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It’s the beginning of the twentieth century,
and Kaiser Wilhelm II 
is going to teach the Americans
the true price of empire.

PRAISE FOR   ROBERT CONROY’S 1901
“The yarn is likely to please both military history  and alternate history buffs. . . . The writing . . .  keeps us turning the pages.”
—Booklist
“An intriguing blend of historical fact and fiction.”
—Detroit Free Press
“A solid what-if historical . . . cleverly conceived.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Fascinating . . . a page-turner. The plot is skillfully crafted. Its style is clear, crisp, and bold.”
—Oakland Press
“Packed with action.”
—Detroit News

INTRODUCTION
“YOU MAY STAND for this, but damned if I will,” snarled an  outraged Lord Palmerston, prime minister of England, to his  cabinet in late 1861. He was referring to the Trent Incident,  and while not quite a declaration of war, his statement  showed the depths of his and England’s anger.
Today we are almost blinded to past realities by the so-called Special Relationship between the United States and  Great Britain. We have fought side by side in two world wars  and numerous other actions. England is the closest thing we  have to a friend in the world. It was not, however, always so.  We fought England twice and nearly came to blows on several other occasions. England in the nineteenth century saw  us as an upstart and a rival. Our government frightened her.  Democracy as we practiced it was raw and brawling in the  eyes of the British ruling class. They feared the British lower  classes would be infected by the contagion.
Thus, the possibility of England entering the war on the  side of the Confederacy was very real, and the Trent Incident, the seizure of a British mail packet by the U.S. Navy,  was an opportunity almost too good for Queen Victoria’s  government to pass up. The War Between the States was  threatening the English economy. Something had to be done.  Only the fact that the Confederacy would not let go of its  slaves stood in the way, but the Trent Incident almost provided a casus belli that overrode that inconvenient fact.
Of course, cooler heads prevailed and the war never   happened. Conventional wisdom has generally held that  Britain’s entry into our Civil War would have tipped the   scale on the side of the Confederacy and we would now be  two nations. But England was severely stretched militarily at  the time, and it might not have been the easy victory that  some have envisioned. Indeed, it might not have been a  British victory at all.
Several distinguished historians have stated that one reason for Lincoln’s almost groveling apologies to England  over the Trent Incident was because we needed saltpeter to  manufacture gunpowder. We bought saltpeter from India  and it would have been embargoed. No saltpeter, no ammunition, and a quick defeat is the theory.
However, saltpeter exists in nature and deposits of it do  occur in the United States and a number of other countries. It  can also be manufactured, and saltpeter “plantations” were  then in use in several countries. I am confident that the  DuPont people, who made the gunpowder, would have  solved the problem in relatively short order. I am also confident that other nations, Russia and France in particular,  would have found ways to sell it to us. Therefore, I decided  to ignore it. After all, the tightly blockaded Confederacy had  no problem getting gunpowder.
I would like to thank my wife, Diane, and my daughter,  Maura, along with the few friends I have left for their support. I would also like to thank the people at Random House,  Ron Doering and Tim Mak in particular, for the leap of faith  that resulted in the publishing of 1862.
—ROBERT CONROY

PROLOGUE
THE CAPTAIN AND crew of the U.S. sloop of war San Jacinto  watched with grim intensity as the speck on the horizon grew  larger with each thrust the warship made through the waves.  It was the San Jacinto’s prey, the British mail packet Trent.
Locating the British ship on the vast ocean was a feat of  seamanship combined with a great deal of luck. The San  Jacinto had first found the Trent in Cuba, and had to give her  a head start when she had sailed lest she grow suspicious and  turn back to the safety of the neutral Spanish port. With the  knowledge that the Trent was headed for England, the American ship had steamed as fast as possible and then turned  back along the usual track to Europe in hopes of finding the  Trent coming towards her. The maneuver had worked.
The San Jacinto was going to stop the Trent and remove  from her the two men who were on their way to England as  emissaries of the Confederate States of America.
The San Jacinto was a steam-powered sloop and was  more than a decade old. Although she was small in comparison with other modern warships, she was formidably armed  for her size with one eleven-inch gun, ten nine-inch  Dahlgren guns, and a twelve-pound Parrott rifle. The Trent  was unarmed.
Captain Charles Wilkes, U.S. Navy, watched eagerly as  the San Jacinto closed on the packet. When they were a mile  apart, the Trent  raised the British flag and the San Jacinto  followed suit with the Stars and Stripes. It sometimes surprised landlubbers to find that ships at sea only flew their  flags when identifying themselves or during battle. The wind   would rip the expensive fabric to shreds if they flew them all  the time.
The San Jacinto signaled the Trent to heave to. The  Trent  declined. The stage was set.
“Now, Mr. Fairfax,” Wilkes ordered. A nine-inch gun fired  with a sudden flash and roar, sending a solid shot across the   Trent’s bow where it raised a high splash in the sea. It was an  abrupt and imperative second order for her to stop.
Soon they were alongside the British ship with their guns  run out and ready for battle. Captain Moir of the Trent used a  voice trumpet to tell the American ship that his government  service vessel was in international waters and not subject to  the laws of the United States. He could barely be heard over  the wind and waves, but his anger and purpose were apparent. The Trent did not slow down.
Wilkes glared across at the British captain. “Mr. Fairfax,  load a nine-inch gun with exploding shell.”
Lieutenant Donald Fairfax, second in command, started to  protest, but a glare from Wilkes silenced him. They’d had the  argument many times in the last few days and to no avail.  Wilkes would not listen.
Tall and ruggedly handsome, Charles D. Wilkes was sixty-three years old and had been in the navy since the age of  twenty. A learned and studious man, he had come to a number of thoughtful conclusions. First, he understood fully that  both slavery and the Confederacy were evils that had to be  stamped out. In this, he was supported by Fairfax and the  other officers of the  San Jacinto. Their differences arose in  the interpretation of the law and their orders.
The San Jacinto had been ordered to try to intercept and  capture the two Confederate gentlemen, John Slidell and  James Mason, who were allegedly en route from the Southern states to England, where they would serve as emissaries  of the Confederacy to the court of Her Majesty, Queen Victoria. In Wilkes’s opinion, they were traitors and should be  hanged forthrightly. Mason was to be the Confederacy’s representative to Great Britain, while Slidell was to go on to  France and the court of Napoleon III. Both men were tasked   to cause mischief to the United States and, hopefully, negotiate alliances with either or both European powers. France  was sympathetic to the rebel cause, while England was  openly supportive. Along with their two secretaries, the four  men were considered serious threats to the United States.
With typical thoroughness, Captain Wilkes had researched  the laws of the sea. He concluded that the papers carried by  the traitors were contraband and subject to seizure. By logical extension, he also decided that the carriers of those documents, said Mason and Slidell along with their staffs, were  also contraband and could be seized. He had no quarrel with  their families, who traveled with them.
Again, there was no serious disagreement from the officers  of the  San Jacinto.
However, Wilkes had further concluded that any ship  carrying Mason, Slidell, and their documents was itself subject to search and seizure on the high seas—regardless of  what flag she flew.
With this the majority of the officers of the San Jacinto  differed and Lieutenant Fairfax was their spokesman.
Fairfax had argued that their orders did not extend to stopping foreign-flagged ships and, in particular, the ships of  Great Britain. It was one thing, Fairfax had said quite reasonably, to stop and take people off a ship belonging to a nation  that was small and meek, but not mighty Great Britain. Most  important, the Trent was not a run-of-the-mill merchantman.  She was a British government mail packet.
There were rumors afoot that the United States and Great  Britain were already on the verge of war because of Britain’s  tacit support of the Confederacy. Fairfax did not think the  stopping of the Trent was worth the risk of war with the  greatest power on the earth.
Captain Wilkes saw no risk, only the righteousness of his  cause. Lieutenant Fairfax grudgingly agreed that Wilkes  could legally order the  Trent to stop and prove herself by  showing her papers and other proper identification. There  was a war on and the United States was a belligerent power;  thus, such actions were expected, especially when a ship was   in proximity to the warring powers. The British would grumble, but they would comply. However, Wilkes readily acknowledged that the British reaction would be outrage when  Mason and Slidell were forcibly removed. Fairfax wondered  if Wilkes was actually looking forward to the confrontation.
“Fire the second shot,” Wilkes ordered. “And have Mr.  Canty cut it fine so they squeal, Mr. Fairfax,” he added. “I  want it right under their jib.”
Again, Fairfax was appalled, but he relayed the order to  Canty, the gun captain.
A second later, a cannon boomed. It impacted directly in  front of the Trent and exploded. It was enough. The Trent  surrendered.
Fairfax was chosen to cross to the British vessel. He took an  armed party with him. Their purpose was to prevent trouble.
As he stepped onto the Trent’s deck, her captain approached him angrily. “You have no right to fire on us. This is  piracy.”
Fairfax was uncomfortable. The Confederates weren’t the  only ones taking passage on the Trent. A small crowd of  civilians had gathered near the bow and virtually all glared at  him with undisguised contempt and hate. “I have my orders,  sir; you are to surrender the so-called Confederate delegation.”
“Find them yourselves,” Moir snarled.
After quickly determining that neither Mason nor Slidell  were in the crowd on the deck, he sent his men below to find  them. It did not take long. A few moments later, both Confederates were brought into the sunlight. When it became apparent that they were going to be removed forcibly, several  of the civilians appeared to be groping for pistols.
“Steady,” Fairfax told them. “I wish no harm to anyone.  But we will shoot if we see a weapon.”
“It’ll be all right,” said Slidell. “We will be treated honorably and then released. Do not let blood be shed over us.”
Actually, Fairfax thought, Captain Wilkes planned to treat  them as traitors and not particularly honorably. But he kept  his counsel so as not to incite violence.
Captain Moir stepped up to Fairfax and glared at him, his  face only a few inches from the American’s.
“This is not some foul South American merchant, Lieutenant, or a stinking dhow from an Arab slave master. This is  a British government ship, part of the government of the  most powerful nation on earth. I accept that you are following orders. I can see the distaste on your face. However, your  captain is a lunatic. He may have just caused a war between  Great Britain and the Union.”
Fairfax paled but said nothing. It was all too terribly possible.
It was November 7, 1861.

CHAPTER ONE
VISCOUNT PALMERSTON, THE prime minister of Great  Britain, grasped his glass tightly. The brandy in it quivered  with his fury. “Some may accept this outrage, but, by God, I  will not!” he snarled.
“Hear, hear,” said his companions, Foreign Secretary Lord  John Russell and Chancellor of the Exchequer William  Gladstone.
England was reeling with the shock and horror of having  one of her ships, the Trent, stopped and boarded by a foreign  power. That the offending nation was the United States, a nation that was both an economic and a military rival, made the  situation worse. While the action was partly justified since  the United States was at war and the Trent had been in a war  area, it was the sort of thing that England did unto others. No  one did it to England.
Worse, the Union captain had then taken the Confederate  emissaries as prisoners and treated them shabbily. Thus, not  only had a British government ship been stopped, but she had  also been plundered of her human cargo, and now all England seethed at the insult.
Between them, Palmerston, Gladstone, and Russell had  enough influence to control Parliament and determine the  fate of the British Empire. While Palmerston had the more  senior rank and title, the relationship was almost a partnership. Russell had been prime minister once and hoped to  have the title again. As Palmerston was seventy-seven and  Russell a mere sixty-nine, it seemed likely. Gladstone, also   in his sixties, had his own hopes for a political future that included the title of prime minister.
All three were firm in the belief that the world was a better  place because of the stability brought about by Britain’s farflung empire, and they felt it was their duty to ensure that  Great Britain’s primacy in the world went unthreatened.
But now it was threatened. Ever since the beginnings of  the American Civil War, there had been serious economic  repercussions within the empire. The Union forces had declared a blockade of the Southern ports, thus almost eliminating the shipments of cotton to English mills. Fortunately,  quantities had been stored up before the war, and the cotton  fields of India were beginning to develop as an alternative,  but there was unrest and unemployment in many parts of England. Newspaper headlines screamed that millions of Englishmen and their families would starve if something  wasn’t done about the blockade, and labor unrest was near  crisis proportions.
Many in England were hostile to the United States for  other reasons. The two nations had fought two official wars  in less than a century, and had been on the verge of others  several times as a result of border disputes between the  United States and Canada. Relations between the two   English-speaking nations had never been good, and had deteriorated badly since the start of the Civil War. Now the Trent  Incident, as it was called, had again raised the specter of war  with the United States, or at least the northern portion of the  severed nation. The clamor for war was fast becoming an irresistible force, presuming that anyone in Her Majesty’s  government wished to resist it.
Many ordinary Englishmen appeared to want their government to use force to break the Union blockade and open the  Southern ports to British ships. It was clearly understood that  such a use of force would mean war. None of the three men  gathered at Russell’s country home nine miles outside London were terribly upset at the possibility.
Palmerston had calmed down. “Tell me, John, who are our  enemies?”
“Truthfully, we have none at the moment,” Russell replied.
Palmerston shook his head. “We always have enemies.  Great powers cannot escape them. We have enemies of the  past, enemies of the present, and enemies of the future.  Think upon it, who might they be?”
While Russell pondered, Palmerston stood and walked to  the window. For once it wasn’t raining, although the late afternoon was bleak. The dark clouds created by the smoke  from a hundred thousand coal-burning furnaces blanketed  nearby London in filth.
“France is not our enemy of the moment,” Palmerston  said, answering his own question, “although she would like  to be. France is a nation of incompetents led by a buffoon,  Napoleon III. No, France is not a threat. At least not right  now. That she was in the past and will be in the future is both  history and inevitability, but France does not threaten us today.”
Gladstone decided to join in. “Then what about Russia?  Granted we pulled the bear’s claws in the Crimea, but she is  still vast and populous.”
“And filled with unarmed and illiterate millions,” Palmerston said. “She is even less competent than France. The only  reason we had any difficulty fighting Russia in the Crimea  was that we had to fight them on their home ground. No,  Russia is not our enemy.”
“Prussia?” asked Russell.
“A good thought,” Palmerston said. “The Prussians are  likely to succeed in organizing the German states into one  nation, which would make them very powerful. But that will  take many years to accomplish. They are a definite candidate  for an enemy of the future, but not of the present.”
Russell shrugged. “Then who’s left? Surely you cannot be  thinking of Portugal or Spain? And both Austria-Hungary  and the Ottoman Empire are sick and likely to fall apart before very long. Nor can you be thinking of Italy, which, like  Prussia, may someday be unified. I must also admit that I find  it difficult to consider a unified Italy a threat to anyone.”
“True enough,” said Palmerston. “Now, who does that  leave us?”
Russell smiled thinly. “The United States of America.”
“Correct. The United States is vibrant and energetic, and  she has a population of more than thirty million, not counting her slaves. She has a continent to fill up, which she will  do about the same time Prussia consolidates the German  states. Right now, the United States is both our economic  customer and our most serious rival in the world of commerce; thus, she will be an enemy in the coming years. The  United States has the resources and the wealth to be a threat  to our well-being in the not-too-distant future.”
“So what do you propose?” Gladstone asked.
“I propose that we regard the Trent Incident as an opportunity to put the United States in her place and ensure our rightful position in world affairs,” Palmerston said. “The Union  government has sent an apology that would otherwise be  considered most generous as it contains more than a proper  amount of groveling. They say that Captain Wilkes acted beyond the scope of his orders and will be punished. It is apparent that Mr. Lincoln does not want a war with England  concurrent with his war with the Confederacy. The question  then remains: Does England want a war with the United  States?
“Under ordinary circumstances,” Palmerston continued,  “the American apology would be eminently satisfactory and  require our acceptance of it. However, two things give me  pause. First, if this Wilkes creature acted without orders,  then why did it hail him as a hero. I believe it will even vote  him a medal. Second, why hasn’t he been incarcerated and  charged with a crime? Instead, our ambassador to Washington, Lord Lyons, reports that Wilkes is cheered to the heavens wherever he goes. No, it is time to teach the Yankees a  lesson. I am reminded of the situation between Rome and  Carthage. In order to remain supreme, Rome constantly  fought and ultimately destroyed Carthage. We do not propose to destroy the United States, merely teach her a stern  lesson, and, by assisting the Confederacy, we will ensure the   South’s independence. As a result, the United States, instead  of being a continental power, will be fragmented. Who  knows,” he mused, “perhaps we can cause other parts to  break off. California, for instance.”
Russell and Gladstone both smiled tolerantly at the Rome  versus Carthage analogy. Palmerston frequently equated the  British Empire with the Roman Empire and was determined  that Britain’s would not suffer the same fate as Rome’s. The  barbarians would not overwhelm her on his watch as prime  minister.
“Prime Minister,” said Russell, “there are many who say  that Great Britain and the United States should be allies  against the real barbarians of the world.”
“And someday that may happen,” Palmerston replied.  “But first we shall have to make certain it is England who  leads that alliance and not the United States. The United  States is a democracy and her success imperils those, like us,  who have traditionally governed England by right of heredity and breeding. The United States has neither tradition nor  breeding and is not ready for leadership. Should she ascend  to primacy in the world without a more learned power to  guide her, chaos would ensue as other, even less-qualified  levels of people seek to rule. Surely you haven’t forgotten  the horrors that occurred in France when there was government without restraint? No, democracy in the New World  must be shown to be a failure.”
“And what about the slavery issue?” Russell asked. He had  stepped into his usual role of devil’s advocate to Palmerston’s ideas. “What will the queen say about allying ourselves with a slaveocracy?”
Palmerston smiled. “Her majesty is distracted with the illness of her beloved Prince Albert. She is also aware that  President Lincoln’s position on slavery is utter hypocrisy.  The war has been waging for the better part of a year and  Lincoln has done nothing regarding freeing the slaves. In  fact, I believe slavery is still legal in Washington, D.C., although I doubt anyone really practices it there. No, the slavery issue is a moot point. The people of England will support   our decision. There is an overabundance of anger towards  the Northern Union that needs to be satisfied. They cannot  sink our ships and, more important, they cannot threaten the  strength and well-being of the British Empire, either now or  in the future.”
“Then we shall have war,” said Russell.
“Indeed,” Palmerston replied. “And we must make absolutely certain that we win it both decisively and quickly. A  long war would be a drain on the economy, and defeats could  render both it and us vulnerable to changing opinions. We  cannot have another bloody debacle like the Crimean War.  No, we must fight and win decisively.”
“When?” Gladstone asked.
“As soon as possible,” Palmerston said softly, “and we  shall give them the same warning the immortal Nelson gave  the Danes at Copenhagen.”
The others in the room nodded grimly. The immortal Admiral Horatio Nelson had given the Danes no warning at  Copenhagen.
Private Billy Harwell shivered in the cold November rain.  Washington, D.C., might be a Southern town, but today it  had early winter weather that knifed to the bone, causing  Billy to think that volunteering for the Union army was one  of the dumbest things he had ever done in his seventeen  years of life on this earth.
Billy had joined for the great adventure of military life to  get out of having to work in a bakery in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Like so many thousands of other volunteers, he’d  thought the war would be over in a few weeks and consist of  a lot of flags flying, marching around, and kissing girls. It  was commonly believed that the scrawny and illiterate rebs  would shit their pants when they saw the mighty Union host  marching against them. Then they would see the light and  stop this war before anyone got hurt. The worst thing that  could happen was that there would be one battle with a few  heroic dead and wounded, and then everyone’s honor would  be satisfied and peace would resume.
The bloody catastrophe at Bull Run had cured him of that  fantasy, and standing in the rain guarding a small useless  bridge over a muddy creek north of Washington had convinced him that he would not reenlist when his time was up.  Right now, being warm and dry in a hot bakery sounded just  fine.
A rider was approaching. The misty rain and low gray sky  had obscured Billy’s vision until the rider was very close. Of  course, he hadn’t been looking all that hard, since it was  highly unlikely that the rebels would have gotten this far  without someone noticing. He thought about calling for his  sergeant but that fine man was warming himself by a fire in a  hut with a deck of cards, a bottle of cheap booze, and several  cronies. Sergeant Grimes had told Billy only to call him out  into the rain if it looked like Jesus Christ or the rebel army  showed up.
Since it was highly unlikely that the one rider coming from  the direction of Baltimore was either Jesus or the advance of  the rebel army, Billy decided he could handle the situation by  himself. He would not call Sergeant Grimes. The sergeant  was a surly drunk and Billy wanted nothing more than to  drive his bayonet right up Grimes’s big fat ass.
Billy shifted his rifle. It was a little awkward since it was  so large and Billy so small, but he was glad he did. The rider  might be wearing civilian clothes, but he carried himself like  an officer and the clothes were damned expensive-looking.  Billy particularly envied the waterproof rain gear that must  have kept him fairly dry. The rider was clean-shaven, looked  muscular, and had piercing eyes that seemed to look right  through Billy, who automatically drew himself to attention.  It was impossible to gauge the man’s height, but based on the  length of the stirrups, Billy surmised that he was at least a little taller than the average man.
Nor was the rider unarmed as Billy had first thought. There  was a knife in one boot and a cane resting across the saddle  that was thick enough to carry a blade within it. Billy thought  there was probably a pistol under the rain cape. Hell, why  not, Billy concluded. A person alone on the road needed all   the protection he could get. If this man wasn’t a high-ranking  officer, he sure might be one soon. Billy was convinced the  stranger wasn’t one of those fat and puffy congressmen who  all looked like they’d rather die than be out in weather like  this.
“Good afternoon, sir,” Billy said.
Nathan Hunter looked at the bedraggled private and  smiled. “Afternoon yourself, Private. How’d you get the  honor of guarding this forsaken place all by yourself?”
Billy grinned back. “Short straw, sir.” He didn’t add that  asshole Grimes didn’t like him.
Nathan flipped him a small coin that Billy managed to  catch without dropping his rifle. “Buy yourself something  warm to drink, and next time stay out of trouble.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Nathan had been impressed by the way the boy had shifted  the rifle and caught the coin. Most people would have  dropped one or the other. In the early days of the war, it  would have been the rifle. “You know how to use that thing?”
“Yes, sir. Used it fine at Bull Run. There’re a couple of  rebs that won’t fight again.”
Nathan was impressed. “You’re a good shot?”
Billy pulled himself up proudly. He still wasn’t that much  taller than the rifle. “Sir, if I can see it I can shoot it.”
Nathan didn’t laugh at the bravado. It was a time when  young boys were becoming men through the simple act of  firing a bullet through another man’s brains. The young soldier had lost his innocence in a battle that didn’t have to occur, and would never be a boy again. Nathan shivered, but  not from the cold. He wished the boy well and rode on into  Washington, D.C.
Behind him, the flap to the tent opened and a large man in  a flannel undershirt and wearing military pants peered out.  He had no boots and his socks were filthy.
“What the hell was that about,” yelled Sergeant Grimes.
“Just one harmless rider,” Billy yelled back.
“You sure he wasn’t a rebel spy?”
Billy stifled a laugh. Grimes saw rebels everywhere. If it   weren’t so rainy, he’d see his shadow and be afraid of it.  Grimes grumbled something and went back to his card game.
Nathan Hunter’s first visit to Washington had been as a  small boy. He had visited his uncle, who had served one term  as a congressman from Indiana. Nathan recalled the city as  being little more than a raw small town with more than a hint  of the frontier about it. That had been more than two decades  ago, and Nathan had been there since then and seen the city  expand and grow but little.
Nathan’s uncle had managed to get him into the Military  Academy at West Point just before Nathan’s father, another  Indiana lawyer and politician, had died in a wagon accident.  Nathan’s mother had died trying to give birth to what would  have been a brother for Nathan.
The last time Nathan had been to his nation’s capital, it had  been with his wife, Amy, at his side. Dear Amy, he thought  sadly. How incomplete his life had been since the moment  she had died. He shook his head. So much death had touched  his family, and now so much was touching the entire country.
As he rode, he digested the immense changes that had occurred since the beginning of the war with the Confederacy.  The sleepy frontier town of Washington was still raw, but no  longer sleepy.
Despite the bad weather, the streets were clogged with  people and animals. There was a newness about the nation’s  capital that astonished first-time visitors, in particular those  from more elegant European cities. The unpaved roads generated clouds of dust in the dry weather and oceans of mud  in the wet. There were many streets where modern buildings  faced farmland, and the handful of stone-and-marble government buildings, such as the Treasury and the Patent Office, always seemed to be in the wrong spot. Construction  was racing on, but still the dome of the Capitol was incomplete and protected by wood, and the Washington Monument  little more than a stone stub that inspired many crude phallic  jokes. The old City Canal cut across the Mall between the  unfinished Capitol and the President’s House, and ran near   the building that was Mr. Smithson’s death bequest to the  country. The canal was fetid and stank with the rot of small  animals. As he passed it, Nathan saw several dead cats floating in it and wondered how they’d gotten there.
The President’s House was commonly called the White  House and Smithson’s was called the Smithsonian Institute.  Temporary barracks and office buildings had been thrown up  almost everywhere, and with little apparent planning to  house the large garrison that guarded the city. The effect was  to increase the sense of rawness of the place. Washington  City was very much a work in process.
The streets were clogged with civilians. Many walked,  while others rode carriages and wagons, rushing God only  knew where. Alongside them, formations of soldiers marched  to wherever their duty called. If there was a plan, it looked  like no one knew it. At one point, a small herd of cattle  pushed its way through the crowds, driven by laughing  drovers who seemed to enjoy the disruption they were causing. In a little while the unknowing cattle would be beef filling soldier’s bellies. They would join the growing herd at a  place called the White Lot at the southern end of the White  House grounds.
Less than a year before, about fifty thousand people had  lived in the city, and now it had doubled and was continuing  to grow. God only knew where they were all going to sleep,  and he began to hope that he truly had his own place to rest.
The streets were so congested that he congratulated himself on having arrived on horseback, rather than in a carriage.  He might have been drier in a carriage, but that would have  been the only advantage. Many carriages were stuck in traffic or were wallowing up to their axles in stinking brown  goo, while his horse easily picked its way through the mess.  Of course, sometimes Nathan drew glares as he guided the  horse across some private property, or through pedestrians,  but he didn’t let it bother him.
Finally, he drew up to his destination, a large house on a  low hill in the prestigious Georgetown area, overlooking the  Potomac River. Nathan was pleased to see that there was a   stable behind the house, and wondered if that was where he  would be sleeping. At least it would be dry, he thought.
As he dismounted and eased the pain from his stiff leg, a  boy ran from the stable and took the horse, which Nathan  gratefully gave up. He walked to the front door of the house,  which opened before he reached it. A stocky, middle-aged  man with the aura of a retired sergeant glared at him—a bulldog protecting his master.
“I am Nathan Hunter,” he said as he handed the former soldier his card, “and General Winfield Scott is expecting me.”

CHAPTER TWO
GENERAL WINFIELD SCOTT was a gigantic and corpulent  caricature of himself. At seventy-five years of age, he still  stood six feet, five inches tall, but now weighed in at a  flabby three hundred pounds plus instead of the hard and  muscular two hundred and thirty of his youth. It was difficult for him to walk, much less ride, and his breath came in  wheezes. He knew he should cut down on the rich food and  the good wine, but he was helplessly addicted to the finer  things of life.
Scott was a study in contradictions. While he condemned  the abuse of liquor by his enlisted men, he saw nothing  wrong in drinking it himself. He also believed that a true  American was of Anglo-Saxon stock and distrusted the  wave of immigrants from Ireland and Germany as a threat to  the United States. Still, he readily admitted, they served a noble purpose in the Union army.
There were those who thought Scott’s mind had gone and  that the man the Duke of Wellington, Napoleon’s conqueror,  had described as the finest soldier of his era, was a senile  fool. And there were times when Scott himself felt they were  right.
The general stood and extended his hand as Nathan entered the room, limping slightly. “Good to see you again,  Captain.”
The two men shook hands. Nathan was shocked at the  weakness in Scott’s grip. “I’m glad to see you, sir, but it’s no  longer captain, or have you forgotten?”
Scott sat back down in the large overstuffed chair that   seemed to engulf him despite his size, and gestured Nathan  to its companion. “I’ve forgotten a little, but not that. I just  feel more comfortable calling you by that rank.”
“And I, too, prefer to call you general, even though you’ve  retired.”
Scott smiled. “Thank God. I’m not ready to be referred to  as Mr. Scott, or anything else for that matter.”
Nathan understood. General Scott would always be General Scott. The man known with irreverent affection as Old  Fuss and Feathers was a stickler for military protocol. He  would never change and would always be called general.  Nathan could conceive of nothing else even though he had  been distantly related to Scott by virtue of Nathan’s late wife  being Scott’s wife’s cousin. Nathan had once tried to chart  the relationship on a piece of paper, but had given up in frustration at the tangled genealogical weave.
Neither man had known of the relationship until Nathan  had been a junior officer on Scott’s staff for several months.  It had amused both of them, since they both lived and  worked in a city where nepotism worked wonders in advancing one’s career.
The personal relationship between the general and the  younger officer had developed and then deepened on Amy’s  untimely death. Nathan had loved her deeply and General  Scott had been very fond of her. Scott, a man with a loving  wife and a large family, had tried to help the young officer  through the agony of his grief. Scott’s wife of a lifetime,  Maria, had also done her best to console him. To a large extent, she had succeeded, and Nathan would be forever thankful for their help.
Then Nathan had been transferred out west. It had been  Scott’s idea to get him away from his memories, but it hadn’t  worked out according to plan. A horse shot by an Apache had  fallen on Nathan and crushed his leg. He still limped, although he didn’t need the cane as much as he had in the past.  Miserable, wet weather still caused it to ache, like it did today.
Nathan had convalesced in California and then been offered the opportunity to resign his commission. He had   accepted. The army no longer held anything for him beyond  painful memories.
“Would you like a drink?” Scott asked. “I have some excellent scotch whiskeys.”
“Not right now, thank you.”
Scott appeared disappointed. He had written frequently of  the evils of drinking among the enlisted soldiers, but did not  feel that any prohibition extended to senior officers or men  of good taste. “As you wish. Now, my young friend, how are  you doing? You look fit and trim and, except for the touch of  gray hair about your ears, you look young. More important,  though, how are you handling your memories?”
Nathan took a deep breath. “My wife is dead and has been  for more than five years. I have to live with that fact and deal  with it. I have mourned and grieved and that part of my life is  over. As they say, I have begun to get on with the rest of the  time I have left on this earth.”
“Which will doubtless be of greater duration than mine,”  Scott said drily. “After all, you are about forty years my junior.”
Nathan managed a small smile. “Indeed. However, I will  never forget Amy no matter how long I live.”
“Nor should you, my friend, but I am glad that you are indeed moving on.”
An interesting and very personal comment, Nathan  thought. He had begun seeing women again, but had formed  no serious attachments. There had been a couple of pleasant  romps, but there was the nagging feeling that some women  were after his money. Or, more precisely, the wealth that he  had inherited as a result of Amy’s death. Her family had left  their investments and holdings to her, and she had bequeathed them to him. He was rich, but he’d rather have  Amy beside him at night.
“Time changes people,” Nathan said.
“And sometimes for the better,” Scott replied. “I have  been married to my dear Maria for more than forty years and  she has borne me so many children I often forget their   names. God knows I can never keep the grandchildren and  great-grandchildren straight. Perhaps I am senile.”
“And where is your wife, sir?”
Scott’s face clouded. “She’s still in Europe seeking a cure  for her ailments. She will not find them there. I only hope she  realizes that and returns to me so we can spend our last  months together.”
Nathan turned away. There was a hint of a tear in the old  general’s eye and Nathan’s eyes began to mist as well. Dear  Mrs. Scott, he thought. What a loss it would be if she were to  pass away. If? No, more like “when.”
“General, I was in New York when your summons came. I  took the train to Baltimore and rode here directly. I suspect  you had an important reason for contacting me?”
“Of course. But you rode from Baltimore? Why not continue by train? It would have been both safer and quicker. Or  was it a train you didn’t own?”
Nathan laughed. Some of his investments were in railroads. “No, but I did reserve a car and had my horse shipped  with me. I chose to get off in Baltimore because it is a mess  getting into Washington by train as a result of all the war  traffic. Also, I wanted to see the defenses of the city, and I  did.”
Nathan did not add that he’d been riding a strong fast  horse, had carried a bowie knife in his boot, a short sword in  his cane, and a Colt revolver in a holster strapped to his chest.  He was an expert with all and had considered himself quite  safe.
Nathan recounted his meeting with the sodden sentry.  “The poor lad had no reason being there. He was virtually  beneath the guns of Fort Slocum, which were far more intimidating than he was. At least the poor boy was well uniformed and well armed. Indeed, just about all the soldiers I  saw today looked like they actually belong in an army.”
“For that we must thank McClellan,” Scott said. “My successor has done an outstanding job in organizing, arming,  and training an army. He has turned the mob that failed at   Bull Run into a massive and fearsome-looking war machine.  My only concern is that he will never use it.”
Prior to the war, Nathan had met George Brinton McClellan on several occasions. The two men were the same age, although the precocious McClellan had been two years ahead  of Nathan at the Academy. Over the years, their paths had  crossed several times. McClellan had even resigned his commission the same year Nathan had. After that, McClellan had  gone into the railroad business as vice president of the Illinois Central Railroad and, later, president of the Ohio &  Mississippi.
“I am confident he will smite the enemy hip and thigh,”  Nathan said.
Scott sighed. “Sad to say, I am not as confident as you are.  Now, let’s get to the reason I asked you to come. Tell me,  have you considered getting your commission back? With  your background, you could easily be a colonel tomorrow,  perhaps even a general by next week. There is a dire shortage  of people with military experience.”
Nathan shook his head. “I’m not ready for that. I’ve had  good men die needlessly under my command and it nearly  destroyed me. I know some officers are able to handle that,  but the way those men died was just too much.”
“But might you be, someday?”
“It’s possible,” Nathan admitted. It was no longer quite so  easy to say never when his conscience asked him if he was  going back to the military to serve his country. He knew he  was many times better than some of the men who were now  called colonel, or even general. “Time will tell.”
“And what about Mr. Lincoln and his war?”
“I consider his election a tragic mistake. I voted against  him and I think he is the reason the South seceded. I doubt  that he is competent to run this nation, and his election was to  the South like waving a red flag in front of a bull. Had someone else become president, then perhaps the problems of  slavery and states’ rights could have been deferred long  enough for everyone to grow tired of them and cause them to   go away. However, I grant that it would have been unlikely,  given the tenor of the times.
“Having said that, General Scott, Mr. Lincoln is our president, and what the South did is illegal and will destroy our  nation unless stopped. Thus, like it or not, I support the war.  The South must be brought back to the fold.”
“Very good. You are aware of the disaster involving the   Trent, are you not?” Scott asked.
“Certainly.”
The taking of the unarmed British ship was in everyone’s  thoughts and was discussed wherever men gathered. Every  newspaper carried articles questioning whether it would  bring war. An astonishing number of them seemed to welcome it.
“I was in France when the news of it reached the continent,” Scott said with a deep sigh. “France fairly exploded in  anger against the United States, and I can only imagine what  it was like in England. After making a few inquiries about  France’s position on the matter, I took the fastest ship possible back to the States, as I feel I can be of use here. In my  opinion,” Scott continued, “the affair with the Trent  will result in war with Great Britain.”
“I find that hard to believe, sir. Even an incompetent like  Lincoln understands the need to mollify the British. We cannot fight both the South and Great Britain at the same time.  Lincoln will not give in to the small minds who have proclaimed the irrational and irresponsible Captain Wilkes an  American hero. I am confident Lincoln has apologized to  Great Britain and that the issue will go away.”
“Nathan, I am not as confident as you are. Don’t forget that  I’ve dealt with England on a diplomatic basis. I assure you  that there are forces in Great Britain that wish a war with us,  and now that fool Captain Wilkes has given them a reason.  Right now, Wilkes is likely speaking before some anti-British group or other and proclaiming the justice of what he  did. When he is done, he will be cheered to the rafters. In the  meantime, England feels humiliated and demands revenge.”
Scott slapped the arm of his chair in frustration. “But what  if the British do not accept our apology, as I fear they will  not? It has been almost a month since the San Jacinto made  port with her prisoners, and ships with the news sailed to  Britain almost immediately. Less than a week after that a  ship with the formal American response set sail.
“You are right, of course, Lincoln’s response is a groveling  apology. He has also released Mr. Slidell and Mr. Mason and  the others in the party, and they have taken themselves to England. In other times, it would be a generous response to  right a wrong, but I believe the British will have had time to  let the wound fester before our ship even arrived. And,” he  sighed, “I believe they will decide that war is the appropriate  course of action.”
Scott again sighed deeply. “But the taking of the Trent  is a  grievous insult, and I fear that Britain will wish more than an  apology. She will wish her pound of flesh, along with several  more.”
Nathan sagged back in his chair. “That would be tragic.  No, a disaster, another one. And what does that have to do  with my being here?”
General Winfield Scott sat straighter, and now there was  steel in his eyes. “If we must wage war with England again,  I wish us to win it. I wish for you to be an instrument of that  victory.”
Nathan looked at him in disbelief, then shook his head.  “General Scott, I think I’ll have that drink now.”
Nathan had been to Europe and had sampled a number of  the brandies and liquors of the continent, but was unfamiliar  with the whiskeys of Scotland.
“What do you recommend?” he asked.
“The Chivas Regal is a smooth blend, and the J & B also a  blend, but a touch less smooth. The Glenlivet and the Glenmorangie are single malts, which makes them a bit on the  harsh side to the uninitiated, but, as we are discussing war,  they are more appropriate. Try the Glenlivet and pour me a  generous one as well.”
It was almost absurd. They had been discussing imminent  war and now the old general was discoursing on the differences between liquors. The general had always been an expert on food and drink. Even in the roughest of military  camps he had demanded excellent food if it could possibly  be procured. Strangely, his men, many of whom had been  rough frontiersmen, had thought it humorous and liked him  for it. Their affection became part of Scott’s legend.
Scott took his glass and raised it. “To the Union, Nathan.”
Nathan touched his to the general’s and repeated it. They  sipped and Nathan felt the slow fire of the whiskey warm his  body. He decided he should have had one right away, as it  quickly did an excellent job of dispelling the chill brought on  by the rain.
“What do you expect of me?” Nathan asked.
“First let me explain something. I resigned as commanding general of the United States Army because Secretary of  War Cameron connived against me. He thought I was untrustworthy because I was a Southerner from Virginia, and  he also thought my age and general weakness would not permit me to exercise day-to-day command of an army at war.  In peace, Old Fuss and Feathers could function adequately.  In wartime, Cameron and his cabal thought a younger and  more energetic man was needed. There is also the fact that no  one believed in my plan for subjugating the South. I estimated it would take a couple of years and they said that was  far too long. As a result, I was coerced into directing General  McDowell to advance on Manassas with an army that was  unprepared and was led by a man who was not ready. I take  the blame for that decision.
“Secretary of War Simon Cameron is a fool. I served the  United States all my life. I was not going to change now. Are  you aware that Jefferson Davis offered me command of the  Confederate forces?”
Nathan was. There was more than a little irony in the fact  that while Scott had been offered command of the rebels,  Robert E. Lee had been offered command of the Union  forces by Scott.
As for Scott’s plan to defeat the South, it called for a  blockade of the South and a slow strangulation of her military and economic resources. It was realistic and well  thought out. Unfortunately, the nation would have none of it.  They wanted immediate victory; two or three years was far  too long to wait.
Scott’s plan had been derided as overlong and pessimistic.  Someone had dubbed it the Anaconda Plan, and the name had  stuck. The plan had been tossed away and the Union forces  had jubilantly attacked the Confederates at Bull Run, confident in an easy victory that would end the war in one day.
It had not worked out that way. The Union had endured a  smashing defeat, and now the South was being blockaded,  and the Union armies in the west were forming for slow advances. By default, the Anaconda Plan was being put into  slow, grinding action.
“You were right, of course, sir.”
Scott took a swallow of his whiskey. “Sometimes I wish I  was wrong. But it does prove that there is nothing wrong  with my mind. No, I do not want to command again—that  would be folly. I am not senile, or demented, but I am old and  do lack the energy of a younger man, and, when I get tired, I  get forgetful. No, I do not wish to command. I only wish that  Cameron had permitted me a more graceful exit.”
“What then?”
“I wish to advise.”
“McClellan?”
“Hardly. I doubt the Young Napoleon would take advice  from God, although he might presume to give it to the deity.”
Nathan thought the indictment was a little harsh. McClellan certainly had an enormous ego, but he was still a reasonable man. Or at least the man Nathan had met prior to the war  had been a reasonable man.
“Then who, General?”
“Lincoln. The president is the commander in chief. He  must act like it. He must grow into the position, and he  must do so quickly. He must not be dominated by minds  like McClellan’s.”
Nathan understood Scott’s dilemma. He could not openly  try to advise his president lest it look like he was undercutting the responsibilities of the new commanding general,  George Brinton McClellan. Therefore, Scott wished Nathan  to act as a conduit between himself and the president.
“I see why you weren’t very upset that I hadn’t taken a  commission,” Nathan said. “As a civilian, I can move around  freely and am not subject to any military officer’s orders.”
Scott smiled. “Precisely.”
Nathan poured himself another inch of whiskey, and then  added the same quantity to Scott’s outstretched glass. Despite his lack of confidence in Lincoln, he found himself intrigued. Then he hated himself for realizing that Scott had  planned that he would be intrigued. Damn him.
“Just how do you intend for me to start? I don’t know Mr.  Lincoln, or anyone else in the current administration.”
Scott dismissed that problem. “On Friday, two days from  now, there will be a reception, a salon, held by the French  embassy. There haven’t been many such parties recently,  which means that it will be well attended. Lincoln will not  go, as his wife gets lost and confused at such activities. This  means that several other key people will not attend because  they consider it politically expedient to not do so. There will,  however, still be a great number of very important people in  attendance, and I wish you to be there as the first step in my  scheme. I have arranged for you to be invited to the reception, and I have a short list of people I wish you to contact. In  particular, I wish you to meet a Mr. John Hay.”
“Don’t know him,” Nathan said. He was beginning to feel  tired and he yawned hugely. The whiskey on an empty stomach was starting to win.
Scott ignored it. “John Hay is a very young man, only in  his early twenties. He is handsome, bright, diligent, and  hardworking. He is also one of Mr. Lincoln’s personal secretaries, an assistant to Mr. Nicolai. I wish you to give Mr. Hay  a note from me to Mr. Lincoln. If you assure him that discretion is paramount, he will understand.”
“That’s it?”
“Then we wait and see what transpires. It may be days or  even weeks before Mr. Lincoln responds, although I hope  not much longer. In the meantime, you may reside here along  with me. There’s plenty of room for us and we won’t get in  each other’s way. The house was rented on my behalf by a  wealthy friend who paid a price well in excess of its worth.”
“Is the renter anyone I know?”
“You.”
“Damn, sir,” Nathan said and then exploded in laughter.
Almost since the first guns had been fired at Fort Sumter,  British shipbuilders had conspired with the Confederacy in a  great deception against the Union. Specifically, British shipyards contracted to build blockade-runners and commerce  raiders for the South. The subterfuge was simple. A foreign  company, French or Dutch for instance, would have the ship  built as a merchant vessel in a British yard, and sailed out under its national flag and with an appropriate non-Confederate  crew. When it reached a neutral destination, the crew was exchanged for a Southern one, the ship was armed, and sent on  its way.
Through spies that roamed the waterfronts of England,  France, and the other seafaring nations, the Union was aware  of the duplicity. The Union’s ambassador to Great Britain,  Charles Francis Adams, had complained mightily to Her  Majesty’s government, but to no avail. It served Great  Britain to permit the Confederacy to act in such a manner  and to pretend it wasn’t happening. The actions were condoned to the extent that British warships often accompanied  the counterfeit merchant ships out to the open sea to ensure  that Union warships did not attempt to stop them.
On this day, the unarmed and brand-new “merchant” ship  Henrietta was making her maiden run from Liverpool. It was  common knowledge that the sleek and swift ship had been  built for blockade-running and not for sailing stolidly into a  safe harbor with a hull full of bulk goods. At a given place  and time, the Henrietta would be renamed and transformed  into a Confederate blockade-runner.
On this day, the disguised rebel was escorted out of Liverpool by the Royal Navy’s steam frigate Gorgon, as just over  the horizon lay the U.S. sailing frigate St. Lawrence. The  Gorgon’s duty was to ensure that the coyly named Henrietta  safely cleared British waters and was sent on her way unimpaired. If she was captured later, well, that would be someone’s bad luck. She would not, however, be stopped by an  American while in anything approximating British waters.
The Gorgon mounted seventy-four guns to the St.   Lawrence’s fifty, and the qualitative difference was even  greater than the numeric as the Gorgon’s weapons were  newer and larger. Further, the British ship’s ability to use  steam instead of depending on sail and the whims of wind  made her an adversary with overwhelming advantages.
As the Confederate in disguise and the British warship  headed out of harbor, a number of other, smaller craft followed. Their passengers and crew were in search of excitement.
In a short while, the U.S. ship hove into view. The Gorgon  interposed herself between the Henrietta and the St. Lawrenceand, almost contemptuously, signaled that the smaller American ship must depart the area. The American declined.
On board the Gorgon, Captain David Hawkes fumed at the  insolence of America in general and this American ship in  particular. There had been no response from the Yank, and  Hawkes considered his options. He hadn’t received official  word that Great Britain was at war with the United States, although it was common knowledge that such notice would be  forthcoming. England was not going to sit still while her  helpless ships were sunk. For all Hawkes knew, news of the  war was waiting for him at the dock back at Portsmouth.
This confronted Hawkes with a dilemma. His orders were  to protect the Henrietta and nothing more unless the American tried something rash. But if war had been declared, the  St. Lawrence was a legitimate target and should be taken. If  he let her go, then she might prey on other British shipping.
“Order the American to heave to,” Hawkes commanded.   He would board her and have her taken back to England,  where people greater than he could sort it out.
When the St. Lawrence didn’t respond, Hawkes ordered  the  Gorgon’s guns run out and a warning shot fired. He noted  that, while the St. Lawrence’s gun ports were open, her cannon had not been run out. This was a condition that could be  changed in an instant, and the American’s gun crews were  doubtless poised to do just that.
The St. Lawrence again did not respond. Instead, she  turned and started to sail away. For an instant, Hawkes found  himself admiring the graceful lines of a ship that belonged to  a bygone era. Sail had first been replaced by the steam engine  and the paddle wheel. Soon the cumbersome and vulnerable  paddle wheel had been succeeded by a propeller, or screw,  that was beneath the stern of a ship like the Gorgon and  safely out of the way.
The St. Lawrence and others like her were two generations  behind modern warships. Even the mighty Gorgon had  fallen behind. She could not compare with ironclad monsters  like the Royal Navy’s Warrior  and Black Prince, or France’s  Gloire.
“One more warning shot,” Hawkes said sadly. His course  of action was now clear to him.
The Gorgon’s naked masts were in stark contrast to the  billowing sails of the anachronistic St. Lawrence. The U.S.  ship continued to ignore him, and even ran out her guns. It  was a threat the British captain could not ignore. Hawkes  easily maneuvered the Gorgon so that his powerful port-side  guns could rake the stern of the St. Lawrence.
“Fire,” he ordered and, seconds later, the broadside thundered out, causing the ocean around the ships to quiver. The  shells from the Gorgon smashed through the St. Lawrence  and streaked down her length, smashing the guns and maiming the crew, who were swept away by the torrent of metal  and wooden splinters.
The Gorgon turned and presented her starboard guns to the  desperately maneuvering American. A second broadside thundered, again raking the St. Lawrence, and she shook as if a   giant hand had grasped her and pummeled her. A few of the  American’s guns returned fire, but to no effect. Hawkes wondered if they had been aimed or set off by the fires that were  ravaging the ship. No matter, the American’s honor was  intact—she had fired back. Why didn’t she strike her colors?
A third British broadside brought down a mast and caused  a massive explosion within the smaller American vessel.  Hawkes watched as a body was flown clear of the ravaged  ship. It was enough. The American flag was run down.
Hawkes ordered the cease-fire and sent men to take over  the frigate and to treat the American wounded. From the  looks of the ship, there must be literally hundreds of casualties. God help the United States of America if this was the  best they had in the way of warships. The St. Lawrence  had  been both toothless and helpless in comparison with the Gorgon . It had been an execution, not a fight.
“Well,” Hawkes said grimly as he turned to the knot of officers gathered behind him. “If we weren’t at war before, we  certainly are now.”

CHAPTER THREE
WHEN NATHAN RETURNED to what he now referred to as  home, it was late at night and he was attracted by the light in  the first-floor sitting room. General Scott was in a chair and  sipping a brandy. Beside him was an empty plate.
“I hope you fared better than I did,” Scott grumped. “The  sandwich was dry. Sergeant Fromm made it for me since  Bridget had the evening off. Fromm should stick to guarding  me and answering the door.”
Nathan grinned. His earlier suspicions about the man who  had opened the door had been correct. The man was a retired  soldier who was devoted to Scott. Bridget was the young  Irish woman who cooked and kept house. Nathan thought it  amusing that the old man had been waiting up for him as if  he were a child. “Let’s say the food was adequate, General,  but still superior to the wine.”
Scott shook his head sadly. “It’s a long way from France to  here, and wines do not always travel well. A pity we don’t  make any of our own that compares. Of course, I would not  have expected the French to present their finest for uncouth  Americans to guzzle.”
Nathan sat down across from Scott. “Has anyone ever  compared you to Falstaff, General?”
Scott glowered at him. “I know my Shakespeare. Falstaff was a fool, and I am not a fool. Enough small talk;  tell me what transpired. Did you get the message to John  Hay?”
Nathan had gotten to the salon a little past the appointed  time. John Hay had already arrived and was surrounded by   people who wished to use him to gain influence with President Lincoln.
“I had to wait until he was alone. Then I gave him the envelope and told him it was a confidential message from you  to Mr. Lincoln. He looked surprised, but recovered quickly  and put it in an inside coat pocket. I must say I was impressed  by Hay. He seemed very poised and confident. He just continued our polite conversation as if nothing had happened.”
“Then what?”
“Then I mingled and socialized.”
“Anyone important there?”
“Aside from some congressmen, only Generals Meigs and  McDowell.” Meigs was the army’s quartermaster general,  while McDowell, the loser at Bull Run, was in charge of the  defenses of Washington. “Neither man stayed long. Poor  McDowell looked like a whipped dog.”
“Nobody likes McDowell because McDowell likes nobody,” Scott said. “All the man likes to do is eat. I consider  myself a gourmet. He is a glutton. It’s amazing he doesn’t  weigh as much as I do. General Meigs is an unpleasant man  as well, but honest and capable.”
For the rest of the evening, Nathan had concentrated on  socializing and enjoying himself. “I had a pleasant conversation with our host and hostess, the D’Estaings. Madame  D’Estaing is quite charming and attractive. I had the distinct  feeling she was quite a liberal woman.”
“That would be putting it mildly,” Scott said wryly. “She is  at the center of many rumors. If only half are true, she leads  a very interesting life. Her husband, Henri, has parlayed a  distant relationship to the French general who succored us  during our revolution into a position of a buyer for France.”
“What does he buy?”
“Congressmen,” Scott answered. “Henri D’Estaing may  look like a plump little piece of pastry, but he is quite efficient at what he does. France has designs on Mexico, and it is  in their interest to keep us from protesting their involvement  too vehemently.”
Interesting, Nathan thought. “Valerie, I mean Madame   D’Estaing, was with an American woman who was dressed  in black, a Mrs. Devon. I presume she is a widow.”
Scott thought for a moment. “She is Mrs. Rebecca Devon.  Her husband was an administrator in the War Department  until he marched off to save his nation and was killed at Bull  Run. I had met both of them. She’s a very pleasant and intelligent woman, and reasonably attractive if you like them that  thin and can ignore that scar on her neck that she tries to conceal. She was very much pro abolition and in favor of war to  stop secession and free the slaves. Sadly, like so many other  people, her wishes came true and contained within them the  seeds of tragedy.”
“And her late husband?” Nathan asked, curiously.
“Never speak ill of the dead. Before the battle there were  rumors of corruption. He was a crony of Cameron’s and  heartily disliked by Meigs.”
Nathan had thought Mrs. Devon to be almost gaunt, not  thin. However, the sudden loss of her husband might have  contributed to that state. He hadn’t noticed any scar, but she  had been wearing a high-necked dress. “Mrs. Devon struck  me as being almost puritanical in comparison with Madame  D’Estaing, yet they seemed to be friends. It struck me as a  strange combination.”
“There is no such thing as a strange friendship in this city,  Nathan. That is something else you will realize before long.”
“I also met a Captain John Knollys of the British army  who is now an attaché at the British embassy. He was hanging on Madame D’Estaing like he was afraid she would run  away. Captain Knollys did not wear his uniform. He informed me that he was afraid he’d be lynched if he walked  down the street with it.”
“He might be right,” Scott said.
“He also said that the British embassy is packed up and  ready to leave with very short notice. He, too, feels that war  is imminent. He said that Lord Lyons is virtually distraught  at the prospect. Knollys seemed like a pleasant sort. It’s a  shame he will be our enemy. Of course, I say that about  friends who’ve sworn allegiance to the South.”
They talked for some time about others at the reception. It  was evident to
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