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To our readers and friends




The structure of the SS was designed by Himmler according to the principles of the Jesuit Order. The rules and spiritual exercises outlined by Ignacio de Loyola were a model for Himmler, who did his best to reproduce them.


General Brigadeführer SS Walter Schellenberg, head of the intelligence and counter-intelligence division of the RSHA, the Reich’s central security service. (From The Memoirs of Hitler’s Spymaster by Walter Schellenberg, A. Deutsch Editions, 1956.)




Prologue


Berlin


November 9, 1938


The coal-burning stove swathed the mostly dark room in a thick blanket of warmth. Standing in front of the tall windows with polished wood frames, Professor Otto Neumann contemplated the city lights. His city. He loved it passionately, and yet this was the last night he would spend here.


His last night in Germany.


The bookseller, who had never left Berlin, still hadn’t fully realized that by this time the next day he would be in Paris, and after another twenty-four hours, he’d be in London. He had never taken a plane, but his wife had been enthusiastic on the phone. “It’s incredible. You feel like a bird up in the sky.”


Hearing the mischievous voice of his beloved Anna had restored his hope. She had left the week before, with a tourist visa, to avoid raising suspicions. And now it was his turn to head for Tempelhof Airport. He glanced annoyedly at the clock on the wall. It was almost ten thirty and his friend still hadn’t arrived, though the English Embassy was only fifteen minutes away by car. Maybe he’d been held up at an overzealous SA checkpoint. Over the past few months, the ruthless Brownshirts had begun playing traffic police in town—an ideal pretext to beat up Jews and steal their cars.


“Mr. Neumann, can I go? The boxes are all put away. I have a date with my Greta.”


The weak voice of his apprentice made its way up the spiral staircase.


“Yes, Albert. Leave the door open when you go. I’m expecting someone,” answered the bookseller. “See you next week.”


The bell on the front door jingled as it shut. Neumann didn’t have the courage to say goodbye to the young man. He sat down and bowed his head for a minute, lost in his thoughts. He would never see the boy again. Officially, he was closing the shop for a week’s holiday in France, but he knew that when the authorities discovered he had fled, the bookstore would be confiscated by the Aryanization of Business office.


Since the Nazis had come to power, he had become a Mischling, a half-Jewish, half-Aryan mutt, an ex-professor run out of the university turned bookseller. For the learned men behind the racial laws in force, he was part superhuman, part subhuman. The product of race pollution.


Five years earlier, in Heidelberg, the president of the university, a mathematician and Nazi enthusiast who also served as vice-president of the Reich’s science association, had used the law to motivate Otto’s dismissal from his position as chairman of the comparative history department. Neumann had tried to appeal against the decision, arguing that the “super-” and “sub-” prefixes cancelled each other out, meaning he was just a simple human. He was perfectly fine with that. Unfortunately, the university president was immune to his humour and failed to change his mind. Three months later, the eminent Professor Neumann became a bookseller specializing in antique editions—his passion.


He stood up from his chair and closed a small box full of invaluable volumes.


My precious books … 


He couldn’t take them all with him. Only three boxes full of his most cherished texts, his treasures, would be quietly sent to a fellow bookseller in Switzerland. The rest of them—over a thousand titles—would be left behind. The very thought that they would fall into the hands of backward, overzealous fanatics was revolting, but there was nothing more he could do.


He would bring just a single jewel with him. For the moment, it was hidden away in the safe. He couldn’t let the Nazis get their hands on that. He couldn’t even dream of the consequences of such a sacrilege.


Through the window, the city seemed peaceful. But evil was coursing through its veins, infiltrating stones and minds alike, poisoning even the air. He couldn’t bear to turn his head to the right anymore because, just beyond the first row of buildings, was the massive silhouette of the neoclassical headquarters of the Gestapo on Prinz-Albrecht-Straβe. The giant banner bearing the malevolent swastika was lit every night by vertical projectors. The symbol was black like an overfed venomous spider, its four legs grown stout. A spider turned flag. “Swastika: ancient symbol of peace and harmony in Asia, and particularly India.”


Those were his words, written over twenty years ago in his book on pagan symbols.


Peace and harmony! What sinister irony. He should have added, “for an Indian swastika, which turns to the left.” Hitler wasn’t one for eastern wisdom. He set his swastika spinning in the other direction. A full reversal of Asian traditions.


He had sucked all the good out of the swastika to turn it into the symbol of infamy—at least for the Reich’s so-called inferior races, Jews first in line. Germany was delirious in its veneration of the evil gammadion.


He looked at the clock on the wall again. Time was running out and his visitor still hadn’t appeared. He walked across the room and knelt down in front of the wall safe. The dial turned quickly under his fingers, freeing the armoured door from its slumber.


Just as he slipped an object into his fawn leather bag, the bell on the door to the bookshop rang again. Neumann sighed with relief. His friend had made it. The bookseller put the bag down on his desk and headed joyfully down the stairs.


“At last! I’ve been waiting for you for nearly an hour,” he said as he landed on the last step. “You clearly—”


His heart jumped.


Three men were standing on the other side of the counter. Three men wearing the same uniform. Brimmed cap adorned with a skull symbol, perfectly tailored black jackets and trousers, a red armband showcasing a swastika on their right arms, and shiny leather boots. And each of them had a pistol in his belt. The face of the oldest one in the group brightened. A thin scar ran the length of his cheek, up to his temple.


“Hello, Professor,” said the SS officer, bowing his head. “It’s an honour to meet you.”


He was tall and thin, around forty years old, with short grey hair, and a narrow, intelligent-looking face. His light eyes wielded a penetrating gaze.


“My name is Colonel Weistort. Karl Weistort,” he added.


The bookseller remained still, unable to respond. The two other officers had moved away from the counter and were browsing the shelves.


“I … Delighted to make your acquaintance … I was just about to close up for the night,” he finally stammered.


The colonel looked disappointed.


“Could you make a little exception? I’ve come all the way from Munich to meet you. Look what I’ve brought you,” he said, placing a yellowed book on the counter. The worn cover featured a statue of a bearded man sitting on a throne.


Neumann adjusted his glasses and instantly recognized his biography of Holy Roman Emperor Frederick Barbarossa.


“A magnificent work,” continued the SS officer. “I happened upon it when I was young, at the university in Cologne, and it’s been the star of my library ever since, sitting alongside your other book on sacred symbols, of course. Such a fount of knowledge!”


“Thank you,” the bookseller replied awkwardly.


“No, you deserve it. You must know that the Führer has an unbound passion for this extraordinary emperor.”


“I didn’t.”


“However, I disagree with you as to the importance of the legend of Barbarossa. You know, the one that claims the emperor isn’t dead, but lies sleeping in the bosom of a magic mountain. And when he wakes, the Reich will reign for eternity.”


Neumann frowned in confusion. The SS officer tapped his index finger on the cover of the book.


“You say it’s just a story for children, but it’s a powerful myth, capable of galvanizing the hearts of all Germans. The imagination, professor! That’s the real source of power over men. Whoever captivates their imaginations is stronger than ten armies combined. But I suppose you have too much Jewish blood in your veins to understand … It’s not your fault.”


The bookseller’s pulse was racing. The colonel placed his palms flat on the counter.


“Because, if you think about it, isn’t Adolf Hitler the reincarnation of the old sleeping emperor? He’s awoken the people and will establish a new Reich to last a thousand years. He’s been sent by providence. You should understand that. Haven’t the Jews been waiting for their messiah for millennia? We Germans have found ours first.”


“Yes … Probably.”


The SS colonel’s eyes sparkled with excitement.


“And as such, we are now the chosen people. What an immense responsibility!”


“I’m delighted for you … What is it you’re looking for exactly, Colonel?” asked Neumann in a forced neutral tone.


“I’m sorry, I got carried away. I’m sometimes such an incorrigible romantic. First, an autograph would make me very happy,” he replied, suddenly strangely jovial.


The bookseller noticed the other two officers opening one of the boxes destined for Geneva.


“Those books aren’t for sale,” said Neumann.


The colonel tapped the counter with the book.


“Let it go, Professor. My deputies are naturally curious. It’s a sign of intelligence. Grab a pen and get to work!”


Neumann did his best to contain his annoyance. He had to get rid of these visitors before his friend turned up. If he walked into the shop at this time of night, he’d be taken into custody immediately, and the bookseller with him.


“I’ll get something to write with.”


“No need,” replied Weistort as he handed Neumann a big black-and-silver fountain pen bearing the SS insignia. “A gift from Reichsführer Himmler himself.”


The bookseller took the pen as if it were a venomous snake.


“‘For Karl’, plus something nice,” the colonel continued affably. “That will be perfect.” Then he turned towards his deputies. “The Reichsführer would faint if he found out a half-Jew was using his pen.”


The other two burst into laughter.


Neumann remained impassive and did as he’d been told.


“There you go. Can I do anything else for you?”


One of the two Nazis walked over, his arms full of books with ornate bindings, and placed them on the counter.


“Look at these hidden treasures,” exclaimed the tall blond as he went over the covers spread out before him. “It’s incredible! I found a Stéganographie by Abbé Trithème, the original edition, and the Mutus Liber prefaced by Paracelsus.”


“I found two gems as well,” chimed in the second deputy, his hands deep in the box. “An editio princeps of the Malleus Maleficarum! I thought they had all been burned in the 1635 Hamburg book burning. And a copy of the Codex Demonicus by the Grand Inquisitor of Bavaria.”


Neumann couldn’t believe it. These men had perfectly identified the books. Where did these learned brutes, interested in and knowledgeable about symbolism, come from? Members of the ranks usually stuck to lowly police jobs or protecting dignitaries.


The colonel intercepted the bookseller’s surprised look and took back his signed volume.


“How silly of me. I forgot to tell you about our positions. We work at the Ahnenerbe, the Ancestral Heritage Research and Teaching Society, of which I’m the head. Don’t mind our SS uniforms—we’re scholars like you, intellectuals, but of pure blood.”


Neumann frowned. Nazi intellectuals. What a sinister oxymoron, he thought.


“Really … From which universities?” he inquired prudently.


The colonel bowed.


“I graduated from Cologne with a doctorate in ethnology. My two deputies both attended the University of Dresden. The captain is chairman of anthropology at the University of Munich and the lieutenant left his job as a professor of medieval literature to take up his new position at the Ahnenerbe. We are drowning in work at the moment. We’re always hiring. If you can believe it, Himmler has asked me to create more than fifty research groups! I’m a little overwhelmed.”


One of the SS officers was carefully piling books up on the counter.


“These works would have a select place in our Society’s library. Unfortunately, our budget is quite tight. Maybe our friend the professor could give us a good deal?”


Neumann watched them without a word. Despite their degrees, these three weren’t worth any more than any other Nazis. They too were taking advantage of the reign of terror to steal from Jews. His mind started racing: refusing would get him in trouble but accepting would mean losing his treasures. He made up his mind. This was no time to hesitate.


“Since you like these books so much, I’d be more than happy to donate them to your Society.”


The colonel nodded in satisfaction.


“How kind of you. If I may take advantage of your generosity, I’m also looking for one work in particular: the Thule Borealis Kulten, from the Middle Ages.”


The bookseller’s eyes narrowed and his heart raced.


“I don’t believe I’ve heard of it. I’ll check my register to be sure. What was it again?”


“Thule Borealis,” answered Weistort, carefully articulating each syllable.


Neumann flipped nervously through his catalogue.


“No, I don’t see it. You’d have more luck with my specialist colleagues.”


The colonel put on a sad expression.


“Come now, Neumann. Are you sure? It’s about purely Aryan esoteric teachings. Extraordinary teachings …”


“Is it? That must be very interesting,” the bookseller lied carefully.


The colonel turned to his deputies. “What was the name of the Jew we interrogated yesterday?”


“Rabbi Ransonovitch, a charming man, though a bit gruff,” answered the lieutenant. “It’s a shame he didn’t survive the interrogation.”


Neumann’s blood froze in his veins.


“That’s it, Ransonovitch. He told me you had a copy.”


“I’m sorry, but I don’t know this rabbi,” murmured the bookseller. “If you wouldn’t mind, I should close up shop now.”


The colonel shrugged and took two bills out of his wallet. “What a shame. I was eager to get my hands on that book,” he said as he placed two hundred Reichsmarks on the counter.


Neumann’s eyes opened wide. “That’s too much. I told you I was happy to donate the books.”


The scarred man raised his hand. “You’ve misunderstood. This is what I’m offering to buy your whole bookstore. I’m feeling rather generous.”


“It … it’s not for sale. This is ridiculous.”


“Oh, Professor. It would have been so much easier if you had just handed over the Thule Borealis on your own. Given my admiration for you—I don’t normally have many kind words for Jews—we could have stayed friends. And you would have escaped the purge.”


“The purge?”


The colonel glanced at his acolytes and grabbed the bookseller by the shoulder. “You’ll understand soon enough. In the meantime, let’s go up to your office. Your friend the rabbi whispered in my ear, just before he died, that the book was hidden in your safe.”


“The key to the safe is in the cash register,” he mumbled. He bent down behind the counter, felt around a basket and found what he was looking for.


“Hurry up, time’s running out,” urged the colonel. “For you especially—”


He was cut off mid-sentence. Neumann stood up with a Mauser pistol aimed right at Weistort.


“Get out of here! I don’t want you defiling my bookstore!”


The colonel didn’t blink, though the two deputies backed away.


“Come now, Professor. Threatening an SS officer with a gun is punishable by death. Do you even know how to use it?”


Neumann smiled for the first time since they had walked into his shop uninvited. “I fought in the Great War. Iron Cross at the Battle of the Somme,” he said. “I’m willing to bet I’ve killed more men than you, to my great regret. But for you I’ll make an exception.”


The Nazi backed away, fear appearing on his face for the first time. Neumann felt a wave of happiness wash over him. Scaring an SS officer was a rare pleasure—he would remember this for the rest of his life. But he knew that by executing the intellectuals bearing the skull insignia, he would only gain a short respite, because the rest of the pack would come for him. At least he would have time to flee and hide the book.


Suddenly the youngest SS officer unholstered his pistol. The bookseller had just enough time to react and pull the trigger. With a bullet in his skull, the Nazi fell backwards with a scream. Neumann didn’t have time to return his aim to the colonel. The man with the scar was faster. His Luger already free of his belt, the colonel fired. The bullet went straight through the bookseller’s upper chest and exited through his back, shattering his collar bone. Neumann crumpled to the ground, his shirt drenched in blood.


“You idiot!” sighed Weistort. “Let’s take him upstairs.”


“What about Viktor?” asked the captain, gesturing towards his fallen colleague.


“He’s in Valhalla now. Tonight, he dines with Odin.”


The two remaining Nazis dragged Neumann up the stairs. As they climbed, blood stained the steps. When they reached his office, they put him down in the armchair across from the window.


Weistort noticed a spool of packing string on the ground. “Use the string to tie him to the chair.”


While the captain executed the order, Weistort rifled through the open safe.


“Where did you put the book?” shouted the colonel as he hurled stacks of bills to the floor.


“Go to hell!” answered the wounded Neumann, whose mind was becoming less and less clear.


Suddenly Weistort spotted the bag on the table. He opened it and brandished the thin, red, leather-bound volume. “The Thule Borealis!” He sat down on the couch and opened it carefully. As he turned the pages, his eyes filled with wonder.


“Magnificent. Absolutely magnificent.”


“You have no right.”


The colonel pointed towards the windows. “Tonight, Aryans have all the rights and Jews have none. Look!”


A red-and-yellow glow rose over the entire city.


“What’s happening?” stuttered Neumann. It looked like a fire was ravaging the neighbourhood.


Weistort set the book down, opened his arms and raised them to the sky like a priest in church. “It’s the purge, my friend. You should have listened to the radio, to the good Dr. Goebbels. He called the German people to take to the streets and express their justified anger with the Jews following the cowardly assassination of Ernst vom Rath in Paris.”


He opened the windows wide. Screams shot up from below along with the sounds of breaking glass. Weistort crossed his arms behind his back, watching the flames dance across the synagogue to the south.


“But … the police …”


“They’re not allowed out of the stations. Same for the firemen. Germans can enter homes and businesses, throw out their occupants, beat them, humiliate them, steal from them, and even kill them. The purge. This devastating force is barrelling across the land like an unstoppable wave. Berlin, Munich, Cologne, Hamburg, blood will fill the streets all over the country. Impure blood, the blood of Jews. And anyone who tries to help them will be considered an enemy of the people. There’s only one law tonight: the law of pure blood.”


“You are evil, pure evil.”


Weistort smacked the wounded Neumann on his broken shoulder. “It’s a question of perspective. For us National Socialists, you Jews are a foreign virus that has infected the German body. You have poisoned our country and our blood like a disease. You are evil. Since we are eliminating you, we are on the side of Good, of the people.”


“You’re crazy.”


“But it’s so simple. The majority is Good and the minority is Evil.”


“The majority is Good! That’s absurd. People will revolt.”


“I doubt it. Do you think any of the brave Germans who are taking part in this night of purification will feel guilty tomorrow? Hardly. They’ll feel a bit ashamed, like after a night of heavy drinking at Oktoberfest. But in the end, they’ll see it as a salutary intoxication.”


Weistort put the book back in the bag and opened the rest of the windows. The screams had made way for shouting, coarse laughter and patriotic songs, which now filled the air. He leaned out to see the street below. Outside a ransacked clothing store, three Brownshirts in caps chuckled as they dragged an old woman in her nightgown by her feet. A blood-stained old man lay motionless in front of the door.


“Those SA idiots,” sighed Weistort as he turned around to face the bookseller. “If it makes you feel any better, I strongly disapprove of sadism.”


“Your damn swastika has poisoned your soul.”


“No, it’s revealed us to ourselves. That’s its power. Its magic. Oh, Professor, I do regret your Mischling heritage. I could have offered you a job at the Ahnenerbe. We could even have been friends …”


Neumann tried to look up, but pain burned in the back of his neck.


“Go to hell!”


The colonel laughed. “Sorry, but I only believe in the magic of our pagan powers, not that of the Devil. Satan is just a Judeo-Christian invention for simple minds.”


The bookseller’s strength was leaving him. The SS officer’s voice sounded like an echo in his brain. He cried. Not from pain, no. From anger. With himself. He should have put that goddamn book somewhere safe.


Weistort prepared to leave.


“What do we do with him?” asked the captain with a glance at Neumann, who was losing the last of his blood.


“Let him die alone as he watches the events of this marvellous night.”


“And the shop? Should we burn it?”


“No. Send a lorry for the books tomorrow. They’ll make a lovely addition to the Reichsführer’s library at Wewelsburg Castle. Tell them to pick up the body of our comrade, who lost his life in the pursuit of his perilous mission, murdered by a cowardly Jew. Make sure he’s awarded the Iron Cross posthumously.”


The scarred colonel leaned towards Neumann.


“Goodbye, Professor. Thanks to you and this book, Good will finally triumph.”


The two SS officers left, leaving the bookseller to his fate. On the other side of the windows, heavy clouds reflected the red glow from the streets, as if drops of blood were about to start falling from the sky.


Hunched over on his chair, Otto Neumann was slipping into darkness. The synagogue had become a torch before his eyes. Now he knew that the fires outside were only the beginning.


Tonight, Germany was aflame. Tomorrow the world.


All because of a book.


A damn book.




PART ONE


All intellectual, natural and supernatural sources of power—from modern technology to medieval black magic, and the teachings of Pythagoras to the Faustian pentagram incantation—were to be exploited in the interests of final victory.


Wilhelm Wulff, Himmler’s personal astrologer. (From Zodiac and Swastika, Coward, McCann & Geoghegan, 1973.)
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Tibet, Yarlung Valley


January 1939


The storm was losing strength. The bellowing thunder echoed over the peaks in the distance as flashes of lightning continued their silver ballet to the north, near Yarlung Pass.


Standing at the entrance to the cavern, protected from the freezing wind that had been gusting through the valley for three straight days, a man in a white snowsuit stared intently at the last rays of light shining on the Himalayan peaks. Manfred wasn’t afraid of lightning. On the contrary, he had learned to tame it with his mountaineering father as they climbed the sheer cliffs of the Bavarian Alps. His father’s words came to mind every time he was in a storm.


Learn to love lightning. It purifies the air and forges the hearts of strong men. 


But here, in this forgotten corner of Tibet, at the heart of the deep valley, there was something stale in the air that even lightning couldn’t purify. The weather was like a faulty compass. It hadn’t snowed a single flake, though the surrounding mountains were covered in a thick layer of fresh snow. It was as if an invisible, insidious force had imposed its laws on nature’s most powerful elements.


Hauptmannführer SS Manfred Dalberg turned a hostile gaze to the foothills which formed the valley below. He was very far from the beauty of the Bavarian mountains of his childhood. The ground was grey and sterile and there was a total lack of vegetation. The rocky cliffs dotted with ridges sharp as knives were of an astounding size. The landscape seemed to have been crafted with a single goal: to annihilate all human and animal presence. He could feel it in his bones.


The Land of Screaming Skulls.


That was the name the Tibetan people gave this strange place forgotten by men. He hadn’t seen or heard any screaming skulls, but the howling wind was grating on his nerves. All he wanted was to return to Germany and rejoin his combat division.


Manfred turned up the collar on his standard-issue SS Alpine snowsuit, then heard a familiar noise to his right. He grabbed the binoculars for a better view of the mountainside below. A lorry covered with a dirty canvas tarpaulin was speeding up the battered path that served as the only road. The tyres spewed dirt in their wake, leaving behind a trail of dust.


Schäfer is here.


A wave of relief washed over the SS officer. His boss had kept his word—he was here to take the situation in hand.


Manfred put on his hood and hurried down the stone steps that wound along the hillside from the cave to the edge of the road, taking them four at a time.


I have to get out of this Godforsaken dump. 


He’d left Lhasa and the bulk of the Schäfer expedition almost two weeks ago with a small scientific unit made up of two archaeologists, a linguist who also served as a translator, half a dozen Tibetan porters, and three Buddhist monks. In the beginning, things had gone well. He had followed his instructions to the letter and set up camp. At the exact place described in the sacred scrolls, there was a cave entrance set into a hill on the edge of the Sanshai slope, framed by two scarlet Tulpas—small, traditional Tibetan towers shaped like cones for housing prayer mills. But these didn’t contain prayer mills, just sculptures of threatening horned demons.


It all fitted perfectly with the drawings reproduced in the scrolls of the Kangyur, the sacred book of the Tibetan people.


The door to the skull kingdom. 


But as soon as they finished setting up base camp, two porters came down with an unknown illness that resulted in massive haemorrhaging, emptying their bodies of all their blood. Not long after, relations between the Germans and the “smelly monks”, as his deputy called them, became tense. The Buddhist priests had ordered the porters to block the entrance to the crypt. They could go no further inside the cave. If it had been up to him, Manfred would have nonchalantly executed them, but he didn’t want to jeopardize his country’s diplomatic relations with the locals. Tibet had become a great friend to the Third Reich and had asked for Germany’s help to fight the Chinese.


He had sent a messenger to ask for help from his superior, Hauptsturmführer Ernst Schäfer. The commander of the “Aryan Tibet mission” had become the confidant of Lhasa’s leader, the fifth Rinpoche, after all. He’d even managed to convince the latter to give the Germans the eight hundred scrolls of the sacred Kangyur.


Manfred reached the road just as the lorry covered in moon-coloured dust came to a stop. A porter was cleaning a mule harness in front of the Tulpas. Manfred shot a dirty look at the short little man whose face was as wrinkled as a baked apple. He still didn’t understand why Schäfer was always arguing that these subhumans were of the Aryan race.


When the two men in white parkas got out of the vehicle, Manfred stood at attention, his right arm raised in their direction in the customary fashion.


“Heil Hitler!”


The men replied in kind. The tallest of the two, who was built like a boxer with a blond beard and a cheerful face, shook his hand exuberantly.


“Manfred, it’s so nice to see you,” exclaimed Schäfer in an exalted tone. Then he gestured towards his companion, standing a few steps behind him.


“Let me introduce Colonel Karl Weistort, Director of the Ahnenerbe and member of the Reichsführer’s personal staff. He comes to us from Berlin.”


The SS officer walked over to Manfred. A thin scar ran from his temple to his cheek. Manfred had seen this type of scar before on fencers he had met in Prussian student societies. Despite the scar, the man exuded a kind of benevolence he’d rarely seen in superior officers of the SS.


The colonel shook his hand and smiled warmly. “Congratulations, Obersturmführer Dalberg. If the information I’ve received is correct, we’re on the verge of making an incredible discovery. Your future at the SS will be bright, my young friend.”


The lieutenant frowned—it was as if no one had read his letter.


“I’m flattered, Herr Colonel, but I mentioned several issues we’ve encountered.”


The officer placed his palm on his shoulder. “Tell me more,” he said.


The lieutenant glanced disdainfully towards the inside of the cave. “Inside the cavern, there’s a giant door with no lock that leads to the sanctuary, where we’ll find … the object. But the monks are furious. They say they only ever intended for us to visit the cave, not to enter the crypt. They don’t want foreigners to profane their sanctuary.”


Weistort burst into frank, joyful laughter.


“Foreigners? Hardly. Though it’s hard to see at first glance, we share the same blood,” he said, watching the porter smoking a long pipe. “Let’s go solve this problem with our cousins.”


The three men climbed the stairs that led to the cave.


“How has your stay in Lhasa been?” asked Manfred.


“Excellent. I finished filming my future documentary and we’ve collected a wealth of top-quality scientific data. I’m only sorry we must return to Berlin so soon. This country is marvellous, and the Tibetans are remarkable people.”


“I’m afraid I don’t share your opinion, Ernst,” replied the young lieutenant.


Weistort, who seemed to be in excellent spirits, raced up the steps.


“Come, come, Lieutenant. Let’s be optimistic. You’re an SS officer. What do the Tibetans call this area again?”


The trio was only about thirty meters from the entrance to the cave—a half dome dug into the rock of the bald hill.


“The land of the screaming skulls,” answered Manfred. “According to the monks, some of the dead continue to live, unable to reincarnate. They wander the depths of the earth groaning in despair, searching in vain for new bodies to inhabit. If we open the door, hell will be unleashed on earth. And since we need at least ten men to force the door open …”


Colonel Weistort smiled. “Ghosts wandering as they await resurrection. How magnificent! It’s like a parable of our people. The Germans, discouraged by defeat and betrayal, were awaiting their saviour: Adolf Hitler. The Führer has given Germany a new body. A stronger, more powerful body. I love these ancestral traditions. They help us come to understand the hidden meaning of the universe.”


The colonel accidentally kicked a big empty can with remnants of food inside that had been lying on a step. It had rolled off a heap of waste piled in front of a big boulder off to the side. Weistort stopped short, picked up the can and threw it back onto the pile.


“Lieutenant, please have that trash buried immediately.”


The young lieutenant opened his eyes wide. Weistort observed his reaction, shaking his head in disappointment.


“It is a crime to sully nature, Lieutenant. The earth provides us with so many marvels. The least we can do is take care of it. Didn’t they teach you that in your ecology courses at the SS Institute?”


“No, Colonel, I joined the order just last year.”


“Well, that’s quite a shame. You should know that the word ‘ecology’ was invented by a fine German, biologist Ernst Haeckel, from the Greek oikos, meaning habitat, and logos, meaning science.”


“Haeckel was a great precursor indeed! He believed the races fitted into a hierarchy and placed whites at the top of the ladder. He was a founding member of the German Society for the Hygiene of the Race at the beginning of the 20th century, before the rise of National Socialism,” added Schäfer enthusiastically.


“That’s exactly right. You should read his Lebenswunder again and again,” added Weistort. “I’ll lend you a copy.”


Pleased with his speech, the SS colonel resumed climbing. It took the men several more minutes to reach the cave. Inside it was as large as a Bavarian pub, lit by torches set into the walls, which were the same grey as the valley outside. At the far end of the cavern, a group of men were sleeping around an acrid, smoky fire. The smell of hot grease wafted through the cold air. A tall blond man hurried over to them, his features drawn. He didn’t even deign to salute the new arrivals.


“Lieutenant, one of the porters is not well at all. He’s vomiting and spitting up blood.”


Weistort and Schäfer quickly exchanged concerned looks.


“He’s the third,” added the young German. “They’ve put him in the other chamber.”


“Take me to him, please,” ordered the colonel gently.


They took a tunnel to the right towards an alcove filled with weak glimmers of light. A small group of people was sitting in front of a stone altar with an ember fire. Three monks in saffron robes were seated in the lotus position around a man writhing in pain on a frayed blanket. His face was dripping with sweat and blood oozed from the corners of his lips.


Weistort walked over to the monks and bowed.


“Translate everything I say. Tell them I’ve been sent here by Adolf Hitler, the Great Lama of Germany.”


The translator did as he was told, but the monks remained impassive. Weistort squatted down and held his hand to the sick man’s forehead.


“What’s wrong with him?”


One of the monks looked up at the officer disinterestedly. A flood of choppy, biting words poured from his mouth. The translator listened attentively, then stuttered in a weak voice:


“The porter has been punished, like the others, for entering the sanctuary. He will die tonight and become one of the dead banging on the door to get out. If we don’t leave, we will meet with the same fate.”


Weistort nodded knowingly. “I’m very disappointed. We only wanted to pay tribute to our ancestors. Tell him that I have the utmost respect for his Aryan land and its customs. In Germany, we are re-establishing ancient traditions scorned by Christianity. Could we make an offering, a sacrifice, to show our respect for the dead?”


As the translator spoke, the monk became increasingly aloof. He shouted a few words, then spat on the ground. The translator opened his eyes wide and shook his head.


“We must slit the throat of a goat anointed by the superior lama of Lhasa. Unfortunately, we don’t have any goats.”


The German officer smiled. Then, without a word, he took the knife out of the scabbard on his belt. He brandished it in the weak light from the fire, his blue eyes a reflection of the steel’s metallic shine. His voice echoed against the walls.


“Tell him I also belong to a spiritual order—the SS—and that this knife was given to me by my superior, Heinrich Himmler. The blade is engraved with a motto: ‘My honour is my loyalty.’” He drove the knife into the embers. The steel began to turn red. “I don’t know if the word ‘honour’ means anything in Tibet, but in my country, it covers three qualities: pride, courage and loyalty.”


The colonel smiled and walked over to one of the monks, the incandescent knife in hand. Weistort’s voice became more soothing, almost gentle. He knelt down next to the oldest of the monks, who hadn’t yet spoken a word.


“My friends, I can’t help but feel you aren’t being very loyal to us.”


As soon as the last word had left his mouth, he stabbed the old man in the throat. The blade made his glottis crack as it cut into his flesh. A spurt of light-coloured blood gushed from the wound, staining the colonel’s immaculate parka. The monk fell backwards onto the ground, next to the sick man, whose eyes opened wide as he thrashed like a worm. The smell of grilled meat filled the air around them. The two other monks hadn’t reacted at all. Their faces remained impassive.


Schäfer came over. “You’ve lost your mind, Colonel! They aren’t responsible for this man’s illness.”


Weistort wiped the blade on the monk’s robe and answered condescendingly, “Your naiveté is charming, my dear Ernst. But let me explain. Do you see the red stripe at the bottom of the monks’ robes? It tells us they belong to the Ganpitra, an internal order of the Tibetan clergy whose mission is to protect the community. At all costs. They are authorized to transgress their laws and to kill when necessary. Wolves in sheep’s clothing. Who would suspect kind Buddhist monks? Very practical, don’t you think?”


“I still don’t see the relevance,” replied Schäfer, who didn’t dare look at the unmoving old man.


“The Ganpitra never use blades or guns—too vulgar. They prefer poison. It’s one of their order’s specialities. Before coming here, I read the memoir of an Italian missionary who was admitted to the Potala over thirty years ago. I think they poisoned one of the porters to make us believe there is a curse and scare us away.”


One of the monks spoke.


“He says the disciples of Buddha are not afraid of you or of death. Killing them will change nothing. The porters still won’t do as you ask. They’ll prefer to die than to face the screaming dead.”


The scarred colonel nodded his head and picked up his knife again. He leaned over the body of the monk and cut out a circle of flesh about the size of a coin from the unfortunate man’s forehead. Just above the top of the nose. He brandished his trophy, then threw it in the fire.


“Translate again, please. I practise their magic, as well. I’ve taken their colleague’s third eye and burned it. His soul is now mine and I will make him suffer a thousand torments. He will never reach Nirvana.”


The monks’ expressions suddenly shifted. They exchanged frightened glances.


Weistort’s voice echoed through the cave once more. “They know all about this sorcery since they use it now and again to terrorize the Rinpoche’s enemies. I paid careful attention to the book written by the priest from the Vatican, who learned all their secrets. Now, tell them to motivate the porters to open the door to the sanctuary. Or I’ll have to take charge of their souls, too.”


The two monks scrambled to their feet before they’d heard the end of the translation. They ran to the chamber, shouting orders to the sleeping porters.


Weistort put his knife away calmly. “Why don’t we go open this famous door?”


Two hours later, the entrance to the sanctuary was clear. The heavy bronze doors, which must have weighed half a ton, lay on the ground on either side of a gaping hole that gave off a pungent smell.


“The sweet smell of death,” whispered Weistort as he entered a long corridor with a torch in one hand, followed by Schäfer, who kept his finger on the trigger of his machine gun.


The other Germans had stayed back near the entrance, and they hadn’t needed to ask the porters to leave. They had all fled the cave in fear, shouting prayers. The two remaining monks were now sitting silently before the fire.


The German officers edged forward on the damp ground, the torch casting an unsteady glow on the almost blue walls, dotted with a myriad of metallic glimmers.


“It must be an old mine,” whispered Schäfer. “Tibet is full of precious minerals.”


“What we’re looking for here is worth infinitely more than silver or gold,” replied Weistort. “By the way, I haven’t congratulated you on your initiative yet. It was a brilliant idea to develop a friendship with the Tibetan dignitary and begin translating their sacred book.”


The tunnel became larger, like a subterranean avenue plunged into darkness. Schäfer listened attentively—strange muffled noises, like scratching, could be heard all around them.


“Do you really believe in the legend, Colonel?” asked the head of the expedition in a frightened voice.


“The undead? Not at all. The people who hid the object here wanted to scare away a superstitious population. The rats, on the other hand—”


Weistort stopped short, then moved forward again, more slowly this time. “My God!”


He moved the torch closer. Before them stood a rectangular, black slab. The huge monolith looked like the enormous monuments erected to honour the dead in Prussian military cemeteries. But there was something in the middle of the slab that set it apart from German headstones.


A statue.


The bust of a man whose deformed features expressed intense pain. The lower half of his body seemed to be encased in the slab. His arms reached forward and his hands held a metal basin. At the foot of the monument, there was a pile of skeletons.


The two Germans drew nearer, bones cracking under their boots. They were hypnotized by their discovery. Weistort’s face lit up.


He pulled a red leather-bound book from his coat pocket. Gothic letters spelled out the title:


Thule Borealis Kulten.


“Such an enticing treasure hunt across continents and centuries,” said Weistort. “Can you believe it all started with this book written in the Middle Ages in Germany, which belonged to a half-Jew? I found a passage in it that alluded to sacred scrolls in the Orient and to the existence of …” He opened the book to a bookmarked page. An engraving appeared. “This very statue!”


They moved closer to the strange sculpture. The basin contained a ruby-hued object that glimmered as it reflected the glow from the torch. It had been carved into the shape of a symbol. A symbol that enchanted the two SS officers.


A swastika.


Colonel Weistort handed the torch to Schäfer and took the gammadion in his hands. His voice echoed like a burst of thunder.


“Year 1 of the Third Reich begins today.”
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Catalonia


January 1939


“¡No pasarán!”


A group of soldiers along the side of the battered road that led to the front saluted the lorry with the Republican war cry. Casually seated in the back seat of the Ford, Tristan answered with a raised fist, all the while fiddling with a cigar. He hadn’t had time to light it yet. Cigars take time. Just like a good cognac, you have to enjoy the aroma first, and feast your eyes on its fawn wrapper. The driver broke hard all of a sudden, jolting Tristan from his imaginary tasting session. A flooded river had blocked the road with black mud.


“Everybody out!”


Jaime’s hoarse voice was like a punch to the gut. The short, stocky group leader with the unkempt beard of a feverish conquistador had jumped out of the lorry, rifle in hand. He gave Tristan a furious look, causing the latter to carefully store his cigar in an inside jacket pocket.


“You, el Francés, move it. We have to get there before dawn tomorrow.”


A dozen soldiers had taken up posts around Jaime, as if awaiting inspection. One turned up his worn collar, another tightened the rope he used as a belt. The state of their uniforms was representative of the Republic’s status: in tatters. Tristan was the only one with a fine jacket whose silver buttons shone in the winter sun. He had taken it from a corpse—along with the cigar.


“You’re going to get us shot with those damn buttons,” grumbled Jaime. “With the first light of the moon, they’ll shine like Easter candles.”


The Frenchman smiled and pulled a round box from one of his pockets.


“I’ve got it taken care of. A bit of shoe polish and they’ll see nothing at all.”


Jaime pulled hard on his moustache. He hated the Frenchman. Nothing seemed to bother him. Neither hunger nor Francoist bullets. A daredevil, that’s what he was. And he always had something to say, with a smile to boot. The kind of man who ruined discipline! If it had been up to Jaime, he never would have bothered carting around a guy like him. But he’d had no choice. Tristan was to play a key role in this crucial mission—though no one had told him exactly what that role entailed.


“Attention!”


The sudden slap of palms on rifle butts rang out in the frozen air. Jaime liked that sound.


“Weapons check!”


The perfectly oiled breech slid silently. German efficiency, thought Tristan, who recognized the Mauser. The lack of weapons and munitions was so severe among Republicans that they didn’t hesitate to steal from fallen enemies on the battlefield. Nevertheless, elite troops had priority for scavenged Mausers.


“Something tells me our mission isn’t going to be easy,” commented Tristan’s neighbour, an Irishman with red hair who had joined the International Brigades in the spring.


Jaime gave him a dirty look. He couldn’t stand these volunteers who came from all over Europe to defend the Spanish Republic. They all thought they were heroes and felt they were above discipline.


“Right turn!”


Across from them stood a curiously shaped mountain range. Hundreds of grey crests chopped up the horizon in a disorderly fashion, as if a stone-cutting wind had first whipped them, then frozen them in place for eternity. The dark silhouette of a steeple rose out of a recess in the rocks like the thin blade of a sword. Jaime pointed nervously.


“That’s where we’re headed. Montserrat Monastery.”


They had waited for nightfall to slip into the foothills. A path travelled by mule drivers wound its way through the blocks of granite. Jaime made the wise decision to leave their helmets behind—the sound of metal scraping on stone would have set the whole mountain ringing like a bell. El Jefe, as the men called him, had done a thorough job preparing for the mission. Or rather, thought Tristan, someone had done it for him.


“They say the monastery was evacuated,” whispered the Irishman. “I’ve even heard people say that most of the monks were killed. I can’t help but wonder what we’re supposed to find up there. There’s nothing left but ruins and crows.”


“Maybe we’re on a hunt for ghosts—a new weapon to finally win the war.”


The redhead crossed himself impulsively.


“Don’t say that! At home, in Ireland, spirits aren’t a laughing matter. Look at these bloody upright stones. They look like warriors petrified by a demon. Sometimes I’m afraid they’re going to wake up …”


“Halt!” ordered Jaime.


They had just reached a small plateau with a cliff overhang. Under the stone canopy, the moonlight made the rushing stream water glimmer in the rock basin below. The men set down their weapons to quench their thirst. The climb had been rough. Jaime struck a match, illuminating his face. In the light of the wavering flame he looked even paler than usual.


“Light!”


One of the soldiers hurried over with a lantern for El Jefe. Brighter now, the light revealed the cliff wall, with a door set under an ogee arch crowned with the statue of a saint giving his blessing under a star. Jaime spat on the ground. He hated priests more than anything. They were the reason Spain was in this civil war. For centuries, they had ensured the people remained ignorant and afraid. Ignorant of freedom and afraid of hell. But a new wind had swept through the country, kindling the flames of revolt, and now Spain was on fire.


“Irishman,” whispered Jaime. “Are you from a Catholic family?”


The fatalistic redhead nodded.


“So you know your way around a monastery, then?”


El Jefe had just pulled out a map and thrust it into the light from the lantern. A red dot was placed where the church met the cloister.


“That’s where we’re going.”


The Irishman used his finger to trace a path, then commented on their route. “First we’ll make our way past the gatehouse. Then we’ll cross the central courtyard to reach the church. We won’t have much cover. If no one’s here, it won’t be a problem, but otherwise—”


“The monastery was emptied of its population several months ago, except for two people, who were authorized to stay. The Father Superior and the building’s caretaker. Two priests.”


Tristan, who had finally found a moment to light his cigar, joined in the conversation. “I doubt they’ll let us pillage the abbey without a fight.”


Jaime jumped up, furious. “Who said we were here to pillage?”


“The red dot. It’s located at the exact spot where we’ll find the scriptorium. In the Middle Ages, that was where monks recopied ancient manuscripts, but since Gutenberg’s invention, the calligraphers have all been out of work.”


“Get to the point.” El Jefe couldn’t stand the Frenchman’s carefree tone. His tendency to discreetly mock everything around him made Jaime want to strangle him.


“For the past four centuries at least, monasteries have stocked their riches in the former scriptoriums: religious objects made of precious metals, works of art, etc. In short, it’s where we’ll find the abbey’s treasure. That’s why I doubt our hosts will welcome us with open arms.”


All around them, the soldiers were listening carefully to the Frenchman. Since they’d been assigned to this special mission, there’d been a lot of questions. They all knew of Montserrat Monastery, which had been a pilgrimage site revered throughout Spain. From Sevilla to Burgos, by way of Barcelona, people travelled here to pay tribute to the monastery’s miraculous Virgin. The spiritual heart of an entire country beat on this mountain. Its mysterious aura kindled superstitious fears. Some of the soldiers already glanced anxiously towards the edifice on its plateau. Jaime could tell that if he didn’t boost morale quickly, his men would lose faith in the mission. All because of that damned Frenchman.


“Soldiers! The Republic chose you for your courage and valour. Our mission is crucial if we are to vanquish our enemies! Tonight, the future of the Republic is in your hands! Let’s get moving!”


The galvanized troops got back on the road. Only Tristan remained behind, contemplating the chapel’s pediment. The moon shone brightly on the saint, who seemed to burst forth from the stone. Just above his head, the star twinkled brightly like a perfectly cut diamond.


“Hey, el Francés, if you keep shooting your mouth off, this won’t end well for you. Take my word for it.”


Tristan didn’t answer. He picked up his rifle, checked the cartridge and headed out with a smile. He knew Jaime would need him before long.


The dark abbey sat between two rock walls like a sleeping beast, but it was hard to tell if it was from a dream or a nightmare. To be safe, Jaime had split his men into two groups, each of which made its way to the entrance while covering the other. You never knew. But when they met up in front of the entrance gate, they found it wide open, as if a distracted monk had forgotten to close it. This unexpected ease of entry troubled them, especially since they were right across from the huge central courtyard where thousands of believers celebrated religious holidays before the war. Now it was deserted, but not silent. A cold wind rustled the dead leaves fallen from the tall trees, which towered above, dark spots in the night. None of the soldiers dared step forward. The constant stirring frayed their nerves. Even El Jefe remained still. Though he would never admit it, he knew that once they crossed this sacred threshold, there was no turning back. An invisible wall—a secret fear of sacrilege, maybe—held him back. He turned to his men, who seemed to disappear into the night.


“I need a volunteer to go into the church!”


Not a step nor a voice broke the silence.


“We have to find the abbey’s caretaker. That’s an order!”


“Well, if that’s all …” Tristan replied sarcastically. He slipped his Mauser onto his shoulder, aimed at an invisible target, and fired. Seconds later the abbey’s heavy bell rang out like a cannon, amplified by the echo from the mountains. “They’ll come out now.”


Jaime clenched his fists to keep himself from breaking the Frenchman’s jaw. He had to react quickly.


“Irishman, you hide behind the door. The rest of you, form a half-circle around the church. As for you, el Francés, wait here.”


The door squeaked on its hinges. A shadow appeared, preceded by a wavering light. The redhead didn’t hesitate. He came out of his hiding place and took aim at the man in a cassock. A silver cross shone on his chest. Jaime hurried over.


“Where is the caretaker? Speak or you’re dead!”


The Father Superior didn’t have to answer. A pleading man fell to his knees behind the priest.


“Jesus, Mary, protect us from these demons! Jesus, Mary—”


The caretaker’s prayer never reached the heavens. A rifle butt split his lip.


The Republicans dragged the two priests into the church. With their backs to a confessional, they watched in horror as the soldiers attacked the door to the scriptorium. Following their anxious nocturnal climb to the abbey, Jaime’s men were now out of control, as if trying to exorcise their fears. In this battle against superstition, they raced to see who would commit the most acts of sacrilege. Holy fonts were already lying broken on the ground, their marble fragments lost among the shards of glass from the stained-glass windows that had shattered on the floor. One soldier used his bayonet to mutilate statues of saints, chopping off their ears and noses. Jaime let them rage. Once their thirst for destruction had passed, he knew discipline would return of its own accord. And he needed order, because the mission was nearing its goal.


The old oak door cracked ominously. The Irishman was first to enter the scriptorium. It was a long, vaulted room of dark stone with Gothic ogival arches. The only openings were thin arrow slits that let in the freezing wind. If it weren’t for the large fireplace near the entrance, the room would have resembled a tomb forgotten by the living. It was hardly empty though. Along the walls, enormous off-white canvases covered vast piles of hidden objects. Tristan felt like he had just walked into a castle where the servants had covered the furniture with sheets at the end of the summer, to protect it from a winter’s damp. The wary soldiers kept their distance from the greying canvases, which looked like death shrouds.


“Bring in the abbot.”


When the Father Superior entered the room, Jaime clicked his heels, unfolded an official document covered in seals, and handed it to the priest. “In the name of the Republic, I’ve been ordered to requisition all objects of worth contained in the monastery. Here is the order signed by the authorities.”


“What authorities?” exclaimed the priest, who feverishly clutched his silver cross. “I recognize only one authority—God!”


Jaime turned to the Irishman. “Pull off those canvases so we can see what’s underneath.”


The redhead did as he was told, revealing a mountain of gold and silver. Shining wafer boxes, carved crosses, pearl-covered reliquaries, and invaluable paintings. There was so much, Jaime started to worry. “We’ll never be able to carry it all!”


“That’s why I’m here,” explained Tristan. “To sort the genuine riches from the rest—to separate the wheat from the chaff, as they say in the Bible.”


Jaime looked at him, dumbstruck.


“Take this candleholder, for example.” Tristan picked up the shiny silver candelabra. “It looks nice, but it’s made of a cheap alloy with a fine silver plating on top. It’s junk.”


He threw it to the ground.


“This beauty, however, is a lachrymatory, a tear holder,” he explained as he showed them a pale-blue vase with a long thin neck. “Centuries ago, it held the tears of a saint. It will bring in a fortune at auction. Plenty of money to buy weapons for the Republic.”


The soldiers began fetching works of art and bringing them to Tristan like trophies for a victorious general. With a wave of his hand, he let them know which ones they should take. The rest rolled to the floor in a din worthy of the end of days. The abbot fell to his knees where he prayed silently while the caretaker squealed like an animal whose throat had been slit. Jaime watched as the others looted. He looked disdainfully on the greedy hands as they filled the bags they’d brought with them. Standing next to Tristan, the Irishman inventoried each object taken in a notebook.


“A silver wafer box, a reliquary adorned with gems and turquoise …”


The Frenchman stopped in front of a series of dusty little paintings. Blackened landscapes depicting the Stations of the Cross. He removed one from its rickety frame. Beneath the cracked varnish, it featured a tall mountain crowned with an edifice over which shone a bright star. Tristan slipped it into his bag.


“Is that worth something?” asked Jaime, coming closer.


The Frenchman laughed. “Not a thing, but it’ll make a great souvenir! Every time I look at this hideous thing, I’ll remember it all.”


El Jefe suddenly grabbed his arm. “Who are you, Frenchman? What are you doing here?”


Tristan shook loose defiantly. “I’m an art hunter. I follow and track, and when I find it— Look!”


One of the soldiers had just pulled off a canvas covering a tall cross with a life-size Christ. The Frenchman grabbed Jaime’s arm this time.


“Baroque crucifix from the 16th century. The cross is made of ebony, the Christ of ivory. A unique work.” El Jefe stepped closer, his face level with Christ’s feet, pierced with rounded nails.


“Get him down off the cross.”


The caretaker shrieked. Using a bayonet, one of the soldiers pulled the nails out one by one. The ivory statue slid to the ground, supported by Tristan and the Irishman. Jaime stared at the Christ lying on the floor.


“It’s too heavy to carry. Chop off the head, rip off the limbs, and break the torso into pieces. We’ll sell the ivory by weight,” ordered El Jefe.


Tristan placed himself between Jaime and the statue. “That’s a crime!”


He didn’t have time to finish his sentence. The caretaker leapt up, a candlestick in hand. “Go to hell, demon!” he shouted. All that noise was a mistake. Jaime turned around and dodged the impact. Caught in his own momentum, the caretaker rolled to the ground. 


El Jefe let out a diabolical laugh. “Thought you could save your Christ, did you? Well, now you’ll end up like him. Nail him to the cross!”


A year and a half later …


As the summer of 1940 draws to a close, the lights of democracy have been snuffed out in Europe. 


As summer draws to a close, Adolf Hitler has achieved his outlandish goal. Nazi Germany reigns supreme over the Old World. 


To the east, it occupies Czechoslovakia and Poland. To the north, it has conquered Norway and Denmark. To the west, thanks to a bold and swift attack, the Netherlands and Belgium have been wiped out. And to the stupefaction of the rest of the world, Germany’s Panzer divisions have crushed France—a country thought to be invincible since the First World War—under their tracks. The campaign ended so quickly that even the Germans are astounded by their miraculous victories. The people whisper that the Führer has been anointed by God. 


To the south, Mussolini’s fascist Italy has blocked off access to the Mediterranean and is preparing to invade Greece. 


The remaining European countries are divided into two camps: the fearful and the benevolent. The former, like Sweden, have hunkered down, terrified into neutrality. The latter, mostly dictatorships like the Balkans and the Iberian Peninsula, express their contagious admiration for the Third Reich. 


As summer draws to a close, the reds and the blacks are allies. The communist czar Stalin has concluded a pact of non-aggression with Hitler, his sworn enemy. He watches as the Chancellor ravages Eastern Europe. 


Summer draws to a close.


And the swastika’s master savours his triumph.


Only one country still dares oppose him.


Just one: England.


A weakened and humiliated nation. Day and night, Luftwaffe bombers batter the wounded island and a naval attack is expected any day now. 


Summer draws to a close.


In these past few months of fire and steel, strange and cruel things have happened, but it’s nothing compared to what the German conqueror has planned. In the name of the Good he dreams of for his people, he will spread Evil. An Evil unlike anything humanity has ever known.


Summer draws to a close. 
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Berlin, Chancellery, Select Defence Council


Late September 1940


The Reich’s leader pounded his fist into the table.


“Why do the shortsighted English keep rejecting my peace agreements? They’re determined to defy us. Their loss.”


Everyone else was quiet around the oval table, made of light-coloured marble and adorned with a giant red swastika. The seven most powerful men in the new Germany were used to their leader’s sudden outbursts. The volcano never erupted for long. They waited a few minutes for the lava flow to cool.


Adolf Hitler nervously opened a grey folder sitting in front of him, put on a pair of reading glasses, and spoke again. “Gentlemen, I hope you have carefully read the report on Operation Seelöwe.” He stopped, took off his glasses and looked intently at each member of the council. “The invasion of England by sea.”


The seven men had all read the Operation Sea Lion file. Seated around the table with the Führer, from left to right, were Hermann Göring, Commander-in-Chief of the Airforce, Joseph Goebbels, Minister of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda, Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler, architect Albert Speer, and General Wilhelm Keitel, Chief of the Armed Forces High Command. Nazi party leader Rudolf Hess and the regime’s official ideologue, Alfred Rosenberg, who orchestrated the theft of works of art in occupied countries, completed the assembly.


All of these ruthless and efficient men—the Führer’s inner circle—had helped him rise to power in 1933. They were united in their unconditional admiration for their leader but had known each other for so long that they had grown to hate one another on more or less cordial terms.


At the back of the room, against the wall, was the only female attendee: Hitler’s personal secretary, who was diligently typing away on her Torpedo typewriter. The Reich might worship women as mothers, lovers and breeders, but they were confined to lowly positions in the professional sphere.


A thundering voice echoed through the room.


“Not a moment too soon!” boomed Hermann Göring. “This is no time to delay. My Heinkel bombers are shelling cities and industrial sites. England will fall like an overripe fruit. We must launch the invasion now!”


The massive Airforce Commander was also Prime Minister of Prussia and second in line to the Führer. If Hitler died, Göring would take his place. As a great nature lover who was particularly fond of titles, he was also named Reich Master of the Hunt and of Forests. His wide, greedy smile was set between full cheeks and his midsection was so large that his personal tailor had to import stretchy fabric from the United States to make his extravagant uniforms.


He was nicknamed the Ogre because of his insatiable appetite for both food and works of art. Since his master had seized power, his sumptuous home in the Brandenburg countryside had become an incredible private museum filled with paintings and sculptures that German forces had stolen or bought at preposterously low prices from persecuted Jewish families.
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