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Prologue
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	The Carpathian foothills of Poland screamed beneath a sky the color of bruised marrow. Wind clawed through ancient pines, carrying the metallic promise of snow and something far older—something that had never truly slept.


The Monastery of Saint Peter the Apostle clung to the granite precipice like a penitent begging forgiveness he would never receive. Its gray walls rose stark and unyielding, crowned by a single spire that stabbed futilely at the low, roiling clouds. Forty monks lived within those walls in ceaseless rhythm of prayer, fasting, and backbreaking labor. But none toiled beneath a heavier shadow than Brother Tomasz the Carver.

For nine agonizing months, he had hunched over his bench in a windowless chamber lit only by guttering tallow candles that stank of rendered fat and cheap incense. His spine was bent like a yew bow, his fingers gnarled and bleeding from constant labor. The oak before him had come from a single ancient tree felled beneath a blood moon—its grain dark, twisted, pulsing with a life that defied every prayer Tomasz whispered over it. Faces clawed their way out of the wood beneath his chisel: not serene saints or suffering martyrs, but the damned. Eyes bulging in eternal, bulging agony. Mouths stretched wide in soundless howls of torment. Horns curling like mocking accusations. The armrests became clawed hands straining against their wooden prison, fingers flexed as though ready to seize any soul foolish enough to sit. The high back bore an inverted Last Judgment—demons dragging screaming angels downward into fire while the heavenly host wept tears of blood. The seat itself was a merciless lattice of thorns sharp enough to pierce armor and flesh and bone.

The younger monks whispered when they thought Tomasz could not hear: “Ugly. A throne for the damned.” Even the Abbot’s voice faltered during chapter meetings, his eyes darting nervously toward the carving chamber. Yet the papal emissaries from distant Rome approved every grotesque detail without hesitation. Pope Paul III desired a new Throne of Peter—a vessel of divine foresight that would let the Vicar of Christ peer through the gathering storms of schism and Protestant revolt. Tomasz had delivered something far older than any papal mandate. Something that had been waiting in the grain since before Christ walked the earth.

Night after night, the faces moved in his dreams. Lips curled into sneers. Eyes followed him across the cold stone floor. He woke drenched in sweat, crossing himself until his fingers bled, reciting the Rosary until the first gray light bled across the mountains. The air in the carving room grew thick—not just with sawdust and linseed oil, but with a deeper stench, something primordial that had never known the touch of Heaven. Tomasz began sleeping with a crucifix clutched to his chest like a drowning man.

Word reached Rome. Pope Paul III dispatched his most trusted cardinals and bishops. They arrived in a glittering procession of velvet, gold, and holy relics, their voices lifted in Latin hymns that rolled across the frost-killed fields like a final benediction. The blessing was set for the eve of All Saints’ Day beneath a swollen full moon.

The Throne was placed upon a raised dais of polished marble, draped in crimson silk that pooled like fresh blood. Hundreds of candles burned in iron sconces, their flames dancing as though afraid. Cardinal Alessandro Farnese—nephew to the Pope himself—raised his crozier high, voice resonant with authority.

“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, we consecrate this Throne of Vision...”

Holy water splashed across the black oak. Incense billowed in thick clouds. The monks sang in unison, their voices trembling with desperate hope.

Then the first scream tore the night apart.

It came not from within the sanctuary but from the outer walls—a sound like tearing metal fused with the howl of a thousand wolves. The great oak doors exploded inward in a shower of splinters. Black-robed figures poured through: anti-cardinals in inverted vestments, anti-bishops with miters dripping sulfur, their faces masks of corruption, eyes glowing with sulfurous malevolence. Their blades drank the candlelight and gave nothing back but deeper darkness.

Chaos swallowed the monastery whole.

Good and evil clashed for twenty-four unbroken hours. Swords rang against blessed steel and hell-forged iron. Monks fought with candlesticks and crucifixes, hurling holy water that sizzled like acid on demonic flesh. Bishop Matteo fell, shielding the Throne, throat torn open in a crimson spray that painted the carved faces. For one frozen instant, Tomasz swore the damned smiled—wooden lips peeling back in grotesque delight.

By the twenty-third hour, the papal forces had driven the devils back to the shattered doors. Cardinal Farnese drove his crozier through the shadow-cloaked leader with a cry of triumph. The creature dissolved into acrid smoke with a wail that shook dust from the rafters. Victory seemed certain.

Then the dying anti-cardinal struck.

He lunged forward with the last of his strength, clawed hand clamping onto the armrest like a vise. “Cursed be this Throne!” he hissed, black blood bubbling from his lips. “No longer shall it see eternity. Only twenty-four hours ahead—two paths for every question: one true, one the perfect, smiling opposite. Choose wrongly, and damnation follows. So says the Adversary!”

A pulse of black light exploded outward from the wood, slamming every soul in the sanctuary to their knees. Every carved face screamed without sound. The anti-cardinal laughed once—a wet, gurgling death rattle that echoed like a promise—and collapsed dead at the foot of the dais.

Silence fell like a tomb lid slamming shut.

Cardinal Farnese laid a trembling hand on the chair. “The Devil’s mark is upon it.”

Day after day, night after night, they tried to destroy it. Torches refused to catch. Axes shattered against the grain as though striking iron. “It will not burn,” Tomasz murmured, voice raw with horror. “It will not break.”

The Abbot’s face was the color of fresh ash. “Then we bury it deep. Beneath the foundations of the Holy Church of Saint Peter in Krakow. Let the earth claim what Heaven rejects.”

For three days, the survivors labored in secret, wrapping the abomination in consecrated linen and lowering it, chained and weighted, into a chamber hewn from living bedrock. Psalms trembled on bloodless lips as the final stone slid into place with a sound like a coffin lid. The monastery was cleansed with fire and prayer. The papal delegation rode back to Rome in mourning, never speaking the full truth of that night. The Pope would never know.

The Throne slept.

Centuries wheeled past in muffled thunder. Swedish deluges drowned the land. Partitions carved Poland like meat. Napoleonic boots marched and bled. The guns of 1914 shook the world. Each war sent faint tremors through the bedrock. Each tremor tasted of gunpowder, fear, and fresh corpses. The damned licked wooden lips inside their prison and waited.

Sometimes a rat found its way down through cracks no prayer could seal. A single thorn would rise—slow, deliberate—pierce the tiny, frantic heartbeat, and drink. Just enough. Never enough.

Then, in 1939, the sky itself cracked open.

September 6. Southern Poland bled beneath a sky the color of scorched iron. Columns of black smoke rose like funeral pyres from a thousand burning villages. Adolf Hitler’s Blitzkrieg had torn through Polish lines like paper. The 14th Army’s panzers roared across the Vistula plains, grinding wheat fields into muddy graves. Heinkel bombers droned overhead, their bellies opening to rain death on anything that still dared fly the white eagle.

Krakow, ancient royal city of spires and saints, was falling by nightfall.

Lieutenant Ralph Kolton climbed the shattered outer wall of the Holy Church of Saint Peter, polished jackboots crunching fragments of stained glass that glittered like fallen stars in the dust. At thirty-four, he was the very image of the ideal Wehrmacht officer—tall, broad-shouldered, ice-blue eyes cold beneath his field cap. A livid scar twisted his smile into something predatory, a souvenir from the Spanish Civil War, where he had strafed Republican lines until flak tore his Stuka from the sky.

His platoon stripped altars while dead monks lay twisted among the rubble. Private Birne came sprinting from the crypt, eyes wide with greed and terror. “Herr Leutnant—there’s a sealed vault beneath the altar stone! The monks fought like devils to protect it!”

They dug.

Two monks erupted from the shadows—gaunt, bleeding, eyes wild with fevered faith. “Non tangere cathedram maledictam!” the taller one screamed. “Do not touch the cursed chair! Twenty-four hours—two paths—one lie! It will destroy you all and everything you love!”

Kolton drew his Luger without expression and shot them both. The shots cracked through the crypt like divine judgment.

Twenty minutes later, the iron doors gave way.

Torchlight spilled across black oak. Clawed armrests. A seat of thorns. Faces of the damned writhing in eternal agony. A chill rolled outward, thickening the air until every soldier felt the weight of four hundred years of hunger pressing against their chests. One carved mouth curled—slow, deliberate—into a smile that had waited centuries.

Kolton felt it watching him. Hunger in the grain. Promise in the wood. A whisper at the edge of hearing: Touch us. Lift us. Feed us.

“Load it,” he ordered, voice steady though his scar burned like fresh fire. “Carefully. Goering loves curiosities.”

The soldiers heaved the Throne upward on ropes. Chains creaked. Thorns flexed. As the black oak rose into the smoky daylight for the first time in four centuries, every damned soul inside the wood whispered the same silent, ravenous vow.

The train waited at the station, iron rails gleaming westward toward Berlin. Crates of gold and relics clattered aboard. The Throne was lowered into its heavy crate, lid nailed shut with fresh spikes.

But inside the darkness, the wood breathed deeper than it had in centuries.

A single drop of ancient blood—perhaps Tomasz’s, perhaps the anti-cardinal’s—oozed from a crack and slid down a clawed armrest like a tear of perfect, anticipatory joy.

The wheels began to turn.

Somewhere ahead, in Berlin, Hermann Göring had no idea what dark gift was rolling toward him on iron rails.

Nor how completely it would devour the Reich, the war, and the soul of the world itself.

The damned waited, patient as stone.

Hungry as open graves.

And they were only getting started.
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Chapter 1: The Spoils of Krakow
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September 6, 1939. Southern Poland bled beneath a sky the color of scorched iron. Black smoke rose in funeral pyres from a thousand villages, twisting like souls refusing to lie still. Adolf Hitler’s order had thundered down the encrypted wires from the Berghof: Blitzkrieg über Krakow. Schnell. Vollständige Zerstörung. Keine Gnade. The 14th Army had punched through Polish lines as if they were wet paper. The 4th Panzer Division’s tanks snarled across the Vistula plains, treads grinding wheat into muddy graves. Overhead, Heinkel He 111 bombers droned in perfect formation, their bellies opening to rain death on anything that still dared fly the white eagle.

Krakow was falling by nightfall. The ancient royal city—spires and cobblestones that had known kings and saints for centuries—would be no different. No cathedral, no monastery, no symbol of Polish pride would be spared. The Reich demanded total victory and total plunder.

Lieutenant Ralph Kolton stood atop the shattered outer wall of the Holy Church of Saint Peter, polished jackboots crunching fragments of stained glass that glittered like fallen stars in the dust. At thirty-four, he was the very image of the ideal Wehrmacht officer: tall, broad-shouldered, posture rigid as Prussian steel. His face was sharp-angled, almost sculptural—high cheekbones, strong jaw, eyes the color of winter ice beneath the brim of his field cap. A livid scar ran from his left temple across the cheekbone to the corner of his mouth, twisting his smile into something predatory. It was a souvenir from the Spanish Civil War, where he had flown Ju 87 Stukas in the Condor Legion, strafing Republican lines over Guernica until flak tore his plane from the sky. He had crawled back to friendly lines with that wound still weeping, and the Knight’s Cross now hung at his throat like a promise kept.

He believed in every word of the new gospel: Lebensraum. Racial purity. The destiny of the Master Race. Poland was only the first stepping stone. The Jews, the Slavs, the clergy—they were rubble to be cleared beneath the treads of progress.

“Move it, you lazy swine!” Kolton bellowed, voice cutting through the distant crackle of artillery and the low growl of idling engines. His platoon—forty hard men of the 98th Infantry Regiment—swarmed over the church grounds like locusts. The Baroque spires had been sheared off by a direct bomb hit two hours earlier. The great dome lay collapsed inward, exposing charred beams and the smoke-stained sky. Monks in black habits littered the courtyard and cloisters, bodies twisted in death. Some had been cut down by machine-gun fire as they tried to ring the warning bells. Others lay crushed beneath fallen masonry, their blood soaking into ancient flagstones and mixing with the light rain that had begun to fall, turning the dust to gray paste.

Sergeant Heinrich Voss, a squat Bavarian with a perpetual scowl and a chest like a beer barrel, saluted sharply. “Church is secure, Herr Leutnant. The Polish defenders ran like rats when the Stukas came in. Only these black-robed fools stayed to fight with pitchforks and prayer books.”

Kolton nodded, lighting a cigarette with a silver lighter engraved with a soaring eagle. Smoke curled into the damp air, mixing with the stench of cordite, burnt timber, and the sickly-sweet rot of fresh corpses. “Excellent. The Führer wants every gram of gold, every painting, every relic crated and on the next train to Berlin by dawn. Reichsmarschall Goering’s personal orders—he’s waiting in Tempelhof to inventory the Polish treasures himself. Strip the altars. Rip the icons from the walls. And check the crypts. These Polish dogs always hide their wealth underground like frightened moles.”

The men set to work with the practiced efficiency of veterans who had already learned that war rewarded the swift and the ruthless. Private First Class Otto Gruber, a lanky Berliner whose mouth never stopped, pried a silver crucifix from the main altar using his bayonet. “Look at this, boys! Pure silver. My mother could melt this down for a dozen wedding rings. Wonder if the Pope himself blessed it before we blew his steeple off.”

“Shut your hole, Gruber,” Voss growled, though he was grinning as he stuffed gold chalices into a burlap sack. “Save the jokes for the whores in Berlin. We’ve got work.”

Kolton paced the nave, eyes scanning the devastation with cold satisfaction. The church—once a Jesuit jewel—had been a center of Polish resistance and faith. Now it was a treasure trove for the Reich. Frescoes of saints peeled from the walls in long strips. Marble statues of the Virgin were toppled and shattered for their gilded halos. Corporal Karl Becker, a farm boy from East Prussia with hands like hams, hauled a heavy tapestry depicting the martyrdom of Saint Peter. “This’ll look fine in the Reich Chancellery, eh, sir? Maybe the Führer himself will hang it in his bedroom.”

“Load it,” Kolton snapped. “Faster. I want this place empty before any Polish partisans regroup.”

The looting had gone on for nearly an hour when Private Michael Birne came sprinting from the rear sacristy, boots slapping through puddles of rainwater and blood. Birne was nineteen, fresh from basic training in Munich, sandy hair sticking up in damp tufts beneath his helmet. He still carried the softness of adolescence in his face, but his eyes held the wide-eyed eagerness of a boy raised on Goebbels’ radio speeches. He clutched his Mauser rifle like a talisman.

“Herr Leutnant! Herr Leutnant Kolton, sir! You must see this!”

Kolton turned, exhaling smoke. “What is it, Private? More gold leaf?”

Birne skidded to a halt, breathing hard. “No, sir—better. Under the altar stone in the crypt. There’s a sealed vault. The floorboards gave way when we were dragging out a reliquary. Looks ancient—real ancient. Bricked up with Latin inscriptions. Has to be where the priests hid the real valuables. Gold bars, maybe. Or the crown jewels of some Polish king. I heard stories in training about how these churches bury their riches to keep them from the Bolsheviks.”

Kolton’s ice-blue eyes narrowed. The scar on his cheek twitched. In Spain he had learned that priests always hid the best loot. “A vault? Show me. Voss, Becker—bring picks and shovels. The rest of you, keep stripping the nave. Gruber, watch for snipers.”

The men followed Birne down a narrow stone stairwell behind the high altar. The air grew cooler, thicker, heavy with the smell of damp earth, mildew, and old incense. Torchlight flickered across walls covered in faded frescoes of saints and devils locked in eternal combat. At the bottom, in a small chamber once used for storing sacramental wine, the floor had cracked open along an ancient seam. A heavy stone slab lay askew, revealing a narrow shaft dropping six feet into blackness. Chiseled into the surrounding bricks were the words: Hic iacet quod caelum respuit et infernus non potest tenere. Here lies what Heaven rejects, and Hell cannot hold.

Kolton stared at the inscription. A faint chill brushed the back of his neck, but he shook it off. Superstition. Polish nonsense. “Vast treasures,” he muttered. “Dig it out, men. Every minute we waste is a minute the train waits in the station. Birne, you’ve earned first pick of the spoils if this pays off. A Luger, maybe. Or a Polish officer’s saber for your wall back home.”

The soldiers attacked the earth with enthusiasm born of greed and battlefield fatigue. Picks rang against stone. Shovels scraped dirt. Gruber cursed as sweat stung his eyes. “What if it’s just more bones, sir? These Poles love their dead saints. I’d rather dig for gold than another skeleton.”

“Gold or glory, it all serves the Reich,” Kolton replied, lighting another cigarette. The smoke hung in the confined space like a warning. “My father taught me that. He died in the Great War believing Germany was robbed of victory. I joined the Party to make sure it never happens again. This vault—whatever’s in it—belongs to Berlin now. To the Führer. To Goering and his fat fingers counting every mark.”

Birne wiped his brow, grinning despite the labor. “My old man said the same, sir. ‘Michael, the future belongs to those who seize it.’ That’s why I volunteered. Poland today, France tomorrow, then the whole world. Imagine the stories I’ll tell my kids—if I live that long.”

Voss laughed harshly. “You’ll live if you keep digging, boy. Hand me that crowbar.”

They worked for twenty minutes, widening the shaft until the opening was large enough for a man to drop through. The first hint of a larger chamber appeared—smooth flagstones, iron-bound doors half-buried. Kolton’s heart quickened. This was no ordinary priest hole.

Then, without warning, two figures erupted from the shadows like ghosts clawing free of a grave.

They were monks—barely alive. One tall and gaunt, habit torn and crusted with dried blood from a shrapnel wound. The other shorter, older, face like weathered oak, shattered arm hanging useless. They had hidden in a side alcove, surviving on prayer and the last of the sacramental wine. Now they sprang at the Germans with the desperation of cornered animals.

The taller monk swung a rusted iron candlestick, catching Corporal Becker across the shoulder with a dull thud that echoed like a gunshot. The shorter one hurled himself at Private Birne, clawing at his uniform with his good hand, nails raking skin.

“Non tangere cathedram maledictam!” the tall monk screamed in Latin, voice raw and cracking with fever. “Do not touch the cursed chair! It is damned—cursed by the Devil himself! Only death and deception await those who disturb it!”

The shorter monk switched to Polish, then broken German, eyes wild. “Proszę, nie! The chair beneath the earth—krzesło przeklęte! It was buried by the saints to save the world! Touch it and you invite Hell! Twenty-four hours only—two truths, one lie! It will destroy you all! For the love of God and the Virgin, leave it buried!”

The soldiers reacted instantly. Becker roared in pain and swung his rifle butt, cracking the tall monk across the jaw with a wet crunch. Birne shoved the shorter one back, face pale. “Sir! They’re attacking! What the hell are they saying about a chair?”

Kolton’s expression never changed. He drew his Luger with the calm of a man ordering breakfast. The scar on his cheek pulled tight. “Assaulting German soldiers. In wartime. You know the penalty.” He glanced at Voss. “Execute them. Quickly. We don’t have time for interrogations or their superstitious nonsense. These Polish priests have been spreading lies about the Reich for years. Cursed chair? Fairy tales for children.”

Voss and two others dragged the monks to their knees in the dirt. The taller one continued to plead, spitting blood. “In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti—do not wake it! The anti-cardinal’s curse lives! It will show you futures only to twist them! Please, for your souls!”

The shorter monk wept openly. “We guarded it for four hundred years. It must stay hidden. It will bring ruin to your leaders—your Führer—your Reich! Mercy, in the name of Christ!”

Kolton stepped forward, torchlight gleaming on his scar. The air in the crypt felt suddenly heavier, as though the stones themselves were listening. “Your Christ is not our concern. Fire.”

Three shots cracked in the confined space, deafening. The monks slumped forward, habits blooming dark with fresh blood. The echoes faded, leaving only the drip of water and the heavy breathing of the soldiers.

“Clear the bodies,” Kolton ordered, holstering his pistol. His voice was steady, but something cold had brushed the base of his spine. He told himself it was the damp. “And get back to digging. Birne, you heard them—a chair. Probably some ugly relic worth a fortune in Berlin. Goering loves curiosities. Move!”

The men resumed with renewed vigor, unsettled but unwilling to show weakness. Twenty minutes later, the iron doors gave way with a groan that sounded almost alive.

Inside the vault, wrapped in rotting linen and chained to the floor, stood the object of the monks’ terror.

The Ugly Evil Chair.

Even in the dim torchlight it was grotesque. Oak as black as midnight, carved with faces of the damned writhing in eternal agony. Clawed armrests flexed as though testing their bonds. A seat of thorns glistened with something that was not water. The high back depicted an inverted Last Judgment—demons dragging angels downward. The air around it felt thicker, charged, as though the very stones were holding their breath.

Gruber whistled low. “Ugly as sin, sir. Why bury something like that with the gold?”

Kolton stared. A strange unease flickered behind his cold eyes for the first time that day. He stepped closer, boot scraping the stone. One of the carved faces seemed to shift—lips curling, just for an instant, into a smile that was not of this world. Kolton blinked hard. Smoke and shadow, he told himself. Nothing more.

“Doesn’t matter,” he said, voice steady. “It’s ours now. Load it carefully. Crate the rest of the treasures—gold, paintings, everything. Voss, radio headquarters. Tell them we’re finished with Krakow. The train leaves at 0400 hours for Berlin. Spoils of war, including one very ugly chair for the Reichsmarschall’s collection.”

As the soldiers heaved the chair upward on ropes, another carved face on the backrest seemed to watch Kolton with a knowing, hungry gleam. The chill in the vault deepened. For a heartbeat, the scar on his cheek burned as though freshly cut.

The message was sent. The train waited.

But as the black oak rose into the torchlight, every man in the crypt felt it: something ancient had just opened its eyes.
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Chapter 2: The Laugh That Woke the Damned
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October 12, 1939. Berlin.

The city lay under a slate-gray sky that pressed down like a steel helmet, heavy with the promise of winter. Swastika banners snapped along the Wilhelmstrasse, blood-red against the stone facades of the Reich Chancellery and the newly expanded Air Ministry. The Polish campaign had lasted exactly eighteen days—a lightning triumph that stunned the world and filled every rail yard with crates stamped by the Polish eagle now crudely overpainted with black Reich eagles. Spoils poured in by the trainload: gold, amber, paintings, relics. And one crate that no inventory sheet would ever fully describe.

Hermann Göring had claimed the grandest warehouse in the Tempelhof district for his personal inspection. The cavernous hall of corrugated iron and concrete already smelled of fresh sawdust, machine oil, and the faint metallic tang of old gold. Floodlights hung from the rafters, casting harsh white beams that made every surface gleam like a surgeon’s table. Soldiers in field-gray moved like ants, prying lids with crowbars, cataloguing on clipboards, stacking valuables under the watchful eyes of SS inventory officers. Their boots rang on the concrete with mechanical precision.

Göring stood at the center of it all, a mountain of a man in a custom-tailored white uniform dripping with medals and gold braid. At forty-six he was already legend—World War I flying ace with the Blue Max, founder of the Gestapo, master of the Luftwaffe, Hitler’s most flamboyant and dangerous lieutenant. His face was broad and fleshy, dominated by a prominent nose and small, piercing blue eyes that could shift from jovial warmth to icy calculation in the space of a heartbeat. A neatly trimmed mustache sat above lips that loved to laugh, usually at his own wit or at the expense of anyone slower than he was. Morphine and rich living had thickened his body into something almost cartoonish, yet he still moved with the swagger of a man who believed the world existed solely for his pleasure. Today he wore a sable-lined cape over the uniform and a hunting dagger at his belt, his expression one of greedy delight as he surveyed the haul.

“Magnificent!” he boomed, voice echoing off the rafters like a parade-ground command. He clapped meaty hands together. “Look at this, Bodenschatz! Polish gold chalices that could fund an entire squadron of Messerschmitts. And these tapestries—handwoven in some medieval nunnery, no doubt. They’ll look splendid in Carinhall once I expand the hunting lodge again. The Führer will be pleased. Very pleased.”

Colonel Karl-Heinz Bodenschatz, Göring’s longtime adjutant—lean, graying, with a meticulously waxed mustache and perpetually weary eyes—nodded dutifully. “Jawohl, Herr Reichsmarschall. The inventory lists over two hundred crates from Krakow alone. Lieutenant Kolton’s unit performed admirably. His report says the Holy Church of Saint Peter yielded the richest take yet—relics, icons, and several wagonloads of ecclesiastical gold.”

Göring chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound that shook his belly. “Kolton? The scarred Stuka pilot? Good man. I remember pinning the Knight’s Cross on him myself after Spain. Ruthless in the air, ruthless on the ground. Send him a case of my best cognac.” He gestured grandly at the crates. “Now, what else? Show me the art. I want Vermeers, Rembrandts—anything the Poles thought too sacred to sell.”

Aides scurried forward, opening crate after crate. Paintings were propped against walls: somber Madonnas, battle scenes of Polish kings, misty landscapes of the Carpathians. Göring inspected each with a jeweler’s loupe, occasionally barking orders. “This one to my private collection. That one—too Catholic, burn it. No, wait—sell it to some Swiss banker for foreign currency. We need every Reichsmark for the next campaign.”

The inspection had dragged on for nearly an hour when a fresh trainload hissed into the siding outside. Steam billowed from the locomotive as flatcars were uncoupled. Soldiers unloaded the last crates from Krakow under the supervision of a dusty, mud-streaked Lieutenant Ralph Kolton, who had ridden with the shipment to ensure nothing went missing. His uniform was still stained with Polish dirt and gun oil, the scar on his cheek livid under the floodlights. He snapped a crisp salute as he approached.

“Herr Reichsmarschall, Lieutenant Kolton reporting. The Krakow consignment is complete. Gold, silver, art, and... one rather unusual item we found buried beneath the church. The monks guarding it fought like devils to keep us away. Claimed it was cursed.”

Göring turned, small eyes lighting with amusement. “Cursed? How delightful. Show me this cursed treasure, Kolton. I could use a good laugh after counting all this pious junk.”

Kolton gestured sharply. Four soldiers carried forward a heavy wooden crate, its lid already pried loose. They set it down with a thud that seemed to reverberate longer than it should. Göring waddled closer, peering inside. The chair sat there, still wrapped in tattered consecrated linen that had yellowed with age. The soldiers pulled the cloth away.

Silence fell over the warehouse. Even the bustling aides paused mid-motion.

The thing was grotesque. Black oak darker than midnight, carved with faces of the damned writhing in eternal agony. Clawed armrests strained as though alive. A seat woven from thorns. The high back showed an inverted Last Judgment—demons dragging angels downward while the heavenly host wept blood. Every carved eye seemed to catch the floodlights and hold them, reflecting something that was not light.

Göring stared. Then he threw back his head and roared with laughter—a great, belly-shaking explosion of mirth that echoed through the hall and brought tears to his eyes.

“Mein Gott! What in the name of the Valkyries is this abomination?” He wiped his eyes with a silk handkerchief monogrammed in gold. “An ugly chair? Carved by blind lunatics in some Polish madhouse? Look at those faces—screaming like they’re sitting on hot coals! And the thorns on the seat? Whoever sat on this would need a cushion the size of a sofa. Kolton, you dragged this all the way from Krakow? I thought you were a warrior, not a junk dealer!”

The soldiers shifted uncomfortably. Kolton kept his face impassive, though his scar twitched once. “The monks died trying to protect it, Herr Reichsmarschall. They called it the Throne of the Damned. Said it was buried for centuries because it was cursed by the Devil himself. Showed two futures—truth and lie. We executed them for resisting, of course, but the piece was buried with the gold and art. We thought... perhaps it has historical value. Or at least curiosity value for your collection.”

Göring laughed harder, slapping his thigh. “Cursed by the Devil? Two futures? Oh, this is better than the jokes at the Berghof! The Poles must have been smoking their own incense. Bodenschatz, take note: add ‘one extremely ugly chair, property of the Devil’ to the inventory. We’ll put it in the corner of Carinhall’s trophy room—right next to the stuffed bear I shot in Sweden. It can scare the guests when they’ve had too much champagne.”

He circled the chair slowly, still chuckling. The carved faces seemed to watch him, wooden eyes catching the floodlights in a way that made the expressions flicker with malicious life. Göring reached out and gave the nearest armrest a playful kick with the toe of his polished boot.

One of the damned faces on the backrest twitched. The wooden mouth curled upward in a subtle, unmistakable sneer. The eyes narrowed for the briefest instant.

Göring froze. His laughter died in his throat. He blinked, staring hard. “Did you... see that?”

Kolton frowned. “See what, Herr Reichsmarschall?”

“Nothing,” Göring muttered, waving a hand. “Trick of the light. These floodlights are harsh. Still... it moved. I swear the damn thing moved.” He shook his head, forcing a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Nonsense. Polish superstition is contagious, apparently.”

He circled once more, then, with theatrical flair, lowered his massive frame onto the seat of thorns. The wood sighed—a sound so soft only Göring heard it. Thorns dug into his thighs even through the thick fabric of his uniform, making him wince. “Uncomfortable as the Führer’s temper on a bad day! My God, what a miserable throne. No wonder the Pope never sat on it. If this is what the Devil offers, I’ll stick with my feather beds at Carinhall.”

The soldiers chuckled nervously, relieved that their commander was back to joking.

Göring settled his hands on the clawed armrests, fingers drumming absently. A sergeant burst through the warehouse doors at a run, boots ringing on the concrete. He was young, flushed, out of breath. “Herr Reichsmarschall! Urgent message from the northern sector! Small pockets of Danish forces—irregulars and remnants of their border guards—have launched counterattacks against our strongholds near the Jutland peninsula. They’re overrunning several forward positions. Command requests immediate orders on how to respond.”

Göring’s jovial expression hardened into the mask of command. Denmark—neutral on paper, but now threatening the northern flank after the Polish victory. He needed to think. His hands tightened on the armrests as he pondered the next move—how many divisions to divert, whether to strike hard or feint.

He spoke aloud, voice low and commanding, addressing the chair as if it were a trusted advisor. “Show me what must be done for German victory in Denmark.”

The world vanished.

A vise clamped around Göring’s skull. Two futures unfolded in vivid, overlapping detail, each perfectly clear, each exactly twenty-four hours ahead.

In the first vision—bright, almost glowing with inner light—German forces followed a lightning night raid using only infantry and surprise, bypassing the strongholds entirely, striking supply depots behind Danish lines. No panzers. Minimal air support. The Danes, expecting the obvious assault, were caught completely unprepared. Their positions collapsed in hours. Zero German casualties. Total victory.

In the second vision—darkened, shadowed, as if viewed through smoked glass—German forces followed standard doctrine: massed panzer assault supported by Luftwaffe bombing. Danish irregulars melted away, then counterattacked at night with devastating effect. Strongholds fell. Hundreds of German dead. Supply lines cut. Humiliation.

The visions ended as abruptly as they had begun. Göring gasped, springing from the chair as if it had burned him. Sweat poured down his face, soaking his collar. His chest heaved, breath coming in ragged gulps. The soldiers stared, shocked into silence. Kolton’s hand hovered near his holster. Bodenschatz took a half-step forward, concern etched on his face.

“Herr Reichsmarschall? Are you ill?”

Göring wiped his forehead with a trembling hand. His small eyes were wide, pupils dilated. The trapped souls in the wood had favored him—the bright vision was the true one, the darkened one the lie. He did not know how he knew it; he simply felt the rightness of it in his bones, the way an evil man recognizes when darkness smiles back at him. The damned were pleased by his ruthlessness. They had illuminated the path of victory.

“I... I’m fine,” he rasped, forcing a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Just the discomfort of that damn chair. Got a cramp in my leg. Nothing more.” He straightened, pulling his cape tighter. “Sergeant, take this down. New orders for the Danish sector. Ignore the panzer plan. No heavy armor. Night raid only—infantry infiltration, strike their rear depots at 0300 hours. Minimal air support. Tell command to execute exactly as I say. Understood?”

The sergeant blinked, confused. “But Herr Reichsmarschall, the staff officers recommended—”

“Exactly as I say!” Göring thundered, his voice regaining its authority. “Or do you question the Second Man of the Reich?”

“Jawohl, Herr Reichsmarschall!” The sergeant saluted and ran off to relay the orders.

Göring turned back to the chair, staring at its grotesque faces with a mixture of awe and suspicion. The warehouse had gone deathly quiet. Kolton and the others watched him, uncertain.

“Get that thing crated again,” Göring ordered quietly. “Send it to my private study at the Air Ministry. And Kolton—say nothing of this to anyone. Not even the Führer. Understood?”

“Jawohl, Herr Reichsmarschall,” Kolton replied, his scarred face betraying nothing.

As the soldiers hauled the chair away, the carved faces on the backrest seemed to watch Göring with a knowing, hungry gleam. The trapped souls of the damned had found a master whose evil pleased them. They would brighten the true path for him again and again—so long as he kept feeding them.

Twenty-four hours later, the first reports arrived by teletype: the night raid on Danish positions had succeeded beyond all expectations. The irregulars were routed. German losses: zero. The strongholds held. Victory was complete.

Göring read the message alone in his opulent office at the Air Ministry, the chair now positioned in the corner like a silent sentinel. He sat behind his massive desk, sweating again, heart pounding against his ribs. The morphine he had taken earlier buzzed faintly in his veins, but it could not dull the certainty that had settled in his bones.

The cursed thing had been right.

He rose slowly, crossed the room, and lowered himself once more onto the seat of thorns. The pain was sharper this time, but he welcomed it. The wood sighed again, almost tenderly. Thorns pierced deeper. Blood welled.

“Show me more,” he whispered.

Two new futures bloomed inside his skull—brighter and darker than before. One path glowed with unholy clarity: a daring thrust through the Ardennes forest in the coming spring, panzers slicing like a knife through fat, cutting the Allied armies in two. The other was veiled in shadow—slow, cautious advances through Belgium, stalemate, rivers of German blood.

Göring knew instantly which was true. The damned souls had brightened the correct path again, pleased by his ruthlessness, his willingness to bleed for the Reich. The pain in his body was a small price for such certainty.

He staggered up, drenched in sweat, heart hammering like a piston. He dictated the orders in a hoarse whisper to his aide, then collapsed into his chair, staring at the Throne.

In the corner, one carved face on the high back curled its wooden lip into a slow, deliberate smile.

Göring did not see it. But he felt it—deep in the marrow, where the morphine could never reach.

The war—the real war—had only just begun.

And something ancient was already awake inside him.
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Chapter 3: The Prophet of Iron and Blood
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November 3, 1939. Berlin.

Rain lashed the windows of the Reich Chancellery like machine-gun fire, turning the Wilhelmstrasse into a black mirror of reflected swastika banners and arc lamps. The city lay under a pall of wartime blackout, its streets empty except for the occasional patrol of SS guards whose boots rang hollow on wet cobblestones. Inside the Führer’s private study on the second floor, the air was thick with cigarette smoke, strong coffee, and the faint metallic tang of polished leather and gun oil. A single green-shaded desk lamp cast long, jagged shadows across the massive oak table strewn with maps of northern Europe—Denmark’s Jutland peninsula marked in red pencil, the small Danish pockets of resistance circled like open sores on the Reich’s new frontier.

Adolf Hitler paced the length of the room, left hand clasped behind his back, right hand gesturing sharply as he spoke. At fifty, he was still the wiry, intense figure who had mesmerized Germany: medium height, dark hair slicked back, mustache trimmed to a precise rectangle. His pale, hypnotic eyes burned with the fever of a man who believed himself the instrument of Providence. His voice—that unmistakable Austrian rasp—rose and fell in rhythmic cadences. He wore a simple gray tunic, the Iron Cross at his throat, no other medals.

Hermann Göring sat heavily in a leather armchair opposite the desk, his white uniform strained across his bulk, medals clinking softly as he shifted. Sweat already beaded on his broad forehead despite the chill in the room. His small blue eyes darted between Hitler and the maps, his mustache twitching with barely contained excitement. He had summoned this meeting himself, racing from the Air Ministry the moment the teletype from the Danish sector arrived. The night raid—his night raid, born of the chair’s vision—had succeeded beyond all measure. Zero German dead. Danish irregulars shattered. The strongholds secured. Now he would tell the Führer. The Whispering Throne had spoken.

“Mein Führer,” Göring began, his voice booming yet deferential, “I must speak plainly. What happened in Denmark yesterday was no ordinary victory. It was a miracle. A vision came to me—clear as daylight. From the Whispering Throne, we took from Krakow. I sat upon it and asked what must be done for German victory. It showed me two paths. One the staff officers wanted—the massed panzers and daylight bombing. Disaster. The other—the night raid, infantry only, striking the rear depots—I gave those orders myself. And look!” He slapped a fresh report on the table. “The Danes are broken. Our losses: none. Zero, mein Führer. The Reich stands taller today because I listened.”

Hitler stopped pacing. He turned slowly, fixing Göring with those pale eyes. A thin smile played beneath the mustache, but there was no warmth in it. “A vision, Göring? From that Polish curiosity you call the Whispering Throne?” His voice was low at first, almost amused
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