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The promise given was a necessity of the past; the word broken is a necessity of the present.

-Niccolo Machiavelli
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It was July 29th, 1898, another hot day in Friedrichsruh, Schleswig-Holstein, Germany. He had never seen the old man quite like this before. Irritable even for him, the old man had been holed up in his office for days, doing God knows what.  As the personal servant to him for the past 30 years, August Keller had been with the old man through everything.  He’d actually lost count of all of the backdoor dealings, intrigue, and drama that came with local, national, and international politics.  He’d had a front row seat to political history.  The old man, though, hadn’t been feeling well for the past few weeks.  Keller had been unable to tell if it was simply because there was something going around or the fact the old man was over 80 years old and not in the greatest of health.

As Keller trudged up the stairs of enormous residence carrying the old man’s breakfast on a tray, he hoped for a better mood from his employer.  Employer and friend would be a more accurate definition of their relationship and there were definitely days that he knew which was which.  With the way things had been going lately, Keller had a feeling today was going to be an employer/employee day.

Keller quietly opened the door to the old man’s office and observed him sitting behind his massive oak desk furiously writing on one of his pads of paper he kept neatly stacked on the right-hand corner of the desk.  The windows behind the desk overlooked the neatly kept garden and there were times when the old man would simply sit and stare for hours at the birds eating at their feeders.

“Ah, Keller, a very good morning to you,” he said enthusiastically as he set down his pen.  “Right on time as always, a trait I fear too many Germans are losing, the concept of punctuality.”  The old man’s hoarse voice was a shadow of its former self.

“Yes sir, it makes no difference if breakfast is served in the dining room or, as in the past few days, in your office,” Keller stated as he set the tray down on the little wooden table to the old man’s left and stood at attention.

“Absolutely correct,” he replied as he helped himself to the buttered toast.  Even though the old man hadn’t been feeling well, he’d still managed to keep his appetite.  Keller, even after all of these years of service, knew that he had to be careful when asking questions that others would never dream of asking.  This was one of those times.

As he was about to ask, the old man spoke up.  “Keller, how long have you worked for me?” he asked in a thoughtful way, but still staring right through him.

“I’ve just completed my 30th year in your service, sir.”

“The time has gone quickly, hasn’t it?” the old man said in more of a statement rather than a question.

“Yes, sir, it’s been a pleasure working for you.”  Keller responded.  Where was this going? Keller wondered.  The old man wasn’t one to ramble on or wax nostalgic for no reason.

The old man continued.  “The greatest virtues to me are that of loyalty and obedience.  We Prussians are known for being loyal and obedient.  In fact, it’s what sets us apart from the rest of the world in their selfish and haphazard ways.”

“Yes, sir,” Keller replied.  Like the old man, Keller was a staunch believer in loyalty and obedience.  One didn’t always have to like their orders, but they did have to carry them out.  As head of the household staff, Keller tolerated no insubordination.  Those staff who didn’t do what they were told, were quickly shown the door.  Keller had started working for the old man since he was 23 years old and even at that young age, he ruled with an iron hand.  Initially, several of the older servants bristled at his management style but quickly came around.  Keller had always believed that the old man had recognized his potential when he named him his head of staff.  It was a job that Keller took very seriously.

“We both know of the dangerous path our current emperor has led us on. His sycophantic twits he’s surrounded himself are ruining Germany.  My dismissal eight years ago is proof positive of that and from my contacts within the inner circle, the emperor’s policies have been degrading.  The damned socialists are beginning to gain power coupled with Wilhelm’s idiotic dreams of seizing more lands for Germany will spell doom for us all.  Something has to be done.  Somebody has to do something.  I am that somebody,” he raised his voice while simultaneously slamming his fist on the desk. 

The old man was working himself up, which worried Keller.  He wasn’t the man he used to be, where he could go on a rampage and then return to normalcy.  The old man was truly an old man and this, coupled with his illness, could send him over the edge.

The old man had calmed down again and lowered his voice.  “I suppose you’ve been wondering what I’ve been doing entrenched in my office for the last several days?” he asked, settling back into his large leather chair.

“Whatever it is sir, I’m sure it’s of the utmost importance,” Keller answered, grateful he didn’t get the chance to ask that very question.

The old man laughed.  “Spoken like a true Prussian.  Mind your business until someone tells you it’s your business.  Well, Keller, this is now your business.”

“Yes sir,” Keller answered, wondering why the old man was acting so cryptic.  Still, he knew better than to push so he waited for him to continue.

The old man smiled a devious smile.  “I didn’t get to where I am by being a fool.  I’ve served my emperor and my people well, all for the greater good.  I’ve done the one thing most thought was impossible by uniting the loose confederation of German provinces, duchies, and kingdoms into one powerful German state.  I made us into what we are today and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let that insolent little ass throw it all away.”  

Keller thought about what would happen if word had gotten out about the old man referring to Emperor Wilhelm II that way.  Not that he would ever say anything.

“My time is short.  It could be today, tomorrow, or next week but sure as the sun rises and sets, my day is coming soon.  I am not afraid of death and at my age with my body deteriorating, it will be a welcome end.  However, I am very afraid for the future of Germany and where these socialists and the idiotic aristocracy are going to take us.  That is why I’ve developed a plan that will ensure that our country will not be destroyed by those that are currently ruling us.”  

He waved several papers in front of Keller and motioned him to come over behind the desk.  Some of the papers appeared to be several years old, judging by their yellowing.

As Keller stood next to the old man, the old man explained in great detail the content of the papers he had drawn up.  Keller’s mind was racing with the implications as the old man continued.  Impossible!  And yet he knew the old man wouldn’t have taken any shortcuts and that everything was entirely legal.  The plan was airtight and the old man was entrusting it to him, Keller, to carry it out when the time was right.  The fact that the old man thought enough of Keller’s abilities to trust him with such an important document made his chest heave with pride.

The next day, the old man had taken a turn for the worse and per his instructions, Keller had called for his family to be with him for the final hours.  Keller didn’t want it to happen but he knew the old man had been right.  His time had finally come.  While making preparations during the day, Keller couldn’t keep his mind off the events of yesterday. They’d spent the rest of the day going over all types of circumstances and contingencies related to the plan which was both simple and intricate.

At 10:57pm, on July 30th, 1898, his employer, friend, and Germany’s patriot, Otto von Bismarck, died.
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Charlie Postlethwaite ducked the right cross and countered with a left hook that connected with the man’s right cheek, sending him to his knees.  Grabbing the back of the man’s head with both hands, Charlie’s right knee then slammed into the man’s face causing him to land on his back.  

Panting, Charlie sat down on a nearby chair trying to catch his breath. As the man was now unconscious, Charlie had time to tend to his own injuries.  He winced as he touched the side of his mouth, looking down at the blood on his finger.  The man had managed to land a few good shots during the fight and Charlie gingerly touched his ribs on the left side of his body.

Charlie reached for his handcuffs only to discover that one of them had been bent during the fight rendering them useless. He yanked the cord off the curtains and quickly bound the man’s hands behind his back which was no easy task as the man was quite muscular.  He’d learned the hard way that not securing someone after a fight usually meant disastrous consequences and he had the scars to prove it.  He checked the man’s pockets but the only thing he managed to locate was a book of matches.  Charlie didn’t recognize the name of the nightclub on the cover but judging by the quality of the book, it probably wasn’t a cheap place.

He checked his watch.  Not much time. The man he had just fought was sure to have a few friends already on the way.  It had been his experience that people liked this rarely worked alone. Charlie looked around the house. It was obviously a rental, judging by the cheap nondescript furniture, stock artwork, and a distinct lack of personal touches.  A thorough search proved his hunch. There was nothing of any interest in the house.  Damn.

Charlie wished he’d thought his plan out a little better as he really could’ve used Gretchen’s help on this one.  He chided himself for rushing things. He had produced exactly zero leads so far and he needed more information.  Perhaps with a little motivation in a proper setting might change the man's mind about cooperating.  The way things were going, they really had nothing to lose.  His spur of the moment plan had worked, at least right up until the fight started.  Scout the house to make sure no one else was home, break into the house quietly while searching for clues and then wait for the man to show.

The problem was the man returned home much sooner than expected leaving Charlie no time to search.  Not that he expected a lot of cooperation, but he’d hoped that by shaking things up, something might break. Well, something did break, alright. The man was not really interested in talking.  In fact, he never said a word and after he was cornered, made a break for it.  Charlie had grabbed him and it was on. It also didn’t help that the man was much stronger than he’d given him credit for.

Charlie lifted the man over his shoulder and left through the back door.  Checking to make sure no one was watching, he walked quickly through the overgrown backyard to his car. He threw the man in the trunk like a sack of potatoes and noted the man still hadn't come to.  I must have hit him harder than I thought.  Charlie quickly pulled out from the alley merging with traffic and headed back to headquarters.  It was August 24th, 1930, just another day in Washington D.C. But this was going to prove to be anything but an ordinary day.
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The man came to with a start after the cold water hit his face.  A quick assessment of the situation revealed that he was seated on a hard-wooden chair with his hands secured behind his back.  His nose felt like it weighed a couple of kilograms and his head was throbbing with pain.  The room was dimly lit and two men and a woman were calmly sitting across a sturdy table staring at him.  The man figured things were going to get a whole lot worse and his only hope of surviving the situation was to recognize the opportunity when it presented itself.

The larger man with glasses began speaking English, slowly at first, then it came at a faster pace and increasing in volume.  The interrogator was obviously getting angry with his lack of response but too bad.  The man had more pressing needs, like just how in the hell was he going to get out of this.

The man with glasses stood up abruptly from the table and walked to the back of the room, lighting a cigarette.  The other male interrogator eyed him curiously from across the table. Tall, muscular, with closely cut brown hair and well-dressed, this was the man whom had captured him back at the house.  The man noticed that the interrogator had a cut on his lip and a bruise on his cheek.  Good, at least I got a few good hits before he got me, he thought.

The man watched the male and female interrogators then stand up from the table and walk back to the large man in the corner.  They spoke in hushed tones, occasionally looking back at him.  In a situation like this, you never really knew who understood what so it was always better to error on the side of caution.  Play dumb. It looked like the woman was calming the larger man down through a combination of a soothing voice, gestures, looks, and the occasional arm grab. The woman had fiery red hair pulled back into a bun, a slim figure and a model-worthy face.  The large man eventually settled down and all three then came back over.  They sat back down at the table with a renewed look of determination on their faces.

“Sprechen Sie Deutsch?” the woman asked in perfect German.

The man was startled.  He hoped he hadn’t given his reaction away.

She continued.  “I see by the look on your face that you do.  I don’t know how good your English is but I’m willing to bet you understand me now,” she said in German.  “Nod your head if you agree.”  The man nodded slowly.  She continued. “As you’ve no doubt seen, my associate has kind of lost his temper with you and seeing how he doesn’t speak a word of German, I’ll be the one doing the speaking from now on.”  The man looked back and forth between her and the other two men.

“So, let’s start off with you giving me your name,” she said while watching him intently.

“Why on earth would I tell you that?” he answered.

“For starters, if you don’t, the less cooperation you provide means your chances of ever leaving here will steadily decrease. So, once again, what’s your name?”

“Heinz,” he finally said.

“Heinz what?”

“Becker.”

“Well, Heinz Becker, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” she asked with a soothing tone.  “I’m assuming that’s not your real name, but it beats calling you, ‘Hey you.’ So, now that we’ve got something established, why don’t you tell us why you were nosing around the headquarters of the United States Bureau of Immigration office?”

Heinz tried to remain calm but wondered how she had known that. He had been very careful with his recognizance of the building both during the day and night.  The fact that the security had been tighter than he had anticipated was something else entirely different.

“I’m still waiting,” she said calmly, eyeing her manicure before turning her attention back to him.

He decided to press his luck. “Who do you people work for?  I mean, I’m supposed to tell you everything and hope you’re the good guys?  As far as I’m concerned, telling you anything stands a good chance of getting me killed and probably a whole lot of other people as well.”

“At the moment, who we are is of little importance to you,” she continued. “What is important is that you realize that you will never see the light of day unless you start talking.  And please, spare us the bullshit and just give us the truth.”

Heinz looked at her steadily.  There was something about her that made him think he could trust her. What, exactly, he didn’t know but he could sense it.  Either that, or she was one hell of an actress in which case he was screwed anyway.  Time to see where this was going.

“No sense in wasting everyone’s time and I’d rather not go the being beaten to a bloody pulp route.  That office contains the file of the man which holds the key to the restoration of a country in crisis.  A country that, with the wrong people in charge, could cause the end of peace as we know it right now.”

“Sounds a little dramatic, don’t you think?” she asked with a slight smirk on her face.  “What country could possibly do that?”

He answered her by staring directly at her. “The same one who did it 16 years ago. Germany.”
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Gretchen Retrum hated all of the interview rooms. They were usually hot and stuffy and it was always somewhat of a battle with the administration to improve their conditions.  Interviewing someone was always a balancing act. You never wanted a comfortable room for an interrogation because that worked in the favor of the interviewee.  On the other hand, if the physical conditions of the room were too poor, the person began to focus on that instead of answering the questions.  Ideally, you wanted the Baby Bear porridge from Goldilocks and the Three Bears.

Gretchen and Charlie had been with the Bureau of Secret Intelligence for a little over a year.  While they enjoyed working for the agency, they really could’ve done without the way they ended  up there.  They’d  met each other at their previous organization, the Orion Bureau.  That agency specialized in taking down the powerful Wall St. bankers and those involved with investing.  They were good at their jobs, handling financial investigations with ease until they ran up against banker Frederick Livingston and his hired goon, Jonas.  With the exception of her, Charlie, and their boss Crenshaw, everyone in the bureau had been killed by Jonas. 

Charlie.  At first glance, they didn’t seem to have much in common. He was from a small town, Walworth, Wisconsin, where everybody knew each other. She was a city girl, born and bred in New York. He was an army veteran but the war ended before he could be deployed. She had been a teenaged German linguist for the War Department.  He was traditional, she was more modern. His parents were both dead but he had a brother and a sister. Her parents were very much alive but she was an only child meaning the pressure was on from her mom to become a grandma. 

They did have a few things in common such as both were college graduates, both had corporate jobs before joining the government, and both had the same bizarre sense of humor that manifested itself at the strangest times. They made a striking couple as he was over six feet tall with an athletic build, handsome face, and closely cropped brown hair. They also had the same thirst for adventure but she could do without the adventure that lead to them getting killed.

Their relationship had been as strong as ever.  Well, maybe not as strong as they wanted it to be, but still better than most of the couples they were friends with.  Since nearly being killed a half a dozen different ways over a year ago, they’d both had their share of ups and downs.  Sometimes it was Charlie who pushed for marriage, sometimes it was her.  Who am I kidding? It was mainly Charlie. She knew that Charlie wanted it and she wanted it too, but the time never seemed right.  Their time spent at the BSI with investigations had been exciting and a woman with career like that in 1930 was unheard of.  They’d marry but she was going to do it on her terms.

She stared back at the prisoner for a few moments before turning her attention to the men seated next to her, Charlie and Bruce Lawson, also an agent. Due to the rise of German and Austrian spy activity in New York City prior to the U. S. involvement in the Great War, President Wilson authorized an off-the- books agency to look into the operations.  Officially they’d started as the security arm of the Department of State, going after those enemy aliens that were in America with stolen or forged identity papers. J. Edgar Hoover and his boys over at the Bureau of Investigation were in charge of investigating a variety of things involving crimes against the United States government. But the BSI’s main purpose was sniffing out those who didn’t belong here legally.  Sometimes they strayed a little from their mandate but they were given the blessing of the boss to do so without permission when the situation warranted it. Both agents gave her a knowing glance but said nothing.

Lost in thought, she willed herself back to the moment.  “I see,” Gretchen said slowly.  “Well, then, we’ll be with you again in a moment.  And don’t bother attempting to escape, you’ll find it quite impossible to do so.” Charlie removed his extra set of handcuffs and pocketed them. Taking them off was a show of trust and people usually opened up when they weren’t bound by restraints. 

The three of them left the interview room and after securing the door, stood outside the room in the hallway of the BSI’s nondescript headquarters based along the National Mall in Washington D.C.  The State Department itself was located in the State, War, and Navy Building at the corner of Pennsylvania Ave. and 17th St. just down from the White House.  For their purposes, their current location rather than the main building allowed them a little more freedom of movement with delicate operations, like this one. Lawson lit a cigarette and slicked his hair back.

“I think he’s full of shit,” he said exhaling a cloud of smoke.  “Does he really expect us to believe that Germany, which has been neutered after the Great War, is going to be able to bring an international war again?  In terms of money, they haven’t got a pot to piss in, no one, strong, form of government and a bunch of minor political parties running around vying for control doesn’t exactly say a whole lot.  And he’s not much of a spy if he’s willing to give us this information so willingly.”

Gretchen twirled a loose strand of her red hair which was something she absentmindedly did when she was thinking.

“Well, at this point, we don’t know if he’s even a German national, although his accent leads me to believe that he is, probably from the east, possibly Prussia.”

Charlie spoke up. “My problem with all of this is that who the hell tries to break in to the immigration office at eleven o’clock at night? And that’s after he spent a couple of weeks poking around. Banks, yes. Jewelry stores, yes. What’s the value in a boring government building?”

“Information,” Lawson answered. “And it’s information he doesn’t want anyone else to know the reason why he wants it.”

“Well, I think we should proceed on the premise that he’s telling the truth,” Gretchen continued.  “For now.  In a strange way, telling us he’s trying to save the world from Germany is too fantastical not to be true. I mean, if you had just been caught trying to break into the immigration building, was tailed to your safe house, beat up and captured...”

“That wasn’t my fault,” Charlie interrupted.  “I tried to have a friendly chat with him before he went all Jack Dempsey on me.”  Charlie touched the corner of his mouth in remembrance. “Besides, the investigation was going nowhere fast.”  

She gave him a look. “Be that as it may, he was brought here and dumped on us without any sort of advance notice from you.  Now he’s being interrogated by anonymous people with his fate hanging in the balance.  Who comes up with that as an excuse? Unless he’s an accomplished liar, and he very well might be, I think there might be something to it.”

“There’s something about him I can’t quite put my finger on,” Lawson said staring at the closed door.

“Like what?” Charlie asked.

“Like I know him from somewhere, maybe the last name,” Lawson replied. “I still say he’s full of it, but seeing how you’re the only one here who speaks German, I guess we’ll go with your instincts.  I’d be careful with any comments in English, he just might be able to speak it fluently and is acting dumb,” Lawson said, taking one last drag before putting out his cigarette.

They re-entered the room and noted that the man was still seated calmly. Not that he had any choice. The room they were in was constructed of concrete block with only one reinforced steel door.  No windows, and the only light source was an overhead light mounted to the ceiling.  Three chairs and a table were the only furniture in the room.  Even if he managed to escape the room, the way the office was set up, he’d have had to get through a couple of dozen agents and still find a way to figure out how to open the outer door.  The place was a maze to even the people who worked there.  Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.

“I see I got your attention,” Heinz said casually.

“Yes, well, when you look at the carnage Germany inflicted on the world, any mention of the Germans getting ready to do it again would be an attention getter, wouldn’t it?” Gretchen said as she took a seat.

“I can assure you that it’s true.  There are dark forces at work in Germany that you wouldn’t understand.  And unfortunately, they are close to achieving their goal and I may be the only one who can stop it,” Heinz said in a tired voice.

She stared at him before continuing. “Let’s start with the dark forces. Who are they?” she asked skeptically.

He exhaled and paused before responding.  “Germany is currently experiencing a political civil war.  The Social Democrats, the National Liberals, the Centre Party, the Nazi’s, and the monarchists are just a few of the many political parties jockeying for power.  Throw in the communists and anarchists gumming up the works and as you can see, there’s a major problem.  The Weimar Republic is in trouble as it’s seen as being weak. Hindenburg may be the president and Brüning may be the chancellor. However, no one really seems to be in charge and frankly it’s kind of a political free for all.”

“So what?” Gretchen asked.  “Every country on this planet has political parties trying to be in charge.  And yes, some parties are comprised of not the nicest people. Nothing you've described is all that unusual.”

“But what you don't understand is that Germans aren't exactly known for their diplomacy. And unlike several countries, they have the industries, natural resources and determination to actually do some damage. Again.  A sizeable amount of the population believe they were deliberately humiliated by the Treaty of Versailles.  And there’s a nasty sentiment in the air wanting some payback.”

Gretchen paused for a moment.  She then explained what was being said to Charlie and Lawson.  Unlike other translators, Gretchen preferred to have the conversation first, then periodically pause to translate for others.  While she was certainly capable of doing it, she'd always found that simultaneously translating was confusing.  There was also the added danger of missing something in conversation because of speaking two different languages at the same time.

“So where does our friend here fit in, then?” Charlie asked.  “I'm familiar with the German political scene and there’s a bunch of vicious characters over there.  A person like Heinz here has a slim to none chance of effecting change by himself.”

“True, but change has to start from somewhere. It very well could be with him,” she answered.  She glanced over at Lawson. He had been sitting there quietly, which was unusual for him.  What's that about? Most of the time you can't get him to shut up, she thought.  Lawson was a big, barrel chested man with reddish brown hair, glasses, and was always dressed impeccably.  While he could be an opinionated jerk, he was very good at his job.  But since they had sat down with this interrogation, Lawson's eyes emitted a malevolence she hadn't seen before.  They'd had their share of hard cases before but something else was going on here.  That troubled her. Greatly.

Gretchen turned her attention back to Heinz. “So that now you've given us a brief rundown on German politics, what's your part in all of this?”

“My mission is to recover papers that were rumored to have been removed from Germany and brought to the United States for safekeeping.”

Charlie drummed his fingers on the table. “Mission? You look awfully young to be on any sort of a mission. Just who do you work for?” 

“Let’s just say I work with a concerned group of educated young adults who have a deep love for Germany and whose goal is not to let it fall into ruin.”

“And just what information do those papers contain?” she asked.

“Information as to who controls Germany.  And believe me, if Germany falls to the wrong political party, the rest of the world is going to have a major problem.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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Daniel Clark sat at his desk in his office looking out the window of his spacious apartment that overlooked Central Park. It was a beautiful late summer day. The windows were open allowing a nice breeze into the room, the curtains slightly rustling. While he liked being at his bank, he used his apartment for the more private meetings. 

The past year had been truly eventful with the crash of the U. S. stock market in October.  Along with eleven other powerful businessmen, they had successfully triggered the worldwide financial crisis. While at the same time, their vast fortunes had been entirely insulated from the devastation they’d caused.  The two-part plan had been executed perfectly and conceived by his late friend, Frederick Livingston.  Thanks to the efforts of the U.S. federal agents that killed him, Frederick hadn’t been able to see their plans to fruition.
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