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Washington, D.C.

August 1914

WHEN WOODROW WILSON ENTERED THE LAVISH DINING room aboard the presidential yacht, Mayflower, the men seated around the conference table got to their feet and turned to him in silent reverence. The slender President was dressed in a fashionable mocha-colored lounge suit that seemed to add to his tall stature. He had a long, some said horsey, face, while his stance and expression were that of a stern schoolmaster. But when his lips parted, a velvety voice laced with humility and intelligence enraptured all within earshot.

“Gentlemen, please take a seat before a Potomac River crosscurrent forces the issue.”

A ripple of laughter reverberated through the room as the men visibly relaxed and retook their seats with the President. A white-gloved steward closed the doors behind the chief executive while two Secret Service agents took up station just outside the room.

“Thank you all for joining me today,” Wilson said as he settled at the head of the table. “The captain informed me that we will cast off shortly. We will head down river to our planned lunch at Mount Vernon, although I’m sure there are some in this town who would prefer that we keep on sailing, all the way to South America,” he added, to a flourish of grins. “While this would be a prime opportunity for a few hands of poker and a good cigar among new friends, we do have a bit of business to conduct.” He tilted his head a moment, then turned to the steward. “On second thought, there’s no reason we can’t enjoy a smoke and a drink in the process.”

Wilson was relatively new to politics, having won the White House only two years after being elected the governor of New Jersey, but he’d been a college dean for many years prior and knew how to lead. And having garnered nearly fifty percent of the popular vote in a three-candidate race, he enjoyed a strong mandate to do so.

The twenty-eighth President of the United States was given a rosewood box of cigars and he handed it to the man on his left. As the cigars were passed around the room, the steward returned with a tray of shot glasses and a bottle of amber liquid with a label so old it was peeling away.

“This is our first meeting together and it must be one of celebration. This bottle of scotch was a congratulatory gift from H. H. Asquith, England’s prime minister, upon my inauguration. I’m told it was aged in a barrel for fifty years and has been in this bottle another fifty.”

Shots were poured and the room was soon wreathed in aromatic smoke. The consensus was the whiskey was the finest any had ever enjoyed. “I might just be compelled to run for reelection if Asquith will promise another bottle for a second inauguration,” Wilson said to more laughter.

The meeting on the yacht was the culmination of years of work and careful negotiations across party lines and involving all three branches of the government. The President, knowing he had his audience, began his speech.

“If I were to claim the absolute brain trust of American banking was assembled before me today, there wouldn’t be a dissenting voice in all the nation. Each of you have dozens of years of experience running some of our most successful banks and now each of you has agreed to head one of the twelve newly created Federal Reserve Banks and finally give the country the centralized monetary system it needs as we forge ahead.”

“I need not tell this august group that the United States is growing or that the budding twentieth century will be our time to shine among the nations of the world. But in order for us to reach our fullest potential, we must come together in a more centralized fashion.”

He was greeted by murmurs of agreement.

“We saw less than twenty-five years ago how the states and even individual counties set their own time standards. Efficient railroad scheduling was nigh impossible as a result, and fatal accidents occurred with regularity. It took all the railroad owners coming together to codify the system of regulated time zones we use today.

“That is but one example of how our nation’s needs have outstripped our ability to meet them at a state or local level. The devastating bank runs we endure on a cyclical basis are another example of how America is falling behind the rest of the civilized world. The Panic of 1907 nearly ruined many of us and left countless businesses and individuals destroyed in its wake. I imagine each of you had at least one acquaintance or close friend end his life because of his ruination.”

Heads nodded around the table.

“The individual states will maintain all of the rights laid out in our Constitution, but the federal government must take a stronger leadership role and that begins with a private, centralized banking system overseen by the board I have appointed.”

The men in the room hung on Wilson’s every word. All but one man. Peering out a side porthole in boredom, Isaac Bell, lead detective for the Van Dorn Agency, found few topics less appealing than banking.

“And this, gentlemen, shall be our new banner.” Wilson opened a slim leather case he’d just been given by the man seated next to him and withdrew a neat stack of green paper cut in a rectangular shape about the size of an invitation envelope. In a somewhat theatrical display, he shoved the notes down the table so they fanned out enough for the men to get a couple for themselves. “This is the freshly minted Federal Reserve hundred-dollar bill.”

Bell had been standing by the wall with some of the aides, and his disinterest vanished as he reached over an unknown banker’s shoulder for one of the bills. He felt the motor yacht begin to pull away from the dock at the Washington Navy Yard and into the lazy current of the Anacostia River just north of where it joined the Potomac. Outside the bank of beveled glass windows and beyond the motor yacht’s rail, the massive brick buildings of one of the nation’s premier military shipyards slid past in silent majesty.

Bell turned his attention to the hundred-dollar bill, which represented an average worker’s monthly pay, give or take. The bill was done in dark green ink and ornately styled. It took him a moment to recognize that the profile figure in the center of the note was none other than Benjamin Franklin, perhaps the cleverest and most forward thinking of the Founding Fathers. To the right of the portrait was a red fleurette surrounded by a Latin phrase Bell’s schoolboy tutoring translated roughly as the “Seal of the Treasury of North America.” The back of the note was printed in a lighter green and showed five robed figures out of Greek or Roman mythology. The paper and ink had a curious texture unlike anything Bell had felt before. Very tactile, he thought.

A few of the bankers asked their neighbors if they understood the tableau on the back of the bill and Wilson read the room perfectly. “I’m told those characters are Labor, Commerce, Plenty, and Peace. The figure in the middle represents America. A little fancy for my taste, but what’s a President’s opinion really worth?”

Wilson got some chuckles. The man immediately to Wilson’s right was William McAdoo, the secretary of the treasury, and as of earlier this year, the President’s son-in-law. He was a tall, lean man with a face that resembled a beardless Abraham Lincoln. There had been some scandal, as he was twice Eleanor Wilson’s age and a senior member of the administration, but it had now passed. McAdoo said, “I must ask for all the bills to be returned to me. Some notes have already shipped, but we’re trying to keep the design a secret until they go into full circulation.”

The mostly gray-bearded bankers passed the notes up the table for McAdoo to place back into the satchel.

Bell used sleight of hand to replace the note he’d examined with a similarly sized Manhattan Bank hundred-dollar bill that he sandwiched between two of the new bills being passed from hand to hand to the treasury secretary. He hid the new hundred in his wallet.

There was a reason for his mild thievery. He planned to distribute hand-drawn facsimiles of the new currency to all active Van Dorn agents. He wanted them as familiar as possible with the new notes because soon after their release, clever counterfeiters would no doubt try to pass fakes on to inexperienced bank tellers and store clerks. Bell anticipated a lucrative trade weeding out phony bills from the real ones until people were accustomed to the new currency.

He watched as the hidden Manhattan Bank note was passed up the table, and just as McAdoo was about to receive it, Bell faked a loud sneeze. The secretary looked up at the disturbance while his hand continued to slip the notes into his bag. He’d not seen the switch and Bell smiled to himself. This made him the first person to pull off a successful heist of the new Federal Reserve Bank. He made his way back to his spot leaning against a bulkhead.

As McAdoo sat down and placed the leather bag on the floor, a white-jacketed steward entered the dining room. Bell thought the aide was there to take the case away, but instead he stood nervously for a moment and then pulled McAdoo aside for a private word. Bell saw McAdoo’s face turn pale as he glanced toward Wilson. He took a deep breath and approached the President, whispering something in his ear.

Wilson closed his eyes in a pained look that told of both long-suffering and resignation. He balled his hands into tight fists as if the gesture could hold his emotions in check. After a long pause, he turned and nodded to the steward and the man fled the room.

Wilson glanced around the table, making eye contact with most of the men assembled at his beckoning. “Gentlemen, I have to apologize,” he said, his smooth voice turning hoarse. “In a few minutes we’re going to divert to the Washington Arsenal, and I will disembark. I …” He hesitated, gauging how much he should share, and decided his distinguished company deserved the truth. “Most of you are unaware that my wife is gravely ill. It’s her kidneys and there’s nothing the doctors can do. When I left for the Navy Yard a short time ago, she was in good spirits and feeling reasonably well. Her attending physician sent a radio telegram just now. She’s taken a sudden turn and he requests …” Wilson fought through the last few words. “… that I be at her bedside.”

Bell locked eyes with his father, Ebenezer, who sat at the far end of the table across the room. The senior Bell would head the Reserve Bank of Boston, where the family had been successful lenders for generations. Although it had been years since Isaac’s mother had passed away, he and Ebenezer felt the anguish in the President’s final sentence as if they had only just left her graveside.

The yacht heeled to starboard as it changed course for the unscheduled stop and increased speed to get the President on his way back to his wife as soon as possible.

Wilson regained his composure quickly enough. As the First Lady had been ill for some time, he had to have grown accustomed, though never desensitized, to grief. He said, “Since you’ve come from all corners of the country to be here, there is no point to canceling this opportunity to talk. Secretary McAdoo will act as host in my stead, and to be perfectly frank, he speaks your language far better than I do. I only pray I’ll understand his report on your discussion’s progress.”

He strode quickly from the room and vanished down the hallway beyond the glass doors, his armed guards in tow. Though the engines continued to drive the ship, and water sluiced along her hull in a steady whisper, the men in the dining room would maintain a full minute of silence following the President’s sad news and abrupt departure.

Secretary McAdoo eventually got to his feet and unnecessarily straightened his tie. He paused, cleared his throat, and finally said, “I know that came as an unwelcome surprise, but my mother-in-law insists her illness be a private, family-only matter. As you can imagine, the President is deeply worried about her well-being, and yet remains fully committed to the launch of the Federal Reserve Bank. He understands that this is an historic moment, and he doesn’t want it to slip through our fingers. So, let’s refrain a few minutes while President Wilson steps off at the armory, and then we will get down to brass tacks.”

While they waited for the luxury yacht to maneuver close to the dock at the Washington Arsenal, the chief steward and an assistant poured fresh coffee from silver carafes and set down plates heaped with pastries dripping with sweet icing or honey.

A few polite conversations were started. Each man at the table owned or ran a successful bank in their district, but because of how the Board was organized none were in competition with any of the others. Bell imagined the banker from Minneapolis, James Rich, according to the placard in front of his plate, had never heard of, or much less met, the man next to him, Atlanta banker Weldon Burdett.

Bell’s father had confided in him on the train ride down to D.C. that the choice of Atlanta as home to a Federal Reserve Bank had been quite surprising to many of the others. It was well understood that the most important city in the Deep South in terms of its economy was New Orleans and yet Atlanta had been chosen. There had been some mild grumbling that both President Wilson and his treasury secretary had deep Georgia roots and a little favoritism had been in play.

The Mayflower came to a brief stop in the shadow of one of the many buildings along the shore of the armory and pulled away again, backing down the Washington Channel with the current out of the Tidal Basin before turning around near Greenleaf Point. Behind them was Long Bridge, which connected Washington to Alexandria, Virginia. The beat of the engine changed as steam built in the boilers and the sleek craft began picking up speed southward for Mount Vernon.

The conversation around the table soon intensified as each man put forth their vision of how the Federal Reserve should work. The basic framework had been dictated by an act of Congress, but there were many details to work out.

Isaac Bell had only agreed to accompany his father to the conference for the opportunity to meet the President. Bell himself had no interest in politics or politicians, but Joseph Van Dorn was a canny boss who sought opportunity wherever it could be found. It wouldn’t hurt to remind the President that the son of one of his new Federal Reserve directors was the lead investigator of the nation’s foremost detective agency.

With the President now gone on his sorrowful business and no chance to make his acquaintance, Bell’s eyes began to gloss over and his mind to wander as the men discussed the details of discount rates, check fees, revenue sharing, and all manner of financial minutia. He slowly made his way toward the door. His father had noted him shuffling ever closer to escape, and frowned, but none of the others seemed to care.

Ten minutes after reaching the double doors, one finally opened. A steward stepped into the dining room as cautiously as a cat in order to check on the President’s guests. Bell took his shot and eased around the doorjamb with even more feline grace. He backed up against the hallway wall and let out a breath. Never had he been more grateful for deciding to not follow in his father’s footsteps into the family business than at this moment.

He understood the challenges of high finance and he was even more detail-oriented than most people, but it was all just so boring and the payoff of the work was both uninteresting and far too delayed. Bell liked money as much as anyone, or at least the freedom that having it gave, but amassing more and more for money’s sake alone didn’t seem a worthy goal.

Picking a winning company or person to invest in took talent and intuition, to be sure, but a banker doesn’t know for years if they made the right call. Henry Ford’s backers had to wait half a decade and watch him build twenty unsellable prototype cars starting with a model dubbed A until he reached success with the Model T.

In Bell’s line of work, the stakes were usually life-and-death and a case rarely lasted more than a week. That suited his temperament far more than sitting in a boardroom talking percentages and shares until his eyes rolled into his skull and he passed out from boredom.

It was a beautiful day. Washington’s notorious humidity had broken early this year, and the air was made comfortable by the cool sweet river water. Bell made his way to the open deck to watch the lush banks of the Potomac River slide by. Already Alexandria was far behind them. It used to be that there were a lot more boats heading to Mount Vernon, but a new tramline from the city was faster and cheaper and had poached much of the lucrative tourist trade.

They did pass one such boat and Bell waved back to the children waving enthusiastically at him. He doubted even the pleasure boat’s captain knew he was chugging upriver past the presidential yacht. But then he caught sight of the man in the pudgy boat’s open wheelhouse snap a crisp salute. Bell turned to look up at the Mayflower’s bridge to see her captain salute back just as smartly.

Forty lazy minutes passed, Bell lulled to a state of near-sleep standing at the rail by the gentle breeze, the thrum of the engines, and the dazzle of sunlight that danced across the river’s gentle waves. He was just coming to the decision to disembark at Mount Vernon and take the trolley back into the city when he caught a new noise tickling his semiconscious state. His blue eyes flashed open, and his senses were fully aware a second later. He perceived no immediate danger, but something about the idyllic scene had changed.

A noise drew closer. He quickly realized it was an approaching airplane. He looked up, his hat shading his eyes, but the plane was approaching from the east and so it had the sun to its back. Against the brassy glare, it looked like an indistinct dark speck.

Bell considered himself a man of the modern age. He embraced all the changes going on around him, societal as well as technological. Seeing a woman in trousers or an integrated club didn’t arouse even a curious glance on his part. But aircraft made his pulse quicken. He had piloted a good many planes and never refused the opportunity to fly.

He kept his attention on the plane, and as it grew closer still, he quickly made his way aft so as not to look directly at the sun to see the approaching craft.

It was a type of plane Bell had never seen before, but that came as little surprise. It seemed each week a new aeronautical engineer or even an established manufacturer was testing a design and pushing the boundaries of performance and endurance. This particular kite had a pilot sitting just ahead of the bi-wings, with a passenger in a seat up at the plane’s nose. A large pusher-style engine was mounted just aft of the wings and the prop was a blur behind it. The craft had a twin-boom tail with a broad horizontal stabilizer slung between and normal-looking rudders atop. The motor looked big enough to give the plane impressive velocity, but it appeared to him that they were loafing along at just above stall speed.

There was something very wrong about what Bell was seeing. He knew pilots. He knew how they thought and acted. None would fly low and slow unless they had a reason, and he could think of no innocent ones at the moment.

The aircraft was no more than two hundred feet above the tree line along the river’s edge, and as it crossed over the water, the plane sank farther still. It looked as though it were going to fly directly over the presidential yacht at less than fifty feet altitude.

Bell was alone on the fantail with no one around to warn. On reflex he pulled his Browning 9-millimeter automatic from its shoulder rig. And braced for whatever was to come.
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THE NOISE OF THE PLANE’S ENGINE WAS REACHING A THUNDEROUS crescendo as it barreled at the Mayflower, but in fact was bumping along with just enough speed to remain aloft. Bell didn’t raise his pistol just yet, though the urge to defend himself against an unknowable threat was huge. An instant before the pusher plane flashed overhead, the passenger leaned over the rounded nose of his forward compartment and hurled an object at the steamer. The aircraft immediately went into a climbing left turn that looped it back over the Virginia countryside.

Bell was too disciplined to shoot indiscriminately. For all he knew this was some stunt President Wilson had planned for his guests.

The object hit the Mayflower amidships on the port side and thankfully only a few feet above the waterline. It was an incendiary bomb that smashed against the boat’s flank and erupted into a fireball that quickly boiled up higher than her masts. Bell threw himself to the deck and covered his head as the overflash of heat hit like he was at the threshold of a potter’s kiln. The fire clung to the side of the ship and spread in a gelatinous mass atop the water, breaking up into smaller and smaller islands of flame as the Mayflower surged past the site of the attack.

Fire continued to burn along the ship’s flank. Bell jumped to his feet and ignored the nearby roaring inferno. The range was more than extreme, but he raised the Browning anyway and fired as fast as he could pull the trigger, anger focusing his concentration to a pinpoint spot. A nearby scream pulled his attention from the fleeing aircraft. A sailor had been splattered with the incendiary fluid and burned like a Roman candle. He performed a macabre dance of unknowable agony.

A crewmate ignored his own safety and crashed into the burning figure with enough force to send them both over the rail. The water doused the fire in a spurt of steam and both men surfaced in the Mayflower’s wake. A third sailor grabbed up a pair of cork life rings and leapt over the rail to rescue his comrades.

More sailors started swarming the deck. Bell turned his attention back to the sky, searching for the plane, as it appeared to be circling around. The men were unaware that their aerial attacker was coming back on another bombing run. If the bombardier’s aim was better, the men looking to fight the fire with portable extinguishers would be immolated where they stood.

Bell knew his pistol was a tall order against the plane. The engine appeared too robust, and the pilot and passenger were simply too small of a target on an aircraft doing better than sixty knots. It’s why bird hunters used shotguns. He needed a way to fill the sky with lead.

He watched for a second and saw the plane was almost through its turn. He had a minute at best before it was in position to release another bomb. When boarding earlier he had passed a closet marked ARMS CABINET in a neat stencil. He rushed there now even as more men reached the deck, one uncurling a fire hose attached to a pump deep within the hull.

Bell swapped out the Browning’s spent magazine as he ran.

The metal door mounted flush with the wall was as he remembered it. There was a handle with a lock for which he had no time to find a master-at-arms with the key. He turned his body sideways, aimed, and shot the lock twice, blowing the handle clean off.

That’s the moment a wall of smoke erupted from the entry to the dining room, where he’d left his father and the others minutes earlier. With it came the gut-wrenching sound of men in pain and beginning to panic.

Bell ignored the arms locker for a second. Safety was the priority of any ship’s crew, but it was doubly important when the principal passenger was the President of the United States. Between where he stood and the dining room was another cabinet, with a glass door outlined in red metal. Inside was a hose hooked up to the ship’s pressurized fire prevention system. Bell tore open the cabinet, snapped down on the bronze nozzle to unreel a sufficient amount of canvas hose, and twisted open the platter-sized wheel.

Water erupted from the nozzle with more force than he’d anticipated and he almost lost his footing. He braced his feet, leaned forward as much as necessary, and lurched for the dining room.

Windows were shattered and flames danced in the empty frames while smoke curled and coiled across the ceiling. The fire hadn’t taken root inside the ship, but it was a matter of time. Many of the bankers were sitting or lying on the floor, faces and hands covered with blood from the hail of broken glass that must have scattered across the room like grapeshot from a cannon.

“Father?” Bell shouted into the din. “Father!”

He marched across the room, mindful of the injured, but so focused he did step on one man’s outstretched arm. The stream of water battled the jellied accelerant, washing it off the window frames more than extinguishing the fire. With each passing second, more of the flames were suppressed or sluiced into the river. Also, Bell knew that each passing second brought the plane that much closer.

A hand grasped his shoulder and he turned to see the familiar face of his father. He didn’t look like he’d been injured in the blast.

“Father, take the hose,” Bell said. “The attack isn’t over.”

He passed the bronze nozzle, making certain his father had a proper grip and body angle to keep from being bowled over. He needn’t have worried because almost immediately another of the bankers rushed to Ebenezer’s side and, together, they manhandled the pulsing jet of water to best effect.

Bell ran back into the hallway to the arms locker and yanked open the door. Inside were several rifles, antiquated boarding cutlasses, and pistols on a shelf with boxes of ammunition. What immediately caught Bell’s attention was the light machine gun propped up against the back of the shallow cabinet. It was a Hotchkiss M1909. The French-designed weapon was normally chambered in 8 millimeter, but when they sold licensing rights to the United States the gun was reconfigured to fire standard .30-caliber rounds off a twenty-four-round feed strip that fed right to left.

Bell snatched up the nearly thirty-pound weapon and a box of loaded feed strips. Usually fitted to a bipod or small tripod, this Hotchkiss had a flimsy metal rod on an articulated gimbal where the traditional mounts were attached. He guessed the rod would fit into holes or loops around the yacht’s rail to give the weapon stability.

Back on deck, he saw the fire had been extinguished and the men were now watching the airplane as it began another run. They didn’t seem to understand the danger.

“Take cover,” Bell roared as he raced to the rail and found a piece of pipe welded in place that was perfectly sized to hold the Hotchkiss’s monopod. He settled the gun into the pipe, one eye on the plane as it roared along the river’s glassy surface. It looked to be making its attack straight over the bow.

Bell reached into the ammo box for one of the stiff strips. He was familiar enough with this type of weapon to know how to charge it and open the receiver to slot the ammo strip home. The angry roar of the approaching bomber’s engine grew louder, becoming almost overwhelming. The air vibrated and it felt like the plane was already overhead, but Bell didn’t let it distract him. He flipped the gun to full auto before pressing his shoulder against the stock and slid his finger along the trigger guard. He then looked up, crouching slightly so that he could raise the gun’s barrel and center the hard iron sight on the fast-approaching plane.

The pilot opened fire on the ship with a pistol clutched in his left hand while his right stayed on the controls. The boat was too big of a target to miss even if he couldn’t take aim at individual sailors. Bullets pinged off metal and whizzed past the men like angry hornets, forcing them to hide behind what cover they could.

Bell stood as still as a statue and finally loosened a ten-round burst just as the bombardier at the plane’s bow reached up to toss another explosive at the yacht. The galvanizing sound of auto-fire made the cowering sailors cheer. The pilot yanked hard over on the stick just as the bomb left his partner’s hand, and while it missed the yacht, it still exploded when it smacked into the river.

A geyser of water shot into the air as though the luxury steamer had been torpedoed, and when it crashed down on the deck it hit like the rain from a tropical cyclone. Bell had lost his hat running for the weapons locker, so he had to wipe at the water dripping down from his sodden hair. His suit was soaked through to his skin. He ignored the discomfort and swung the Hotchkiss around, aiming off the yacht’s aft quarter as the odd two-man plane tried to escape.

The pilot should have kept straight on over the length of the boat and could have vanished upriver without exposing himself unnecessarily. But he’d been spooked by the shots that clearly hit his plane and he banked to head due east, presumably for home. The range was growing extreme, but he’d unknowingly presented the side of his plane as a juicy target.

Bell led the biplane like a hunter leading a bird on the wing and fired where the plane would be in the microseconds it took the fusillade to cover the distance. He’d emptied the strip, but didn’t hear it auto-eject and fall to the deck. His ears had been hammered by the explosion and the staccato whipcrack of twenty-four .30-caliber bullets cooking off inches from his face.

Out over the Maryland side of the river, the string of bullets punched through the plane’s canvas skin, shredding wood and flesh alike. The pilot took hits in his legs, abdomen, and high through his chest. He wasn’t killed outright, but was soon coughing up so much blood from his punctured lungs that he wouldn’t last long. The passenger hadn’t been hit at all. Bell had been shooting for the engine and pilot and had fired to near-perfect effect.

The bombardier looked back to see if the pilot had also been miraculously saved and saw his partner’s mouth gushing strings of scarlet blood into the slipstream. Just as alarming was the wisp of smoke issuing from the engine that suddenly turned to a greasy black streak.

There was no way short of crawling over the outside of the hull to reach the cockpit and even if he could manage it, the bomb thrower had no idea how to fly the plane. He looked back in growing horror as the light slowly faded from the pilot’s goggled eyes. He remained upright, pressed back in his seat by the wind, but his hand slipped from the stick. For several minutes, the aerodynamic forces acting on the plane maintained an equilibrium. The craft remained steady and even gained some altitude, soaring over fields and unspoiled forests as it continued away from the Potomac.

But then it hit an air pocket, like an invisible pothole in the sky, and all at once the plane rolled sharply to starboard and its tail pitched up as the big engine began powering the plane in an uncontrolled dive. Even above the throaty rasp of the six-cylinder engine and the growing shriek of the wind over the canvas and wooden wings and through the quivering metal bracing wires, the lone survivor’s scream of total terror rang supreme. He closed his eyes in the last few moments, not wanting to witness the plane crashing through a couple of trees and slamming into the ground hard enough to rip the engine from its mount and crush his already lifeless corpse.

The motor tumbled far enough from the plane for its heat and burning oil not to touch off the gasoline spilling from the ruptured tank. Seconds after the crash the forest went quiet again.

BELL KNEW HE’D HIT THE PLANE AS SOON AS HE’D FIRED AND kept watch as it flew away from the river. The sailors had all gotten to their feet and watched with him as the makeshift bomber made its escape seemingly unscathed. And then, as it was just about to vanish, a thin wisp of smoke began to leave a trace of the flight path in the otherwise cloudless sky. The men roared with joy when the gray slash turned into a billowing black stain that showed their attackers weren’t going to escape after all.

Bell stood still with his arm draped over the Hotchkiss’s hot receiver, his eyes squinting into the east where the plane had finally vanished. He didn’t know that part of Maryland, but he knew by the time he found the wreckage he’d likely be an expert.

He acknowledged the applause and back slaps from the young sailors. The jubilant air of survivors celebrating their very lives was quickly quashed when the Mayflower’s captain appeared at the rail next to Bell. The ship was already slowing to affect a rescue of the three sailors who’d gone over the side.

“Under other circumstances,” he said after introducing himself, “I’d have you taken up on charges of interfering with the operation of a government vessel, but since you saved my ship, my crew, and my guests, I’ll just say thank you and be done with it.”

“Situations like this usually make me act without giving much thought to the consequences.”

The captain nodded. “You have the look about you of someone who finds himself in situations like this far more than the average man.”

Bell gave a little chuckle. “You have no idea.”

They shook hands and the captain went off with his first officer to assess the damage the firebombing had inflicted on his pride and joy.

Bell waited a minute for the adrenaline to dissolve out of his bloodstream before making his way below to the dining room. The uninjured bankers milled about aimlessly or offered what succor they could to their wounded comrades laid out on the floor. For the most part all the injuries appeared superficial. Bell was little surprised to see his father had stationed himself near the door in a protective position.

Bell might not have his father’s affinity for banking, but both men shared common traits of natural leadership and a strong sense of duty.

“Isaac,” the elder Bell called when he saw his son enter the dining room. “Are you all right? What happened?”

“I’m fine,” he replied and poured himself some water from a glass pitcher. He gulped it down and poured another. “We were attacked by an airplane. They tossed two bombs, one an incendiary that hit us a glancing blow and started the fire in here. The other was a high explosive that just missed the ship.”

“We heard gunfire,” one of the new Fed bankers said, posing it like a question.

“That was me. I grabbed a machine gun from the weapons locker down the hall. The plane was trailing smoke as it flew east over Maryland, so I winged him at the least. If he did go down, I want to find the crash site.”

“To think someone would go to such lengths to kill President Wilson,” Secretary McAdoo said breathlessly.

“It’s like Buffalo all over again,” another remarked, alluding to the assassination of William McKinley thirteen years prior.

“And coming on the heels of the assassination in Europe of the Habsburg heir, Ferdinand,” a third man noted. “Do you think there’s a connection? As I recall, the king of Italy was killed by an anarchist a short time before McKinley was shot at the Pan-American Exposition.”

Ebenezer pulled his son aside to talk in private. “I’m wondering the same thing,” he said in a low voice. “Could this be the Germans or someone sympathetic to their cause?”

“I guess it can’t be discounted. As much as we’re maintaining our neutrality, the Germans must know our commitment would go to the democracies of England and France. I really don’t think they’d want to push us in that direction any sooner than necessary.”

“You’re probably right. Thank goodness the President wasn’t aboard. I just can’t think of who else would want to see him dead.”

Bell shrugged while the wheels were churning inside his head. There was something about the attack that didn’t feel right in his gut, but the moment was too close at hand to view with any clarity. Somehow, he couldn’t help thinking there were easier and more surefire ways to assassinate the chief executive, if that was the intent.

The Mayflower’s captain appeared in the room just then, his summer white uniform smudged and sweat-stained. “Gentlemen, if I may have your attention. As you likely know by now, we were attacked from the air. Two bombs were thrown at us, and it appeared they did little beyond some cosmetic damage thanks to my fire-control team and Mr. Bell here, who seemingly knows his way around a Hotchkiss gun.

“The ship’s in good enough repair to return to the Navy Yard under its own power rather than wait for a tow. It’ll be much faster and will get our wounded the medical attention they require. Also, I’m sure the President’s security detail will launch an investigation and will need to interview witnesses as quickly as possible.”

Bell’s experience told him that it would be hours before the Secret Service interviewed the sailors and he doubted by then that the ones who saw the attack would correctly recall the plane’s size, color, or configuration. Eyewitness testimony was often contradictory in situations like this, he found.

He also knew none of that mattered.

An hour and a half later, the Mayflower returned to its slip at the Navy Yard in Southeast D.C. The captain had radioed ahead and so there were ambulances with attending corpsmen, as well as four grim-looking men sweating in the afternoon sun. The Secret Service investigators. Two looked competent enough, Bell thought, and the other two looked like pure muscle. He guessed that was doctrine for them. Have some bright men guarding the President who could identify threats early, and a couple of bruisers on hand to handle whatever needed to be handled.

Sound practice to save a man’s life, a lousy way to run an investigation. Bell decided he wanted no part of the dog and pony show. The agents already knew the bankers and their respective entourages had been belowdecks and had nothing to report and that their valuable time need not be wasted.

The injured sailor was carried on a stretcher down to the dock and was quickly swarmed by the medicos. In just moments he was aboard one of the ambulances and on his way to a hospital and a long painful recovery. The other ambulances were soon loaded with the more lightly injured victims and they, too, took off.

The four agents boarded the boat as the ambulance pulled away and gave scant interest to the clutch of old bankers and their young aides waiting to disembark. The T-men immediately started talking with Secretary McAdoo, who was their ultimate boss, and with the captain. Bell made certain he had plenty of bodies between himself and their little confab and trooped down the gangway at his father’s side.

“Father, catch a ride with one of the others,” Bell said when they reached the dock. “I need to hustle off the base ASAP. Once the captain realizes I didn’t wait around to be interrogated he might lock this place down.”

“Sure thing, son.”

Bell accelerated away from the crowd of bankers, who were moving at a snail’s pace thanks to several needing canes and others claiming weakness for not yet having lunch. The cars were parked a quarter mile from the pier. Bell had driven a Van Dorn pool car, a Model T painted in anonymous black, although under its bland interior the car had undergone significant improvement. He performed the preignition rituals by rote and cranked the high-performance engine to life. He got behind the wheel, wincing as the black leather seat discharged several hours’ worth of accumulated Virginia heat into the backs of his thighs.

He reached the main gates a few minutes later. There was a small guardhouse and a guard checking in a delivery truck. The gate to leave the base was wide open. As Bell drove through and out onto M Street, he heard the faint jangling of a telephone in the guard shack.

Too late, Captain, he thought and motored past the wedding cake–like Latrobe Gate, the Navy Yard’s ceremonial entrance.
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BELL CROSSED THE ANACOSTIA RIVER AT THE NEARBY 11TH Street Bridge and drove beyond the sleepy town that lay along the east bank of the river and was soon motoring through rich farmland. His destination was only about ten miles away and the route was mostly direct. The town of College Park was recently rocked with tragedy when all but a few buildings of the University of Maryland burned to the ground. In the two years since, much had been reconstructed, but some students still lived with volunteer families in the area.

Not far from the campus was one of the first dedicated airfields built in the United States. It was here that Wilbur Wright himself taught flying on a Wright Model A to a pair of Army signal officers and thus created the nation’s first flying corps.

Bell hadn’t ever flown in or out of the airfield and so only knew the general area where it had been constructed. He was forced to stop and ask for directions twice before pulling up to the grass strip. There were two hangars along the near edge, one painted white with the words REX SMITH AEROPLANE COMPANY in large block letters on the roof. The other was more utilitarian, and he guessed it had been built for the Army. The airstrip itself was plenty long, with some woods running along the far border.

Near the open door of Rex Smith’s hangar sat a portable water tank painted red with brass fittings that had been mounted on two spoked wooden wheels. It was fitted with two long poles, so men could pull it across the field, and a hose for spraying water on a burning plane. Bell was very aware of the dangers of a fire following a crash and knew that an unconscious pilot would have burned alive by the time the firemen maneuvered their water bowser into position.

Inside the hangar was a pusher-style biplane sitting on the wood floor. The aircraft was much like the early Wright planes, with wings that warped rather than proper ailerons and no wind protection for the pilot or the passenger sitting beside him.

A man in mechanic overalls spotted him and came over. “Help you, fella?”

“You wouldn’t be Mr. Smith, would you?”

“No.” The mechanic pointed to where three men were standing outside the hangar’s office. Two were civilians and one had on an Army uniform. “That’s him there.”

After flying, the things pilots loved most in life was talking about flying, and judging by the hand movements and body language, the trio was discussing their aerial exploits.

Bell started over and called Smith’s name. The older of the three held up a finger to his companions and met Bell halfway between the plane and his office. “What can I do for you, Mr. …”

“Bell. Isaac Bell.” They shook hands.

The soldier heard Bell introduce himself. He shouted Isaac’s name and rushed over.

Bell recognized him immediately. “Lieutenant Henry Arnold. Dear God, Hap, it’s great to see you.”

They shook hands with the sheer pleasure of men who’d thought their paths wouldn’t likely cross again but wished they would.

“Rex, this here’s Isaac Bell. Ace detective, crackerjack flyer, and all-around good man.”

“I thought you were overseas,” Bell said to the young soldier.

“I’m back with my boss. He made a presentation to the War Department about the situation in the Philippines yesterday. We head back to California on tonight’s train. I had some time, so I came out to my old stomping grounds.”

“Are you back in the air?”

“’Fraid not.”

“I understand,” Bell said. He knew a number of pilots who’d given up flying out of fear, usually following a harrowing crash or witnessing the death of a friend. In Arnold’s case it was both. “I gotta tell you, though, Hap, aviation is going to be an important part of our military’s future, as critical as the Navy, and it needs leaders like you who understand that fundamentally.”

“I know it will.”

“Get back into the cockpit.”

“I’ll think about it,” the West Pointer said as a hedge.

“How do you two know each other?” Rex Smith asked.

Bell said, “Couple of years ago, Hap did the flying stunts for a movie my wife worked on called … Damn, what was it?”

“The Military Air-Scout,” Hap Arnold replied. “Pretty forgettable, but Isaac and I had a lot of fun with that Wright Model B. Say, what brings you out to College Park?”

“Yes, Mr. Bell, how can I help you?” Smith was an attorney by trade and had a lawyer’s sense of smell for money. The aviation business was a new sideline.

“About three hours ago there was an attack from the air against the presidential yacht, Mayflower.” That got their attention, and after the initial shock wore off, Bell continued. “President Wilson wasn’t on board, and only one man was injured, but it could have been devastating. I managed to shoot the plane and it was trailing a lot of smoke by the time I lost sight of it over the Maryland countryside.”

“You want to go find the wreckage,” Arnold said.

Bell nodded. “Be a lot easier spotting it from the air than driving back and forth across farmers’ fields.”

“You really are a flyer?” Smith asked.

From his wallet, Bell showed him his certificate from the Fédération Aéronautique Internationale, the globe-spanning licensing body for the sport of flying. “I was hoping there was a plane out here I could rent or hire.”

The third member of the trio had been there for the full conversation but hadn’t said anything.

Rex turned to him. “How about it, Tony? You up for a flight?”

He was young, slightly built, with inky dark hair and a broad chin. He held out a hand to Bell. “Tony Jannus.”

“Isaac Bell,” he said automatically and then he realized whom he was speaking with. “Wait, I know that name. You flew that St. Pete to Tampa flight, right?”

The young pilot smiled. “Yup. The first scheduled passenger flight in the United States. Maybe the world.”

“It is my pleasure to meet you,” Bell told him.

“It’s nothing. Anyway, you got a rough idea where they went down?”

“I know the starting point of their flight away from the river and the course they flew, but don’t know how long they stayed in the air.”

Jannus rubbed his chin. “With two of us aboard, we can stay aloft in Rex’s kite for about an hour and a half.” He pointed to the plane across the cavernous hangar. “She was built three years ago, but this spring Rex splurged on a more powerful motor and a larger fuel tank.”

“It looks like a Glenn Curtiss design,” Bell remarked.

“You know your planes,” Smith said. “Glenn helped me put it together. You know him?”

“Our group of New York aviators is a tight little community.”

“How about it, Rex, are you going to let him go?” Hap Arnold asked.

“Are you going to pay?” Smith asked Bell.

“Tell you what, write out an invoice for double what you think is fair and I’ll have a treasury check to you by this time tomorrow.”

Smith smiled and shot out his hand. “Deal.”

“Before we go,” Bell said, “I want to ask about the other plane.”

Bell described it in detail, but neither the pilot nor business owner recognized it.

“I think the French have a plane like you describe,” Tony Jannus said, “but I’m not sure. I know I haven’t seen anything like it.”

“Hopefully there will be some clues aboard when we find it.”

While Rex Smith went to find Bell a spare flying jacket, helmet, and goggles, the other three wheeled the plane out of the hangar. It looked as delicate as a dragonfly, but Jannus kept up a running monologue on just how robust and maneuverable the plane was. He admitted that Rex had been unable to interest the Army into buying it, even after the upgrades, and he feared the business would soon close.

“Hopefully, this will inject some life into the company,” Bell said.

Ten minutes later, with Tony Jannus at the wheel and Bell strapped into a makeshift jump seat next to him, the pilot advanced the throttles, the engine roared, and the wooden propeller beat the air in a deafening whirlwind. The plane started moving, bumping over the grass strip, and picking up speed as the broad wings began generating lift. They bounced and jumped until the plane hit one high spot on the field, took to the air, and didn’t touch ground again.

They quickly gained both airspeed and altitude, though not as quickly as some of the newer-model planes Bell had flown in. Rex Smith’s design, though only a couple of years old, was already hopelessly out-of-date, new engine or not.

The sky was clear, apart from a few puffy clouds drifting miles above the landscape, and the air was incredibly still, something Bell wouldn’t have noticed from the Mayflower’s deck as she motored south toward Mount Vernon.

Jannus leveled out at a comfortable thousand feet and soon had them over the Anacostia River and up to about sixty knots. With the goggles in place and his ears protected by the leather flying helmet, Bell only had to deal with the wind against his cheeks and chin. It was a sunny day, so he didn’t feel too chilled, just slightly scoured by the wind.

Within a few minutes into the flight, they flew past the District of Columbia. The Washington Monument was by far the most prominent feature, but the Capitol Dome also loomed large and the White House was clearly visible. At the far end of the Mall was the gaping hole for the foundation of the Lincoln Memorial.

The Anacostia joined the Potomac just south of the Navy Yard, and Jannus kept the plane centered above this much larger waterway. They were low enough to see people on one of the passenger ferries chugging back to Washington waving up to them. Jannus waggled the plane’s wings in reply.

In what the Mayflower needed an hour to cover, the Smith Flyer covered in a fraction of the time.

“We’re close,” Bell shouted over the tremendous racket of prop, motor, and wind. Jannus nodded.

Watching for the landmarks he’d committed to memory, Bell felt they were over the exact spot the bomber had fled to after the presidential yacht attack, and he tapped the young pilot’s shoulder. He pointed in the direction the other plane had retreated and Jannus banked the Smith Flyer over. He pulled out of the turn a tad early and so Bell had him adjust his course until it matched the flight path of the damaged biplane.

With no idea how long it had remained aloft, Bell began searching the ground below. It was mostly farmland and meadows with a few small, scattered forests. He knew their trip might be totally fruitless. The plane could have altered course as soon as he’d lost sight of it or could have flown on to a makeshift airstrip the men had used to launch their attack and it was now hidden in a nearby barn.

Long odds, indeed, but then, long odds tended to be Bell’s specialty.

Ten minutes after leaving the river Bell’s attention was on the ground just ahead of the plane, so he didn’t notice what Tony Jannus had just seen. The pilot tapped Bell’s shoulder and pointed to a spot several miles ahead but only a couple of compass points off their exact heading.

A column of black smoke was rising out of a small clutch of trees. As there was so little breeze it went straight into the air, almost like an accusatory finger pointing to their target.

“It just started to burn,” Jannus shouted.

Bell grasped the meaning. The plane hadn’t caught fire when it crashed, which meant someone had just torched the wreckage, someone who knew its significance and wanted the evidence turned to ash.

Bell pumped his arm as if on a cavalry charge and Jannus tweaked the throttle for a little more speed and lowered the plane’s nose. “After the fox,” he said with a devilish grin.

They came out of the dive at around four hundred feet, and a half mile shy of the sooty shaft of smoke. It was clear to see where the plane had struck several thin branches of a small copse of trees by the naked white wounds of torn limbs. The plane had come down just past the last of the trees. The wreckage was engulfed in flames, so it was difficult to see how badly it had been damaged in the crash. Or learn the fate of its occupants. One piece of evidence as to the severity of the impact, though, was that the motor had sheered from its mounts and lay several yards from the pyre.

Just then an open-back truck pulled out from under a canopy of thick leaves and struck out across a field left fallow for the season meadow. Dust kicked up from its tires as it made a break for it. They were still several miles from any road, but Bell knew once they hit pavement, the truck would be lost forever. He pantomimed for Jannus to get lower and closer.

They came in at the truck with barely fifteen feet separating the ground from the plane’s bicycle-style wheels. They thundered close enough that the driver was spooked by the noise and sudden appearance of a plane diving at him. He cranked the wheel in a panicked response and the front of the truck dug deep furrows into the ground. But then he straightened out and continued on, pressing the accelerator with everything he had.

Bell felt bitter disappointment. He’d hoped at such speed that the sharp turn would have snapped the truck’s front wheel’s spokes. The wheel held and now the element of surprise was gone.

Jannus tried the trick again a moment later, but rather than jerk away, the driver tried to slam his heavy-duty truck into the plane’s delicate wings. Jannus pulled them up in a hasty climb that left Bell’s stomach down by his knees and the wires that warped the wings singing with tension. Jannus slowed the plane to match the speed of the truck jouncing along below them and looked to Bell for ideas.

The truck’s passenger suddenly appeared out of his window and raised a sawed-off double-barrel shotgun. He fired both chambers at a close-enough distance to see ragged holes appear in the biplane’s fabric wings and at least one pellet ping off the engine block.

Bell immediately pulled his pistol and returned fire. His was a much steadier platform than the truck hurtling across the bumpy field and scored several hits against the hood and fenders. One bullet punched a hole through the cab’s small rear window, shattering it entirely.

He needed to change out the empty magazine, so he was ready to fire again if the passenger reappeared. He popped the spent mag from the gun and let it tumble away. As he pulled the final spare from his shoulder rig, it snagged against an inside pocket of his unfamiliar flying jacket and slipped from his grasp. Just like that it was gone, dropping past his boots in a flash of black metal.

He cursed loud enough for Tony to hear and look over. Bell holstered the Browning to show he was effectively unarmed.

“What do you want to do?” Jannus yelled.

Bell’s mind spun through a number of options, none particularly good. He came to a crazy solution. “Are you as good a pilot as your reputation?”

“Yes,” Jannus said without false modesty.

Bell started untying his safety strap. “Get me low enough so I can jump.”

“Are you nuts?”

“Bad enough they could have killed the President,” he shouted over the wind, “they could have killed me.”

Without another word, Bell grabbed on to one of the wooden bracing struts that held the two wings in position and pulled himself from
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