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PROLOGUE

Washington, April 14, 1865

@ n the streets of Washington, D.C., children darted
among crowds, sparklers in hand. Men and women,
smiles on their faces, meandered' about, taking in the sights
and sounds of the celebrating throngs. The Civil War was
over! The soldiers were returning! Peace was restored at last!

But not everyone was celebrating. Ignoring the festivities,
a well-dressed gentleman tied his horse to a post outside a
small tavern. Satisfied his mount was safe, the man turned
and scanned the area, his eyes coming to rest on someone in
decidedly worse shape than he was. A disheveled” man, his
eyes cold, leaned against the wall of the tavern. Raising his
hand, the well-dressed gentleman pointed at the other man’s
shirt. A gold pin flashed in the light of the sparklers before the
man quickly buttoned up his coat, concealing the item. Then,
in silence, the two entered the tavern.

Inside, the atmosphere was a bit more subdued. A
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piano player tickled the keys, playing a now
familiar Union anthem, while behind the bar,
the barkeeper read a newspaper, unconcerned by the newest
patrons. In the back room, equally unconcerned with his
surroundings, a bespectacled' man by the name of Thomas
Gates sat, immersed in his studies. His nine-year-old son,
Charles Carroll Gates, sat at his side, fidgeting.

Suddenly, a pair of shadows covered Thomas’s books.
Looking up in annoyance, Thomas found himself staring into
the eyes of the well-dressed man and his companion.

“They say you got a mind for conundrums® and such,” the
gentleman said in way of greeting.

“He’s the best,” Charles piped up, his voice full of pride.

Shooting the child a stern look, the gentleman pulled a
leather-bound diary from his pocket and placed it on the table.
“We got something we were hoping you could take a look at.”

Thomas glanced at the open page of the diary, his eyes
quickly scanning the words. But before he could speak,
Charles exclaimed, “That’s a Playfair cipher!”

Holding back a groan, Thomas reached into his jacket and
produced an unlit sparkler. Handing it to his son, he ordered him
outside. But not before giving him a stern warning. “Try not to
burn down the Capitol’. They just built it.”When Charles was
safely out of the room, Thomas turned his attention back to the
two men. “That cipher’s impossible to decode without the key,”
he explained.

The gentleman pointed to the page. “I believe what you
need is right here.”
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Thomas looked back down at the book, his
eyes darting between the cipher and the phrase the
man had alluded to. The gentleman knew that look—Thomas
was interested. And interested was exactly what he wanted.
“So? Can you decode it?”

“It’1l take some time,”Thomas answered.

The gentleman checked his pocket watch. His friend
noticed and said to him, “Go on. I’ll meet up with you later.”

As the man pushed his way past the long bar, the
barkeeper looked up. “I know you,” he shouted. “You’re that
actor fella, aren’t ya?”

With a smile, the gentleman acknowledged' the recognition.
But his expression changed upon hearing the barkeeper’s next words.

“Well, you’ll never be the actor your father was,” the man
announced.

“Perhaps,” the gentleman replied through clenched” teeth.
“But I will soon be the most famous.” And with that, he pushed
his way out the door, jumped on his horse, and disappeared into
the crowded streets. He had an appointment to keep.

Moments later, the gentleman arrived in an alley behind one
of the city’s theaters. Handing the reins of his horse to a young
stagehand” guarding the door, he slipped into the back of the
building. Inside, the faint sounds of the actors’ voices could be
heard as they played out a scene from the popular play, Our
American Cousin. But the man did not stop to notice. He kept
moving, climbing up a steep flight of steps that led to one of
the theater’s boxes—the esteemed State Box, to be specific.
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When he arrived at the top, he handed a note to
a valet' who let him pass. Walking over to the
door, his heart began to pound in his chest. Through a small
peephole in the door, the man could see President Lincoln and
his wife, Mary Todd, sitting next to Major Rathbone and his
fiancée, Clara Harris. It was just as he had planned. Smiling,
the gentleman pulled out a derringer” from his pocket.

Silently, he slipped into the box, his finger on the trigger.
Laughter erupted in the theater, giving the man his chance. He
aimed at the president and pulled the trigger. The shot rang
out, loud and true. Leaping to his feet, Major Rathbone rushed
to the president’s aid, but pulling a knife, the shooter swiped at
Rathbone, slicing” his arm. Before the major could recover, the
man stepped out onto the railing of the box seats and jumped.
But as he did so, his boot spur caught on the American flag
draped across the front of the seats. Awkwardly, he fell to the
stage.

As all around him screams rang out and people ran for
safety, the man stood up, a knife in his hand. “Sic semper
tyrannis!” he shouted in Latin. The phrase meant, “Thus
always to tyrants.” And, turning, John Wilkes Booth, the man
who would forever be known as Lincoln’s assassin, limped
offstage while behind him the theater burst into chaos®.

Back at the tavern, Thomas was busy deciphering the coded
message. He was scribbling on paper, trying to put together
the words to unlock the mystery. Unbeknownst to him,
Charles was hiding behind the door, watching everything.
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. Thomas stared at the words he had jotted

all over his paper and finally scribbled down the
decoded message: GOLD FOR CONFEDERACY. Thomas’s eyes
narrowed. “This is a treasure map!” he cried. Looking up, his
eyes fell on the disheveled man’s open jacket. The pin, hidden
until now, flashed in the candlelight. With sudden clarity’,
Thomas realized exactly who he was dealing with. “KGC . . .
you’re Knights of the Golden Circle.”

The stranger calmly took a gun out of his coat and
pointed it at Thomas. “I’d much appreciate it if you would
finish deciphering that code now,” he said.

Suddenly, the door to the tavern flew open and a man
rushed in, his cheeks flushed and his eyes wide. “The
president’s been shot!” he cried.

As people rushed out to see what was going on, Thomas
reached out and grabbed for the diary—at the same time the
other man did. For a moment, both men struggled, tugging and
pulling the book between them. But then, a shot rang out and
Thomas fell back, ripping a handful of pages from the diary.
He had been shot!

“Dad!” Charles cried, darting out of his hiding spot and
rushing to his father’s side. “Dad!” he cried again, as his father
collapsed” into a chair near the fireplace.

“The war is over,” Thomas said, his gaze steely behind
his spectacles. Flicking his wrist, he dumped the diary pages
into the roaring fire.

Letting out a groan, the disheveled man scrambled over
to the fireplace and reached his hand in, ignoring the heat.
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Quickly, he fished out one burning page and
patted it out'. When the page was safe, he looked
back at Thomas. “You’re wrong about that,” he said. “The war
has only just begun.” Clutching the page, he scurried out of
the tavern.
In his chair, Thomas felt himself grow weaker. Turning
toward his son, he spoke his final words.“The debt,” he
coughed, “that all men pay ...”

Meanwhile, in a prison cell in Fort Jefferson, the man, known
as Michael O’Laughlen, who had shot Thomas Gates, now
sat, a convicted conspirator” in Lincoln’s assassination. He faced
an uncertain future, but he did not care. Alone in his cell, he
slipped a half-burnt diary page from the hem of his pants.

It was the page from Booth’s diary. O’Laughlen smiled.
Booth’s secrets would go to the grave . . . with O’Laughlen.
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Chapter 7

Fort Jefferson, Dry Tortugas
Seventy miles west of Florida, present day

’ tanding on the deck of his research vessel, Benjamin
€ 7" Franklin Gates looked out at the ruins of what had
once been Fort Jefferson. The Florida sun beat down on the
crumbled’ brick and made the water that surrounded the
island sparkle. But Ben wasn’t seeing the beauty of the day.
His mind was on more important things—namely, historical
treasure. Turning, Ben crossed the deck, a tank of oxygen in
each hand. While it looked as if he hadn’t shaved in days,
his eyes were filled with excitement, and the wet suit he was
wearing was most likely why. He was going to see some
action.

Unfortunately, not everyone appeared as happy. Abigail
Chase, Ben’s fiancée, followed him, her arms crossed across
her chest.

“Ben, we’ve been diving for a week. When are you going
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