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Prologue


It happened in 2012.


From one day to the next they reappeared: gods.


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


Interpol investigator Malleus Bourreau has remained an avowed atheist in a world overrun with gods. He’s good at his job, mainly because he has no respect for anyone – humans or gods. His current case, though, is challenging even his investigative powers: a collection of priceless artefacts belonging to cultures from all over the world have disappeared, and the people involved will stop at nothing to keep their locations secret. How are the objects linked?


Proof of God is the sixth part of the ten-part serial AERA – Return Of The Ancient Gods by Markus Heitz. His latest case is a particularly tricky one: a statue, allegedly depicting a god, has been stolen. The problem is that it bears no likeness to any known entity. As the body count rises, it occurs to Malleus that this might be more than a mere statue. What mysteries are contained within it?






There is no race so rude, no man so savage as not to be imbued with the belief in gods. Though many have depraved notions about the gods in consequence of their own defective characters, all admit that there is a divine nature and power; nor has this belief been brought about by the conference or consent of men, nor established by institutions or enactments. But on every subject the common sense of nations is to be regarded as the law of nature.


Marcus Tullius Cicero
Tusculan Disputations, 45BC


You must wager. It is not optional. You are embarked. Which will you choose then? Let us see. You have two things to lose, the true and the good; and two things to stake, your reason and your will, your knowledge and your happiness; and your nature has two things to shun, error and misery. Wager, then, without hesitation that He is. Your reason is no more shocked in choosing one rather than the other, since you must of necessity choose. This is one point settled. But your happiness? Let us weigh the gain and the loss in wagering that God is. Let us estimate these two chances. If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing


Blaise Pascal
‘Pascal’s Wager,’ Pensées, 1670


The foundation of irreligious criticism is: Man makes religion, religion does not make man.


The struggle against religion is, therefore, indirectly the struggle against that world whose spiritual aroma is religion.


Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.


The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the demand for their real happiness. To call on them to give up their illusions about their condition is to call on them to give up a condition that requires illusions. The criticism of religion is, therefore, in embryo, the criticism of that vale of tears of which religion is the halo.


Karl Marx
Introduction to A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, 1844





Germania (Celtic region), Rhineland-Palatinate, Hahn (Hunsrück), November 2019


Malleus Bourreau stood under a canopy at the destroyed airport, peering out from his position of safety against the driving rain at the humanoid figure emerging from a caved-in section of the terminal about one hundred yards away. Three wild dogs were at its side, rising up to the level of its hip, their heads bowed and turned towards their master, who was clad in torn apparel.


The almost rhythmical metallic drumming of dozens of iron bars continued to pound out from the ruins, maintaining a synchronised beat as they struck the concrete and illuminating the shadows that had previously occupied the vast expanse.


The figure looked over at Malleus, sniffing as he lifted his sunken features once again to face him.


Hold on, Lautrec had said – now Malleus understood what he had meant by that.


In the collapsed, ruined buildings, magnesium torches were burning with a smoky red glow that added a perilous urgency to the gloom.


I really should have paid attention to the warning outside. He resisted the impulse to draw his Apache Derringer and to take his PDA from out of his pocket as a way of making amends for his oversight. It was better to have a clear picture of the surroundings in his mind’s eye.


A special unit was on its way to pick him up, his boss had told him.


How long will that take? Malleus’ eyes wandered over the ruins through their blue-tinted lenses, but they could discern no other figures.


The vast murder of crows continued to circle unabatedly through the dark grey sky, cawing down at Malleus and the shadows he occupied, as if daring him to complain about their rasping cries.


The darkness could be impenetrable at night, this far away from human settlement. The forest and the clouds acted as a shield against any speck of brightness, appearing to Malleus as black holes that could suck him in without leaving a trace.


The figure raised his left arm high, signalling for the drums to cease. They stopped.


‘What are you doing in my kingdom?’ thundered the stranger through the inky darkness of the ruins, conducting wisps of smoky fog to dance before his words, then retreat to one side in deference to their lord.


Malleus could hear the man as clearly as if he were standing directly in front of him. He took several lengthy puffs on his Culebra, wishing that he had chosen a red band instead. He took the crooked cigar from his mouth and drew a deep intake of breath for his reply.


‘Don’t worry, you won’t have to put up with me for much longer,’ he called back as he watched his breath turn to vapour. The pounding rain swallowed up his words; they never reached their unknown recipient


‘Speak up. I can’t hear you,’ came the retort in a steady voice. He raised his right arm and pointed directly at him. The three dogs the size of calves raised their heads, pointing their long, powerful snouts at him. Each pair of eyes burned with a different colour, like LED lamps: white, red, green.


‘Try a little harder this time, or I’ll let my pets have their fun with you,’ said the voice in an almost playful manner.


I need to get closer. Malleus really didn’t want to, but it seemed preferable to incurring the wrath of those monstrosities. Neither the man nor the dogs were of human origin. As for whether his friends Apache and Cobray would be of any use, that was another matter altogether. Ideally that’s not something I’ll have to find out.


He raised his collar, regretting the absence of his hat as he stepped out of the protection of the half-ruined canopy and moved slowly towards the unknown figure. He left the Culebra on a stone in the dry. It could do no more for him and Malleus didn’t want it to suffer unduly in the rain.


‘I said,’ shouted Malleus with his arms raised in a placatory gesture, the Derringers still concealed, ‘I shall soon be gone. It was not my intention to disturb you and your friends.’ Judging by his body language, Malleus could see that the stranger was now able to hear him properly. ‘I had to parachute down because my plane was about to crash. Please forgive the intrusion.’


When he was about fifty yards away, he stood still, and immediately revised his previous estimation of the size of the man. He’s nearly seven feet tall! The shoulders of the three hellhounds stood as high as Malleus’ chest.


Despite being built like a brick outhouse, the man was still rather difficult to make out. A tattered poncho was draped over him like an aura, while his long hair was blown about by the wind to form a wavy black corona. His face itself was immersed in shadow. The red light of the magnesium torches flickered anxiously over the figure.


‘Whoever enters my kingdom may leave once they have presented me with a gift,’ the man announced generously.


‘What kingdom am I in, and what is your name?’ enquired Malleus, still attempting to be friendly. Every second gained could well be valuable.


‘My name is Adamastos, and this is my realm,’ he said with visible pride. ‘It bears my name.’


Malleus recalled that Adamastos was another iteration of Hades, the god of the Underworld according to Greek mythology. He had not counted on this. ‘An unusual name to come across in the Celtic part of Germania.’


‘I did not seek this place out myself.’ Adamastos slowly lowered his arm and the hounds sat down. ‘Had it been up to me, I’d have chosen somewhere else to live. Perhaps Koroneia or Olympia, so that I could be near my father – any country, really, where it doesn’t rain all the time. No cold. No ruins. All of us who remain hidden away dream of a more beautiful life. But man and the gods do not want us.’


He thinks Hades is his father. Malleus wiped away the water from his eyes and rubbed his Fu-Manchu moustache, which had begun to feel unusually soft as a result of all the rain. ‘All of you?’ He hoped he would not regret the question.


‘All of us who have been rejected by mortals,’ said a woman’s voice suddenly from behind him. ‘In legends of old we were hailed as heroes and heroines. Now we are nothing.’


Malleus had expected one of the drummers to creep up on him. He stayed calm and continued to look at Adamastos; at the same time he could feel the heat emanating from the unknown woman. She had to be standing very close to him. ‘You’re demigods and goddesses.’


‘Precisely.’ She walked around him and stood before him, naked. Being looked upon by Malleus was clearly of no concern to her. He judged her to be barely sixteen; a waterfall of long, black hair partially covered her breasts and pale skin. The unsteady red light of the magnesium torches submerged her in the colour of blood. ‘I am Brigantia, daughter of Brixia and wife of Adamastos. So tell us, mortal: what do you wish to give? What is your life worth to you?’


What entities would be produced if their bloodlines were mixed? Malleus found the idea exciting, as long as one cast aside all atheistic thoughts. Brixia was part of the Celtic pantheon, but he didn’t know what she was responsible for and he had no desire to get out his PDA to check at this stage. Of course, it was already starting to happen: children of divine origin were being abandoned, unflatteringly referred to as hybrids or bastards. They grew faster than normal offspring, becoming adults within a year or less – as must have happened to the two in front of him.
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