SPOILS OF VICTORY

Chapter One

GARMISCH-PARTENKIRCHEN, UPPER BAVARIA

AMERICAN OCCUPIED ZONE OF GERMANY

MARCH 7, 1946

For this particular undercover operation, CID criminal investigator Mason Collins had invented the
persona of Kurt Wenger, a down-and-out German citizen who moved with languid steps and the lackluster
gaze brought on by hunger and a grim future. He wore a threadbare overcoat previously owned by a
Wehrmacht soldier, who no longer required such earthly things, topped by a fedora most likely orphaned
by similar fortunes of war. Other than a three-day beard, Mason had no need of a wig or any other
visually altering appliances. Transforming into another personality was all about posture and attitude,
expression and mannerisms.

The man he tailed, Sergeant Carl Olsen, walked thirty feet ahead. Mason kept tabs on him by peering
through the crowd and catching glimpses of his round head of black hair covered by his khaki service cap.
At six feet six and 250 pounds, Olsen lumbered into the oncoming clikevdh snowplow, Mason
following in his wakél hardly a challenge for Mason’s covert skills, but concealment from Olsen was not
his objective. Mason’s main concern was with the men who watched Olsen’s progress from the shadows
and strategic positions, men far more dangerous and clever than the sergeant.

Mason’s partner, Specialist Gil Abrams, had a better view of Olsen from across the street. Abrams



had come from the military police ranks to act as a CID investigator under MasonOs tutelage. His sharp
insight and dogged determination had caught Mason’s eye, but he still had a lot to learn about the

subtleties of tailing, especially someone like Olsen, who approached murder and mayhem as impassively

as tying his shoe. Nervous excitement drove Abrams to ey @isle too much regularity, occasionally
bumping into a pedestrian or narrowly avoiding a passing wagon or army jeep. He wore a gray wool suit
and long black coat that seemed to hang from his lanky frame. Attwenty-two, his body had grown into

manhood, but had left his face behind somewhere in cherubic territory; so, despite his adult attire, he
reminded Mason of an overgrown kid from a Charles Dickens novel.

Olsen had led them into the poorer and, as a consequence, more sordid part of town, a place that an
number of small-time crooks called home and where the black market thrived, where the uninitiated
passerby could be bushwhacked for a few Reichsmarks and left lying in the gutter. Makeshift booths of
canvas and wood, tents, and leaniwere crammed along the sidewalks, forcing the throngs of people to
spill out onto the streets. Wagons, carts, and bicycles were now the only modes of transportation available
to most Germans, and they competed with the pedestrians for space in this part of town, magtdverl
with salvaged wood or a familyOs meager possessions. Street vendors hawked their wares in a dozen
languages: pilfered coal, adulterated flour, or cigarettes made from butts discarded by American soldiers.
Men and women walked by and opened their exas, displaying watches, cameras, and jewelry, while
the occasional woman would open her fur coat advertising a more carnal commaodity.

Die Stunde Null, or Zero Hour, was what the Germans called the time in the immediate aftermath of
World War Two. In evey practical sense, Germany was to start over from nothing. It had been bombed
and shelled back to the Middle Ages. Whole cities and towns were wiped out, with over six million dead.
Disease and malnutrition were Killing the very young and very old in eteninseen for centuries. No
food, no crops, no coal, no medicine. Industry and agriculture had come to a standstill. With the German
Reichsmark rendered almost worthless, bartering became the only real agency of commerce. The black
market flourished, anthe American cigarette reigned as the king of currency. It was an auspicious time

to be a gangstBror an opportunistic soldier like Sergeant Olsen.



Arrested for manslaughter and grand larceny, Olsen had agreed to be Mason’s ticket into one of the
most sucessful crime rings in Garmisch: a confederation of Germamfaish army officers, and low
ranking U.S. soldiers, a group that operated so boldly they even had their own logo and letterhead. With
its easy access to Austria, Switzerland, and Italy, Gatmisas GermanyOs ideal port of entry and exit for
every illicit trade, making this picturesque city a vital center for the black market. And while much of the
criminal activity was run by a loose confederation of smaller gangs, Hermann GiessenOs orghaitati
been different: well organized, powerful, and operating with seeming imniuaitydangerous
combination.

Mason had been investigating the ring for two months, but as audacious as they might be, he only
had scant information: rumors, allegations, ahé identities of the leaders, those names always
mentioned in connection to major crimes, but not a shred of solid evidence that could send them to prison.
The only way he could discover more and get the evidence he needed was to infiltrate the gang. HeOd
spent a month developing Kurt Wenger, using most of this time as the-atwhout gangster, trolling
back streets, frequenting notorious bars, and, on occasion, committing petty crimes. That also meant he
had to keep out of the limelight as a military pelnhan. He dressed in civvies for all but formal army
occasionBl which by regulation he was allowed to do. He avoided the officers® mess, and instead
frequented German restaurants and bars, and being a loner by nature, he was rarely in the company of
other ®ldiers. After heOd spread and cultivated his reputation as a gangster for hire, fortune had shined on
Mason by dropping Olsen in his lap. And through Olsen, Mason had finally wrangled an introduction.

In the last couple of weeks, two rival leaders hachtssvagely murdered, rupturing the fragile truce
between the gangs. No one seemed to know the source, though rumors circulated of a brutal new
leadership trying to take over. The ensuing revenge killings and spontaneoussisduad left the cityOs
undeworld on high alert. A call for more hired guns had gone out, working to MasonOs advantage, but
now a bullet or a blade could come from almost any direction. Precaution dictated that Mason and Olsen
remain apart. Similar precautions had obliged the gaadgls to go to ground. TodayOs meeting would be

the first since the turf war had broken out, and only the leaders knew when and where. Olsen, being a



midlevel player, had to walk the streets in this part of town until intercepted by his contact, who would
then lead the way.

Abrams caught MasonOs eye and signaled that Olsen had turned left at the intersection. Mason
followed suit a few moments later. He figured they must be getting close, as Olsen behaved with
increasing nervousness, stopping frequently kding both ways, only to continue then repeat the
process. Mason hoped the sergeant would hold to his side of the bargain, and not get spooked and make a
dash for iN or perhaps Olsen was nervous because heOd set them up for an ambush.

Olsen stopped abrtlp when a man in a brown homburg hat crossed in front of him and kept on
going. Olsen took his time lighting a cigarette. Whether that was a signal of acknowledgment or a way to
give his contact a lead, Mason didnOt know, but after tossing the matehgtouihd, Olsen turned left
and disappeared.

Abrams hurried to the far corner, then looked back at Mason with-eyidé excitement. He was
nearly run over by a wagon when he rushed across the street to meet Mason at theHmjusr.w@nt
into the Steiadler beer hald

ODid you forget everything | taught you?O Mason asked. OKeep conb@dek toward the other
side of the stree®rou stay out her@

Qln supposed to back you dp.

Q changed my mind. | know this bar. TH@ygrind you up and sell yousasausage on the black
market If | don® come out in an hour, call in the cavaby.

QWhat am | going to do out here for an haDr?

OWing it.O

Mason watched a frustrated Abrams take up a position on the other side of the street, then entered the
bar.

Before the war, the Steinadler had been a cheerful watering hole and, like much of Garmisch, it
sported interior walls decorated with frescoes and a long bar of oak carved with intricate details. Now

neglecN not to mention its somber clientdléad left it joyles. Due to electrical shortages, gas lanterns



and candles had been placed sparsely around the room, providing only a murky light. The clientele
probably preferred this, as it was now a favored meeting place for smugglers, thieves, arat fmhoar
thugs.

As Mason moved through the room, he noticed two muscled bodyguards standing near the front
door, and three more stationed by the rear entrance behind the bar. Mason carried a German pistol, a
Sauer 38H with eight rounds in the magazine, but it wouldnGtolhgheto shoot his way out of there.

The only way he was going to leave alive was if they let him. The barman looked at him warily until
Mason produced a wad of U.S. dollars. He ordered a beer then scanned the room. Olsen stood at the other
end of the batalking to the owner, Kasim Aslan, a Turk whoOd been accused of everything but convicted

of nothing. The patrons were mostly German, but there was also a mix of Polish and RuS<IAN®x

Italians, and a handful of American Gls. All here for the purpdsglioit commerce. They talked in

hushed tones, some playing cards, some standing at the bar, while others sat at tables placed at discree
distances for deals to be made without the attention of curious neighbors.

Back in a quiet corner, a blond man with an overly developed forehead played chess with a partner
whose back was to Mason. The manOs name was Anton PISbsch, the third man on the ringOs totem pole. /
former major in the Wehrmacht, with vague roots in aristocracy, he was suspected of rape, murder,
extortion, and bribery, but now held a OrespectableO role as the commander of the gangOs muscle
Purportedly a twisted genius, brilliant but cruel, a highborn henchman.

Plobsch had glanced at Mason several times. Olsen must have given him a silent signal that
MasonN a.k.a. Kurt Wengddt was the man seeking entry into the gang. PI3bsch said something to his
dark-haired chess opponent. The dadired man rose from the table and moved to the bar, leaving the
game half finished. Mason took this as an invitatiorjoin PISbsch. He crossed the room, feeling the
stares of the other patrons as he did so. He stopped at the table. Witetlegps that seemed to be
devoid of all color, PISbsch looked up to Mason and waited, indifferent.

OHe could have had you in sioves,O Mason said in fluent German.

OANh, then you play chess, Herr Wenger.O He indicated the chair with his open hand. OThen sit, and



see if you are correct.O

Mason hung his overcoat over the chair back, sat, and immediately moved his king’s bishop. Neither
spoke as they played. Mason felt vulnerable with his back to the room, but he knew that was the intention.
Not being sure where etiquette lay when challenging a ruthless and powerful thug, Mason purposefully

made two bad moves that lost him his queen.

OCheckmate,O PIsbsch said and smiled. OYou let me win, Herr Wenger. | appreciate the gesture, but it

could also be a sign of disrespect. A mark against you. We shall play again, but this time you will put
forth your best effort.O

Mason reached into his $yacket pocket and placed two hundred dollars on the table. OShall we
raise the stakes?”

OYou donOt look like a man with the means to possess that kind of money. Where did you get it?0

OPlaying Ami soldiers.O

PISbsch chuckled. OAmericans are bad chegsnslaYou should have more earnings than that if you
consider yourself a worthy opponent.O

OAmerican chess players are conservative bettors.O

OAnNd you hope that | will be more liberal?0

OOne has living expenses.O

PISbsch looked at Mason a moment, then ndolés pawn. After a few more moves in silence,

Plsbsch said, Ol hear a Bavarian accent. 1Ove seen you around, and heard of your reputation, but | know

little about you. Where are you from?”
OA little town,O Mason said. OWonneberg.O
OAnNd during the war?0
Os that important?O
Ol like to know the man sitting across from me.O
OArtillery regiment with the 58th Infantry Division. until | got into a little trouble.O

OWhat kind of trouble?0



“We were on the eastern front, and while the commanding staff lived in luxury, we were starving. So,
| managed to lighten the staffOs burden for about a month before | was caught.O

OThey shot men for less.O

“I guess I got lucky.”

PISbsch eyed Mason skeptically. The barman came over with two more beers. Mason reached for his
money, but PI3bsch said, OltOs on me. | always buy a drink for the loser.O

They continued to play. PISbsch was very good, but Mason had lost the first game to assess the
manOs weaknesses. PI3bsch used the same types of aggressive moves and shresvinh tietifisss, but
Mason had already figured him out.

OWhat did you do after the war?0 PI$bsch asked.

Ol was with Rudolph Voss. Out of Munich. Did you know him?0

OYes . .0 PIsbsch said as he eyed Mason. Olt is unfortunate that you ran with an argahiatio
longer exists. How is one to verify that you are who you claim to be?0

OYes, Herr Voss is dead, and the organization busted up, but | assure you | am telling the truth. |
worked with Captain Wertz cutting penicillin and baby formula, sellingvsand H, until he got busted
and ratted on us.O

In fact, Mason had known Voss and Wertz during his time as a CID investigator in Munich, and he
was the one who had busted Wertz through an informant. Mason had built an entire file around his
fictitious chaacter, including having a German detective friend in Munich OleakO WengerOs arrest record
and police file to the Garmisch authorities. Giving the records to the corrupt elements in the Garmisch
police ensured that PISbsch knew all about Wenger by theMias®mn made contact.

OWhy did you come down to Garmisch?0 PISbsch asked.

Ol heard of a few networks operating out of here. And your group is said to be the most powerful.
But you know all this. IOm sure you already checked me out before | came.O

PISbschsimply smiled and moved his queenOs knight.

Mason debated whether he should take PIShsch at his word and play using his best effort. Would



winning seal the deal, leading PISbsch to take the introduction to the next level? On the other hand,
humiliating aman like PISbsch could very well get his throat cut. There was only one way to find out.

He held back his best moves, sacrificing key pieces, until finally luring his opponent into making a fatal
move. OCheckmate.O

OYou play very well,0 Plsbsch saiith a forced smile, though he looked like he might prefer
slashing MasonOs throat.

OAs do you, Herr PIbsch.O

OYou know my name, then.O

Ol would not do very well in this line of work if | did not find out who | would be dealing with.O

Ol can respect a mano, knowing my reputation, has the courage to beat me at chess.O

Mason bowed his head.

OYes, we checked you out,O PISbsch said. OOne cannot be too careful these days. Sergeant Olsen sa
you are interested in joining in our enterprise.O

Ol am, indeed.®

PISbsch stared at him for a long minute, his nostrils flaring as if sniffing the air for deception. Finally
he said, OItOs not up to me.O

OThough | imagine your approval goes a long way.O

PISbsch grunted. He then nodded to someone behind Mason. Whetheashés sign to fetch his
boss, or to be stabbed in the back, Mason wasnOt sure. He maintained a neutral expression, while readyin¢
himself for an attack. But instead of the rush of an assailant, a door opened behind his left shoulder. He
kept his eyes onlBbsch as footsteps approachkthree or four men, judging by the sound of it.

Two men came around to face Mason. They were the number one and two men in the organization,
Hermann Giessen and Erich Bachmann. Giessen appeared to be in his fifties, withtzeron face and
slickedback hair that revealed a long scar running from his forehead and into his receding hairline.
Bachmann was a small man, more hggihool science teacher than mobster, with soft green eyes, a

humble chin, and long earlobes.



Plobsch rose from his chair, and Giessen took his place. Mason felt the looming presence of two or
three men behind him.

Giessen studied Mason with intense blue eyes. OHow am | to know that you are who you claim to
be?0 Giessen asked.

Ol could tell you anythingubit would still not prove | am telling the truth. | offer a deal. LetOs say, a
way to buy my way in. Show you that | mean business. Good business for you.O

OGo on.0

Mason reached into his coat breast pocket, with two fingers so as not to alarm theemaved a
cherrysized, grayish white nugget. OPlatinum,O he said and laid it on the table.

Giessen picked it up and examined it closely.

Mason continued, Ol assume you have someone here who can verify that it iminmgtgrcent
pure. | have four casdsll of these.O

OAnd where did you acquire such a treasure?O Giessen asked.

A peculiar odor reached MasonOs nose. It floated just under those of spilled beer, body odor, and
cigarettes: the distinct odor of burning tobacco he hadnOt experienced skeestruggled to repress the
memories that scent elicited. After much effort, he said, OA stash left behind by the retreatir® SS

The scent seemed to crawl into his nose and into his brain, triggering an intense instinctive reaction.
His gut tenseds if expecting a blow from a truncheon. Mason remembered it all clearly now: He was
suddenly back in the winter of 1944 at a temporary Gestapo headquarters in Monschau. He had been
captured during the Battle of the Bulge, and because he was a captaielligeince, spoke fluent
German, and had been caught behind enemy lines, they had accused him of being a spy. For two
interminable weeks an interrogator had been his chief tormentor, alternately beating him and submitting
various parts of his body to eteical shock. The interrogator had chamoked a particular brand of
Turkish cigarette. And it was that sweet, pungent odor of Turkish tobacco, which Mason smelled now,
that had always announced the interrogator before he entered MasonOs cell andeheatold begin.

Mason had never smelled that odor since.



Ols there something the matter, Herr Wenger?O Giessen asked.

Mason tried to control himself, but his mind racédcan®t be. The man can®t be here. It isn(t
possible.

SS SturmbannfYhrer Volker. Mas could remember his precise features, the way he moved. They
were burned into his memory. Some primitive part of his brain told him that the SS man had passed near
his table and lingered. He fought against the flood of raw panic and rage.

Then he lost control.



