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      Dr. Wilhelm Quedlin didn’t know it, but today, the course of his life was about to change.

      Q, as his family and friends called him, was on his way to work on this sunny October morning in 1932. Oranienburg was lovely this time of year, with trees flaming their fall colors along the banks of the Havel River.

      Strolling through the gates of Auer-Gesellschaft, he quickly headed to his labs. Then stopped. The door to his office stood open, which was peculiar, but he entered nonetheless. He stopped just inside, surprise freezing him in his tracks. Two police officers were waiting for him. He recovered quickly and removed his hat, nodding to the men congenially as he placed it on the rack.

      “Good day, gentlemen. What can I do for you?” he asked, trying to mask his surprise and worry with a polite welcome. An unexpected visit from the police was almost never a good thing. The political climate in Germany had grown increasingly tense, and everyone knew it was much better to keep a low profile these days.

      “Doctor Quedlin, we need you to accompany us down to the police station,” the older officer said, unashamedly eying Q with blank, dark eyes.

      “Is there a problem?” Q asked, trying to remain calm even as his mind raced to identify anything he could have done wrong. And who might have been around to witness his error and report it. Telling on one’s fellow man was no longer taboo like before, but actually encouraged by the government.

      “You need to come with us now,” the older officer repeated, stepping forward, his expression brooking no argument.

      Q nodded and retrieved his hat from the rack he’d just hung it on. “Of course, officer.” He stepped out of the office, keeping his eyes straight ahead and his hands in his pockets as he walked from the building, followed by the two police officers. On his way out, the eyes of his fellow workers watched him surreptitiously. Of course, they wanted to know what was going on, but without drawing attention to themselves, lest the police decided they too needed to be questioned.

      The policemen ushered him from the building, past a seemingly perplexed gatekeeper and placed him in the back seat of a black DKW2. The motorized vehicle took off just as soon as everyone was inside. Q was squeezed between two officers, the seating very tight and uncomfortable from his point of view, but then again, the police were rarely concerned with anyone’s comfort.

      He looked straight ahead, seeing the people hurrying along the streets, turning their heads to avoid the passing police automobile. No one seemed to even notice the beautiful sunny autumn day. Their minds were focused on getting to their destination and minding their own business. Even in his current predicament, or maybe because of it, he thought it sad that most people didn’t share so much as a passing smile or warm greeting to the people they encountered along the street.

      On their way to the police station, they passed the Oranienburg Palace, with its white stucco walls and red tiled roof as well as several brick and stone buildings housing churches and schools. As they approached the last intersection before the police station, Q noticed a small group of men wearing the SS Schutzstaffel uniform standing on the street corner.

      Unlike the police officers currently riding in the vehicle with him, those men wore all black uniforms. Their caps were adorned with the Totenkopf skull and bones symbol, indicating they were loyal followers of the National Socialist German Worker’s Party.

      Nazis.

      The late July elections had seen many parliament seats go to both the Nazis and the Communists, and political unrest was growing stronger with each passing day. Q sighed inwardly as he pondered on the reasons for the growing tensions.

      With the crash of the United States Stock Market three years earlier, and the tremendous financial burden placed upon the German people by the Versailles Treaty to make reparations for Germany’s actions in the Great War, the economy and people were suffering greatly.

      Banks had collapsed, factories and entire industries were in jeopardy of closing, and people were ripe for some sort of change. This was evidenced when Adolf Hitler’s Nazi party won an overwhelming thirty-seven percent of the popular vote in the most recent election.

      Q looked at the younger police officer sitting next to him and asked, “Can you tell me what the problem is?” He understood very well that people didn’t get taken to the police station for a minor transgression and wanted to know what he was facing.

      “Doctor Quedlin, we–”

      “Silence!” the older officer stated from the front seat. “He will find out soon enough.”

      Q bit his tongue so that he wouldn’t make a pointed remark and incite the rude policeman any further. The trickle of fear he’d felt since seeing the police officers in his office had increased during the automobile ride. It now crept up his spine and made his neck hair stand on end.

      Finally, the police vehicle stopped in front of the three story brick building, and he was ushered into the station that had most definitely seen better days. The wooden furniture was worn and very sparse. Only two wooden chairs stood against the far wall, the only accommodations being made for visitors, of which Q was almost positive were few and far between. The climate didn’t allow for people to bring themselves to the police station unless the circumstances were dire and no other options existed.

      He lowered his eyes and noticed the dirty and cracked tiles on the floor, which fit perfectly into the threatening and tense atmosphere of the entire place. Q’s fear escalated, but he did his best to regulate his breathing and stay calm.

      Do not let them sense your fear. You’ve done nothing wrong. Remember that.

      But his self-talk did little to quell his nervousness when a ranking officer approached. “Doctor Quedlin?”

      “Yes. Could someone please explain why I’ve been brought here?”

      “Of course. Take him to the interrogation room,” the ranking officer demanded, his voice harsh and intimidating. Another officer grabbed Q’s elbow and led him down the hallway, pushing him into a sparsely furnished room featuring a large, bare bulb light hanging over a well-worn wooden table and three chairs.

      “Sit!” the man barked, pushing on Q’s shoulder until he took a seat.

      The ranking officer entered the room and waited until the other one had left before he seated himself across from the table. When the metal door snapped shut, Q felt a sudden surge of panic. He was trapped, and nobody could come to his rescue. The officer stared into Q’s eyes, and Q tried not to fidget. “Oberkommissar Strobel,” he said by way of introduction. “You know why you’re here?”

      “No, Herr Oberkommissar, if you would please let me know what this is about?” Q hoped the other man didn’t hear the panic in his cracking voice.

      Oberkommissar Strobel sent him a stern glance, “You are Dr. Wilhelm Quedlin?”

      “Yes.”

      “What were you doing at Auer-Gesellschaft?”

      Q took a deep breath. The police probably knew all of that already, but he would play their little game. “I work there as chief engineer in the chemical laboratory and supervise a team of scientists.”

      “Since when?”

      “I started working for Auer-Gesellschaft four years ago after I received my PhD in chemical engineering from the Technical University of Berlin.”

      “What exactly did you work on?”

      A puzzled look crossed Q’s face. He had no intention of going into detail about his scientific research. After all, that was classified material. “Herr Oberkommissar, I wrote my dissertation about the thermal decay of nitrous oxide, and at Auer-Gesellschaft, this expertise served handy in researching and investigating new ways of finding a method to de-stabilize…”

      Oberkommissar Strobel cut him off. “Enough.” He paused for effect and added, “Doctor Quedlin, you have been accused of industrial espionage.”
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      Q looked at the police officer, letting the words register, and barely contained his laugh. Industrial espionage? Me? That’s ridiculous!

      He had collaborated with fellow scientists on many projects but stealing and selling that knowledge to someone else was not something he would ever do. No, he knew how hard it was and how much effort and dedication it cost to work in research. Never would his ethics allow him to even contemplate stealing the intellectual property of another scientist.

      Oberkommissar Strobel apparently had some kind of evidence against him, and Q searched his brain to find something – anything – he could have done wrong but drew a blank. It would be best to wait until the Oberkommissar presented him with concrete accusations and compiled evidence.

      That is, if he actually had any. It wasn’t unheard of for the police to act upon rumors and accusations without any proof whatsoever. Just the hint of impropriety was enough to be punished these days.

      He held the Oberkommissar’s stare and said, “Industrial spying? Of what?”

      The officer stood up, slammed his palms against the table and leaned forward until his breath wafted into Q’s face. “What you have done constitutes high treason.”

      High treason? That was quite ridiculous. Q didn’t flinch and kept his voice calm. “Again, what evidence do you have to support those accusations?”

      Q might be afraid, but he still was a scientist who dealt with cold facts and analysis on a daily basis, not with generalized assumptions. If the police didn’t put facts on the table, they probably didn’t have anything solid against him.

      The officer looked at him. “Do you deny these accusations?”

      For everything he knew, Q had a clean slate, and this knowledge gave him the strength not to succumb to the threatening atmosphere. He kept his poker face in place, looking into the officer’s eyes. “You haven’t actually made any. You’ve yet to tell me what exactly I have supposedly done wrong.”

      “How about working with the enemy?”

      That’s when it hit him, and Q had a sneaky suspicion that his only wrongdoing might be in his political opinions. Since the Russian October revolution when he was a teenager, Q had made no secret of the fact that he was rather fond of the ideas behind the Bolsheviks and Vladimir Lenin’s idea of government. As a young and idealistic student, he applauded the actions of the peasants and working class who, in 1917, overthrew first the Tsarist autocracy of Russia and then the provisional government.

      He still recalled the joy he’d felt on behalf of the Soviet people when the peasants and workers fought back against the stringent punishments and seized control of their government.

      Communism seemed like the perfect ideology – hand over the power to the people. Under that rule, there would be free and open elections, where representatives of the workers and peasants were elected to lead the country, rather than some autocratic monarchy ruling and serving only themselves. The idea that all people were created equal and that no one was worth more than anyone else agreed with Q’s engrained sense of fairness.

      Many of his compatriots felt the same way, believing communism was the only way to prevent war between nations and help the people live in peace with one another.

      Q raised a brow in question. “Do you have evidence to support your accusation?”

      Rather than respond, Oberkommissar Strobel turned on his heel and left the room without a word, slamming the door shut behind him. The sound of metal on metal caused Q to hunch his shoulders. He knew this was an attempt to make him nervous, and it worked, despite his best intentions to remain calm.

      His mind wandered back to his time at university and how he had worked with a bunch of Russian scientists while doing the research for his PhD about the thermal decay of nitrous oxide.

      “Q, your hypothesis seems plausible,” Vladimir, one of the Russian master students, had stated.

      Q had nodded. “By my calculations, the unwanted reaction of the nitrous oxide converting back to nitrogen gas can be minimized by reducing the amount of time the gaseous mixtures are in contact with the catalyst.”

      “That may be so, but what about the temperature as a controlling factor?”

      Q had gone back to his lab and run some additional tests while the other scientists had done the same. Three weeks later, they’d made the breakthrough they’d been striving for. They were one step closer to manufacturing nitrates using industrial nitrogen fixation techniques.

      The sound of steps passing the door to his room brought his mind back to the present. Was it possible that news of that collaboration was what had landed him in this interrogation room? He and the Russian researchers had shared many ideas, helping solve one another’s setbacks as they all strove to discover the next big thing, the one detail that would change the course of science forever.

      They all wanted to leave a legacy in the world. To become part of history. Like Albert Einstein, a man Q admired immensely and who had received the Nobel Prize in Physics for his vast work in the field of theoretical physics.

      Einstein was a professor at Humboldt University of Berlin and Q had been given the rare opportunity to sit in on several lectures where Einstein discussed his newly discovered photoelectric effect and the quantum theory.

      Now, years later, Q would always remember the privilege of listening to such a brilliant man and had striven to make his own marks upon science. Collaboration and the exchanging of research material was a part of that, and as long as the intellectual property being shared and exchanged was his, it wasn’t illegal. At least not yet.

      So what exactly did the police hold against him? What evidence could they possibly have to support their accusations of high treason and industrial espionage?

      He decided it was best not to offer anything they might not already know about, but rather stand firm and make them produce the evidence. In these uncertain times, one never knew who was listening or what information might be interpreted incorrectly and out of context.

      Accidently or on purpose.
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      Before long, Oberkommissar Strobel returned to the interrogation room. “Tell us what we want to know.”

      Q shook his head, lifting his hands in question. “I’ve done nothing wrong. Tell me what it is I’m being accused of.”

      “Don’t play stupid.“ You’re an intelligent man if we can believe your biography. Trust me, this will all go better for you if you simply tell us the truth.”

      Q clasped his hands beneath the table to still their shaking. “I’ve done nothing.”

      Oberkommissar Strobel muttered a curse and once again left the room. Q sat there, his nervousness giving way to impatience as one hour became two and three. The more time that went by, the more worried he grew. His stomach growled and reminded him painfully it was already past lunch time, and he hadn’t eaten in more than twelve hours.

      They can’t keep me here forever. They have to produce some evidence or let me go.

      Just when he was about to knock on the door and demand to be released, the door opened again, and Oberkommissar Strobel entered the room with another policeman in tow.

      The second officer held a piece of paper in his hands. Q recognized the paper; it was an article he had written about gas masks.

      They must have searched my flat looking for evidence while I was detained here. That’s why this is taking so long.

      Q closed his eyes for a moment to keep the relief from showing in them. If the article was the only thing they had found to hold against him, he was out of trouble.

      The police officer put the article on the table, shoving it towards him. “Explain this.”

      Q forced himself to keep a straight face. This was not the moment for mirth or to give any indication of his sense of superiority. That would not go over well for him. No, he strove to appear daunted by the authorities, but cooperative and honest. A good citizen, willing to help the police.

      “This is an article about gas masks. Where did you get this?” Q asked.

      “In your flat. Amongst thousands of useless pieces of paper.” The officer rolled his eyes and turned to his superior. “Herr Oberkommissar, his entire desk is covered knee-deep with notes, sheets of papers, magazines, and newspapers.”

      Q’s mind formed the image of the carefully maintained disorder on his desk, and he groaned inwardly at the thought of how long it would take him to put everything back into its place. “For my research, I must collect all sorts of information and tend to retain every piece of paper I come across.”

      “That does not explain why you had this particular piece of paper, now does it?”

      “No, sir. It doesn’t because I didn’t find that piece of paper. I wrote the article.” Q pointed to his name on the upper right hand of the page. “See. That’s me.”

      “Why did you write such an article?” the Oberkommissar demanded.

      “Because I was asked to by my employer. I was tasked to research alternative and more economical ways of producing gas masks for the general population. To make them more affordable so all Germans could protect themselves. The article was published in Auer-Gesellschaft’s technical magazine, which is printed on a regular basis. It provides an update on the progress and developments made by our research team.”

      The officers looked at each other, and Q felt the tension in the room easing. “So, your work was designed to keep Germans safe?”

      Q nodded. “Yes.”

      “That is a very honorable and noble task. Were you successful?” the second officer asked, admiration now evident in his voice rather than accusation.

      “Yes. I believe so. With so much talk about war and our enemies, my company wanted to give the German people a sense of security.”

      The officers both nodded. Since chemical warfare in the form of hazardous gases had first been used in the Great War, the general population had become almost manic about protecting themselves. With the general sense of hatred the German people felt from the rest of the world, owning a personal gas mask had become not only a recommended safety precaution but also all the rage.

      The Oberkommissar gave him a smile, and Q nearly sagged in his seat. “Wait here.”

      Both officers stepped outside the door, and Q listened to their muted conversation.

      “Is that article all you found at his flat?”

      “Yes.”

      “No evidence of spying activity or communication with our enemies?”

      “None. We found no signs that he’s particularly active with any political party.”

      “Well then, he can leave. Let him go, but remind him that he can’t leave town as he’s still under suspicion.”

      Q tried to act as if he’d not overheard their entire conversation when the second officer stepped back into the room. “Did you have more questions?”

      “Not at this time. You’re free to go, but you must remain in Oranienburg until further notice. We will drive you home.”

      He could just imagine the face of his curious old landlady should he arrive home courtesy of a police car. He shook his head, stood up, and walked towards the door. “Thank you, but I prefer to walk.”

      The officer shrugged. “Very well. Your choice. Remember, don’t leave town.”

      “I won’t.” Q left the police station and stepped back out into the now diminishing sunshine.

      His flat was on the other side of town, and he found himself carefully observing the people he met as he embarked on the thirty-minute walk. He looked at every face, wondering what thoughts lurked behind their eyes. How did the police get suspicious? Had someone denounced him? And if so, who? Mentally, he examined each of his neighbors and colleagues, wondering who had informed on him. Whom could he still trust? Anyone?

      The answer was no one. He could no longer trust anyone.

      Gloom was in the air, and Q believed Germany was on the verge of something major happening. The mood on the streets was restless, as if everyone was just waiting for the signal to act. Since the July elections, Hitler had been stirring the masses against the current government, and people were growing increasingly agitated. Q was hopeful that change for the better was coming soon, but today’s events had him wondering.

      He arrived at his apartment to find it torn apart, books and papers strewn everywhere. A deep sigh escaped him as he found emptied bookshelves, dumped out drawers and clothing scattered on the floor. Even his mattress had been tipped over in the police’s futile search for compromising material.

      Q held his breath before venturing into his small study, his sacred space. Here, nobody was allowed in out of fear of upsetting the fragile ordering system.

      A pang hit him in the stomach, and he all but doubled over when he saw the devastation in his office. Every thematically sorted stack of paper had been turned upside down, and hundreds – no, thousands – of pieces of paper lay scattered across the floor.

      It’ll take me weeks to organize everything in here.

      Sighing, he returned to the bedroom and began to put things back where they belonged. For the next few hours, he folded clothes and placed them back in the dresser drawers. He remade the bed and hung his business clothes in the closet.

      The kitchen was next, and he was pleasantly surprised to find only one broken glass from the search. He tidied up the area and then headed for his study, where he gathered up the piles of paper filled with formulas, sketches, and calculations into several big boxes. He replaced the books on the shelves and arranged the chemistry magazines back into a pile.

      Once he was satisfied that the room at least looked tidy again, he opened the hall closet and used a bread knife to pry loose the floorboard at the back. He took out a handful of Reichsmark notes.

      His breath whooshed out of him, and he pressed his hand to his forehead. Thank God. They hadn’t discovered the hidey-hole where he’d stashed money, not completely trusting banks since their collapse a few years back. Each week, he added a few more marks to his stash. He didn’t know what he was saving it for, but he knew there would come a day when it would not only be welcome but necessary for his survival. He wanted to be prepared.
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      Hilde Dremmer glanced at her watch and groaned. Two hours left. Today had been a boring and tedious workday at the insurance company where she processed insurance claims.

      She got up and walked over to the small kitchen, smiling at two of her friends and colleagues, who were brewing coffee and making plans for the upcoming weekend.

      “Hey, Hilde. Are you sure you won’t join us?” Erika, a pretty, curvy brunette asked, a pleading note in her voice and a pout upon her lips.

      Hilde wrinkled her nose. “I moved to Berlin to have fun, not attend some boring political discussion.”

      “It won’t be boring,” Gertrud promised with a nod that made her ponytail hop up and down. Gertrud was the proverbial German girl with her sandy hair, blue eyes, and healthy pink cheeks. While Hilde herself had blue eyes, her hair was darker; long light brown strands she usually wore in a bun.

      “So you say. I really have no interest in politics,” Hilde answered. Her father had planted that seed in her head as a young girl, and it had stayed.

      Politics are not for women, and you’d be wise to remember that. Keep your hands as far away from politics as you can, and you’ll do fine.

      “Don’t you want to know what people are saying?” Erika asked, cocking her head to the side.

      “Not really. There are things more fun to do for twenty-year-olds like us, don’t you think? Let’s go to the moving pictures instead.”

      “We went to the pictures last weekend, remember?” Gertrud reminded her, then wiggled her eyebrows up and down. “We might meet some cute fellows at the debate,” she added, as if that was reason enough to be bored for hours.

      “Some of the politicians are really handsome,” Erika said, a pleading look on her face.

      “Handsome? Like who?” Hilde asked, her interest mildly piqued.

      Her friends shared a look before Erika answered, “Like Adolf Hitler and some of his party members.”

      She had heard the name before. “Isn’t he that politician with the National Socialist German Worker’s Party?”

      “Yes, the Nazis,” Gertrud said. “And you really should come listen to him. He has so many great plans for Germany.”

      “And he’s handsome,” Erika added.

      Hilde snorted, recalling a picture she’d seen of him in the local newspaper. “He’s not at all my type. And that ridiculous mustache of his. Come on, girls, you can do better than him.”

      She didn’t add that she’d read about some of Hitler’s ideas and was appalled by his ideas about racism. How could one even think about penalizing someone because of his or her race or ethnicity? Shouldn’t every person have the chance to be acknowledged for her character and not for her ancestors?

      Changing the subject, she asked, “There are so many entertaining and exciting things to do here, not like that boring suburb of Hamburg where I grew up. Why don’t we go out and have fun?”

      “There’s a new picture playing. We could go see that,” Gertrud offered as an alternative.

      “Sounds good,” Hilde agreed, warming to the idea. “And we can go to a dance afterward?”

      “I’d love to,” Erika agreed, worrying her bottom lip. “I guess I can hear Hitler speak another time, but I’ll have to make sure it’s okay with my parents first.”

      Hilde was torn between relief and sadness as she thought about her friends needing permission. She no longer had to deal with her overprotective father and step-mother. She’d left them behind, along with her two half-sisters when she’d come to Berlin to live with her mother two years ago. Her mother, Marianne “Annie” Klein, cared little for what her daughter did or how long she stayed out each night. She never asked about Hilde’s friends, where she was going, or what she would do once she got there.

      “Do that tonight,” Hilde suggested.

      “I will.”

      “If they don’t agree, we could always find something else to do. There’s so much going on here in Berlin. Culture and concerts, and museums…”

      Erika and Gertrud shook their heads, “Yes, but it’s not like it used to be,” Gertrud said, pitching her voice low. “Everything was a lot more carefree years ago, but now it seems everyone is so tense. Almost depressed.” She lowered her voice further. “And there are police everywhere.”

      “My father says Berlin is filling up with bad people,” Erika added, keeping her voice low too. “Everyone has to watch everyone else.”

      Gertrud nodded. “I can remember when the idea of a political meeting was unheard of. Now, there’s a meeting of some sort almost every night.”

      “That’s because people are scared. No jobs. No money. And the democratic parties currently in power don’t seem to be helping.” Erika’s voice was just above a whisper. “The Nazis and the Communists are the ones bringing us hope. A new government that’s not afraid to speak out for our nation and willing to turn the economy around.”

      The three women sipped their coffee, growing quiet as they reflected upon the changes Germany had already seen in the last year. The government had changed leadership twice now, yet unemployment was still on the rise, with a staggering six million people or thirty percent without a job. As a result, poverty could be seen everywhere, and even those employed had difficulties making ends meet in this declining economy.

      “Well, enough of this depressing talk. I need to get back to work and so do you two,” Hilde said. They grinned and returned to their desks. Hilde had no desire to join the ever-growing army of the jobless, desperate people they’d just been discussing and got back to processing the claim in front of her.
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      The next morning, Q arrived at his office, rested and in a good mood, considering how poorly his day had gone yesterday. He had a smile on his face as he approached the gatekeeper and gave the man a small wave.

      “Good morning, Herr Schmidt.”

      The guard looked perplexed for a moment and then his face turned sad. “Doctor Quedlin. I’m afraid I can’t let you inside the building. I’ve been instructed to escort you to the director’s office should you turn up.”

      His smile fell. “What are you talking about?” Panic gripped him as dread crept up his spine.

      “I’m very sorry, Doctor Quedlin. I don’t have a choice in the matter.” The poor man wasn’t able to meet Q’s eyes. “I’ve always liked you, sir, and I can’t tell you how much it has meant to me that you always treated me like a valued person.”

      Most of the scientists looked down upon anyone less educated. Q felt ashamed for the way his colleagues treated the guard like a non-person. “You are a valued person, Herr Schmidt, and never forget that. Any idea what the director wants to see me about?”

      The guard shook his head. “No, but I was instructed to take you directly to his office if you arrived or lose my job.”

      Q raised a brow. “Well, I wouldn’t want you getting into trouble on my account.” He allowed the guard time to lock up the guard shack and then walked beside the man as they headed for the director’s office, located in the administration building. On the way, they didn’t talk, and Q wondered what had happened. After the police let him go yesterday, he was sure everything was okay.

      As they entered the administration office, he passed numerous co-workers. Not one of them would greet him or meet his eyes. They all looked the other way or pretended to be too busy doing something else to notice him. So everyone knew he’d been accused of industrial espionage.

      The behavior of his co-workers stabbed his heart. He’d been working at Auer-Gesellschaft for four years now and been promoted to chief engineer three years ago. And while he wasn’t a close friend with anyone at work, he’d considered them good colleagues. He hadn’t done anything wrong, and yet everyone apparently judged him on the mere accusation and shunned him.

      Herr Schmidt stopped outside Director Hoffmann’s office and tapped on the door. “Doctor Quedlin has arrived.”

      “Thank you. Send him in and wait outside.”

      Q didn’t like the sound of that but entered the office anyway. He and Director Hoffmann had never been the close friends the rumors about his quick promotion alluded to, but they shared a mutual respect for one another.

      “You asked to see me, Director Hoffmann?”

      “Doctor Quedlin, I’m going to get right to the point.”

      The director had never been a man of many words, and today was no different. Yet, Q sensed there was an underlying fear to his brusque words. “Effective immediately, you are no longer employed with Auer-Gesellschaft. The gatekeeper will escort you to your office where you can retrieve your personal effects. Your notebooks and research belong to the company, and they are not to leave the premises. You will then leave and not return.”

      Q’s heartbeat thumped in his ears. “Sir, I don’t understand. If this is about yesterday, the police let me go after realizing they had made a mistake.” Q couldn’t believe the words of his superior. His work was his passion and he was about to lose everything, because of…what? A false accusation?

      Director Hoffmann looked torn but stuck with his decision. “I cannot risk my own career and well-standing with the authorities by continuing to employ men who have been accused of espionage.”

      “But the accusations are false. They searched my apartment and found nothing. I have never done anything wrong!” Q raised his voice, trying to get some sense into the man who was about to fire him on a whim. “You should know that I’d never steal from my co-workers or our company. Haven’t I proven time and again in the last four years that I always have the best of Auer-Gesellschaft in my mind?”

      “That may be, but the suspicion has been cast, and I cannot have myself or this company under suspicion as well.” Director Hoffmann turned around, effectively dismissing Q.

      “There is nothing I can say to change your mind?” Q asked in one final attempt to salvage his job.

      “No. I’m sorry.”

      Q shrugged and stepped out of the office, looking at Herr Schmidt. “Let’s go. I’m fired.”

      The gatekeeper looked at the ground and shuffled his feet, murmuring some unintelligible words. They made their way back to the laboratory building and Q’s now ex-office. His mind worked overtime as he acknowledged he was simply a victim of the fear that seemed to drive everyone these days. Fear of losing their jobs. Fear of being under suspicion. Fear of the police. Fear of being alive, he thought bitterly.

      He didn’t blame the director for making sure his notebooks stayed in the lab. As things had become more politically tense in Germany, the government had started classifying all research. In fact, his work had been considered so critical to national defense in the case of an upcoming war, he’d been forced to sign a confidentiality agreement. Which he’d adhered to. So much so, that he hadn’t even mentioned it or his work to the police yesterday while being interrogated.

      He took one final look around, to the desk and worktable where he’d done some of his best work the last few years, then glanced through the window to the adjacent lab. Sadness swept through him at his loss. He would no longer have access to the research equipment and fruitful cooperation he and his colleagues had shared.

      He turned away, focusing his attention back on the framed picture of his mother, Ingrid, and a coffee mug she’d given him for his birthday. He opened his briefcase and placed both items inside.

      As his glance fell to an open notebook on his desk that featured the same chaotic order as his desk at home, he traced a finger over the formulas on the open page, his heart growing weary.

      For the last several months, Q had been working tirelessly on new methods to analyze organic arsenic compounds. While methods for detecting other chemical weapons, including chlorine, phosgene, and mustard gas were in existence, none had been fully developed to detect arsenic compounds.

      Prior to the Royal Air Force of Great Britain intervening in the Russian Civil War in 1919, the detection method had been unnecessary. Not anymore. The chemical lewisite, an organic arsenic compound, was not only a lung irritant but also a vesicant, causing blisters to form on those exposed to it.

      Since the compound was both odorless and colorless, the only indication of exposure occurred when it was already too late, and those affected began to feel the stinging pain on their skin, in their respiratory tract, or in their eyes. Being able to detect this potential chemical weapon was a critical improvement in the defense of Germans against chemical warfare.

      Q had been on the verge of making a breakthrough discovery, but now it would be up to his co-workers to find the last piece of the puzzle. One of them stepped into the lab and Q reached for one of his notebooks. He just had to make sure his latest discoveries wouldn’t be forgotten.

      He turned to the gatekeeper. “Just let me give my notes to my colleague and I’ll be ready to leave.”

      Herr Schmidt looked slightly hesitant about allowing this, but before he could say a word, Q sauntered into the lab. “Arnold, my latest notes are in there. They’ll be helpful in finding the detection method.”

      His colleague jumped at the words, apparently not aware that Q had entered the lab. “I…you…thanks.” He took the notebook in a hurry and appeared to want to back out of the laboratory. Q’s heart broke a little bit more. Why did everyone treat him like a leper?

      “Wait. I believe we’ve ruled out the possibility of using water as the method of detection. While using a pH indicator to detect the formation of hydrochloric acid is plausible, the resulting secondary reaction is only slightly less dangerous.”

      “I have to go.”

      Q’s shoulders sagged as he watched the man he’d so closely work with for years flee as if retreating from a monster. Dejected, he returned to his office and left, not allowing himself to look back as Herr Schmidt escorted him to the front gate. There he shook the guard’s hand. “Thank you.”

      “Doctor Quedlin, I’m so sorry this is happening to you.”

      “Take care,” Q said and headed off down the street. Since all his personal belongings had fit inside his briefcase, he didn’t bother to go home. He would enjoy the unexpected day off, he decided, maybe visit a café. He took the suburban train, to Berlin Friedrichstrasse, and from there made his way to the main thoroughfare where people liked to congregate and socialize, Unter den Linden.

      He chose a vacant table at a small café and ordered a coffee while he contemplated his next move. Many people passed by on this morning in October, a few very well off society ladies, but also a large number of poor people. Beggars. Most of them coming and going to one of the labor bureaus in the hope of securing some sort of meager employment, even if just for this one day.

      The longer he sat there, the angrier he became. First, I’m accused of a crime I haven’t committed, and then I’m fired for the same crime I haven’t committed. What kind of world am I living in? Since when is an accusation all it takes to stigmatize a person?

      Q was a scientist right to his bone, always had been. He throve on facts. Numbers. Formulas. But there were no facts involved at his layoff. Just empty accusations and fear. He brought the cup to his lips, inhaling the sweet yet bitter aroma of his coffee before he took another sip. The hot liquid filled his mouth, bringing a sense of warmth and comfort.

      It was time to stop commiserating and start analyzing his options. To be truthful, he hadn’t been happy at his job for quite some time. Not since his work had been classified as “important to the war.” Maybe Director Hoffmann had done him a favor by firing him? At least now he was free to pursue his true passion – inventions for the good of humanity, not in the service of a government preparing to go to war.

      War was horrible. He’d been a teenager during the last war, too young to understand, but old enough to wear the scars on his soul. He hated what it did to people and the destruction it left behind. He hated what the mere threat of another war was doing to people now. And he hated the capriciousness that seemed to rule the decisions nowadays. Like getting fired on an untenable accusation.

      Still, he couldn’t get rid of the nagging feeling in his gut that things in Germany were going to become much worse.
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      One week after his first visit to the police station, Q awoke to a pounding on his door and voices demanding he open it up.

      He scrubbed the sleep from his eyes and opened the door to see the same policemen standing there. “Doctor Quedlin, you must come with us now.”

      “What’s this about? We’ve already been–”

      “Now.” They stepped forward as if to grab him.

      Still sleepy, he said, “Let me get dressed and put on shoes first.”

      “Very well. Make it quick,” the older officer said.

      Q nodded and retreated to his bedroom, where he quickly donned his clothing and his shoes. He also grabbed a jacket as the weather had turned cold and blustery, and November mornings could be very chilly.

      “Come along,” one of the officers said, turning to leave.

      Q followed them to the waiting black DKW2 police car and then into the station, where he didn’t believe his eyes. Klara Haller, a former colleague, paced the hallway, taking quick puffs on her cigarette. Her pacing increased when she saw him, but she butted out her cigarette in an ashtray and followed in their course as the two policemen ushered him into the interrogation room.

      Still without a clue as to why she was here, or why he was here for that matter, he took a calming breath and decided to wait and listen.

      “Why haven’t you arrested him? He’s a dissenter and a traitor,” Klara said in a high-pitched voice.

      “Fräulein, if you could just–”

      “This man has been working against the German government and must be stopped.”

      “Please stick to the facts. Now, would you please tell Doctor Quedlin what you told us?”

      Klara struggled to get control of her emotions, then gave Q a scathing look. “He’s been talking about Russia and how perfect the ideas of communism are.”

      “You’ve heard him say such things?”

      She nodded. “He spoke of some Russians he once worked with.”

      “When was this?” the older officer asked, making notes on the paper in front of him.

      “I don’t remember,” she said, lifting her chin.

      “Did you see him talking to these Russians?”

      “Well…no, but he likes the idea of communism. Ask him.” She pointed a finger at Q.

      The officers turned their attention to Q, the older one asking, “Is Fräulein Haller correct? Do you sympathize with the Communist Party?”

      Being a member of the Communist Party wasn’t illegal, but in the opinions of these police officers, it was apparently akin to being an industrial spy. Q shook his head and carefully chose his words. “I’m a scientist, not a politician. I’ve never engaged in any sort of political activity, not even while I was at university.”

      “So you deny being a Communist?”

      “Don’t you think inventions and progress should benefit all people? Not just a few rich elite factions?” Q faked a calmness he didn’t feel.

      “What’s he talking about?” Klara demanded to know.

      Q had seen the flicker of doubt in the eyes of the policemen and knew he could win them over if he tailored his arguments to agree with their set of attitudes, even if only in part. He decided to appeal to their sense of justice, but even more so to their need of safety for themselves and their families.

      “Remember that article you found in my apartment last week?” He waited until the police officers nodded. “That gas mask was intended to be affordable to everyone. Wouldn’t it be better if any citizen, including the police and their families, had a gas mask available to them and not just military, high ranking government officials, and rich people? Wouldn’t you feel better knowing your families were protected while you were at work?”

      Klara glared as the police officers nodded, accepting Q’s argument, and she interrupted with a high-pitched voice. “Don’t let him fool you. He has connections to the Communist Party.”

      The officers looked torn for a moment. The Communist Party was not something anyone readily admitted to, not when faced with the local authorities. They were seen as radicals and troublemakers.

      “Fräulein Haller, do you have proof of these associations?” the younger policeman asked, and Q mentally congratulated himself. Finally, the discussion had been steered back on grounds based on hard facts, not nebulous suspicions.

      Klara looked uncertain for a moment and then shook her head. “No.”

      Confidence surged in Q, and he instinctively puffed out his chest. “I think my colleague may have misunderstood some of my comments. I may have mentioned Russia in a conversation about some new advancement or invention that had been brought to my attention, but no more so than I have mentioned America or England.”

      The older officer looked at Klara. “Is that true?”

      She scowled at Q and slowly nodded, “I guess. But he belongs–”

      The officer held up his hand. “Doctor Quedlin, which political party do you belong to?”

      Q shook his head. “None of them. I’ve never joined a political party.”

      The police officers had reached their level of tolerance for Klara’s accusations. “Fräulein Haller, it seems you have no facts to back up your claims that Doctor Quedlin is a sympathizer with the Communists.”

      Then he turned toward Q and asked, “Doctor Quedlin, under what context would you have discussed America or England?”

      Q smiled as a wave of relief coursed through his veins. “Four years ago, in the final stages of finishing my PhD thesis, I was privileged to spend six weeks visiting England. While I took some time for vacation, I was also allowed to attend a scientific conference in the field of organic chemistry. The attendees were renowned scientists from many countries, but I especially liked the British and American colleagues. They have some of the most advanced methodologies in the world, and it was a pleasure to exchange new approaches to research and minor breakthroughs with them.”

      “So you returned home after six weeks?”

      “No, officer. I was also privileged to attend the 1928 Summer Olympics in Amsterdam while travelling, where I cheered for the German athletes to win medals for our Fatherland. In fact, I witnessed Ingrid Mayer win the female floret, and Georg Lammers gain the bronze medal in the 100-meter sprints. Both were sublime moments of national pride. If you wish to see my official accreditation, I can present it to you later today.”

      The officers shook their heads. “That won’t be necessary.”

      The younger officer spoke up. “Doctor Quedlin, can you explain why one of your colleagues had reported you saying, and I quote, ‘Everything that has to do with the Nazis is ridiculous.’ It was also reported that, on more than one occasion, you made fun of them.”

      Q frowned, and a queasy feeling settled in his stomach; the conversation was steering into dangerous territory. He made a mental note to be more careful in the future and never openly ridicule the Nazis again. Apparently, in these days, it was better to duck his head and keep his mouth shut – just like everyone else.

      Thinking feverishly, he once again stated, “I may have said this, trying to be funny. Apparently it wasn’t a good joke. And what do I know of politics? I’m a scientist. Everyone in this room,” he looked from one officer to the other, before he continued, “is surely better prepared to judge whether the Nazis are a veritable party or not.”

      His heart beat in his throat, and he prayed they wouldn’t delve deeper into the Nazi issue. This might have the potential to get him into serious trouble.

      Thankfully, the police officers seemed to get tired of the fruitless conversation. “Fräulein Haller, this man is no threat to the German Nation or a Communist Party sympathizer. Be more careful in your accusations from now on.” The officer gave her a warning glare before turning to Q. “You’re free to go.”

      On the way back to the exit, the policeman lowered his voice and spoke to Q. “This gas mask you’ve been working on? Is it already being sold?”

      Q had to swallow down a chuckle and answered in the most serious voice he was capable of. “Officer, Auer-Gesellschaft has not put it on the market yet, and unfortunately, I was released from the company after the interrogation last week.”

      When he saw the man’s disappointed face, he was reminded that policemen were only fellow humans following their orders. Since they hadn’t been rough or mean with him, he added, “I believe if you ask Director Hoffmann for a prototype of the gas mask to conclude your investigation, you’ll receive one.”

      He bid his goodbyes and followed Klara Haller from the building. Once out on the street, he grabbed her arm and turned her to face him. “Why did you do that?”

      Klara gave him a disbelieving look, pulling her arm from his grasp. “You of all people should know!”

      Puzzled, he observed her for a moment and then shook his head. “So, this is your revenge? To get me arrested for high treason?”

      He felt his voice rise and strove for calm. Klara had fallen for him since she joined the company a year ago and had pursued him relentlessly. She was a beautiful woman, but nothing about her attracted him. So he’d turned her down many times, declining her invitations to dinner or the moving pictures, and requests to be his date at company socials.

      She shuffled awkwardly and mumbled, “I was just doing my civilian duty to keep my eyes open.”

      He shook his head and left her standing without a further word. Women like her were one of the reasons he was still a bachelor at the age of twenty-nine. That and the fact that he just hadn’t met a woman he was interested in. His first love was science and women were only a distraction. No woman alive would appreciate him spending yet another night in his lab because he was so close to finding the missing link. He could do without the headaches having a girlfriend brought with it.

      Q walked down the sidewalk, pondering on the economic and political climate in Germany. Things are going to get a lot worse. His country was in trouble, and if something didn’t change, it was headed directly into doom.

      On the walk home, a growing urgency to do something arose in his mind. But he couldn’t even begin to fathom what that would be. What could a single scientist do to save his country from war and destruction? To save it from itself?
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      Hilde and her girlfriends entered the theater foyer. Thanks to Hilde’s step-father, Robert Klein, they’d secured tickets for the highly coveted opening night of the opera The Marriage of Figaro by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. They patiently waited their turn at the concession counter, wanting to purchase a soda before the performance began.

      “Look at those fellows over there,” Erika pointed out in a whisper.

      Gertrud and Hilde dutifully turned their heads. “Where?”

      “The fellows lounging against the wall.”

      The three girls looked at the men, and Gertrud mused, “They look like they’re seated in one of the private theater boxes.” Even before she’d finished speaking, three women, dressed in the latest fashion gowns and adorned with expensive jewelry, exited the bathroom and looped their arms with the men.

      “Look at their clothes.” Gertrud sighed. “I’d love to be able to dress like that.”

      “Why don’t you?” Hilde asked.

      Gertrud looked at her long, mid-calf length navy blue skirt and sighed. “Apart from not being able to afford a designer gown, my mother would kill me before allowing me to leave the house showing even a tiny bit of cleavage.”

      Erika nodded. “My parents would dress me in a sack if they could.” She pointed to where her skirt ended and her silk stockings began. “My father doesn’t like men being able to see my ankles. He says it’s not ladylike.”

      Hilde laughed and glanced down at her own clothing. An elegant yet comfortable and warm pants suit. “You girls and your sheer stockings. I don’t know why you insist on wearing them during winter. You’re always getting runs in them and going to the seamstress to get them repaired.”

      “That’s because they’re expensive.”

      “And cold. Not only do I not have to spend my money on getting my stockings fixed, but my legs stay warm. It’s much more practical in this weather.”

      Berlin in November could get frigid, and this evening was a perfect example. The air temperature was near freezing, and while no snow had fallen yet, the potential was strong given the clouds that had been gathering all day.

      “My mother would never allow it,” Erika said, pouting. “Pants are for men, she insists.”

      That comment stabbed at Hilde’s heart. Yes, she loved wearing pant suits in winter, but she didn’t love her own mother’s lack of caring. As far as her mother was concerned, Hilde could leave the house stark naked and she wouldn’t oppose it.

      “Hey, those fellows are awfully cute.” Erika nudged Hilde’s arm.

      Hilde turned her head and made a face. “Those are boys, not men.”

      “What are you talking about, Hilde?”

      “They’re way too young and immature.”

      “They’re about our ages,” Gertrud said.

      “Precisely. Too young.” Hilde turned to enter the theater.

      Erika giggled and asked, “So what are you looking for in a man?”

      Hilde thought for a moment and then ticked the list off on her fingers. “Well, to begin with, he should be older and more mature than me. He should be self-confident enough to love me just the way I am. And most importantly, he should be willing to stick around and not leave me at the first hint of trouble.”

      Where did that come from? Hilde was surprised at her own words. Why did she instantly assume someone would leave her?

      “Is that all you’re looking for?” Erika teased.

      Hilde shook her head. “No. He has to have strong principles. He needs to believe in what he does and be willing to stand up for it. I don’t want a man who bends at the first sign of adversity.”

      Gertrude rolled her eyes and Erika giggled.

      Hilde ignored them and went on. “I want someone who believes in the good of humanity and seeks to change the world to be a better place. A man with intelligence. Good looking. And a heart-melting smile.”

      Erika and Gertrud burst out laughing. “You forgot broad shoulders and big biceps. Hilde, you need to accept reality. The man you’re looking for doesn’t exist.”

      “What are you saying?” Hilde asked, looking between her two friends.

      “There you go again, being naïve and idealistic.” Erika smiled at her and then confided, “I would unquestionably settle for a handsome man. Like your step-father, if he were twenty years younger. I’m so excited to see him on stage.”

      The girls found their seats and Hilde’s smile faded as she listened to Gertrud echo Erika’s fascination with her step-father, Robert.

      “He has such a fabulous voice, and he’s quite the charmer. Your mother is lucky to be married to such a handsome and glamorous man. His voice is to die for. Have you thanked him for the tickets?”

      “Of course I did,” Hilde said. “He told me it was a pleasure for him, but unfortunately, he won’t be able to meet us after the performance, because he and Mother have to rush off to the premiere party.”

      Her friends pouted, and the disappointment on their faces was obvious. Erika was the first one to talk again. “You’re such a lucky girl. Your step-father is a famous opera singer and your mother is one of the most modern moms around. She lets you do anything you want.”

      Yes, she’s modern all right. So modern that she abandoned her baby girl to marry an opera singer. Hilde had never told either of her friends about her mother abandoning her when she was two years old. How she’d never felt her mother loved her. Or how she was jealous of Robert, because her mother obviously cared more for him than she did for her own daughter.

      “The performance is about to start,” she said instead. Their conversation came to an end as the lights in the theater dimmed. Hilde kept her eyes trained on the stage, but her mind was caught up in memories.

      She’d been two years old, and her father had been fighting at the frontlines of the Great War when her mother had met the famous opera singer and started an affair with him. Apparently the task of raising a two-year-old child was too much of a burden for her mother, because soon after moving in with Robert, she’d dropped Hilde off at her grandmother’s house.

      Hilde had loved her grandmother dearly, but even living with a woman who’d showered her with love and acceptance hadn’t been able to dull the pain her mother had caused by abandoning her.

      It wasn’t something a little girl could easily forget, and Hilde had made herself a solemn promise to never treat her own little ones so callously. She would never abandon them. I will always be there for my own children. They won’t have to grow up with their grandmother. And they’ll never doubt, not for an instant, my love for them.

      That thought almost had her bursting out laughing. Just the thought of Marianne – or Annie, the name her mother preferred to be called nowadays – raising grandkids was ludicrous. And Emma? Her step-mom? They didn’t even talk to one another. Not since Hilde had left her father’s house after a row and moved in with her mother in Berlin two years ago. She’d burned her bridges and any hope of ever returning home to her father and his family.

      She sighed, wishing she could do things over. Not leave in a fight. Experience the feeling of being loved again.

      Thankfully, Erika grabbed her arm when young Figaro appeared on stage and brought Hilde’s mind back to more pleasurable things.
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      Q took the tram into Berlin where he had rented a room in a friend’s apartment a few months ago. He was a frequent visitor to Berlin on the weekends and found staying there much easier than making the hour-long journey back to his place in Oranienburg after attending a cultural event or going out at night.

      He’d known Jakob Goldmann since his days at university, when he had been a tutor for one of Jakob’s chemical engineering classes. Despite the age difference of six years, they had become fast friends.

      After his PhD, Q had started working for Auer-Gesellschaft and moved to Oranienburg while Jakob was offered a job as a chemical engineer in a big company inside Berlin that produced synthetic materials. His friend was a bright young man and after just a few months on the job, he’d been moved up the ranks and now supervised a team of four workers.

      Q pondered whether to use his key, but given it was a weekday and he usually only showed up on weekends, he knocked on the door instead. It was early evening and he smiled when Jakob opened the door. “Q! What are you doing here in the middle of the week?”

      “Well, since I’m without a job, I decided to come talk to you about our idea,” he said while shaking his friend’s hand.

      Jakob stepped back, ushering Q inside. “What do you mean you’re without a job?”

      Q briefly filled his friend in and asked, “Are you still serious about starting up a chemical laboratory? About being self-employed?”

      Jakob didn’t even hesitate. “I certainly am. Are you thinking we should finally stop talking and start doing things?”

      Q grinned. “I can’t think of a better time. I have a lot of free time on my hands right now.”

      “Coming here on a weekday certainly sounds like you have nothing else to do.”

      “Come on.” Q boxed his friend’s shoulder. “You want it as much as I do.”

      They both laughed. They’d been talking about their big plans for years, but due to the bad economic situation in Germany, it had never seemed the right time. Now might be perfect.

      “How would we get started?” Jakob asked, gesturing for Q to have a seat on the couch.

      Q plopped down and said, “Well, we’d need a laboratory space. And equipment.”

      “There are some vacant buildings just past where I work. We could check there.”

      “That sounds like a good idea. We’ll need two office rooms and a big lab. Or better, two. To separate different lines of experiments.”

      “Yes. And I already know a few people who might give us work.” Jakob hopped up and down. They continued talking themselves into a state of excitement and Q could see the laboratory come to life in his mind. State of the art equipment, newest technology, enough space to do whatever was required to find new solutions to old problems.

      After a while, he disappeared into his room and came back with pen and paper to jot down their ideas.

      “We can’t afford that,” Jakob murmured with sagging shoulders as he summed up the numbers Q had written down.

      Staring at the staggering number at the bottom of the paper, Q swallowed hard and admitted, “Even if we use all of our combined savings, we don’t have enough to get started.”

      Neither man was rich, but they had both lived well below their means while earning an excellent income from their jobs. Even without the benefit of a paycheck, Q’s royalties for having sold the commercial rights to several of his patents in the field of chemistry were more than enough to support him.

      “Why don’t I visit my bank tomorrow morning and ask for a small-business loan?”

      Jakob nodded. “It’s worth a try.”
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      “Doctor Quedlin, I’m sorry, but we’re unable to give you a loan at this time,” the bank employee said.

      “What? Why? I have more than enough collateral to secure the loan…”

      “It has nothing to do with that, I’m afraid.”

      Q raised an eyebrow. “I don’t follow. Would you please explain why you are refusing my request?”

      The bank employee looked uncomfortable and squirmed in his seat. “Doctor Quedlin, you are a valued client of our bank, but as you said yourself, you have recently quit your employment and are now depending solely on your royalty checks.”

      “Which are more than enough to sustain me for the time being.” Q pointed to the business plan he’d drafted together with Jakob last night. “Then, with the income the laboratory will generate after an initial start-up phase of three months–”

      “Doctor Quedlin, a new enterprise is risky and given the current economic situation in Germany, it’s not guaranteed you’ll be able to meet the credit payments.”

      Q rolled his eyes. This wasn’t going the way he wanted it. “Mein Herr, the items we’ve already discussed as collateral more than meet the value of the money I’m seeking to borrow.”

      “And several years ago, I would have been happy to finish the paperwork, but the policies of our bank have changed. We now need almost double the security for these types of loans.”

      “I’ll visit another bank.”

      “You’re free to do so, but they will give you the same answer. Due to the declining economy, no bank in Germany is in a position to take huge risks right now.”

      Huge risks? He was asking for a modest loan of less than one year of Jakob’s and his combined income. But this bullheaded bank employee just didn’t understand. Taking a deep breath, he said, “If you need more securities, my business partner, Jakob Goldmann, should have more than enough.”

      The bank employee thinned his lips. “I don’t believe that would be a wise call on your part at all.”

      “And why is that?” Q folded his hands on his lap in an attempt to keep his calm.

      “We prefer to do business with Germans.”

      “Jakob is German.”

      “Well, he may have acquired a German passport, but he is of Jewish descent.”

      “You cannot be serious.” He all but jumped out of his seat and had the greatest urge to drag the arrogant man across the desk by his tie.

      “I am very serious. In fact, I must warn you that continued association with those persons could lead to the seizure of your own accounts.”

      “You would discriminate against a good citizen because of his race? That is a stupid policy. Awful in fact. All humans were created…”

      Q stopped himself before he started a monologue about how ridiculous anti-Semitism was and how he truly believed that communism was a superior ideology. All people deserved to be valued the same and have the same rights, regardless of their race, ancestry, or even gender. No exceptions. But Q realized that those ideas weren’t very popular with the bank employee – or the police, he reminded himself – and kept his mouth shut.

      “Doctor Quedlin, are you affiliated with the Communist Party?”

      Q shook his head. “No. I’m not affiliated with anyone.”

      “Then I would strongly advise you to be careful about your statements. If Hitler becomes chancellor, as everyone here hopes, he will make Germany a better and stronger country. He has some very progressive ideas.”

      “If one wants to believe that, then that is one’s prerogative.”

      The bank employee gave him a hard look. “Might I remind you that I have the ability to freeze your account if you insist on supporting the wrong side of the law.”

      Q closed his eyes for a moment, seeking patience and calm. It was better to keep silent for the moment. He thanked the bank employee and returned to Jakob’s apartment.

      “How did it go?” his friend asked the moment he walked in the door that evening.

      “Not good. I don’t have enough security for the loan, and when I mentioned you, I was basically threatened with having my accounts seized.”

      Jakob turned his face away, but Q knew his friend well enough to feel his pain when he answered, “Well, maybe we should wait until the economy bounces back.”

      “Maybe.” Q sank down onto the couch, a frown marring his brow. “There’s more to it than our plans to become self-employed.”

      “What else has you worried, my friend?”

      “You.”

      “Me?” Jakob finally turned around, and Q didn’t like what he read in his friend’s eyes. Fear. Shame. Denial.

      “Yes. The bank employee’s attitude reminded me of how much anti-Semitism is growing in this country. I’m afraid it’s going to get much worse.”

      “I think you’re overdramatizing the situation. People are rational beings. Homo economicus. They will never follow Hitler’s outrageous ideas. This is just a temporary situation.”

      “You and I we both know the homo economicus is a myth, an idea that works in theory, but not in real life. People flock to Hitler’s ideas of renewed grandeur, and they will use anyone and anything as scapegoats if it helps them escape their own misery.” Q jumped up and paced the room, running his hand through his short blond curls.

      Suddenly, he stopped and planted himself an arm’s-length distance from Jakob. “Leave the country!” He nearly shouted the words.

      His friend stared wide-eyed at him. “Leave my home?”

      “Yes. Leave now. You’re twenty-three and have your entire life before you. You’re young, bright, and graduated in chemistry. You speak fluent Polish, English, and German. You should have no trouble finding a job anywhere in Europe or abroad.”

      “Now, you’re overreacting, Q. I don’t want to leave Berlin. My parents love it here. And with my mother’s heart condition, I don’t think she can handle another relocation.” The entire Goldmann family had emigrated to Germany from Poland sixteen years ago during the Great War.

      “Your parents don’t have to go.”

      Jakob’s mouth fell open. “I don’t want to leave them alone. Things will get better. You’ll see.”

      Q shook his head. “Perhaps. If the economy gets better soon and this great depression doesn’t worsen, it might get better.”

      “I hope it happens sooner than later,” Jakob replied.

      Q admired the hope his friend espoused, but his gut feeling told him otherwise. A better economy wouldn’t be enough. Nor would it come soon enough. Not by a long shot.
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      After realizing that his own laboratory wasn’t a possibility right then, Q spent many hours thinking about how to best make his stand for peace and a livable future.

      He’d been fond of Russia since the October Revolution in 1917. More than once, he’d admired the benefits the Russian people gained once Lenin and the Bolsheviks took over from the autocratic Tsarist regime. But since then little progress had happened. Russia was still mostly rural and needed help to industrialize the country in an effort to make it a power for peace in the future.

      Giving all his technical knowledge to the Russian people would be a first step in empowering them to become an industrialized nation. But he had to be careful. During the last years, Germany had become a place where fear and suspicion reigned. Everyone kept to themselves these days, and conversations about the future or viewpoints opposing the mainstream were held exclusively behind closed doors, rather than on the street corners. And in very select company.

      One day, he met with a few former fellow students he knew to be fond of the ideas of communism. They were congregating under the guise of a literature club, and everyone had to bring a book to each meeting. Today’s topic was the literature of Leopold Tolstoy.

      After everyone had arrived, the doors to the classroom were shut, and they soon started a heated discussion about current politics and the threat the Nazis posed to life as they knew it.

      “But how can we help Mother Russia?”

      Q raised his voice. “The best place to start would be in helping Russia defend herself. It’s essential to industrialize and militarize Russia in an effort to protect the country from the evil invasions of neighboring countries.”

      “That is true. With Russia’s vast natural resources and land, many other countries are jealous and would love nothing more than to take some of it for themselves.”

      “Like Japan,” said Kurt, a man with bushy black brows.

      “And Hungary or Poland,” added Reinhard, a man old enough to be Q’s grandfather.

      Wilfried held out a hand. “Don’t forget Turkey and Austria.”

      “And Germany,” Q said, and everyone stared at him. “Come on, fellows. Our country is not beyond taking land during a war. Haven’t we started war after war for land and resources?”

      “You’re right,” Kurt agreed. “In the past, everyone who wanted land took it by force. And whoever owned land had to protect it with the blood of its people to keep it. But communism will change this. Humans will realize that they can live in peace, and everyone can still own enough to eat one’s fill and be happy.”

      Everyone nodded, and a slender blonde girl named Johanna stood up, “Yes. The Russian people are good people. They have shown us how to get rid of a regime of injustice. They carry the right Weltanschauung. They just don’t have the technicians and engineers to carry it out. Now it’s our turn to help them.”

      All of the scientists in the classroom were ready to help and transfer the knowledge and information Russia needed to modernize and keep up with their potential enemies. If tensions in the region increased, it was vital that Russia withstand an invasion from any country that looked upon them as easy prey.

      Q liked the idea, but a little warning voice in his head made him raise his concern. “That is all fine and well. But how do we make sure this knowledge is never used against peaceful countries or their own people?”

      Everyone started talking at once. When the noise ebbed away, Johanna spoke up again. “They won’t. In communism, the people are the government. And they wouldn’t do anything to harm themselves.”

      That sounded like a very rational response. If the true power of a nation was in the hands of its very people, they would look out for the best for everyone. Everyone agreed the first stage of enabling the Russian people to develop was to help them defend themselves.

      “Maybe we should emigrate to Russia and oversee the implementation of our work,” Michael suggested.

      Q shook his head. “No, that’s not the best idea. We are more useful if we remain here in Germany to facilitate and promote a lifestyle of peace in both countries. Part of Russia’s problem is that it has been cut off from the rest of the world. They need a voice on the outside.”

      Everyone present agreed, but one question still remained to be answered. “How do we get in touch with the Soviets?”

      It was quiet for a moment before Michael said, “There’s a Soviet trade mission in Berlin.”

      “A trade mission?”

      “Yes. The official mission is to promote the trade between Germany and Russia.” Michael lowered his voice before he continued, “But, the Russian government uses this mission as a way to recruit spies and sell military goods to Germany.”

      “That is strictly forbidden by the Versailles Treaty,” Kurt chimed in.

      “Yes. But Germany and Russia signed the Rapallo Treaty in 1922. Two diplomatically isolated and outlawed countries joining forces to help each other.”

      “That is just a ruse to allow both countries to gain military strength,” Johanna cautioned.

      “We need more information on the subject,” Q suggested.

      “I agree,” Michael said. “I suggest we ask a volunteer to try and gain access to the trade mission and their secret purpose of existence.”

      Q immediately raised his hand. “I’ll do it.”

      “Are you sure?” Wilfried asked.

      “I am. If Germany is buying weapons from Russia, we need to know about it.”

      The meeting adjourned a few minutes later, and everyone left the classroom in a hurry. He picked up his copy of Anna Karenina and followed the others out of the university building.

      He decided to sleep in Berlin instead of returning to Oranienburg. Tomorrow morning, he’d embark on the adventure to reach the secret inner circles of the Soviet trade mission in Berlin.
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      Early the next morning, Q left his apartment. After what happened at Auer-Gesellschaft, he decided some precautions couldn’t hurt. He searched the apartment for a disguise and stuffed it into a bag before leaving. Taking a detour to the Berlin Zoo train station, he entered the public restrooms to change his clothing. A stale smell of pee reached his nostrils, and he quickly scanned the toilets for one that was acceptably clean.

      He locked the door behind himself and changed into his disguise, black heavy-duty pants and an oversized jacket he’d borrowed from Jakob. His friend might be younger than he was, but his shoulders were much broader. He was also about two inches taller. The dark brown jacket hung on Q’s shoulders, making him look like a craftsman who didn’t care much about his looks and not like the scientist he was.

      Before emerging as, he hoped, an unrecognizable man, he pulled his hat low over his brow, covering his signature curls.

      Half an hour and several detours later, he entered the Soviet trade mission at Unter den Linden and asked to speak with the commercial attaché. He pretended to be the owner of a craftsman’s workshop seeking opportunities to trade goods with Russia.

      The receptionist noted his name and request before she instructed him to seat himself in the waiting area. Almost an hour went by before a man in his fifties approached him. “Herr Quedlin?”

      Q stood up and surveyed the man in front of him. “Yes. I am Wilhelm Quedlin. Herr Handelsattaché?”

      The man didn’t answer but gestured for Q to follow him. They took seats in an office, and the other man asked, “How may I help you?”

      “I was hoping to speak to whomever is in charge of scientific operations and exchange of knowledge.”

      The commercial attaché raised his brows. “What does the owner of a craftsman’s workshop know about science?”

      “Sir, I’m actually not a craftsman.”

      “I thought so. Your outfit is actually rather ridiculous.”

      Q sucked in a breath. He’d hoped to be convincing in his role. “I didn’t want to be seen coming here.”

      Now the other man seemed to be interested and leaned back in his seat. He lit a cigar and puffed out a few smoke circles while he scrutinized Q. After a while, he finally said, “So what do you really want?”

      “I’m a chemical engineer and would like to offer my knowledge and my inventions to the Russian people.”

      The commercial attaché narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “That could be a trick. Who tells me you’re sincere?”

      Q thought quickly and answered, “I worked with several Russian scientists while at university. One of them was Dmitry Zelinsky. He’s now a professor at the Moscow State University. He will vouch for me.” I hope he remembers me.

      The man stared into Q’s eyes, apparently debating whether he should believe him or not. Then he spoke up, “Come back next month. In the meantime, we will verify your credentials.”

      “That’s fair.” He handed the man a copy of the article he’d written about the gas masks. “Here’s a small offering for you to see that I’m serious.”

      The man took the paper and bid him leave. “Thank you.”
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      Hilde finished the file in front of her and stacked it on top of the others she’d processed that morning on the corner of her desk. She stretched her arms above her head and glanced at the large clock at the head of the room. Almost lunch time.

      She cleared away the pens on her desk and reached for the sack lunch she normally brought along before heading for the small break room, waving at Erika and Gertrud to join her. Her company was too small to have a canteen and eating out was expensive.

      Gertrud sat down next to her, disgruntled. “They’re threatening to fire some employees at the end of the month.”

      “I know. I heard. In this bad economy, the company is having a hard time staying afloat. People prefer to save the insurance fee and count on their luck,” Hilde answered, opening her lunch box.

      “The entire country is sinking. The unemployment rate is now nearing forty percent. Forty percent! Can you even believe such a thing has been allowed to happen?” Erika asked, shaking her head in disgust.

      Every evening on her way home from work, Hilde passed the lines of people standing outside the soup kitchens and the job centers. The lines were growing, and the people standing in them were looking more desperate each day that passed. Hilde always felt a pang of empathy for them and thanked God every day that she still held a job. Not a great one, but one that allowed her to contribute her share to the household expenses. While she would love to move out on her own, it wouldn’t happen anytime soon. It was just too expensive.

      “Something needs to be done, or we’ll soon be a nation of beggars,” a woman from the sales force said in a loud voice. She’d joined their table together with two older men Hilde had seen several times, but didn’t remember their names.

      “The Allied Powers are to blame for this,” one of the men said, and suddenly, everyone in the room looked at their table, and you could hear a pin drop.

      “Yes, yes,” several people said in agreement.

      The man spoke up again. “What gives them the right to choke the very life from the German people? Their reparations are outright dehumanizing.”

      The head of the sales force had entered the room, and his big bulging face turned a deep shade of purple when he heard his subordinates talking like this. Hilde feared for a moment they’d have to face his disapproval, but he chimed right in on the conversation. “The Versailles Treaty is crippling our country. I was a young lad during the last war, and yet I’ll have to work my entire life to pay back a debt I didn’t incur.”

      “I agree. Why don’t the French, British, and Russians try to exist under such harsh conditions and see what happens?”

      “We need a strong leader to stand up for Germany and stop this madness.”

      Hilde instinctively ducked her head and stayed out of the conversation. This wouldn’t go anywhere reasonable.

      “Only a strong chancellor can bring our nation back to her former strength and glory. The war is long over. It’s about time for someone to step in and send the Entente Alliance back to where they came from.”

      “With their tails between their legs,” Erika added, and the others applauded.

      “One of our customers told me the Allied Powers want more money. What was agreed is not enough for them and they’re mounting an attack against Germany to extract even more. They want us reduced to nothing more than slaves,” the head of the sales force said.

      Another man chimed in. “We need to stop this now before it cannot be undone.”

      Hilde ate her lunch, questioning how much of this talk was actually based on facts and how much was pure street talk. She vaguely remembered having read somewhere that payment of reparations had been stopped the year before.

      “Hitler is our man.” This came from a gentleman at the end of the table. “He’s not a puppy of the Allied Forces, and he’s promising employment for everyone. His first step is to build Autobahns all over Germany, to increase mobility of people and goods.”

      “Can you imagine how it would be to drive a car from Berlin all the way to Stuttgart on a road that actually deserves that name? Without potholes, curves or intersections?” one of the men said with shining eyes and the conversation turned towards cars and the promise of affordable cars for everyone.

      The girls shook their heads, quickly finished their lunch, and left the break room. As soon as they were out of earshot, Erika lowered her voice to a whisper. “I heard that the British want to take over Germany because their island is slowly sinking into the North Sea.”

      Hilde gasped.

      “And did you know the French soldiers eat little kids? We certainly don’t want them in our country,” Gertrud added with a shudder.

      Those statements of her friends were so bizarre and far-fetched she figured they must be joking, but both of them showed only seriousness on their faces. What if they told the truth? Could it be?

      Erika and Gertrud seemed well informed and invested in their opinions, whereas Hilde herself had no opinion whatsoever. Her father, a very politically oriented individual, had always taught her politics was no place for a woman.

      But he’s miles away and being ignorant isn’t getting you anywhere. Maybe you need to become better informed.

      “See you girls after work,” Erika said, drawing her from her mental meanderings.

      “See you. Have a lovely afternoon,” Gertrud said and headed back to her desk.

      Hilde was left alone, her mind spinning with everything she’d just heard. What was truth and what was just a fantastic story devised to play upon the fears of the people?

      In this instance, she decided to learn about politics. After work, she stopped at the newspaper vendor stationed on the corner and purchased the Berliner Morgenpost and a big notebook. As soon as she arrived home, she read the paper from cover to cover, paying special attention to everything about current politics.

      Organized as she was, she began a meticulous study of the different political parties, making a chart with the programs and beliefs each one stood for and cutting out pictures of key people to put on her new “learning wall.” The more she read about politics, the more interested she became and the more she wanted to know.

      Her notebook became her canvas, and like an artist, she began to paint a picture with words of the political environment in Germany over the next weeks. Beneath the picture of Hindenburg, she wrote the words Weimarer Republic. He represented the current and ineffective government of Germany. Summarizing his achievements was easy. Failure was all she needed. The current government was failing in every aspect she could see. A change was needed. But who could offer a change for the better?

      Three main players competed for votes: Adolf Hitler, head of the NSDAP – Nazi Party; Otto Wels, head of the SPD – Socialist Democrat Party; and Ernst Thälmann, leader of the KPD – Communist Party.

      To the picture of each of the three men, she added a small statement that summed up each party’s core beliefs. This took some effort, and she honed the statement several times over the next days and weeks, whenever she collected new information.

      Beneath the picture of Hitler, she wrote the words: Führerprinzip – Strong Leadership. Nationalistic. Economy directed by industry. Strong military. Superiority of the Aryan race.

      Under the picture of Wels, she added the words: Reform. Opponent of Anti-Semitism. Egalitarian for economy and industry.

      That left only the Communist Party picture of Thälmann, under which she wrote: Dictatorship of the proletariat. Equality of men and women, but against the Republic and Democracy.

      Hilde sighed. Germany was going under, and as far as she was concerned, none of the popular parties would be her salvation. It was much more possible either the left or the right would lead her into complete destruction.

      Still, she eyed her work in progress and felt a small sense of accomplishment. At least she now understood the political climate around her and was determined to keep abreast of what was happening and hopefully make an educated decision if the time came to do so.
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      Q stared at his desk covered in papers with scribbled formulas and sketches of devices not yet in existence. Somewhere must be the missing link! I just haven’t found it yet. Not able to focus anymore, he decided to take a break and go for a short walk to freshen up his mind.

      While he was still angry with Director Hoffmann for treating him unjustly and firing him without reason, he couldn’t deny that he felt better than he had in years. The burden of holding down a demanding job and having to subordinate his research to commercial interests had fallen like a stone from his shoulder.

      Finally, he had all the time in the world to follow his passion and work exclusively on his own research, making inventions in the field of electronics, chemistry, and radio-transmission. And while he was thankful for that, the memory of the arbitrary treatment was a constant thorn in his side. A thorn that spurred him on to work harder and devote his time to inventing as many useful things as possible to help foster peace in Europe while also helping his Russian friends to make the Soviet Union a power that could combat Germany in the upcoming war.

      War hadn’t been announced, and everybody around him seemed to believe the Great War had been the last one, but Q feared his country was headed for another war sooner or later. And the wise thing to do was to prepare for that day. One could never be too prepared.

      That knowledge fueled his determination, and he decided not to look for another job. As his royalties were still coming in regularly, with more hopefully being added, he was in the comfortable position of not having to work for his living. Instead, he used all his time and energy for research and made some major advancement into the usage of the oxides of nitrogen.

      It was already dark on this winter afternoon, and he shuffled his feet in the freshly fallen snow as he considered his options. Recently, he’d diversified his research work and experimented with the possibility of using radio to operate devices or machines by remote control. Another of his ideas was to use sound waves and radio transmissions to detect obstacles. But something was missing.

      Then he heard it.

      “Who-o-o, who-o-o."

      Q squinted his eyes in an effort to see the owl, but it was too dark, and the bird probably was sitting in a tree blocked from his view. As a youngster, when he’d lived with his parents in the countryside near Magdeburg, he’d seen many owls and bats.

      Bats! That’s it!

      He turned around and hurried home.

      A few years back, an American physicist had proven that bats used ultrasound to orient themselves. As he hurried, his scientist mind envisioned a means to locate things like airplanes, ships and even vehicles using a system of echoes similar to the one bats used, but viable for long range detection. Radio waves.

      He was itching to go over his formulas and set up some experiments, but as soon as he entered the building, his landlady appeared out of nowhere. I’ll bet she has some kind of tenant detection system.

      “Doctor Quedlin, do you have one moment?”

      No, he didn’t. “Surely, ma’am.”

      She entered her flat and returned with a large envelope in hand. “This came with the daily post.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” He reached for the envelope containing an official-looking seal and wanted to sprint up the stairs to his own apartment. But he hadn’t taken into account the supreme curiosity of his landlady, who held onto the envelope, asking, “What is it?”

      Q had no interest in divulging the contents to his landlady, so he answered nonchalantly, “Technical papers I need for my work.”

      “Oh,” she said, her curiosity obviously not yet satisfied. “Did you notice we had another power outage today? This is happening a lot lately. Would you have any idea why?”

      He tried his best to look worried and dispel her suspicion. “Yes, ma’am, I noticed. It’s quite a nuisance. The power company must be having a problem somewhere along the line. Hopefully, they will get it fixed sooner than later. Good evening, ma’am.”

      With a nod, he snapped up the envelope and turned on his heel before his grin could give him away. Then he rushed up the stairs, taking three steps at a time.

      If his landlady had the faintest idea the frequent outages were a direct result of his electrical experiments, he’d be out on the street in no time at all. She was suspicious enough since he’d lost his job, and he was sure she would be anything but happy if she ever found out he used his apartment to conduct scientific research that sometimes involved explosive substances or caused minor hiccups like electrical outages.

      Inside his flat, he tore the envelope open. It was from the patent office, and he laughed as he looked over the paper inside.
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      Q gathered up his most recent studies and stuffed them into his briefcase. Glancing at his watch, he smiled. In half an hour he would meet his friends Jakob, Otto, and Leopold. With his recent acquisition of a Ford Köln automobile, the journey from Oranienburg to Berlin took less than twenty minutes.

      Just in time, he parked his automobile at the curb next to the bar where his friends already waited for him. They’d known each other since university and had since met in irregular intervals to discuss the newest developments in science. Jokingly, they’d given themselves the name Tüftlerclub as the four of them liked to invent, research, and tinker.

      After he proudly presented his new car and enjoyed the admiration of his friends, they stepped inside and ordered Schnitzel with potato salad. When everyone had a beer in hand, Otto addressed the one topic that everyone in Germany seemed to talk about today: Hitler’s Machtergreifung – seizure of power.

      “Did you see the headlines?” Otto asked excitedly.

      “Everyone has,” Leopold answered. “Hitler has seized control of the government.”

      Since the radio broke the news last night that Hitler had proclaimed himself the new chancellor of Germany along with his NSDAP party acquiring several high-ranking cabinet posts, an unusual excitement had captured every person in Germany. Q had perceived that people seemed to be one of two persuasions: happily excited or very upset with the Nazi party.

      “Can you believe that within a few hours, Swastika flags have appeared on just about every building?” Q asked.

      “Now everything will change for the better,” Otto said. “Hitler will get us out of the unjust Versailles Treaty and make us a proud and powerful nation once again.”

      Leopold nodded eagerly. “You’re right. The reparations imposed upon Germany after the Great War were nothing more than a way to humiliate our nation. It’s time to stop that.”

      “Come on, fellows. The reparations were ended last year during the Lausanne Conference. You can’t blame them for the bad economy.” Jakob tried to bring the discussion back to the facts, but neither Leopold nor Otto wanted to hear them right now.

      “They certainly didn’t help. I hope Hitler can do everything he’s promised.”

      “Everything?” Q asked, looking around the table. “What about his racism and anti-Semitism?”

      Leopold and Otto looked at Jakob and sobered a bit. “Neither of us agree on that part of his ideas, but it’s nothing to be afraid of. Things are never as bad as they look. Besides, I think that type of thing was just talk.”

      Q’s gut twisted, and he shrugged, “I certainly hope so. But only time will tell.”

      His friends had always been more carefree than he was, and they’d teased him time after time for overthinking. Even Jakob seemed fairly nonchalant about the situation, although there was a new tension about him that Q hadn’t noticed months earlier.

      Deep down, Q knew Hitler was a fanatic, willing to go to extremes to make his beliefs come true. Much like Q himself, who would sacrifice almost anything for his science. But while Q always intended to serve humankind, he doubted that Hitler acted on the same maxim.

      Their conversation switched from politics to science and after the second beer, they started reciting funny rhymes and spoonerisms.

      “Es klapperten die Klapperschlangen

      bis ihre Klappern schlapper klangen.”

      Q stood up, “I have another one.” Then he recited:

      “She sells sea shells;

      It's sea shells she sells.”

      When Q drove home, he had thoroughly enjoyed the evening with his friends, but for some reason, he couldn’t get rid of the feeling that the events yesterday had irreparably changed the course of history. But even he couldn’t imagine that this day would, decades later, be named the most fateful day of the century.
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      The next week, Q visited the Soviet trade mission again. This time, the commercial attaché was happy to see him and introduced himself with the name Herr Iwanov.

      “Doctor Quedlin, what a pleasure to see you. Please take a seat.”

      Two more men were already sitting at the small table in the middle of the room and gave him a friendly nod. After some small talk, Herr Iwanov said, “We have made contact with Mr. Zelinksy, and he confirmed to us that you are a loyal believer in the ideals of the October Revolution and Communism. Our scientists also double-checked the information you provided in regards to the gas mask. It is of high quality and very useful to the Russian people. Therefore, we would like to suggest an ‘official’ cooperation, if that is what you were after.”

      Q nodded. “Thank you, Herr Iwanov. That is indeed high praise.”

      “We are unable to offer you much money, but…”

      Q shook his head. “You misunderstand my reason for being here. I don’t want money.”

      Everyone in the room looked at him, and it was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. “You don’t?”

      “No, I am doing this for the greater good.” He missed the looks the Soviet men shared with one another. “I want to help humanity, and hopefully, prevent another devastating war.”

      “You feel war is a possibility?” one of the men inquired.

      Q nodded. “Yes. I believe the new government in Germany is headed directly there. Every day, Hitler is keeping a tighter rein on things and getting rid of unwanted opposition. I’m very sure he will do everything in his power to make his dreams come true.”

      The other man scrutinized Q for a moment. “If you believe Hitler is here to stay and is as dangerous as you say, you must be aware that working with us will make you a traitor and put you in grave danger.”

      A shiver ran down Q’s spine. He hadn’t given that aspect much thought when he’d decided to gather intelligence for the Russians, but after the Machtergreifung last week, he’d had to re-think his decision. Even though it wasn’t technically illegal to give his own work to other nations, the current powers wouldn’t forgive anyone working against them.

      He squared his shoulders before he answered, “I have given this possibility some thought, and have come to the conclusion that the greater good is more important than my own well-being.”

      The three men nodded with admiration, and Herr Iwanov said, “That is a very rare and courageous attitude you’re showing. But why bring your information and skills to us? Why Russia and not another country? After all, our countries were enemies in the last war.”

      A grin spread over Q’s face. “I believe Germany has been enemies with every other country around. But to answer your question, I’ve thoroughly studied the other European nations, and I believe Russia is the only country that will use my inventions and expertise with the good of the people in mind. I wish for my discoveries to be used to help my fellow man in a peaceful manner.”

      The men exchanged incredulous glances. “Your answer shows that you’re a scientist and not a politician. Given the chance, men will always act against one another.”

      Q looked around the room and asked, “Will they? Hasn’t Bolshevism abolished the selfish egoism of a few and replaced it with a government of the people?” He shook his head, answering his own rhetorical question. “I merely want the best for myself and others, and there are many more men and women who think the same way.”
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