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			Prologue

			It happened in 2012.

			From one day to the next they reappeared: the gods. 

			The old gods. The ones the Bible meant when it said ‘You shall have no other gods before me’ – the ones whose existence the Christian holy text had never denied. Or disputed. 

			Yet, in the twenty-first century it hadn’t occurred to anybody that the gods might return, appearing right in the middle of their weak conception of reality. 

			They rode down from the heavens. 

			They emerged from pyramids, from temples, shrines and sanctuaries, from forests, swamps and clouds of smoke. 

			They spoke to their followers – everywhere. 

			They came in their hundreds, and they acted. 

			Reports of sightings came thick and fast: gods and goddesses from Manitou to Mictlantecuhtli, Anubis, Odin and Thor, from nameless deities of nature to the legendary Mars and Hephaestus, or Olorun, Mother Earth or Shiva, Loa or Kami, even manifestations of Buddha and Cai Shen – they existed. 

			Some gods went on camera and gave interviews, filling their long-ridiculed followers with courage and energy. 

			Some gods reclaimed their old sites of worship, long repurposed by other religions, predominantly Christians. Magnificent buildings were razed to the ground and replaced with forgotten icons. 

			Some gods lived among mortals in the old temples, in new buildings, in high-rise apartments; others lived alone in underground bunkers or towers miles above the ground. 

			Some of them founded companies to broaden their influence in the mortal world, becoming involved in banking, investment and securities, engaging in the world’s economies. 

			And naturally, the larger corporations showed enormous interest in doing business with the gods. 

			Some gods took selected mortals with them to other planets; they brought back souvenirs, or erected buildings and stayed there. So said the rumours. 

			And lo, a new era of history began: faith became knowledge . . . 

			Only the Christians, the Muslims and the Jews waited in vain: there was no God, no Allah, no Yahweh, no angels, no demons. 

			Not even the devil put in an appearance. 

			The mightiest religions in history withered into nothing more than godless cults, their followers scorned and ridiculed.

			Mass conversions and wars followed, until society finally adjusted. 

			And so the world changed. 

			For better or worse would remain to be seen . . .

		

	

		

			‘Whoever consummates his life dies his own death, victoriously, surrounded by hopers and promisers. Thus should one learn to die.


			(…) In your dying shall your spirit and your virtue still glow, like a sunset around the earth: or else your dying will have turned out badly.’


			Friedrich Nietzsche, On Free Death, 


			from Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 1883–1885


			Great Britain, London, November 2019


			Malleus Bourreau sat back as the autopilot of his rented BMW i8 drove him through London’s most Indian area – aside from Harrow and Southall, of course, in the west.


			With the return of the gods, the city sprawled around the Thames had become a toehold for the Hindu pantheon in Europe. If Malleus remembered correctly, this religion had more than thirty thousand gods and incarnations, making it difficult to keep an eye on all of them – or to fight an invasion, should they choose to advance and try their hand as a new colonial power.


			It’s almost as if we’re not in England at all. Malleus stroked the ends of his moustache and observed the houses of Brent through the window, pressed up against each other in regimented rows, and decorated in true Indian style: lots of colour, with ornaments and cheerful little embellishments, radiating luxury and flair. 


			A flood of Oriental design had swept through the English terraces. The Western infrastructure was still a visible contrast, though even the dull lamp posts had been brightened up with colourful streamers. The Hindu community were making a clear display of their dedication to their gods. 


			The location of this spiritual centre was no accident. Since the mid-nineties, Neasden had been home to the Shri Swaminararyan Mandir, an enormous Hindu temple, which Malleus was looking forward to visiting. He was intrigued by its architecture, and even more so by its legendary restaurant, which served only vegan food, even avoiding the use of onions and garlic in order to cater for Brahmins. 


			But it was not the city’s architecture or cuisine that had brought him to London. 


			It was a case. 


			A highly lucrative and, more importantly, challenging contract. 


			The transformed terraces glided past the window of the i8. A sign advertising the newly renovated Wembley Stadium went by, where cricket and squash were played almost non-stop and broadcast on the stadium’s own TV channels. Malleus had noticed the coverage on the flight in and on the huge screens in Heathrow airport. 


			He considered whether he should light up a Culebra, but the car’s satellite navigation system informed him that he would be reaching his destination in a couple of minutes. He kept the cigar case in his coat.


			 His PDA beeped its way into his consciousness, alerting him to a message from his boss Lautrec at Interpol headquarters. 


			Not now. Malleus hoped it wasn’t an official commission calling him to leave immediately for a case in Europe. As long as it wasn’t urgent, he would stay and carry out the interview with his private client before seeing to any Interpol business. 


			But on opening the email, he found it was only information – no orders. Information that both astonished and disturbed him. 


			As soon as the forensics team finished their work at a crime scene, any projectiles found were automatically compared to the Interpol database. During one of these routine checks, something bizarre had turned up: three people in Rome had been shot with the same weapon as three unrelated women in Latvia. 


			What unnerved Malleus was this: the three Romans were the ones who had cornered him on the Piazza della Rotonda shortly before meeting their sudden end. And the victims in Latvia belonged to the group of Baba Yaga followers who Malleus had found in an abandoned clearing in the woods, and prevented from harming a group of innocent women.


			There was more: the extremely precise, non-lethal shots to the knee and thigh of the group’s leader had not issued – as he had assumed – from his own Apache Derringer, but from the same weapon responsible for these six killings: an APB Stechkin, an incredibly specialist silenced fully automatic pistol which used 9mm shells. It had been originally been developed in Russia for the KGB and Russian special forces. 


			Six dead, one injured, the same weapon. All somehow related to me. Malleus’ amazement grew as he read the notes from the Italian authorities. 


			The APB was not the only remarkable object involved in these crimes; the bullets and shells left at the crime scenes were also quite extraordinary. They were engraved with markings from an as yet untranslated code, one that made the identification of a suspect far easier for the Italians. 


			The Roman investigators were convinced that this was the work of the fabled assassino di glifo, the Glyph Killer; their message included an attached file containing the notes from the previous investigation. 


			Malleus opened it up and saw countless records relating to past crime scenes and victims. Fifty-two. His mouth went dry. 


			He didn’t have time to read through the reports in detail before the meeting with his client, but a fleeting glance told him that at some point the murderer had simply stopped. For reasons yet to be identified. And now he was showing up again, in Malleus’ cases. 


			I have a homicidal guardian angel. Malleus wondered whether there were any engraved projectiles and shells to be found at the site of his last investigation in the Vatican. Given the Vatican’s special legal status, the Italian authorities had not seen it as their responsibility, and consequently no forensics work had been carried out.


			Malleus recalled his battle with the mechanical creature in the Pinacoteca, how it had been ripped apart from the inside – without his intervention. He had put it down to defective machinery – but now all signs pointed to someone stepping in with an APB to finish the job.


			I need to be certain. Malleus wrote a hurried email to Father Severinus, his contact in the Vatican, asking him to conduct a search for bullet casings in the Pinacoteca. 


			The i8 turned right down Braemer Avenue. 


			Malleus shook the disturbing presence of the Glyph Killer from his mind as well as he could. He couldn’t be distracted while meeting a client. 


			The little street led to a lake, just visible through the trees that surrounded the buildings. This area was populated with larger properties, many with several extensions and alterations. Marble pillars and towers created an impressive combination of European and Indian construction styles. His wife would have found it fascinating. 


			The BMW stopped in front of the most elegant, attractive house, which towered behind a whitewashed wall like a palace, the two slim turrets on either side almost ramming their long points into the grey clouds overhead. An imposing bronze door engraved with Hindu ornamentations closed off the building to visitors. 


			Malleus guessed from the length of the wall that his client had also bought up the land surrounding the property. The message was clear: here lives someone of considerable wealth. 


			He climbed out of the car and slipped on his military coat, smoothed down his black hair, longer on the top than the sides, and put on his hat. 


			He was aware that his clothes, with their light Indian cut, could either be very well received, or interpreted as a rather smarmy attempt to butter up his client. But Malleus liked the style of his shirts, which he had designed and commissioned himself some years ago. 


			Before, he had always looked forward to those afternoons at the tailor’s, being measured or trying on his designs, chatting over tea or a good rum. His daughter had hidden in the workshop under the sewing machine or in the cupboards full of material, and Malleus had searched for her. A playful game between a little girl and her father. For a second he could almost smell the scent of the material, heard his daughter’s laughter in his ears. 


			Before. A long, long time ago. He gathered himself, though he couldn’t help but check behind him down the street, alert and watchful. 


			Malleus wasn’t expecting to see his stalker right then and there, but he wanted to reassure himself that he was alone. He had to find an explanation to fit the information Lautrec had given him. For his own sanity, if nothing else.


			With an electric buzz, the bronze door swung open behind him. 


			Malleus turned towards the entrance. 


			The sight of the property as it slowly emerged behind the door took his breath away. 


			The owners must have invested millions. The marble façades, the fountains and ponds, the garden, the plants, the paths and veranda – pure performative opulence. 


			The building in front of him was a miniature maharajah’s palace, and even the grey English weather could do nothing to dull its splendour. In the background was a stunning view of the lake, which looked as if it had been installed exclusively to complement the majestic property. 


			As the bronze door opened further, it revealed a man with a thick, neatly clipped beard waiting for them in the entrance. He wore a traditional sherwani in bright white with a jacquard print, a white turban, and light-coloured canvas shoes. 


			Those unacquainted with Indian customs might associate his light-coloured clothing with joy or celebration. But Malleus knew that in India the colour stood for mourning, in contrast to the black preferred across most of Europe. 


			‘Namaste, Mr Bourreau.’ The man greeted him with a bow, before reaching out to shake his hand. His complexion was dark, his eyes so brown that they appeared almost entirely black. ‘I’m relieved that you could make it.’


			Malleus walked over to him, finding it remarkable that the head of the house had come to greet him personally rather than sending a servant to guide him through the impressive property. 


			‘Namaste,’ he replied, shaking the man’s hand. ‘My deepest condolences, Mr Gautama.’


			‘Thank you. With your help I hope to find out in which direction I should be pointing my anger.’ He gestured towards the snow-white steps leading up to a set of double doors. ‘I have prepared some chai. But if you would prefer something else, please let me know.’ His client walked up the stairs, his hands behind his back. 


			With a quiet hum, the bronze door closed behind them. 


			Malleus followed Shankar Kumar Gautama over the raked gravel to the main building. The Indian-born businessman was amongst the thirty wealthiest people in Britain, and was exceptionally well connected within British politics and society. His family held the Indian aristocratic title Tazimi Sardar, though Malleus couldn’t say exactly what that meant. Not his area of expertise. 


			They entered the foyer, also filled with an abundance of marble. The walls were covered in detailed panelling, enormous hand-knotted rugs lay on the ground, and an impressive flight of stairs led up to the second floor, though there was also the option of a lift. Paintings and golden lampshades hung on the walls, and a crystal chandelier hung in the hall, spreading out across the ceiling like the branches of a great tree. 


			Something hit Malleus immediately: silence. 


			No quiet noises, no conversations, no music. 


			Nothing. 


			The heavy scent of incense and joss sticks hung in the air, so thick that even the smoke of a Culebra would have been engulfed in seconds. 


			‘As you may notice,’ said Gautama in his warm, deep voice, ‘there is no life amongst all this luxury. I am the only living person in this tomb, and I myself feel dead inside. The last piece of life left inside me is pure hatred. Hatred for those who did this to me.’ He gestured towards an open door on his right. ‘After you, Mr Bourreau.’ 


			Malleus had to suppress a shudder at his words. He entered the salon, which was decorated in sumptuous colonial style. Red drapes on the walls accentuated the height of the ceiling, which held two large fans, hanging motionless in the heavy air. The room was filled with darkly coloured furniture, rich brown leather Chesterfield chairs and sofas. 


			Malleus took a seat in the corner by the fireplace, where a small peat fire was burning. He laid down his coat and hat, and pulled his PDA out of his long Indo-European shirt, placing it on the low teak table in front of them. On the table was a large iron teakettle balanced on a small warmer, two teacups and a selection of Indian nibbles and sandwiches. 
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