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Prologue


Ipatiev House, Yekaterinburg, Russia


July 17, 1918


It was a warm July night. An enchanted hiatus as rare as a bumper year here, at the foot of the Ural Mountains, the border between Europe and Asia, where summer lasts but the blink of an eye before the land is petrified in solid ice again. 


A perfect night for drinking and laughing far from the log cabins and for falling asleep under the stars without the risk of catching pneumonia. And yet, in this July night, not a single soul was enjoying the balmy air in the streets of Yekaterinburg. Since the Revolution, they had all been living in permanent winter—huddled away behind locked doors. Out of fear. Fear of the Communists who held the city, first and foremost. The region was nicknamed Krasnyi Ural—the red Urals—because of the local council’s zeal when it came to mass extermination of the enemies of the people: the bourgeois, kulaks, and reactionaries of all stripes. Fear of the Whites, too. Of the heterogeneous army made up of imperial regiments loyal to the deposed tsar and hordes of Cossacks under the thumb of cruel and intrepid warlords. The Whites were emerging from the plains of Siberia in droves, getting ever closer to their goal. In a matter of days, they would reach the city.


Two rabid bears were ripping Russia to pieces. Red against White. A blind and ferocious fight that only one of them would survive.


“Comrade Evgueni, do you think they’ll spare us if we fall into their hands?” 


“The Cossacks will give no quarter. Pity is not one of the rare qualities displayed by Ataman Krasnov’s white dogs. They’ll cut you into such little pieces your own father won’t recognize you. And all while you still breathe, of course.”


Evgueni Berin, who had just spoken, wasn’t yet thirty but spoke slowly, like an older man. His eyes were dull, faded by the horrors he had seen. The young soldier by his side seemed to be barely more than a boy. He was drowning in his oversized coat, which had been mended in several places.


Sitting in the sentry box of the watchtower, the two men were sharing a half-spent cigarette with their feet up on the Maxim machine-gun’s ammunition reserve. The weapon was trained on the shutters of Ipatiev House. The Ural council had transformed the opulent two-storey house nestled into a hillside on Voznessenski Street into a makeshift fortress. A tall wooden fence with two watchtowers surrounded the property. The windows had even been painted white to keep anyone from seeing inside. A Red Army detachment was assigned to guard the house full time, and, as if that were not enough, a team of Cheka agents had arrived as reinforcements a week ago. The reason for this display of force was no secret. All of Yekaterinburg knew the identity of the family that had been sequestered at Ipatiev House since the end of April.


“To lull me to sleep, my mother used to tell me that whenever one of us dies, a new star is born,” whispered the young man. “According to her, the Milky Way is a pearly fabric in which each star represents a soul.”


“Tolia Kabanov, your mother is surely a good woman, but she’s also a fool!” exclaimed Evgueni Berin as he slapped the other soldier on the back. “The people mustn’t believe in such nonsense anymore. Souls, God, heaven … All invented to keep peasants and workers from rebelling. The only heaven there is, is the one we build here on earth.” If we manage to do so, he thought to himself.


The Revolution was less than a year old and had so many enemies that not a single Communist would have bet on its triumph any time soon. Broad swathes of territory were under the control of the White Army, quietly aided by the English and French, who were unhappy about the peace treaty signed between the Bolsheviks and the Germans.


Evgueni stubbed out the cigarette on the floor of the sentry box and checked his watch. It was time. He had been waiting for this moment for too long. An eternity. Thirteen years to be precise. Said to be one of the most feared Cheka officers, Evgueni Berin was proud to be an early convert to the Revolution—a soldier activist forged from the purest ideals of Bolshevism. Comrade Lenin had chosen him personally to relay what would happen here tonight within the walls of Ipatiev House. Evgueni had travelled nearly 2,000 kilometers east from Moscow, on the Trans-Siberian Railway. It had been a long and difficult journey dotted with a seemingly endless number of stops between Nizhny Novgorod and Yekaterinburg. 


Light escaped through the front door to the house as it opened slightly. Comrade Pavel Damov appeared with a wave. Evgueni despised the man. Damov was an unscrupulous brute. Unfortunately for Evgueni, he was also remarkably intelligent. Having successfully climbed the ranks during the Revolution, he had joined its most feared branch—the Cheka. It was there that he had earned the nickname Lord of Lead, during a crackdown on a monastery in Kostroma, on the banks of the Volga. On a whim, Damov had forced the monks to swallow molten lead before finishing them off with an axe. The exploit had earned him a promotion within the Cheka: in less than six months he had become the official assassin of the regime’s most vocal enemies. People whispered that he was corrupt to the core, but no one had ever proved it. 


Evgueni stuck his fingers in his mouth to whistle at the lorry driver parked in the street. The old ZIS’s engine coughed three times before roaring into life. 


“I don’t understand, comrade,” said the young soldier, Kabanov. “This is the third night in a row you’ve asked Grigori to start up that heap and waste petrol idling there for fifteen minutes. You can hear it from the other end of the street. The neighbours complained yesterday.”


“I’m delighted to hear it,” replied Evgueni. “Stay at your post.”


“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” the boy asked hopefully. 


Evgueni studied him. How old was he—sixteen, seventeen, maybe? He may not live to see his next birthday. The latest reports of Red Army casualties were gruesome. No, Kabanov didn’t need to see what was about to happen. “You better stay here and watch the stars,” Evgueni replied firmly.


He climbed down from the watchtower and strode up to the heavy front door, which had been left wide open. A waft of sweat and tepid wine welcomed him. A seven-cartridge Mauser in hand, Lord of Lead stood flanked by a dozen men with Nagant revolvers. Half of them were Latvians—non-Russian allies to the Bolsheviks. Yakov Yurovsky, the commander sent by the Ural council, was also present. 


“You’re just in time, comrade,” said Yurovsky with a tap on Evgueni’s shoulder. “They’re all gathered upstairs.”


“We told them we were going to take their photograph in the cellar, to show the world they’re still alive,” chuckled Damov.


One of the Latvians raised his hand in annoyance. “It’s the boy. He can’t walk because of his illness.”


“Have his father carry him,” laughed Damov. “And don’t bother me with such details again, do you hear?” 


Evgueni followed Lord of Lead and Yurovsky down to the cellar. Their boots clicked on the stone steps. Twenty-three. There were twenty-three steps. Evgueni knew the number by heart, having run through the scene several times. He was no amateur. 


Damov reached the cellar first. He was pleased to see his instructions had been followed to the letter. Wooden boards covered the back wall of the room, which was large enough to house a neighbourhood party committee. An out-of-place chandelier with teardrop beads shed a frigid light on the room. 


“Even in their cellars, the bourgeois have to boast,” he spat. 


Evgueni had withdrawn into a dark corner for the best view of the room and its occupants. He watched as the council’s representative stood in the middle of the cellar and took a crumpled piece of paper from his jacket. In a solemn voice, he read out the terse text that authorized their presence in the house on this night. No one had dared sign the official document.


The clicking of heels and clogs echoed in the stairwell. Evgueni stepped even further back into the darkness.


The servants came first. A valet, a chambermaid, a cook, and the family doctor. Their eyes darted fearfully around the room. Evgueni thought one was missing, but wasn’t sure. Not that it mattered—the staff were not important.


The Chekists ushered them towards the far end of the cellar. “Stand against the wall. Slaves behind the masters, for the photograph,” one of them ordered.


Then came softer steps. And whispering. Five women appeared in the dim glare. With weary faces and wild hair, they advanced in their thick grey dresses as if they were sleepwalking. The eldest, the mother, moved slowly, followed by her four distraught daughters. The ghostly figures seemed to be tied to one another by an invisible chain. A man appeared at the rear gazing affectionately at the child he carried in his arms. A bushy moustache and full beard covered his hollow cheeks, and his oversized shirt only highlighted his thin frame.


“May we have chairs for my wife and son, please?” he asked hesitantly.


Lord of Lead grabbed him by the collar. “Do you really still think you’re the master, Kolya?” he barked.


Commander Yurovsky intervened. “Let him have his chairs, comrade. We’re not monsters …” He signalled to one of the Latvians, who pulled up two rickety chairs. 


The mother sat down without a word as the father settled the boy. “Sit up straight, Aliocha,” he said. “They’re going to take our photograph. Look dignified.” Then he turned to his daughters: “You too, remember who you are.”


The group was finally ready. Masters and servants were perfectly lined up, awaiting the photographer. 


An eerie silence filled the cellar.


From his spot near the stairs, Evgueni Berin studied every detail of the scene before his eyes. A long-forgotten feeling arose in him: pity. Just like him, these men and women were flesh and blood.


Steadied by her older sister, one of the girls was desperately trying to stifle her sobs. The mother didn’t seem to realize what was about to happen. Evgueni knew their names by heart. The four daughters were Olga, Tatiana, Maria, and Anastasia, and the mother Alexandra. As for the youngest, weakling son, his name was Alexei. 


Evgueni felt his determination falter but knew he could not lose track of his goal. He had waited for this moment for too long. His hand closed around his little sister’s silver necklace in his pocket. She had never taken it off in her lifetime.


At once, his courage returned. This was not a family like any other: the five women, the boy, and the man were the Romanovs. The imperial family that was part of a dynasty that had ruled the country with an iron fist for the past three centuries. The thin patriarch, who was trying to adopt a flattering pose in front of an imaginary camera, was Nicholas II, former Tsar of All Russia. But today, this man, who he hated more than anything else in the world, seemed about as fearsome as a famished old dog. Evgueni struggled to chase the image of the brave father from his mind. This was Nicholas the Bloody!


On a freezing night in 1905, at the Winter Palace in Saint Petersburg, this man’s frail hands had ordered his troops to fire into a crowd of hundreds of poor, defenceless people.


Evgueni tightened his grip on the necklace. Natalia had just turned thirteen. In the early morning, he had found her dead body on the frozen square, her face appallingly disfigured by a sword.


Comrade Lenin was right. There must be no pity for the oppressors. 


Damov’s voice broke the silence. “Comrade Yurovsky, it’s time to end this.”


The commander walked over to the tsar and puffed up his chest. There were rules to be followed. “By ruling of the Court of Justice and the unanimous vote of the Ural council, you, Nikolai Romanov, your wife, and all your children, have been condemned to death. The sentence is to be carried out immediately.”


The sound of the Nagant revolvers being cocked echoed through the room. There were panicked cries. 


The tsar stood his ground and kept his head high. “This is not justice—this is murder,” he said. “The murder of women and a child. You are evil incarnate. God and men will judge you for your crimes.”


Evgueni came out into the light and walked over to the deposed emperor. Their faces were nearly touching. “You know a thing or two about murder, don’t you, Nikolai?” 


The former tsar shook his head. “I don’t understand,” he said.


“This is a waste of time,” interrupted Yurovsky, coming over to join them, gun in hand.


Evgueni raised his hand and shot him an imperious look. He was Lenin’s right hand and his authority was the law for everyone in the room. The commander retreated.


“Let me finish,” ordered Evgueni. “Then you can do your duty.” He turned back to Nicholas II. “My father and my sister were protesting beneath the windows of your palace on the 9th of January 1905.”


Nikolai went pale. 


Evgueni continued, his voice tense. “Do you remember? All they wanted was a little bread and a few freedoms. My sister loved you. She said you were a good and generous ruler. There were many women and children among them. Hundreds. Children the age of your own. And what did you do that night? You sent out your dogs. Your soldiers charged them, swords drawn. People say they even laughed. When I reached the square in the early morning, I found my sister’s dead body. My father had been disembowelled, bled like a pig for an Easter feast.” Anger coursed through Evgueni’s veins. “They say that the very same night, in the same palace, your wife and daughters were trying on fine gowns embroidered with pearls and emeralds that had arrived straight from Paris. And that you sat smoking a cigar as the carnage raged below.”


“My God, no! I love my people far too much for that,” said the tsar as he shook his head. “I never ordered that massacre. The general made the decision on his own. I ask God for forgiveness every single day.”


“Well, that’s lucky. You’re about to be able to address him directly,” replied Evgueni with a sign to Yurovsky.


“No, wait!” begged Nikolai. “Spare my wife and children. In exchange, I’ll tell you an invaluable secret. A secret that will make you powerful men, more powerful even than Lenin and Trotsky.” 


Evgueni studied the former emperor. He was used to being lied to; it came with his job. But this man seemed sincere. “I’m listening,” he said.


“Our dynasty has passed it on from generation to generation for centuries. It bestows wealth and power on us. At the beginning of the Revolution, I foolishly sent it away for safekeeping. I’ll tell you where it is if you free my family.”


Evgueni took out his pistol and glued it to Nicholas II’s temple. “You are in no position to give orders, Nikolai. Tell me your secret.”


“It’s a relic. A sacred relic from the depths of time. It’s—”


A gunshot rang out. The last tsar of Russia was unable to finish his sentence. He staggered as a red stain spread across his chest. Then he collapsed as his family and servants looked on in horror and began to scream again.


“A relic! What utter nonsense,” exclaimed Lord of Lead over the top of his smoking gun. “Lenin says superstition muzzles—”


“I give the orders here!” shouted Evgueni.


“You came to watch. I came to execute them. Would you like me to report your counter-revolutionary attitude?” scolded Damov. “Stand back before you get shot too.”


Evgueni glanced discreetly at the commander and other executioners, who were staring at him. He knew those looks. The slightest hesitation on his part would be relayed to the authorities. He stepped towards the firing squad.


“All right, but spare the girls and the boy. They don’t—” 


“No room for bourgeois sentimentalism here!” shouted Lord of Lead as he brandished his Mauser. “Comrades, aim for the heart, like I taught you. Whatever you do, don’t shoot them in the head—it’s too messy.”


The rifles and revolvers fired one after the other amid screams from the imperial family and their servants. One of the executioners ran out of bullets and resorted to his bayonet, which he plunged into the throat of the tsarevich as he crawled across the floor. The crown prince died with his head on his father’s boots.


“You idiot!” shouted Yurovsky. “He’ll bleed all over the place!”


The empress and one of her daughters seemed to still be alive. Damov leaned over the tsarina, who was writhing like an exposed earthworm. Red and green shimmers of light escaped from the bloody bodice of her dress. “Look at this! The bullets bounced off these gemstones sewn into their dresses.” The Chekist grabbed two emeralds and a ruby from Alexandra’s chest, then nonchalantly shot the nearest daughter, who was grasping for her mother, in the eye.


Evgueni was beginning to feel nauseous. The execution had turned into a bloodbath.


“Finish them off!” shouted Yurovsky. “And take the bodies upstairs to the lorry.”


“And then what?” asked Evgueni.


“We’ll take them to Four Brothers Forest, about thirty kilometers from here. We’ll burn them and dump them in a well. Make sure to state in your report that everything went to plan. The comrades fulfilled their revolutionary duties without hesitation.” 


The killers knelt over the bloody corpses to collect their jewels. Now all Evgueni wanted to do was murder them. They were just like the soldiers who had killed his father and sister.


“I will be sure to underscore your courage when faced with these women and the boy,” he replied disdainfully. “And, Damov, you’ll need to hand over all the jewels your men are so eagerly collecting. They are the property of the Revolution.”


With that, Evgueni turned to leave. He was about to be sick. The revenge he had waited so long to claim had turned into an indescribable horror. The floor and wall were covered in a viscous mixture of flesh, blood, and urine. A foul smell wafted through the cellar, tormenting his feverish mind. This would be his final memory of the Romanovs. 


When he stepped outside Ipatiev House, he took a deep breath of clean air and contemplated the night sky, where he was certain he could see new stars twinkling.









PART ONE


“Success is not final; failure is not fatal. It is the courage to continue that counts.”


Winston Churchill
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Pomerania, Germany


July, 1942


The car glided slowly down a gravel road that looked like it hadn’t been travelled for years. A grey, impenetrable wood stretched as far as the eye could see on either side. Tristan Marcas wondered if the region was truly inhabited; there was an occasional path breaking away from the road and disappearing into the trees, but he hadn’t caught sight of any village rooftops or even a squat, isolated farm. When he looked carefully, Tristan could indeed see a few traces of human activity—bundles of branches tied together with brambles and a tree cut down with an axe and already covered in moss—but the place seemed abandoned.


Since they had left Königsberg, the road had wound deeper and deeper into this opaque forest that blanketed the land right up to the sea. Every now and again, Tristan had seen the uniformed chauffeur glance feverishly at the maps spread across the passenger seat as though he too had the dizzying and absurd impression that they were lost in an endless land. 


“Are we far from the castle?” asked Tristan.


The driver took his time before answering. In the SS, it was always best to think long and hard before speaking. “I think it will take half an hour to reach the coast, then another solid hour before we arrive at the von Essling estate,” he responded.


Tristan rolled down the window and stuck his head outside. High up over the road, the heavy branches formed a vault of leaves so thick he couldn’t see the colour of the sky. But he could smell the salt in the sea breeze. The Baltic Sea was near. Given the dwindling distance to his destination, he decided to collect his thoughts.


He’d left on direct orders from Himmler himself. During the brief meeting the Reichsführer had granted Tristan, he’d made it clear that, with the United States now in the war and the intense fighting on the eastern front, the Ahnenerbe would need to take on new responsibilities. And Himmler wanted to know if Erika von Essling was fit to lead the institution, despite her injuries.


“Look,” said the chauffeur. 


The once-dense forest was growing sparser. Through the trees, Tristan could see light reflected off an immense grey surface. Twisted pines groaned in the wind. They were almost free. Suddenly, as they rounded a bend, the sea appeared. The endless grey expanse seemed to touch the heavy white clouds on the horizon.


The car came to a halt, and Tristan stepped out into the wind. 


In an hour, he would see Erika and meet his fate.


Liebendorf, The von Essling estate


Erika von Essling had not been in her childhood room for years. When she had returned to the castle to recover, her family had chosen to place her in a different bedroom, to avoid confusing her. The doctors said she had amnesia, and that they mustn’t strain her memory. What idiots! She remembered everything, from the first tooth she had lost and slipped under her pillow to her last torrid night with Tristan. The one thing she couldn’t recall was what had really happened in Venice, the night of the meeting between Hitler and Mussolini. She had woken up at the hospital, her right temple mangled by a stray bullet. They told her she had been hit during a firefight between German soldiers and the English commando who had tried to assassinate the Führer, but she couldn’t remember any of it. She had been trying in vain to piece things together ever since.


Erika opened the door and stepped in. The shutters were closed, but she didn’t bother opening them. Ever since she had injured herself, bright light had been provoking dizzy spells, so she preferred to remain shrouded in darkness. And besides, she knew the view behind them by heart: a long hedge-lined drive that wound through the estate to the main gate. The gate Tristan would arrive at. 


She lay down on the bed. It felt softer than it used to. Several blankets must have been layered on top to protect the mattress from damp. The walls were bare, except for one, which featured two photographs in glass frames. The first one, in sepia, depicted a woman wearing a sparkling gold diadem and countless necklaces. It was Sophia Schliemann, the wife of the archaeologist who had discovered the legendary ruins of Troy and Mycenae. Adorned like an idol, Sophia was wearing ancient jewellery her husband had unearthed. She had always fascinated Erika and had impacted her decision to become an archaeologist in a decisive way. The second picture was of a tanned, jovial man in his thirties. He stood in front of an ancient wall holding a pick. Hans had been her archaeology professor at university—and her first love. Full of nostalgia, she reached out to stroke the frame. What would he say if he knew she was running the Ahnenerbe? Erika still wondered how she had ended up leading it. She had gone from being a promising young archaeologist to a leading Reich scientist. How had she—a young woman from a good family—ended up scouring the globe for sacred swastikas, from Montségur in France, to Crete, and then Venice? The first time around she had been following the Reichsführer’s orders, but what prevented her from quitting after that?


The answer had a name: Tristan.


He was the reason she had continued with the quest. She got up from the bed and steadied herself against the wall. Once again, she felt dizzy. Where had he been when that bullet had nearly killed her in Venice? What had he been doing? Why hadn’t he protected her? The memory of that night kept escaping her grasp. A memory she knew involved the man she loved.


The Baltic Sea


The road ran alongside a dune covered in wild grass. Tristan was leaning against the parked car. He closed his eyes to keep out the sand that was being blown about by the wind. Summer was an alien concept here. He pulled away from the car and ran towards the narrow path that led through the dune to the beach. The sand was littered with grey flotsam and empty shells. It was like crossing a crowded marine cemetery. He felt better once he reached the narrow strip of darker sand right by the water. As his feet sank into the wet ground, he finally felt like himself again. Deep down, he had always hated the ocean. The endless horizon was too much for mankind: its limitless space kindled the desire to go beyond what was possible. He was certain mad conquerors and insatiable dictators were once men who had spent too much time contemplating the sea. As for Tristan, he needed to feel his feet on the ground to think—now more than ever.


As the telephone didn’t work well, the Frenchman had been writing to Erika since she had retreated to her family estate, but the young woman’s replies had been terse and trivial and full of contradictions. Was her amnesia getting worse, or was she suspicious? Had she been more seriously injured than everyone had thought, or was she preparing her triumphant return, or even revenge? Tristan had grown wary. He was constantly looking over his shoulder, watching his back. He did his best to be discreet. He hadn’t sent a single message to London since Venice. He was playing dead.


He turned around and headed back through the dune. In just an hour, he would come face to face with Erika and know where they stood. Either she remembered nothing, or she knew exactly who had tried to sink a bullet between her eyes.


In which case, he would be left with no choice.


Liebendorf, The von Essling estate 


Broad steps led up to the castle, whose central building, framed by two smaller wings, looked out over the park. The forest reigned all around. The former hunting residence had belonged to the von Esslings for centuries. Erika’s parents had renovated and added to the estate to make it a more comfortable summer residence for the family. But even so, despite the French windows and the colourful roof tiles, the castle remained austere.


Tristan couldn’t help but frown as he got out of the car. The castle looked like a tomb waiting for winter to bury it in the snow. 


Then Erika stepped out. Her hair, which she had neither cut nor plaited, hung down to her waist. She had lost a lot of weight. As he strode up the drive, Tristan wondered if he should kiss her. Over the course of their long separation, they had never mentioned their relationship. As she drew nearer, he noticed her face had grown nearly transparent. Only her eyes still seemed to belong to the world of the living. She was wearing a pair of old boots over riding trousers that were too big for her. Her bust was invisible beneath a woollen shawl. 


“Are you cold?” asked Tristan, reaching for her shoulder.


“It’s always cold here, even in summer,” replied Erika, quickly taking a step back. 


She led him through some French windows straight into a vast sitting room with views over the drive. Out of the windows, Tristan could see smooth grey ponds reflecting the crowns of the surrounding trees. 


Without so much as glancing at the view, Erika settled in an armchair near the fireplace. She held out her hands to warm them. “I’m still recuperating, but I want to get back to my post as soon as possible. What news do you have from the Ahnenerbe?”


Tristan noticed her tone grow more serious with every word. “Wolfram Sievers, a prehistorian, has been named interim director. He’s managing daily affairs. Given the intensification of the war effort, most of the research programmes have been suspended,” he explained.


“What about the quest for the swastika? There’s only one left now.” 


Tristan walked towards the fire. He wasn’t cold, but the glow of the flames in this huge, gloomy house felt reassuring. “As you know, we got all our information on the swastikas from the Thule Borealis,” he said. “It led the Ahnenerbe to Tibet, Montségur, and then Crete. But there’s nothing whatsoever about the location of the last relic.”


“But the manuscript is perfectly clear about the fact that four swastikas were hidden,” insisted Erika.


“Yes, but the book is incomplete. Either a part of it was cut out, or the author of the Thule Borealis didn’t have time to finish it,” explained Tristan.


Erika’s face lit up; it was as though she suddenly had a new lease of life. “We must determine which of these hypotheses is correct. When you get back to Berlin, put together an interdisciplinary team including a philologist, to see if there are any linguistic clues that would indicate that the book is unfinished, as well as a paper specialist. They should be able to determine if one or more pages were removed by studying the manuscript closely.” 


“That’s true,” said Tristan with a nod. “But it would be even more useful to follow the Thule’s trail to the present day. We know it was written in an abbey in the Middle Ages, but where did it travel after that?”


The Frenchman stood up to study a display case at the far end of the room. Its shelves were filled with bronze torcs and fibulas, funerary urns, and a ceramic statue of an enigmatic character brandishing a mallet. Had these relics encouraged Erika to read archaeology? 


“Weistort is the one who first found the Thule Borealis,” explained Erika. 


Tristan turned around abruptly. Weistort, the former head of the Ahnenerbe, whose methods were often rather summary? “Why have you never told me that before?” he asked.


Erika shrugged. “I only found out myself right before we left for Venice, through some of Weistort’s unclassified documents. He got the manuscript from a Jewish bookseller in Berlin in 1938.”


“I doubt he purchased it …”


“That doesn’t matter. But we need to find that bookseller.”


“Do you really think Weistort let him live?” exclaimed Tristan.


“His family then. Maybe they know something,” concluded Erika.


Tristan’s eyes widened. “You want me to find a Jewish family in Nazi Germany in 1942? Where should I look first: the camps or the cemeteries?” he asked ironically.


“Why don’t you tell me why you’re really here instead,” she replied dryly.


“Himmler has plans to restructure the Ahnenerbe and wants to know if you’re well enough to return.”


“And he’s asked you to assess my condition?”


Tristan kept quiet.


“With the exception of occasional dizzy spells, I’m well. But I would be even better if I knew what happened in Venice,” said the archaeologist sharply.


“You really don’t remember anything?” Tristan asked, incredulous.


This time Erika didn’t reply.


“You were hit by a stray bullet. A commando unit tried to—”


“I don’t want the official story,” she interrupted. “I’ve heard it a thousand times. I want your version. Where were you when I was shot?”


“Right next to you on the terrace at the Cinema Palace. That’s where they evacuated the German delegation. Across from the beach,” Tristan lied.


“And you didn’t see anything?”


“I saw you fall. I hurried over to find your face covered in blood. Help arrived quickly.”


“That’s it?”


“Why would you imagine anything else?” asked Tristan, who was growing more agitated by the second. “Everyone tells the same story. There were dozens of witnesses.”


“Well what if I remember something different?” asked Erika. 


Tristan studied her face. Either she was bluffing, or a part of her memory had suddenly returned. But be that as it may, she clearly didn’t trust him anymore. The risk had become too great. “Sometimes with amnesia,” he explained, “false memories come in to fill the void.”


“I didn’t know you were a neurologist, too,” she said with a smirk. “I can see you’ve done your research. Why?” she insisted.


Tristan looked through the French windows to the drive. He hadn’t seen anyone on his way in. Not a single gardener or maid. Who lived in this castle with Erika?


“No answer? Do you think I’m crazy? Is that what you’re going to tell Himmler?”


Through the open door, Tristan glanced at the oak staircase that led from the hallway to the second floor. The smell of turpentine wafted through the air: it had just been polished. Erika stood up and had to grab the armchair to steady herself.


“Why don’t you go and lie down,” Tristan suggested. “You’re not feeling well. You need to rest. I’ll go with you. Is your room upstairs?”


Just as he placed his hand on Erika’s shoulder, the sound of an engine came from the courtyard. Tristan looked out of the window to see two SS officers heading up the steps to the main entrance. A door slammed shut and the squeaking of boots could be heard in the hallway.


“Herr Marcas?” The officers stepped into the living room.


Tristan nodded.


“Come with us.”
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Stonehenge, England


July 1942


The old man was clad in a long white tunic that fell to his ankles. Despite his advanced age—he was clearly over eighty—the man stood tall like an oak, the sacred tree he had worshipped since childhood. His meticulously groomed goatee gave him the air of a respectable 19th-century aristocrat. His grip was closed around a stick as knotted as his tendons and of wood as dark as the pupils of his time-worn eyes. 


The high priest of the United Ancient Order of Druids of England, Scotland and Wales looked kindly upon the other ten officiants, all robed in the same white tunic. Then he struck the age-old stone under his feet three times. His ancestors had trodden the very same stone when invoking the ancient gods. 


“Free men and women: welcome, and thank you for travelling so far to attend this extraordinary coven here at Stonehenge, our most sacred site.” 


Hovering directly overhead, as if pinned to the black fabric of the night sky, the silver disc of the moon glowed above them, as if to protect the coven, shedding its wan light on the heath as far as the eye could see. 


“Our lands are once again under threat of invasion, not by soldiers from the Great North or Rome, but from forces that have escaped the black forests of Germania. These ferocious warriors massacre their adversaries and take women and children as slaves, following a ruthless leader who wants to rule over us all. Free men and women of Britain, Wales and Scotland, our armies need our support because they are fighting two battles—one is tangible, the other out of this world.”


The high priest closed his eyes and stretched out his arms as if to embrace the sky. Murmurs spread through the gathering.


“Ag nan Gorath, ulban neflet,” muttered the Druid, pronouncing the first words of the ritual in an ancient tongue. The old man could feel the life force flowing through him again, rising from the earth, travelling through his body, and shooting up towards the cosmos. 


“Ag beran Noad!” replied the congregation in unison.


From her position at the entrance to the megalithic circle, Laure watched the impressive ceremony through a pair of binoculars. She scanned the surroundings and caught sight of an army lorry parked behind the keeper’s lodge. 


Operation Witchfall was under way and could not be delayed. All the roads leading to Stonehenge had been closed by military roadblocks, and a detachment of thirty soldiers had cordoned off the area around the monument. These stones had seen many a Druidic ceremony, but this was definitely the first to be surrounded by armed guards. While they were under strict orders not to take any photographs, an army film crew was allowed to record the event. 


The young SOE agent checked her watch. The most important part of the ceremony was about to begin, provided the Druid kept to the schedule. She listened in intently.


“Free men and women, reveal the face of our mortal enemy,” bellowed the high priest.


The beam of a spotlight shone up from the ground towards a vertical stone covered by a sheet of white fabric with ragged edges that reminded Laure of a spent parachute. Two Druids tugged on the attached ropes until the surface of the rock was unveiled.


A huge, three-by-two-meter face of the Führer appeared in the light, focusing his wild, hypnotic gaze on the gathering. 


“This is our enemy: Adolf Hitler! May his evil spirit burn forever in the fires of hell. May his bones rot, his blood dry up, and his flesh fail. I invoke our divinities, Lugh, Elargrl, and Meldor, to curse him and his loved ones and all their descendants.” 


One of the Druids lit a torch and walked solemnly towards the portrait of the German dictator.


“May this purifying fire consume your body and soul for eternity!”


At once, the flames of the torch were devouring the face, beginning at the chin, then climbing up the cheeks and across his moustache. Before long, the dictator’s face had crumpled into a disgusting, red-hot grimace.


Laure picked up her walkie-talkie and whispered, “Go!”


Seconds later, three columns of light appeared. Laure watched in awe as the anti-aircraft searchlights shot incandescent pillars towards the sky as if attempting to reach the moon above.


“Now our enemies know that our fires are lit and that we will hunt them down, no matter how dark the war gets,” continued the high priest.


Laure sighed. A question had been bothering her since the beginning of the ritual: how could anyone in their right mind believe in such rubbish? Yet she knew that this very minute, in three other sacred places, similarly strange ceremonies were under way. On the Isle of Man, Wiccan witches were lighting bonfires to burn effigies of Himmler, the head of the SS. In Edinburgh, the Order of the Golden Dawn was hanging a mannequin dressed up like Göring from a sacred oak tree. And in the New Forest, cherished by pagans for millennia, the followers of Pan were sacrificing a goat bearing a photograph of Goebbels on its haunches. Soldiers protected the officiants of each ceremony from curious onlookers, while a film crew immortalized the rituals.


Suddenly, the columns of light disappeared, leaving only the moon to bathe the sacred stone and Druids in its silvery light. Laure tucked away her binoculars and made her way towards the ranger station. She was starving and dying to learn more about Witchfall, the new operation mounted by her boss at the SOE. 


“Commander, do please tell me why you’ve organized this circus?” asked Laure as the door slammed shut behind her, blowing a damp draught across the cabin. 


“You’re right on time. The eggs are ready,” replied the head of Department S, who was stooped over a camp stove.


The delicious smell of fried eggs and bacon filled the small ranger station. Towards the far end, a second man sat at a roughly hewn wooden table. His clothes were bursting at the seams as he wolfed down an egg sandwich. “Malorley is right,” said Aleister Crowley. “A hearty breakfast will do you some good. You seem troubled.”


“You think I’m troubled? You must be joking,” snapped Laure as she tossed her gloves onto the table. “What about the raving madmen outside? Which asylum did you find them in?”


Crowley let out a heavy sigh. “You misunderstand, my dear. The learned assemblies gathered by Commander Malorley and myself at the country’s four most sacred sites are the cream of the crop, the elite from the worlds of magic, sorcery, and Druidism. It was I who came up with the name Operation Witchfall. The last time such a concerted effort took place was over a century ago, and the portraits were of Napoleon and his marshals.”


“Give your rubbish a rest, Aleister,” groaned Laure as she removed her coat.


Malorley set two plates of bacon and eggs on the table. “But it’s true,” he said. “I found a report detailing a nearly identical ceremony in 1803. The country’s Druids and sorcerers gathered to cast a spell on your emperor, who wanted to invade England with an army of a hundred thousand soldiers waiting to embark from Boulogne.”


“And it worked!” added Crowley. “They say that Bonaparte had convulsions in his bed that night. And when he woke up in the morning, he decided to give up on his vile plan.” 


“Right,” replied Laure dubiously as she sat down. “Your common sense also seems to be suffering from convulsions, if you ask me. Just like those conmen in Druid gowns and the witches on the Isle of Man with their broomsticks.”


“Don’t be so condescending,” scolded Crowley as he gulped down a mouthful of runny yolk. “They’re rebels in their own way, light bearers, revolutionaries!”


“Is that so?” asked the young woman, eyebrows raised. She tucked into a piece of bacon before continuing. “Strange that my history teachers never mentioned Robespierre or Lenin sacrificing any virgins or hosting black masses, then.” 


“For those two particular characters they would have been red masses, given the number of cemeteries they filled,” replied Crowley sharply. He got up surprisingly quickly for a man of his size. His eyes were frenzied as he leaned towards Laure. “You really don’t understand at all, my dear. Magic and ancient religions are subversive, no doubt. But true mages, Druids, and witches are rebels. They have been fighting the tyranny of Christ and his watchdogs for centuries. In the Middle Ages, sorcery was brewed in the evil cauldron tended by the Church and the aristocracy. Since Jesus and the Virgin Mary condone oppression of the people by popes, kings, and priests, we should spit in their noble faces. Let us kiss the ass of Satan or Pan and topple the statue of the greatest dictator the world has ever known—God!” 


“Aleister seems to have come down with a case of acute Marxism,” Laure retorted coolly, throwing an ironic glance in Malorley’s direction.


“As a woman, you should understand all this better than most,” continued the occultist.


Laure remained focused on her plate. “I don’t see what you’re getting at. I have no interest in Lucifer’s backside.” 


“Are you even listening?” raged Crowley. “Women were the ones who harnessed magic in the Middle Ages. People called them witches, but they were above all healers and seers. They restored hope to the oppressed—yet, they were burned and tortured by the Church and king after king. And don’t get me started on the power of desire …”


“Ah, at last,” said Laure with a laugh. “We’ve reached your favourite topic: sex. Clearly, you believe the surest way to supreme power is a roll in the hay. I’ve read your SOE file about your teachings on the subject. A very practical way to fulfil your various deviances with women—or men.”


Malorley watched in amusement as his agents sparred. Now that he was all worked up, Crowley couldn’t hold back.


“I worship both Isis and Osiris! So what? I’m not ashamed. Deviance, you say? Really! I defy the morality that castrates us and keeps us from living as free men and women. I defy the Vatican, walled up in its fortress, which lets the German antichrist bleed the people of Europe like livestock. I defy a world ruled by booted men who steer us straight to the apocalypse. Indeed, I defy this world—supposedly guided by reason and morality—which has been sending its children to the abattoir for centuries. To the melodies of ‘Te Deum’, ‘The Internationale, ‘La Marseillaise’, and the anthem of the Nazi party. Sex is not deviant, war is!” 


“You certainly have a point there,” she conceded. “But my, are you twisted. Clever, but twisted to the core.”


“A compliment at last. Thank you,” said Crowley as he sat back down.


Laure turned to Malorley. “In all seriousness, Commander, it makes sense for your esoteric friend to believe in this nonsense, but you? Isn’t it a bit much to mobilize a civil defence battalion to protect these gatherings, and organize anti-aircraft searchlights and army film crews on top of that? You haven’t really convinced Churchill to curse Hitler, have you?”


Malorley had lit his pipe and was savouring it as he let himself be entertained. “Best to stack the deck in our favour. Misinformation and magic make for a delicious cocktail.”


“The problem with you, Commander,” said Laure, “is that I can’t decide whether humour is your weapon of choice or a way of eluding my question.” 


“Probably both,” he replied.


Crowley’s attention had turned to a rasher of bacon. “Pork is so very scrumptious. Pigs are among the only animals that can’t be sacrificed in magical rituals. Lambs, cows, bulls, cats, roosters, sure. But no pigs. Too impure for both God and Satan.”


Laure gave Crowley a scornful look and pulled a wrinkled newspaper from the pocket of her coat. “Speaking of sacrifices,” she said, “have you read today’s papers?” 


“We haven’t had time. We’ve been preparing for the coven for the past two days. Why?” asked Crowley.


The young SOE agent spread a tabloid out on the table. The catchy headline stood out above a photograph of a body bag: Swastika Killer Strikes Again!


“They’ve found a woman’s body on a gravestone at West Brompton cemetery,” Laure explained in a tense voice. “She had a swastika carved into her forehead. Exactly like Moira O’Connor’s victim. You know, the poor girl she slaughtered and dumped at Tower Hamlets cemetery last year. The crime she’s been using to blackmail our friend the satyr here.”


Crowley spat a large piece of fat onto his plate with an impassive glance at Laure.


“Let Scotland Yard handle it,” replied Malorley. “It’s probably just a copycat.”


“Maybe, but maybe not. We should give the police a hand.”


“Absolutely not! Need I remind you that Moira O’Connor is an Abwehr agent, whom we’re secretly manipulating? Aleister still feeds her whatever information I please every month. She has become an important pawn in our game of chess with the German intelligence services.”


“But what if she keeps killing? We can’t let her run wild like Jack the Ripper,” said Laure indignantly.


Malorley stood up and glared at his agents. “The war is our priority. The war and the hunt for the swastikas. As for the rest, let the police do their job.”


“But she’s right,” insisted Crowley. “It might be useful to know if the Scarlet Fairy has unsheathed her sacrificial daggers again.”


“I’m surprised to see you two agree,” balked Malorley.


“Moira has compromising pictures of me with her first victim. It’s quite enough to be accused of one murder.”


The commander nodded. The argument was valid. “Does the paper specify the date of the second girl’s death?” he asked.


“What does it matter?” replied Laure. “The markings on the bodies are identical, and both were left in a cemetery.”


Malorley picked up the newspaper and skimmed the article. His features brightened. “According to this, the murder took place less than three days ago, which means our witch is innocent.”


“How can you be so sure?” ventured the young woman. “Have you run into her recently at her sadomasochist brothel?”


Crowley noticed the SOE leader had taken offence and intervened. “Malorley’s right. Moira is participating in the ceremony on the Isle of Man. She arrived there last week. Her alibi is as solid as Churchill’s bunker.”


“I don’t understand. Why would you use her for Witchfall?”


“For starters she played an active role in its organization, but also, Aleister here will be slipping her copies of the footage to share with Berlin,” explained Malorley.


“You’re not making any sense.”


“We have to keep the department busy while our quest for the swastika is on hold. Our psychological propaganda operation targets the leaders of the Reich with a penchant for the occult, and Himmler in particular. The thought of having been cursed may impact their behaviour and lead them astray. The idea came to me after meeting with that madman, Rudolf Hess. He explained that the head of the SS believes in reincarnation and sorcery and makes many decisions based on recommendations from his astrologers.” Malorley checked his watch. “Time for me to get back to London and rest up. I have a meeting tomorrow afternoon with our friends at MI6 who still haven’t come to terms with the failed assassination attempt on Hitler and Mussolini in Venice.”


“What about us? How will we get back to the capital?” asked Crowley. “I have a big gallery opening to attend tomorrow.”


“I’ll leave you a van to get back to the city, but make sure our friends the revolutionary Druids get back on their buses first.”


“Still no news from Tristan?” asked Laure.


Malorley remained silent.
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Pomerania, Germany


July 1942


It had been an hour since they had left Erika’s estate when the car stopped in front of a gate defended by SS soldiers in combat gear. Beyond them, behind a line of trees dotted with watchtowers, Tristan could make out a clearing. He hadn’t asked his armed escort a single question during the drive. He had sat next to the window to observe the route, but the car had quickly left the main roads and the forest had become too dense. It occurred to Tristan that if they wanted to execute him, this would be an excellent spot. Discreet. No traces left behind. But why wait? The SS soldiers would also have interrogated him first—after all, this was their speciality, their twisted pleasure. No, there had to be another reason for this journey.


They were still waiting outside the gate. The guards were circling the car like wild dogs hunting their prey. One of them opened the bonnet, while another inspected the wheel arches. They’re looking for a bomb, thought Tristan, surprised by the stringent controls. Suddenly, the gate began to open. The guards returned to their stations and the car started up again. Soon, they were no longer on a bumpy dirt path, but on a perfectly smooth asphalt road. The wood slowly grew sparser. Tristan could make out buildings shaped like long tubes protected by anti-aircraft defence units. As they reached a fork in the road, a patrol flanked by dogs appeared and signalled for the driver to stop.


“Random inspection,” explained the warrant officer. “Cut the engine, but don’t get out of the vehicle for any reason.” 


The dogs had already surrounded them. One of them jumped onto the bonnet and sniffed around the windscreen with a growl. Several others clung to the windows with their claws, their lips curled.


“Charming welcome committee,” joked Tristan. “Will there be canapés later?”


The barking dogs provided the only reply. The abrupt trill of a whistle brought them to heel and the patrol stepped aside and disappeared into the brush near the road. The car began inching forwards again, then turned left. Tristan was utterly surprised to lay eyes on a landing strip, which vanished into the fog. A light atop a concrete tower blinked weakly. The chauffeur parked on the embankment and gestured to the Frenchman to get out.


“If I’m to attend a fancy party, I must warn you: I don’t have my tuxedo,” said Tristan in a second attempt at humour.


The car moved off, leaving Tristan alone on the tarmac. The landing strip had just been cleaned, and tidy piles of pine needles dotted its surface every ten meters. He felt around his pockets but found only his lighter. He’d left his cigarettes at Erika’s. The brief visit had been a fiasco. He still had no idea whether his lover remembered what had happened and had therefore been threatening him, or whether she had been threatening him to find out what had happened. Whatever the case, he had gotten carried away. His first impulse was always to handle a problem immediately; often without even thinking about the consequences. This most recent event proved that he was under so much stress he was unable to think clearly and take all variables—first and foremost his own safety—into consideration. Luckily, the SS goons had turned up to fetch him. Tristan thought back to his travel companions. They were just following orders. He had done well to go along and keep quiet. When dealing with Nazis, and particularly the SS, it was best never to behave like a potential suspect. It was the first rule of survival in a totalitarian regime. Unfortunately, he hadn’t had the same reflex with Erika. He needed to know why.


A sudden roar jolted the Frenchman from his thoughts. A door had just opened at the entrance to one of the tunnel-shaped buildings. Tristan recognized the characteristic hum of propeller blades, and his intuition was confirmed when the nose of a plane and two long black wings emerged. The aircraft moved away from the hangar and took up position on the runway. A door opened in the middle of the fuselage, then a metal staircase unfolded. An SS officer in dress uniform strode across the asphalt and came to a brusque halt in front of Tristan.


“Heil Hitler,” he barked. Before Tristan could lift his arm in mechanical reply, the man continued. “The Reichsführer wants to see you.” 


The Reichsführer’s staff was hard at work. The inside of the plane, a Focke-Wulf 200, had been specially fitted out for him. Indeed, maps of military positions, police reports, industrial statistics—all of the SS’s activities were managed from inside this aircraft. Himmler could stay perfectly informed as to the state of his empire while flying over Germany. He had considerably expanded the influence and power of his organization; so much so that the SS had become an octopus whose tentacles controlled every inch of the Reich. It had hundreds of thousands of loyal soldiers on the Eastern Front, managed the forces of law and order through the Gestapo, and supervised countless prisoners and camp residents in its munition factories. A proper state within the state, the SS had become the beating heart of Nazi Germany. 


As Tristan advanced amid the busy hive, the engines began to thrum in earnest. The plane was taking off. The officer who had guided him in turned around. “I’ll check if he’s ready for you,” he said solemnly.


A partition separated the rest of the plane from the meeting room. Tristan concluded Himmler’s lair would be behind it. The officer knocked, stepped in, then quickly came back out.


“You’ll have to wait another moment,” he explained. 


The room Himmler occupied was in stark contrast with the rest of the plane. There was no bustle and most noticeably no noise. Even the purring of the engines seemed to be far away, as though the world stopped on the threshold of the SS leader’s den. While his staff scurried to and fro, Himmler preferred to focus in quiet isolation.


Sitting at his desk next to a window, Himmler was studying a confidential file. It was a report from Heydrich’s secret archives. Since the death of his faithful right hand, Himmler asked for his personal files to be sent directly to him at all times. No one else was to see them, not even the Führer. Himmler had recognized Heydrich’s hand at once. The report covered a book collection the Reichsführer was anxious to reassemble. Comprising no fewer than thirteen thousand volumes from all over Europe, it was the largest collection of antique books on witches in the world. The poor women’s tragic fate had kindled as many imaginations as stakes at the dawn of the Renaissance. Ever since Göring had heard the news, he’d teased Himmler for his passionate interest in these madwomen who thought they could fly on broomsticks. But Himmler had let it go. His obese colleague was always two steps behind and probably thought Himmler was looking for a magical empowerment potion for the SS, or an elixir of immortality for Hitler.


Himmler smiled.


He had different intentions.


Since the invasion of Russia, the extermination of Jews had become an industrial process, which had also led to leaks. A few neutral governments, like those of Switzerland and Sweden, had already started to spread these rumours. Himmler had been one of the first to learn of the massacres and—more importantly—he had realized at once how dire the consequences would be if the Nazis lost the war. 
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