.
“You won’t git nothin’ from me,” he said menacingly. “And you’ll be too late for it to do you any good anyhow. I know who you are. You’re a Yank colonel even though you don’t wear no uniform. You got to take me in to your right fine and mighty general or some such. You can’t do nothin’ to me here.”
Brison tilted his head to the side, paused, then threw a fist into the Reb’s gut, hurling air and spit from the mouth. The boy moaned and struggled to gain his breath, sounding like he was about to spill his stomach onto the floor.
“You see, son, that’s where you’re in error.” Brison got in close to the Reb’s face. “I’m not bound by military regulations concerning treatment of prisoners. And you’re a spy, so I am well within my power to hang you right here at the Diamond if I wanted. Or easier still, just put a bullet in your head right now. I’m under orders from President Lincoln himself. You understand what that means?”
“You’re . . . you’re bluffin’,” the boy said with a smile, “and your orders won’t mean nothin’ in a few minutes anyhow.”
Brison went for the jaw this time and connected solidly, sending the boy and chair back over onto the floor. When he reached the boy’s face this time, he had his knife pulled from his boot. He flashed the wide, well-sharpened blade in front of the boy’s eyes. Blood came from a hole where a tooth had been just seconds before, and the boy whimpered through mixture of spit and blood.
“Tell me what I want to know, or I’ll take this knife and slowly gut you like a pig. And I do mean slow.” Brison did his best to sound crazy. He had to convince the boy he wasn’t bluffing, because he knew what the Reb had said was true . . . he had only minutes. “How are they going to do it? How are they going to kill Lincoln?”
“I’m bleeding . . . I’m bleeding,” the Reb said.
Brison took the knife and placed the point against the boy’s side and pushed it slowly through the shirt and into the flesh.
“Noooooooo!” the boy shrieked. “Nooooooo, I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you.”
Brison pushed a little harder. He had to be careful. He didn’t want to sink the blade in too deep too quickly.
“Aghhhhhhhh! Don’t do it! Don’t cut meeeee!”
Brison grabbed the boy by the shirt collar and pulled him off the floor, chair and all, with his powerful right arm. His left shoulder still bothered him even after all these months. “Tell me how they’re going to do it.”
The boy had started to cry. “I don’t want to die . . . don’t want to die. You’ll kill me after I tell you.”
“I don’t make war on Rebs as long as they aren’t doing me any harm or have given me what I want. Tell me and I’ll take you to the closest Army authority with the recommendation that you not be hanged until the president can give you a pardon. Of course, if he’s dead, that won’t happen, and the military will either hang or shoot you at their discretion.”
“I don’t want to die,” the boy sobbed.
Brison was surprised at the speed of his breakdown.
“They’re going to shoot him when he comes back into town at the train station after the talking up on the hill. Please don’t kill me.”
“How many?”
“Oh, God. I’m bleeding.”
“You’ll live. I said how many?”
“Two. They’re going to shoot him at the station.”
Brison pulled back from the Reb. There were upwards of fifteen thousand people milling about the town today, many of them soldiers. The railroad platform would be filled with officials, both military and civilian. They couldn’t help but get caught. There would be no chance at escaping the station even if they were successful. Brison looked down at the boy and, for a split second, gave him a look that denoted contempt. This boy was good . . . very good for his age, Brison thought. But shooting Lincoln at the ceremony would be just as impossible to escape for the same reason unless the agents wanted to sacrifice themselves. That didn’t seem likely, but then again, this whole idea of assassination was not part of the rules of war. That was why he’d been investigating this small group connected to the Knights of the Golden Circle; they were radical and rash. Yes, an assassination of Lincoln would never be sanctioned by Jeff Davis and Richmond. This was the work of zealots. But would they be so fervent in their desire to sacrifice their freedom?
He looked down at the boy, who had now composed himself and was looking up at Brison with his head down, his eyes locked up in his eyebrows. Yes, the boy was good, but not good enough. Brison pounced on him again, the knife now up underneath the chin.
“Try again, this time the truth,” he hissed in anger, and it was genuine because he was growing desperate. “They wouldn’t try at the station or the ceremony. Too many people to get into the way. No chance to escape.” He pushed the knife into the soft tissue underneath the chin.
The Reb swore at him, hatred invading his face. “Despots need killin’.”
“You won’t tell me how, then you’re no good to me alive anyhow.” Brison removed the knife from the chin, brought it down to the boy’s side again—the same spot as before—and plunged it in.
No shriek this time, just an exclamation of pain and a look of absolute shock. The realization that he was going to die in this room swept over him.
“No, no, nooooo,” he pleaded. “I’ll tell you the truth, I’ll tell.”
“The blade’s half in, son,” Brison said. “I lean on the handle, and you’ll be dead before I wipe the blade clean.”
“All right, all right, oh God, it hurts,” the boy begged. “Please no more.”
“You’re delaying. Enough.” Brison made a motion to lean in on the knife.
“Sharpshooter . . . there’s a sharpshooter . . . at the ceremony . . . right now.”
“The ceremony is at the cemeteries on the hill. There’s no vantage point, is there?”
“Yes, there is. There’s a barn . . . used as a storage. Oh, God, it hurts . . ."
“How can he see Lincoln through all the other people on and around the speaker’s stand?”
“Got a spotter with a glass.”
Brison knew he had to take a chance. He couldn’t drag the kid through the streets and make it in time. The ceremony was supposed to have started almost two hours ago. He pulled the Reb up again, and the knife edged a little deeper, evoking a quick intake of breath.
“I have never spoken truer words than I’m sayin’ right now to you,” Brison said. “Tell me which barn it is and I’ll not kill you. If I go and find out it’s the wrong barn or you told me another lie about something else, as God is my witness, I will come back here and put this knife clean up under your ribs. What does the barn look like?”
“It . . . is white with a red thing on the right-hand door that faces south. It’s a shape with three points.”
“A triangle?”
“Yea, that’s what they call it. It’s got a lot of holes and such from the battle.”
“What road south out of town is it closest to?”
“Oh, God almighty, it hurts. Please take the knife out.” The boy’s eyes were closed tightly.
“Which road?”
He opened them again, and the contempt returned. “I . . . don’t . . . know. I don’t know the names of the roads around here.”
Brison pulled the knife from the boy’s side and grabbed a clean-looking tablecloth from nearby and held it over the wound, which wasn’t bleeding all that much. He grabbed the boy and dragged him over to a closet just off the front room. It would do. Three minutes later, he was out the door. With urgency, he surveyed the street, which now had some activity, a couple of buggies and a lone rider coming north along the street at a slow canter. The rider was another youth of perhaps twenty or so. He gave Brison a worried look as the stranger came charging up to him.
“Son, I need your help something fierce,” Brison said, grabbing the horse’s bridle.
“I’m a temporary deputy marshal,” the young man said. “Name is Timmons, Al Timmons. You look familiar. I seen you around town recently? I don’t forget a face if I’ve seen it enough.”
“My name is Colonel Brison. I’m with the War Department on special assignment with the president.” He flashed the non-descript badge he had been given to try to give him some semblance of authority when he wasn’t in uniform, which was much of the time in recent months.
“There’s a lot of you people around, ‘specially right now with President Lincoln and all the other fancy suits in town,” Timmons said with a wary smile.
“Look, I don’t have time to explain; I need your horse. The president’s life is in danger. Do you know the lay of the land south of town up by the cemeteries?”
Timmons seemed to take to the seriousness right away, but the young man was still wary until he suddenly carried a look of recognition. “I remember you. You were with General Buford the first day back in July. I was helping with the horses with his unit, trying to lend a hand when you and General Buford met up with General Reynolds outside the Seminary. I was there.”
“I need your horse now, Timmons. I promise you I’ll get it back to you today.” Brison glanced down the street, desperation controlling his decisions now. If Timmons didn’t acquiesce . . . Brison started to reach for his sidearm.
“I can’t give you my horse. It’s not mine to lend, sir, but I’ll give you a ride to wherever you need to go.” Timmons held out his hand to help Brison up. With a murmur of thanks, Brison swung up behind Timmons, who smartly turned the chestnut around and headed south along the street.
As they got closer to the Diamond, the activity increased with street vendors displaying souvenirs left on the battlefield and gathered up in the last four months, selling to the thousands of visitors who had recently mobbed the town. Brison looked to the left and caught a glimpse of the last remnants of the military hospital that he had seen on occasions he had been here since July, looking for the lost gold shipment he knew lay hidden somewhere south of town down among what he called “those blasted boulders.” That area carried many other names now.
“Cut over to Baltimore Street, where the crowd is up at the cemeteries,” Brison said.
“What’s the fuss about, Colonel?” Timmons asked.
“Assassination, Mr. Timmons. Assassination.”
The traffic was becoming more of a problem. There were buggies, buckboard wagons, and even a pair of Concords mixed in with vendors, children running about, and coffins . . . many score of coffins. On the side streets, they were stacked four high after delivery. The locals awarded the contract for moving the dead from their battlefield graves to the national cemetery, and it was still underway even as the ceremony today dedicated the grounds for that purpose. In his visits, Brison had wondered at the changes this small town had undergone since the day he rode in the back of a drummer’s wagon with a damaged shoulder in late June.
They cut to the east and approached the Diamond, the center of town. The pair received more than a couple of raised voices at the speed they were moving as Timmons negotiated the moving obstacles. Brison thought he had lucked out immensely—Timmons was an accomplished horseman. When they reached the Diamond, he was forced to slow down to almost a stop. It was packed with people who had not decided to fight the crowd up to the ceremony and were waiting for the procession to return.
Brison was still uneasy.
“Do you know the land up near where the reviewing stand is?” he asked.
“Pretty well,” Timmons responded. “I’ve been all over since the battle, gettin’ my share of pickins’ from the field. What do you mean assassination?”
“I believe someone is going to try and murder the president.”
“How?”
“If I can trust a Reb spy in pain and under the threat of death, a sharpshooter. He said the shot would come from a barn south of the reviewing stand.”
“I’m not an expert, sir, but I don’t know of a barn—”
“He said it was white with a red triangle on it,” Brison interrupted.
“I can’t say I know of such a barn up there.”
They continued to weave their way through the traffic on Baltimore Street, heading down a hill before they headed up the rise toward the cemeteries. By chance, Brison turned and looked over his shoulder and saw a two-story brick house situated on the corner of a side alley, boarded up on the first floor with an unbroken window on the second floor that faced south. It was open.
“Colonel, if you’ll allow me, sir. I wouldn’t know about such things, but I’ve heard the soldiers tellin’ stories. Wouldn’t a sharpshooter want to take a shot from higher ground? You know, from above?”
“You can aim at a target from below if you have a proper view with no obstructions.” Brison turned back again at the window, and this time, he saw a figure briefly near the opening.
“But with all those people up ahead and up there on the hill, how could they have the grit to shoot him up there?” Timmons continued. “You only git one shot before everybody would be runnin’ around like greased lightning—”
“Pull the horse up and cut in behind the building on the left!” Brison barked.
“You don’t have to be ornery,” Timmons said, turning the animal. When they were blocked from the street, Brison jumped from the horse and moved to the building’s edge.
As he peeked around the corner, Brison thought out loud, “They would have to fire from a higher position, and they would only get one shot. They would want to make it count.” He couldn’t see the window clearly because of an overhang from a building farther up the street. “The sharpshooter would want to have a clear shot for a goodly time . . . and the president would be riding a horse or sitting in an open carriage . . . and the Reb would be able to see the procession coming back from the cemeteries all the way up this street.”
“You’ve got me all goin’ every which way. I’m thinkin’ it was a mistake givin’ you a ride. You’re talkin’ like a crazy loon.”
“I’m taking an awful chance,” Brison said to himself, then grabbed Timmons by the coat collar. “Listen to me well and there will be a monetary reward. I want you to ride on up to the ceremony and track down Ward Lamon. He’ll be near the president on the speaker’s stand. He’s a big man. Tell him you have a message from me, Colonel Brison. He knows me, as does the president. Tell them there will be an attempt on the president’s life now or in the next few minutes and to take care. You understand?”
“Yes, Ward Lamon, big man, president in danger, and you’re Colonel Brison.” Timmons half-smiled. “You sure you ain’t crazy?”
“Ask my wife, and she would agree with your sentiment,” Brison said as he headed down the side of the building. Timmons spun the horse around and made his way onto Baltimore Street and up the hill to the cemeteries.
There was no real reason to think this was the right decision, but Brison had a feeling in his gut, and it had served him well in the past. All he could go on was figuring the Reb boy had told him only a partial truth when he pressed on that knife. The boy had been instructed properly on how not to give up everything, just enough to ward off destruction. That window would be a good place to fire at an oncoming target down the street, but there were infinite possibilities. He approached the house and almost ran into a woman herding along a pair of boys with a hand on the back of each of their necks, their chances of avoiding a switch dimming by the moment. As he got to the house, he paused, feeling vindicated by what he saw. The windows on the bottom floor were boarded over, but the back door was not, and there were three horses, saddled and tied up. One of them was his. He crossed to the door, looking up at the window at the far corner as he did so. At the door, he pulled his Colt, slowly lifted on the latch, and pushed the door open.
As expected, the kitchen was not in working order. Crates of items covered the stove and tables. Brison listened for any sound from inside the house but couldn’t hear over the crowd in the street. A single doorway led to the rest of the house, so he took it. Next up was the dining room off the hallway, which led to the first floor’s main sitting room. The floors were without rugs, so he was careful as he stepped, knowing that at some point, the floor could announce his presence if those upstairs were at all suspicious.
The street noise increased, and he heard someone yell that the procession was on its way back into town. Then came the voices from upstairs and a sound of shuffling movement. He started up the stairs as quickly as he dared, which meant carefully shifting his weight onto the next step, praying the wood would not give him away or that the increasing noise from the street would drown out a creak. Eyes shifting between the landing and the top of the stairs, Brison made his way up to the second floor. The room facing down the street was at the hall’s opposite end from the stairs. He heard the voices more clearly now.
“You need the rifle closer to the window?” a voice asked.
“No, this is perfect,” a second voice said. “I can see all the way down the street, and no one can see us. The crowd won’t be able to tell where the shot came from at first, so it’ll create confusion. They’ll be runnin’ around like chickens from a fox.”
“I’m powerful scared, I don’t mind tellin’ ya,” the first voice said.
“Just be ready to git to the horses,” the second voice said.
Brison moved slowly down the hall. He caught a glimpse of a figure moving into his field of vision. It disappeared and then came back. It was the sharpshooter adjusting his stand. The doorway was directly at the hall’s end, and a second door to the right was open as well. Brison was just half a dozen steps from the sharpshooter’s room. He could now see the shooter and his position about six feet from the window, set up on some crates with the rifle resting in a wooden V-bracket.
It was a Whitworth.
Brison had fired one before right here outside of Gettysburg. The Rebels’ best sharpshooters used the English-made Whitworth; it gave one hell of a kick, but it was deadly for over half a mile. This man had to be regular Reb army. No untrained Northern sympathizer would have planned this out so well. The organizers might be members of the Knights of the Golden Circle, but this shooter was borrowed from the Army of Northern Virginia.
Brison was now just at the entrance to the side room, planning to take out the first man, then get the drop on the sharpshooter.
From the side room flew a shadow into his peripheral vision. He tried to turn, but he collapsed in agony as a shoulder plowed into his side and forced the pistol from his hand, driving him across the hall and into the far-side wall. Brison’s head slammed into the wall, and he was briefly stunned as he slid to the floor. The first man brought up his arm. A knife flashed into view, upraised, ready to strike down into his chest.
“Damn Yankee,” is all he said, his arm reaching its apex. Down it came, headed for the just below the breastbone, but to the Reb’s astonishment, his arm met a viselike two-handed grip. The Reb cried out in surprise and frustration and tried to pull his arm free to strike again, but he couldn’t break free. He swore under his breath as they struggled, and then Brison gained leverage and got one leg under himself, put his weight on the leg, and threw the other up into the Reb’s body. The knee caught the Reb just below the stomach, and he groaned enough for Brison to know the hit had done damage. He glanced over at the door, but the shooter had not appeared, which told Brison the man was concentrating on his target.
He probably only had seconds before the president was in the Reb’s sights. What had happened to Timmons?
Brison could tell he was stronger than this one, even with his shoulder still weakened from the Stallard affair. He twisted the knife hand while throwing his body against the Reb, whose face registered true astonishment at what was happening.
“Corporal ... help me,” he said.
No reply came from the room. Brison continued until the knife slipped from the Reb’s hand into his. Before the Reb could respond, Brison plunged the knife into his chest all the way to the hilt and stepped back as the Reb slipped to his knees, then to the floor with a gurgling sound mixed with a sigh. Brison spun on his heels and brought his own knife up from his boot. Seeing no threat, he moved to grab his pistol on the floor, but he never got there. As he reached the door, he saw the sharpshooter in position pulling back the hammer in final preparation. Brison took two steps and hurled himself at the shooter. The Reb never moved his trigger finger inside the guard as Brison plowed into him, spilling the two of them onto the floor. The Whitworth clattered off its perch onto the floor without firing.
The sharpshooter spun up into a crouched position and produced a knife of his own as Brison climbed into position to strike again, lamenting that he hadn’t struck with his own knife first. The Reb swore under his breath, shifting the knife in his right hand. Brison knew that the assassin would strike quickly if he was to have any chance at setting up his shot. From a low crouch, the Reb lunged at Brison, the knife slashing for his middle and nipping through his shirt. Brison countered by throwing his hips back and to the right as the Reb went past. Unlike the dead man in the hallway, this Reb was stronger and stocky with bull arms and legs. Much shorter than Brison, his strength was in his compactness.
They faced each other two strides apart.
“You’ve already missed your shot, Reb,” Brison said.
A smile appeared on the Reb’s surprisingly clean-shaven face with wire-rimmed spectacles. All the easier to escape suspicion in Gettysburg. Not too fancy, not an unkept cracker, just a fellow who wouldn’t bring attention to himself. “Abe won’t be leavin’ until dinner time, I’d expect.”
He came at Brison again, slashing with his right hand and grabbing for Brison’s right arm with his left, missing entirely and suffering as the Union colonel himself grabbed the Reb’s arm and turned the knife away. Brison shoved hard against the smaller man but was met with solid resistance, so he lowered his shoulder and, not fearing the knife, threw them both against the wall. The Reb swore and spit in Brison’s face, pushing against the bigger man, then throwing his knee up near Brison’s groin. Brison disengaged and staggered back only to be hit again as the Reb came off the wall low and drove into Brison, sending the colonel against the shooting stand and over the crates onto the floor and on top of the Whitworth. His knife spun from his hand against the far wall. The Reb kicked a crate to the side and took two strides as he prepared to jump and drive down with his knife. Brison rolled to his right and grabbed the Whitworth. Miraculously, his right hand found the trigger. The Reb growled as he leaped. With no time to aim accurately or steady himself, Brison pulled the trigger.
The Whitworth exploded, the bullet hitting the Reb directly in the middle of the chest.
For a moment, Brison lay on the floor with the dead sharpshooter covering his lower legs. Then he shoved the man off, slid along the floor to the wall, and rested, his heart beating through his chest and his arms shaking from the exertion. He wondered why there were no shouts about the rifle shot, but then, as his head cleared, he heard a band playing in the street. No one had heard the report. He gradually became aware that his right hand was hurting, and he looked down at two of his fingers misshapen and bent at angles he had never seen before.
“Bloody Whitworth does have a hell of a kick,” he said, mustering up his best English accent.
 
    



  






  
  Chapter Two


Present Day
May 10
He ran his fingers along the delicate carving on the desk’s edge exactly as he would run them along a woman’s body, slowly savoring the sensation of the wood’s firm surface. Arthur Collins might have an old-fashioned name and, as a historian at American University, an old-fashioned occupation, but he was not an old-fashioned man. He was skilled in the manner of lovemaking. He smiled to himself as he thought about it. He relished encounters with newly graduated former students who had fallen under his classroom presence. In his mid-forties, he still commanded a room with his deep voice and dark beard, salted with white, and he had a wife who looked the other way as long as he was discreet and attentive to her as well. 
He was active on social media, blogging on topics beyond what he covered in his lectures. He used the internet extensively for early research on subjects. He belonged to an online fantasy football league. He purchased the latest cellphone immediately upon its release and always had to eat at the newest trendy restaurant in Georgetown the week it opened. Arthur Collins was a modern, forward-thinking man in all aspects except for his love of history and antiques. He exhaled with wonder as he continued with his hands along the desk’s edge, a permanent smile carved into his face, his eyes aflame with delight.
“Yet another conquest I should be jealous of, darling,” the voice said from the study doors. Stephanie Collins leaned against the doorframe, smiling with her arms folded against her chest. “So, you finally got that desk you’ve wanted all these years.”
“Yes, old man McWharter finally agreed to part with this,” Collins said. “Fifteen years I’ve been asking him to sell it to me. Fifteen years.”
“Really, Arthur. You’d think it was made of gold.” Stephanie shook her head. “Just what is the significance of this desk again?”
Collins looked over at her with his head tilted down, giving her the same glance he reserved for a student with an ill-conceived question. “This desk was built in 1869 and was a gift from President Ulysses S. Grant to former Secretary of War Edwin Stanton and was delivered upon Stanton’s confirmation by the Senate to the U.S. Supreme Court. Except Stanton didn’t get to use it much, because he died just four days after his confirmation.”
“You wrote an abbreviated biography of him, didn’t you?” Stephanie asked.
Collins nodded. “Always been fascinated by Stanton and this desk ever since I saw it at McWharter’s house Christmas party that year.”
“It is a beautiful desk.”
“And it only changed hands twice in the last 150 years. McWharter’s family has had it since the late 1800s.” Collins sat down behind the desk and pulled on some of the drawers.
His wife turned from the doorway and disappeared with her voice trailing behind her. “I don’t want to know what you spent on it.”
After polishing the desk for half an hour, Collins set about moving his work materials into their new home. He was deciding what would go where when he dropped a folder onto the floor, its contents spilling in a broad mess under the desk. Annoyed and swearing to himself, Collins slid underneath the desk to retrieve the papers when something caught his eye. It looked like the simple head of a nail that had worked its way from its home and now protruded from a corner brace where the drawer housing met the flat top of the desk. Unless you were underneath the desk and specifically looking for it, a person could easily have missed it. There was a metallic ring not unlike a washer around the metal pin.
“What the hell is this?” Collins asked. He felt the pin and gently pushed it. He was met with resistance, so he applied more force, and with a sharp sound, something gave way inside the desk. He immediately knew what he had found, a secret latch that opened a hiding place. He quickly crawled out from under and pulled the top drawer to find that the back end of the drawer had partially opened. Because of age and the lack of use, the false back was hard to move beyond halfway, but after a few moments of manipulation, he gained access. He reached in as far as he could with his arm and found a soft leather pouch.
He giddily unfolded the pouch’s ties and gently withdrew the folder papers inside. Within seconds, he ascertained that he was looking at a legal document dated August 5, 1859, signed and notarized in New York City. He sat down in his chair and flicked on his lamp as the sunlight faded. He sat quietly without a call to his wife for thirty minutes, reading the document all the way through. When he was finished, he thought about the significance of what he just read, then looked over it a second time. He repeated the names of the principals and grabbed his laptop and accessed the internet. It only took him a few quick searches to get the information he needed.
He literally shook with trepidation.

      [image: image-placeholder]May 12
Adrian Torrez stood with his back to the room, looking out his White House window with his hands behind his back, when his executive assistant opened the door, slipped in, and held the door closed behind her. 
“Your three o’clock is here,” she said.
“Arthur? Great, let him in. Tell Senator Golden’s office he can get twenty minutes with the president if he agrees to support our position on the immigration reform add-on. If not, there is no sense in their meeting this week, next week, or next year.”
“You want me to say exactly that?” she asked. “Shouldn’t that come from you or your deputy?”
Torrez gave a wolfish smile. “Put your best foot forward, Susan. The senator is in for a dogfight next year, one of the few really contested seats, and he’s going to need the president’s coat tails and he knows it. I just want him to sweat a little. I’ll call his office at the end of the day after he’s had time to stew a bit. Bring Arthur in. Thanks.”
Torrez was curious about what Collins wanted to see him about. They saw each other on occasion even though they traveled in different circles, having been friends for more than twenty years, going back to when they were students at Yale. Torrez smiled at the memories of their exploits; their off-campus keg parties were still the stuff of legend. Collins had gravitated to a life of academia, while Torrez could never have had that kind of life. He liked his life among the power brokers inside the beltway. When his boss was done with his two terms, another elected president always needed expert staffing or perhaps a company or two in need of a board member, perhaps even a chairman. After all, having the title of White House Chief of Staff on your resume was unique.
“How are you, Adrian?” Collins stood next to one of the chairs in front of Torrez’s desk.
“Arty.” Torrez swung around the desk, grabbed his friend’s hand, and hugged him briefly. “How are you doing? And how is Steph?”
“We’re doing great. I appreciate your seeing me here on short notice.”
“Anything for you. Of course, it always helps when you talk in mysterious phrases and tell me you’ve got something. I think you used the words, ‘pretty incendiary to show me.’ That tends to pique my interest.”
“I don’t think I’ll disappoint you.” Collins settled into his chair as Torrez traveled around behind his desk. “I’m going to give this to you, but once you’re done with it, I hope you would return it to me as a historical find that I can have and turn over to the university for its archives.”
Torrez gave a puzzled look. “Well, I don’t normally agree to something before I’ve seen what I’m talking about. What the hell do you have there, Arty?”
Collins withdrew the leather pouch from his briefcase and held it out. “You look it over and tell me what you think we have here. I believe you can make more use of it than I ever could.”
Torrez opened the papers and began to read. After ten minutes, he whistled softly and looked up at Collins. He reached over to his phone and punched a key.
“Yes, sir,” his secretary’s voice said from the speaker.
“Susan, cancel my appointments for the next ninety minutes,” Torrez said.
He continued reading for another ten minutes. All the while, Collins kept quiet, biding his time by checking email on his cellphone. After he was done with that, Collins just sat looking around the office until, finally, he couldn’t contain himself anymore.
“Well, what do you think?” he asked.
“Have you shown or talked to anyone else about this?” Torrez said without looking up.
“Adrian, I’m not an idiot. You and I both know if that holds water, it’s worth perhaps billions if used properly.”
“If used properly. I assume you checked to see if we’re talking about the same company?”
“It’s right on the company’s website, the whole history, right there,” Collins said. “Except for, of course, what you have in your hand.”
“And the minority owner?”
“Yes, his great, great grandfather. You know the senator has his own website as well, and he is very proud of his heritage.”
The implications swirled in Torrez’s head. The possibilities were almost unlimited, beyond comprehension. But his ordered mind immediately knew his first task.
“Arty, we have a unique opportunity.” Torrez smiled just as he had before with his secretary. “Let me take care of this. I’ll see you get compensated—seven, perhaps eight figures. If I’m able to use this correctly, I’ll handle the risk and you won’t have to worry about anything.”
“I appreciate that, Adrian. I thought you would be in a position to best use this.”
“I am indeed.”
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The bat felt good in his hands. It had been a while since he took some hacks in a cage. Jason Sparks, his six-foot-two-inch frame balanced evenly on his two feet in the left-handed hitter’s box, moved the bat through the hitting zone, waiting for the machine to deliver the eighty-mile-per-hour pitch. He could see the arm pick up the ball . . . more weight on the back foot . . . the ball appeared at the top of the machine . . . the bat moved slightly now near his left shoulder . . . a timing mechanism . . . the ball came at him, right down the middle . . . push off the left leg, drive toward the pitcher, whip the bat through the zone, snap the wrists at the right moment. 
Whack!
The ball screamed on a line north of the batting machine and headed up higher now to drive against the netting a hundred and twenty feet away before dropping harmlessly to the ground. Another ball came, not exactly in the same place, but he still managed to put a good swing to it and got a similar result. He started to work up a sweat as ball after ball came in at him until, finally, he finished up with his five tokens and yielded the cage to another hitter, this one less than half his age.
“Nice hitting, pops,” the kid said as he passed. “You must have been really good when you were young.”
Sparks turned back as the kid closed the door and settled in.
“Pops?” Sparks said under his breath. “Who the hell says ‘pops’ anymore.”
Just as he approached his bag, he could hear his cellphone ring from inside. When he saw the display screen, he saw it was the director’s private phone. A Sunday morning call from Raymond Connelly probably wasn’t a good thing. He answered, and Connelly responded without a greeting.
“Sparks, meet me at the location I’m texting to your phone immediately,” he said.
“What’s the problem, sir?” Sparks kept it formal with this director, unlike his predecessor. He had gone from friend to someone he barely knew in a matter of weeks. That was all it had taken for Connelly’s congressional approval to go through, he was so well connected and respected in the intelligence and political communities. It had been a slam dunk for the president.
“The president’s chief of staff is dead,” Connelly said. “And it wasn’t an accident. This is going to be a joint Secret Service/FBI investigation, Jason, and I want you on scene with me as soon as possible.”
Sparks stopped loading his duffle bag and stood dumbfounded next to the bench. “What the hell happened, sir?”
“Just get to the scene now. I’ll meet you there. And Jason . . ."
“Sir?”
“Not a word to anyone.”
Connelly hadn’t called Sparks by his first name more than two or three times in the last four months, and here he had done it twice in thirty seconds. Connelly was more than a little anxious. Sparks could understand why. Adrian Torrez. Damn, this was going to get messy. He already had a feeling in his gut, and he didn’t have any information. Sparks looked over at the kid rifling balls all over the batting cage. Had it ever been that easy?
Sparks grabbed his bag and hurried through the batting cage office and out to his black Chevy. He loaded the address into his smart phone’s navigation app and saw that the drive was only going to be thirty-five minutes. Maybe he could make it in twenty-five.






  
  Chapter Three


Nov. 19, 1863
It was gloomy outside, and as Brison was about to find out, President Lincoln’s mood was not any better. Brison had spent the afternoon with a rather indignant captain who took charge of the bodies of the two assassins in the house on Baltimore Street and the gut-sore young man back in the locked office closet. With help from Ward Hill Lamon, the captain was sworn to secrecy on the goings on, and the young surviving Reb was under armed guard and headed for the Old Capitol Prison, where he had an appointment with Brison at a later time. But for now, Brison needed to talk to Lincoln, and he was meeting resistance in the form of Lamon, of all people. 
“Colonel, I know the president usually accepts you at all times.” Lamon blocked the door to the car with his imposing bulk, his longish hair and goatee intensifying his presence. They both swayed with the train’s movement, having left the Gettysburg area half an hour before. “This isn’t a usual circumstance. He is feeling poorly, I’m afraid, and he’s been grum all afternoon. He’s lying down, and I don’t want him bothered.”
“I’ll not take but a few minutes of his time, Lamon.” Brison tried to keep an even tone. “He’ll want to see me. There was an attempt on his life this afternoon.”
Lamon’s face screwed up like it was in a vice. “And I’ve agreed to keep it quiet because that’s what Mr. Lincoln desires. But he is to remain undisturbed . . . for now.”
“Sam Hill, man.” Brison was tired, and his formerly dislocated fingers hurt like the devil, but he maintained his composure. “Please, just ask the president if he will see me.”
Lamon shook his head and was about to poke his finger into Brison’s chest when the door opened and Lincoln eased his frame through the opening.
“Gentlemen, if the purpose of your words together is to determine whether I’m to be disturbed or not, I’d put forth the notion my presence would render your conversation a penniless exercise,” Lincoln said. He offered a small smile. “Mr. Lamon, I’ll see the colonel straight away. Please have someone bring me a wet towel.”
Lamon mumbled something in response, and in a moment, Lincoln and Brison were alone in the car. The president lay back down on the small couch in the compartment and closed his eyes.
“You will excuse me, Colonel,” he said. “I’m afraid I have some sort of malady. I have been feeling poorly all day, and along with this, my words at the ceremony today didn’t take well.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, sir, but I needed to speak with urgency with you,” Brison said. “The lead we were following out of Philadelphia led me to Harrisburg and then, unbelievably, down here again where I have such recent history. Sir, there was a well-formed attempt on your life this afternoon. Three men, two set up as sharpshooters in a building in Gettysburg.”
Lincoln opened his eyes.
“I was able to put an end to it,” Brison said.
“I see not without some damage.”
“Not important. What is important is that this group connected to the Knights of the Golden Circle seems better organized and willing to go beyond reasonable conduct of war. Assassination . . . a foul business.”
“If you would, the report.”
Brison spent the next ten minutes giving Lincoln the details, including the last-second fight in the second-floor room. Just as he finished, Lamon returned with a wet towel, and Lincoln placed it over his forehead.
“I will include everything in my report,” Brison said. “Extra measures should be taken, as all this business marks the beginning, in my opinion, of a new effort.”
“I agree,” Lamon said. “If I may say again, sir, you take your safety as being solid as a rock when it is not.”
Lincoln exhaled and shifted uncomfortably on the couch, placing the towel back on his forehead after it had slipped down with his movement. “I am grateful to both of you for your efforts, but for this moment, we shall not discuss it. I would prefer to rest as we continue to Washington. However, I do need to speak with the colonel alone for a few minutes.”
Lamon excused himself, looking to Brison like he was not at all happy with his president or the colonel. Lincoln immediately sat up and motioned for Brison to bring a chair close. In the low light of the lamps, Lincoln’s face carried a pallid appearance. It seemed the president was weakening with every encounter they had, which left Brison melancholy, for with the war swinging in the Union’s favor, the coming year was still going to be another bloody affair.
“What happened to your hand, son?” Lincoln asked.
“A couple of misshapen fingers, sir. Nothing time won’t take care of.”
“Still, I am grateful. Don’t let my words here detract from that thought, but we must move on to other issues.”
“Sir, I need to talk to the young Reb we have under guard,” Brison said. “He might have information.”
“Let General Sharpe’s people meet that problem for now.” Lincoln looked Brison directly in the face. “I have yet another matter where I need your discreet inquiry talents. Do you feel you are up to the task? I doubt there will be skullduggery with this assignment.” He offered a small smile.
“I am at your service, sir.”
“Have you ever heard of Augustus Raven?”
“Can’t say as I have.”
“He is the owner of Raven Ironworks in New York, on the Hudson River a ways up from the city. I have met him on one occasion, I believe. He is one of the larger cannon and munitions manufacturers for us. Has been since before the war. A tough bear of a man, not unlike your description of that William Smythe you wrestled with back in the summer. Raven’s supplies have been of the highest quality. His efforts there I have no quibble with, but I’ve received disturbing words about him and his business that I would like you to investigate.”
“What is it?”
“Complaints, rumors, whisper talk that he is more devious than he appears. Competitors of his have sent word they are having difficulties with accidents, suspicious activity, and outright intentional damage. No one has the gumption to come right out and let everyone at the ball know what’s on their mind, but that might be because they’re afraid of the man. He’s like a coyote hangin’ around the back forty.”
Lincoln stopped for a moment and rubbed his eyes. To Brison, it was obvious the man was suffering from some illness. Lincoln leaned forward and continued. He seemed anxious to be done with the conversation. “The other manufacturers have not sent any official complaints through procurement or the quartermasters. A friend of mine, Samuel Bixby of New York City, fielded these complaints with the knowledge he has my ear. His and their concerns seem worthy of investigation, but we must do so with discretion. Raven’s contributions to the war effort must not be curtailed in any manner. They are too valuable, particularly in that we are closer to our calling than ever before.”
“And if I find this Raven fellow is behind accidents and such with his competitors?” Brison asked.
“We will decide on the course we must steer at that time.” Lincoln got up wearily from the couch and moved to a corner table, picking up a sheet of paper among others loosely thrown about the top. “Go and see Bixby. He is familiar with the men involved in this intrigue. Let me know what the goings on are with Raven.” He motioned to the bandaged hand of his visitor. “Be mindful of that hand, Colonel. Give it time to heal as best you can. I broke a finger or two in my youthful days when I was rafting down the Mississippi.”
“Thank you, sir. I will. Surely you don’t think we should let Raven have his way by unfairly harming his competitors.”
“I have a sense there might be more to this whole affair than even Bixby knows, but that might be just my ol’ Illinois lawyer’s distrust makin’ an appearance. Whatever the case may be . . . we shall see.”
Brison moved to get up from his chair. “How did the speech go today at the ceremony?”
“I told Lamon after I finished that it didn’t scour.” Lincoln handed over the sheet of paper he had picked up. “It wasn’t enthusiastically received, I’m afraid. Would you like to read it?”
“Yes, sir.”
Brison took the paper and immediately realized Lincoln meant for him to read it presently, not at his leisure. He was surprised by its brevity. It took only a few minutes to read the remarks. Lincoln had sat down on the couch and was about to place the towel on his face again when Brison finished reading.
“Sir . . ."
“Yes, Colonel.”
“These . . . are very good words.”






  
  Chapter Four


Present Day
June 1
Sunday traffic was light, so he made it to the site in thirty minutes. It was on a wooded stretch of secondary road in rural Virginia west of Arlington. A single ambulance without lights on sat by the side of the road. Sparks pulled behind it and got out of his car, then walked on the sheltered side of the ambulance and found five vehicles parked in a row in front: two state trooper vehicles and three black SUVs with tinted windows, blatantly announcing their government agency ownership. What caught Sparks’s attention immediately was the dark blue BMW located just inside the tree line on a not-often-used path that was large enough for a car. Several suits milled around the car along with two people in jumpsuits with crime scene investigation lettering. 
As Sparks walked up the path, the familiar figure of Connelly came down to meet him. Connelly wore a suit and appeared to have been at church that morning. He was a man of average stature with auburn hair a bit longer than a buzz cut and was clean shaven around a slightly misshapen nose, no doubt broken more than once. Connelly was in his late fifties, but they had been hard years.
“This is going to be a hell of problem, Jason.” Connelly stopped Sparks, holding a hand up. “I’ve already talked with Director Pearson. We’re pairing you up with an agent from his investigative team. The two of you are going to work point on this investigation together. I want to know now if that is going to be a problem.”
“Don’t think I can work and play well with others?” Sparks mused.
“Griffin left behind a lot of shit after Gettysburg . . . the House hearings, the public thrashing by the press. You and I both bent the hell out of the truth under oath. The whole damn affair almost unraveled and still could. One of the few things I thought worthwhile he left behind was the position he carved out for you. You’ve done some good work; now I need your best. We’re never going to be as close as you and Griffin were, but I need you to give me that same effort. Are we clear?”
“Sure, I’ll give you what you need.”
Connelly seemed relieved. “Good. Let’s go.”
The pair walked up the remaining hundred feet to the tree line. The BMW seemed undamaged, and as they reached the left side, one of the techs handed Connelly a clipboard.
“Single shot, nine millimeter or something in that neighborhood, left temple,” the tech said. “Initial dusting found some prints, but obviously, we’ll need to get the car into the lab for a full workup. I tried to get a field match on a couple already, but they were Torrez’s. No signs of anyone else being in the car, at least on our initial pass. No sign of a struggle or distress on his part. His White House identification and wallet are on his person. It looks like someone just popped him with his window down as he sat in the driver’s seat.”
“Okay, Chris,” Connelly said. “How long before you’ll be ready to move the body?”
“Twenty minutes or so.”
“What was the time of death?” Sparks said.
“I’m guessing about midnight, roughly ten hours ago. Liver probe says it’s about then.”
“Thanks, Chris,” Connelly said. “Finish up.” Then to Sparks, “Secret Service is here.”
Four individuals walked up the grassy slope to the tree line, led by a woman wearing a dark skirt and matching sports jacket with a white blouse. She was tall, maybe five foot eight, with an athletic build. Her light brown hair was tied up, and she wore dark glasses, so Sparks couldn’t tell the color of her eyes. She walked right up to Connelly and Sparks, flashing her Secret Service identification at Connelly without giving Sparks a second glance.
“Director Connelly, I’m Special Agent Bethany Taylor,” she said. “I’m with investigative support, and I’m here to lend any assistance with the investigation. Director Pearson informed me the two of you had arranged for me to run point with one of your people.”
“That would be me. Jason Sparks.” He held out his hand, which she took with a firm handshake. “I thought Secret Service protection didn’t extend to the Chief of Staff.”
“It doesn’t, but the president can issue an executive order for protection for any individual or order an investigation into any criminal act against an individual, especially someone on the White House staff. He was notified of Torrez’s death the minute it came into our office, ninety . . ." She looked at her watch. “… six minutes ago. Sparks, you’re well known after all that Gettysburg business and the lost gold. I enjoyed reading all about it in the Post for two weeks. Must have been an uncomfortable situation for the two of you.” A small smile appeared beneath the dark glasses.
“You’re going to have fun,” Connelly said to Sparks. Then he spoke to both of them. “I’ll leave the two of you to handle this from now on. This is a joint investigation, but the FBI has ultimate jurisdiction. I recognize, as does your director, Special Agent Taylor, that Torrez was a high-level member of the administration, so the president’s first call after he was informed of the murder was a conference call between Pearson and myself. We agreed that, for national security reasons, the manner of Torrez’s death will remain classified for now. He died in a car accident. The president’s press secretary will handle outgoing information for now, and all questions to us will be, until we know more, directed to the White House. Are we clear?”
“Yes,” they both said in unison.
“From all indications, this was a professional job, so if that is the case, why would someone with connections to hire a professional hit want the president’s chief of staff dead?”
“We’ll work on it as quickly and thoroughly as we can, Director,” Sparks said.
Connelly spun on his heels and headed down the slope, telling them over his shoulder to keep him informed.
Sparks looked over at Taylor and then down at his own appearance, jeans and a Miami Hurricanes baseball T-shirt. “Sorry for the outfit. He called me while I was in the batting cage.”
Taylor didn’t respond, hands on her hips.
“Just trying to get a few swings in before breakfast. Had to come straight here when I got the call. Feel free to step into the conversation.”
Taylor removed her sunglasses, revealing eyes of aquamarine, a sharp contrast to her hair. “I have you at a disadvantage, Special Agent Sparks. I had time to pull a profile on you. I wanted to see who I would be working with. Your record is impressive, and you get high marks in many different areas except when it comes to working with others. Seems you have a problem with delegating tasks, micro-managing yourself right into working alone.”
“You’re subtle. Just come right out and say what you’re thinking.” Sparks started walking back up to the car.
Taylor followed. “I’m wondering if we’re going to have a problem.”
“Not unless you judge me based on some politically-slanted profile jacket. If you make a conclusion based on that alone without seeing me in action, then yeah, we’re going to have a problem. So what am I going to find when I do a little research on you?”
“I’m normally assigned to the Emergency Response Team,” she said. “I’ve been with the Service for three years after leaving the military. I rate expert in numerous weapons. I train in mixed martial arts twice a week. I received special forces training but washed out near the end of training because I broke my ankle. Decided not to go through it all again. I love cats, and I don’t understand anyone who doesn’t. I got to my position because I’m great at what I do, and I don’t take bullshit from anyone, particularly traditional, macho, boy’s-club crap.”
“Like I said,” Sparks said as he smiled back at her, “you’re subtle.”
“We’ll be cool if you just treat me like you would anyone else you’re paired up with on an assignment.”
“Be careful what you ask for,” he said under his breath.

      [image: image-placeholder]After finishing at the site, Sparks and Taylor left in his car, heading back into the city. They stopped for fifteen minutes so Sparks could change into a suit, because their next stop was the White House. While he was alone in his bedroom, he called in a favor from a friend of his at the Hoover building and asked for them to give him a rundown on Taylor. As he worked on his tie in the mirror, he smiled. Got to get on even footing, after all.
Soon, they were on their way into Washington in unusually light traffic and arrived at the White House just after noon. Taylor had called ahead, and Torrez’s entire staff had been called in, as well as any staffer that had frequent contact with Torrez. Taylor learned that the president wanted to talk to them as well. Sparks had been to the White House on two occasions, but never to the Oval Office, and he had never met President Douglas. As they were led through the staff offices, Sparks noticed the absence of banter among the staffers who had arrived, and he gave a glance to Taylor, who also gave him a face that showed she understood they were under scrutiny.
“It’s going to be next to impossible to keep the circumstances of Torrez’s death a secret for long,” Taylor whispered as they approached the president’s office. They were led in by Stephen James, Torrez’s deputy chief of staff. He was a short, thin man in his mid-thirties, already balding with square-ish glasses and the distinctive gaze of someone who was already overwhelmed beyond his capacity to cope.
“Mr. President, this is Special Agent Jason Sparks from the FBI and Special Agent Bethany Taylor with the Secret Service,” James said. He turned to an assistant and asked that the meeting just be the four of them.
If having charisma
To the lead investigator,

I trust Ms. Evans has given you this envelope per my instructions I gave her upon her taking possession. I can assume my disappearance or death has caused quite a stir. The purpose of this letter is to give you a start on gaining my freedom or catching my killer. Ten days ago, I met with an old friend of mine, a history professor at American University named Arthur Collins. He brought me a rather amazing set of documents from a century and a half ago that carry astounding importance.

Since you are reading this, then it is clear I have made an error and now find myself in dire circumstances, most likely at the hands of Sterling Raven. He will, of course, deny involvement in my disappearance and you will have no proof unless you have the documents in question. I have given them back to Collins for safekeeping and he will be able to turn them over to you. Once you see the documents you will understand their importance to Raven.

Adrian Torrez
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