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“There is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact.”

-Sherlock Holmes
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CHAPTER 1
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It was around 5:00 p.m. on July 3rd, 1912 and 11-year-old Charlie Postlethwaite stared at the dead body of the man he’d stumbled across while out in the woods playing hide and seek with his friend. And by stumbled, he literally tripped over the man’s foot which was sticking out from a bush. Lying on the ground, he’d turned around to see what he tripped over and then he saw the shoe. As they were out deep in the woods, he scrambled backwards like a crab until he was able to get to a standing position.

He’d called out to the man but there was no response. He then cautiously stepped forward and kicked the foot. Getting no response, he pulled the branches back and jumped back again. He walked back slowly and looked at the man. His eyes were open, staring at the sky, his mouth partially open with what looked like dried blood dribbling down the side. Charlie was an avid hunter and knew what death looked and smelled like. There was no doubt this man was dead. But unlike the pheasants and squirrels he’d hunted, the dead man had a unique, sickeningly sweet odor. 

The man looked like he was in his 40’s, dressed neatly wearing a three-piece light gray suit and a black tie. His dark brown hair was parted on the right and his hands indicated he wasn’t a farmer. The shoes were fancy and not something one would wear for a hike in the woods. This man didn’t look like he belonged here.

“Hey Charlie!” the voice called from the distance. Charlie was still staring down at the man. “Charlie!” the voice called again, this time much closer and Charlie could hear the brush crunching. 

“Hah, found you!” Harold Krause exclaimed triumphantly as he squeezed between a couple of pine trees. “You know, you really need to work on your hide and seek because your hiding is terrible. Standing up will give you away every time.” Harold paused. “Hey, what’s the matter?”

“That’s the matter,” Charlie said as he pointed to the man.

Harold turned around. “Whoa!” he yelled as he jumped back. “Jeez, is that guy dead?” he asked incredulously. 

“As a doornail,” Charlie responded.

“What happened?”

“Beats me, I was trying to find a good spot to hide when I tripped over his foot. I got up and called out to him and then decided to pull back the bush. Scared the crap out of me.”

Harold picked up a 3ft long branch and walked over, hitting him with it.

“Really? Poking the dead body with a stick?” Charlie asked.

“Just making sure he’s dead, I’m not getting too close to him and having him grab me or something.”

Charlie paused, then walked over and started going through his pockets. 

“Whatcha doing?” Harold asked.

“Maybe he’s got some kind of identification on him,” Charlie answered. “I’ve never seen this guy around here. Have you?”

“Nope.”

Their hometown of Walworth, Wisconsin had less than 2,000 people in it and was a place where strangers stood out like a sore thumb. Located about an hour southwest of Milwaukee, it was also near Lake Geneva. A resort town, Lake Geneva was famous as being known as the Newport of the West due to the wealthy Chicagoans who’d built their summer mansions on its shores.

“Here we go,” Charlie said as he produced a pocket watch. He held it up and read, “Eigentum von B.L. Hencken.”

“Never heard of him, although we now know he’s German.”

“That’s German?” Charlie asked. “Are you sure?”

Harold gave him a look. “With a name like Krause, yeah, I’m pretty confident it’s German. My grandmother still prefers speaking German and uses English only when she needs to.”

Charlie stood up and handed the watch to Harold to examine. “And I found this too,” as he thumbed through a small notebook. “But there’s no identification in it.” He paused, “Huh,” he grunted.

“What is it?” Harold asked.

“There’s a couple of pages ripped out of the notebook, in the front. And it must be really important.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because it was tucked inside a small, secret pocket in the jacket liner. It blended in perfectly, I almost didn’t see it,” he said as he gave it Harold.

“The plot thickens,” Harold answered as he took the notebook from Charlie. “This is all written in German.” He looked up at Charlie. “So, what do we do about him? And why is this guy even out here? Did he kill himself?”

“What do we do with him? Nothing. We call the police and let them deal with it. As far as suicide, highly doubtful.”

“Why?”

Charlie bent down and yanked up his shirt. “Two bullet holes in the chest and no gun anywhere.”

They stared at each other. “Murders don’t happen in this town. Nothing exciting ever happens in this town,” Harold said.

Their game of hide and seek had come to a screeching halt.
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Independence Day had arrived and it was one of the holidays Charlie liked the most. The parades, the decorations, the patriotic songs, the food, and the end of the day fireworks. History was his favorite subject in school and he loved learning about all the ins and outs of the Revolutionary War. The intrigue, the spying, and the American and British generals trying to outsmart each other. 

But this holiday was different. Yesterday, he’d found a dead German man in the woods. And not just any old dead man. A murdered dead man. It was a lot to take in for a kid. Luckily, he had Harold to talk to about it.

“How’re you doing after yesterday?” Harold asked as he flopped down on the chair on the front porch of Charlie’s house. It was common for Harold to come over and lots of times they spent an afternoon on the porch, sometimes playing games or just talking.

“Okay, I guess,” Charlie answered. “The police stopped by earlier today with some more questions but there was nothing new I could offer them.”

Harold laughed. “Same here, they seemed angry there was nothing else to go on.” He then removed something from his pocket. “And they won’t get this until we’re done with it,” he said as he held the dead man’s notebook up.

Charlie was stunned. “Geez, you swiped that yesterday?” he asked incredulously. “That’s evidence.”

“Probably, but we won’t know for sure until we translate it.”  Harold looked at Charlie. “Besides, we never said anything about it so they don’t know it exists.” Harold must’ve read his face. “Relax, I’ll give it to them tomorrow after I’ve told them we found it when we went back out to the woods today to take a look around.”

Charlie felt better that they’d be turning it back over to the authorities. He had always been a rules are rules kind of a kid, to the point others made fun of him. Harold? Not so much. But he secretly also wanted to know what the notebook said.

“Okay, I guess,” Charlie answered. “Have you translated any of it?”

“I kind of scanned it, the handwriting is kind of scraggily and some of the words used are no longer in style. There’s also just a few lines.”

“How about letting your grandma translate it?”

“Are you crazy?” Harold asked. “You know my grandmother; she’d have a million questions about where we got this and she’d spot our little lie right off the bat. I can do this; I just need you to write down what I say.” He produced another small notebook and pencil from his pocket and handed it to Charlie. 

Harold opened the notebook and squinted at it. “There’s not a lot here but let’s see where this goes.” 

Members of the Black Hand are getting close. The situation in the Balkans is rapidly becoming untenable. Make contact with FF’s former advisor in Walworth Wisconsin USA Information regarding NO ref. Annexation crisis. Report back immediately. 

“That’s it,” Harold said. “But what does it mean?”

Charlie thought for a moment, then went inside before returning with a globe.

“My parents got me this last year for Christmas, I love looking at it and learning about different places,” he said as he set it on the table between their two chairs. “Now if I remember right, the Balkans are in Europe somewhere.”

He spun the globe to the European continent and quickly found it. “This is the Slavic part of Europe where the Serbians and Croatians live “

“How do you know all of this?” Harold asked.

“Mr. Petrovic, the shoe cobbler, he’s from that area, immigrated here about 20 years ago. When my mom takes me shoe shopping, I always like to hear his stories from the Old World. And I’m pretty sure he speaks German as well.”

Harold smacked his ahead. “Of course, my mom takes me there too but I hate shoe shopping so I don’t like to stick around there any longer than I have to.”

“Well, he’s open until noon, then he’s closing for the celebration. Let’s go down there and see what he can make of this,” Charlie said. He then stuck his head in the door and yelled out to his mother they were walking to the downtown.

As Walworth wasn’t a very a big place, everywhere was within walking distance. After about a ten-minute walk, they found themselves in the shoe store, which was on the main square, facing south towards the school and the newly opened Waal’s department store.

The bell rang as they entered the store and Charlie was hit with the smell of shoe leather. Boxes of different types of shoes, men’s, women’s, and children’s were stacked on the floor-to-ceiling shelves. A ladder on wheels provided access to the top shelves and the ceiling itself had the fancy tin with designs stamped into it.  The old man came through a doorway in the back behind the cash register that separated his workshop from the showroom floor. 

“Boys, what can I do for you this fine Independence Day,” Mr. Petrovic asked with his mysterious sounding accent.  A short man with a tuft of thick white hair, trim mustache, glasses, and hands that were permanently a blackish brown from working with the leather and the shoe polish. Charlie always thought he had to be at least a hundred years old but knew that probably wasn’t the case.

“Mr. Petrovic, we were wondering if you could tell us what this passage written in German might mean?” Charlie asked as he handed him the paper that had the translation.

“Sure, boys let’s have a look,” he said as he looked at it. He lowered it for a moment and then looked at the both of them.

“May I ask where you got this?”

Charlie instantly felt uncomfortable. He then made the decision to hand him the original. And just hope for the best. Mr. Petrovic knew something was up.

“Harold translated the German version here but we’re not sure as to what it’s talking about.”

Mr. Petrovic studied them for a moment going back and forth between the two before setting the papers side by side on the counter.

“Well, Harold, your German is very good but there’s a problem.”

“What?” Harold asked in a bewildered tone. “I thought I got it correct.”

“The person who wrote this wasn’t German, they were Austrian. I can tell by the word choice, it’s no different than American versus British words and spellings. As to what this means, well, it’s kind of serious.” He looked up. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with the dead man you two found yesterday, would it?”
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