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			Episode 2: The Vatican Riddle

			‘There will be seen on Earth creatures fighting each other without pause, with great losses and many deaths on either side. Their malice shall know no bounds . . . Once sated with food, they will seek to assuage their desire to inflict death, affliction, torment, terror, and exile on every living thing . . .’

			Leonardo da Vinci, Prophecies

			* Α Ω *

			Italy, Rome, November 2019

			Malleus Bourreau ran his thumb and forefinger along the tips of his Fu Manchu moustache and looked thoughtfully out of the plane window. 

			The Airbus A390 gently curved its path and began to prepare for landing. As the plane tilted, Malleus caught a brief glimpse of the Vatican’s last remaining scraps of splendour. St Peter’s Basilica appeared then quickly shrouded itself in rainclouds and fog, as if offended by his gaze. 

			Or ashamed. Malleus hadn’t expected his next official Interpol assignment to bring him back to the Eternal City so soon, where the remains of the Papal State lay slowly crumbling, surrounded by Roman prosperity. Or grieving for what’s lost.

			The murder of the pope’s son was an unprecedented occurrence, and the investigation would undoubtedly require the services of a specialist such as himself. The Vatican police were also members of Interpol, so Inspector Bourreau had been an obvious choice. Malleus smirked slightly. What do you even call the son of God’s direct representative on Earth? Is there a special title for that?

			It was clear that the head of the few remaining avowed Catholics believed the murder to be the work of a god. A god, but not their god. 

			The A390 landed as soft as a feather, and proceeded to drive slowly along the winding runways until Malleus and the other two thousand passengers were finally allowed to exit. Many of them had been flying for longer than himself; he had boarded during a layover in Treva, where the aircraft had filled up with passengers from central Europe. 

			He wheeled his luggage through the terminal into arrivals, avoiding the long security queues thanks to his Interpol pass. 

			Towering LED boards showed images of various sites in Rome and the surrounding area, recommended by the tourism board as the top places to visit. 

			The influence of Jupiter and the Pantheon was hard to miss. 

			Ostia Antica, Tibur, home of Hadrian’s Villa, and Praeneste on Mount Ginestro – the famous classical sites appeared on the screens, enchanting in all their renovated glory. 

			These images were followed by a highly over-produced clip, in which the gods bestowed their blessings on the incoming travellers, and Jupiter encouraged them in a booming baritone to convert and follow him and his godly colleagues. 

			There followed a series of clips documenting miracles that had been carried out by Jupiter and co., including testimonies from various thankful recipients. Finally a visibly inebriated Bacchus appeared, advertising the Bacchanalia that took place twice a year. The take-home message was simple: lots of orgies, and lots of wine.

			Malleus carried on walking through arrivals, and saw an older-looking man in a black cassock with a small white embroidered crucifix on the chest; his blonde hair was partially obscured by a distinctive headpiece, a cross between a beret and a hat. A slim shoulder bag rested on his hip. 

			He was waiting at the barrier, flanked by two men in dark suits with colourful insignias on the lapels. Swiss guard. Apparently the cleric felt safer with them than the Vatican police. 

			The trio was largely ignored by the public, save for a few excitable teenagers, who were imitating the rigid posture of the bodyguards, smirking and taking selfies. 

			Malleus put on his round sunglasses, raised the collar of his military coat around his neck, strode over to the little welcome committee, and tipped his hat respectfully. 

			‘I assume you are waiting for me, gentlemen?’ He spoke to them in English. 

			‘Quite right. Welcome, Mr Bourreau,’ replied the man in the cassock, his tone friendly yet restrained. ‘I am Father Severinus, personal assistant to the Holy Father. I’ve been asked to bring you directly to the Vatican.’ He stepped to the side and gestured with his right hand to the exit. ‘We’re parked right outside the door.’

			Malleus politely declined the guard’s offer to carry his luggage and took out his cigar case, selecting a blue Culebra which he had cut and prepared before boarding his flight.

			‘If you wish to return to your hotel after the meeting, we will arrange for a driver,’ explained the cleric.

			‘Thank you, Father. But I think I’d rather hire a car.’

			The walk through the terminal was without incident, though increasing numbers of arriving tourists were beginning to gawk at the priest and his Swiss guards. 

			In other countries it was expected that anyone of Christian, Muslim or Jewish faith would conceal their religious affiliations in public: it was a matter of self-preservation. 

			In Rome, however, public displays of Christianity were largely tolerated, as if the return of the gods in 2012 had changed nothing. This was, of course, partly due to the fact that the city was home to the most significant monument to the Christian faith, which attracted masses of tourists. The walled city was a curiosity, its archaic inhabitants a fascinating leftover from a previous era. As long as the pope continued to draw in the tourists, the Vatican would survive. 

			As they walked, Malleus removed a splint from his cigar case, held it to his lighter, and then lit his cigar. He paid little attention to smoking regulations. The air surrounding an airport was already full of every carcinogen one could imagine. As if a little tobacco would make any difference.

			Father Severinus did not make conversation. The bodyguards, too, remained silent and intensely watchful, constantly checking for potential threats from every direction. 

			Malleus could feel the tension radiating from the three men. The Vatican was encircled by newly empowered religions, religions they had once competed with, tirelessly battled and oppressed for centuries. 

			Revenge – some gods had already taken theirs, bloody and swift: others had simply left it to their followers. It could happen at any time. Often at the hands of a particularly zealous tourist from a less Christian-friendly area. 

			They left the terminal and walked towards an impressive black Rolls-Royce Phantom II, its doors decorated with the pope’s coat of arms. At this point things became really uncomfortable. 

			A pack of audacious tourists, speaking loudly in Russian and clad in an indecent number of backpacks, cameras and khaki shorts, had discovered the Rolls and were gathered around it snapping photographs. Many of them were posing, making obscene gestures towards the vehicle or holding their own religious amulets up to the camera, making it clear who had come out on top in the contest of the gods. 

			Malleus puffed calmly on his cigar, recognizing the symbols for the east Slavic gods Stribog and Hors on the amulets. Gods of the wind and the winter sun. 

			Of course the crowd was even more excited when they saw the car’s passengers walking towards them.

			The rabble drew closer, laughing and jeering as they encircled Malleus and his hosts. Insults and obscenities were yelled. More photos were taken. 

			Malleus found it childish, but he knew that it was impossible to reason with these people. Or with most people, for that matter, he thought with a smile. 

			The trunk of the Phantom II opened automatically and Malleus heaved his hand luggage and small suitcase inside. The first bodyguard slipped into the driver’s seat, while the other held open the door for the priest. 

			At that exact moment, the cleric was hit in the neck by a half-eaten hamburger. 

			Ketchup and mustard sprayed through the air, staining his cassock with wet flecks of dark red and yellow. The meat fell apart on impact, spilling down his collar and onto the ground. 

			Malleus closed the trunk and regarded the crowd, noticing one woman at the rear as she drew back her arm to throw a large milkshake. 

			The cup flew over the heads of the tourists and landed with a heavy splattering sound in the centre of the priest’s shoulders, its contents slopping down his back in a cascade of sickly yellow. 

			Throughout this onslaught, the priest remained calm, not even turning to face his assailants as they filmed their attacks and yelled their abuse. He simply climbed into the car, slow and dignified, as if the banana-flavoured liquid dripping down his body were a holy anointment. 

			The bodyguard closed the door after his charge, and then signalled through the window for Malleus to enter the Rolls-Royce through the other passenger door. Apparently they had been instructed only to step in when there was a danger of serious physical harm. 

			One of the hecklers identified Malleus as the last remaining target outside the vehicle, and grabbed a box of chips out of his companion’s hand, about to throw them at the detective. 

			‘I’ll explain this very clearly,’ Malleus interjected in fluent, accent-free Russian, his tone calm and friendly. ‘This coat is worth more than your life.’

			The man lowered the box, evidently taken aback. ‘Are you threatening me, asshole?’

			‘Not at all. Just an observation.’ He turned and climbed into the Phantom II. ‘Good day, sir. Say hello to Stribog and Hors, if you happen to see them.’

			The door closed, and no further edible missiles followed. His comment had clearly had the intended effect. 

			Malleus could not help but inhale the scent of banana that now permeated the car’s interior. The white leather upholstery was covered with plastic sheeting. He poked at the thin, rustling plastic. ‘Does that happen a lot, Father?’ 

			‘Constantly.’ Severinus smiled weakly. ‘Mostly drinks, sometimes food. I’m thankful to the Lord when it’s nothing too hot or icy.’

			‘Good sense of humour. I suppose you need one as a Christian.’ Malleus gave an appreciative nod and looked out of the window, still smoking his Culebra. 

			‘Even more so as an atheist, I think.’

			‘Touché. But I try only to make fun of ignorance.’

			The burgeoning neo-classical architecture of Rome loomed to the left and right of the street. Temples were undergoing renovation, dazzling new builds were rising up all over the city, and every night the Colosseum was illuminated by great spotlights and sacrificial fires. 

			Volunteers were once again permitted to fight in the arena, just as they had centuries ago, though now they fought to honour the gods rather than the emperor. The popularity of these contests had led to so many people volunteering as morituri that there were extensive waiting lists. Survivors received a cash prize. Victors of multiple contests could become very wealthy, and were considered to be ‘darlings of the gods’. 

			There were efforts within the Italian government to reinstate the death penalty, in conjunction with the gladiatorial games. This move would also ensure that the supply of morituri remained constant, should there be a decline in volunteers.

			‘You turn the other cheek, Father.’ Malleus pointed with his crooked cigar at the guards, the glowing tip drawing an orange line in the air. ‘But these two can hit back on your behalf?’ 

			Severinus laughed quietly. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t wish to engage in a theological debate.’ His bodyguard handed him a handkerchief, and he wiped the remains of the hamburger from his neck. ‘Not with you, Mr Bourreau. You believe in nothing. Absolutely nothing. And so you understand nothing.’

			‘Oh, that’s where you’re wrong, Father.’ He blew a puff of smoke against the roof of the car, where it whirled into fleeting images of faces. ‘I believe in myself.’

			‘And that belief isolates you from all others.’

			‘Well it’s served me well this far. I know I can be relied on.’ Malleus fixed his eyes, disguised by blue contact lenses, on the priest. The Rolls drove on through Rome, purring gently. The suspension smoothed out every tiny bump in the road, creating an almost hovering sensation. ‘Gods can’t be relied on, real or imaginary. People put all their trust in them, offer up their livelihoods, even their countries, and still their gods disappoint them.’ Even if they beg on their hands and knees. Unpleasant images from the past began to bubble to the surface of his consciousness. From the war. From his other life, when he still had a family. 

			‘The Lord never disappoints me.’

			‘I know the New Testament God was never that interested in getting actively involved in things. That’s why you and the handful of Christians left on the planet are having to show a little extra patience at the moment.’ Malleus maintained an amicable tone, internally shooing away the troubling memories. ‘God helps those who help themselves – isn’t that a Christian proverb?’

			‘Just a saying. And not something you’d hear from a true believer.’ Severinus remained unfazed. 

			Malleus chuckled softly. ‘So you did wish to engage, Father.’

			‘What?’

			‘In a theological debate.’ He rolled down the window and flicked his cigar butt onto the street. ‘But let’s talk about the case. That’s more useful for both of us.’

			‘You mean to say that talking about God is a waste of time?’

			Malleus took off his sunglasses and hat, revealing his black hair, cut short on the neck and longer on top. He placed his glasses inside the hat, and the hat on his lap. ‘Let’s just stick to the earthly plane for a while, specifically the parts where blood’s been spilled.’ He pulled out his PDA to record the conversation. 

			‘Very well.’ Severinus folded the handkerchief. ‘The Holy Father found the body of his son yesterday, at around one in the morning, in the Pinacoteca Vaticana, room nine, where the da Vincis are kept.’

			‘How many people in the Vatican know that he’s the son of the pope, Father?’ Malleus interrupted.

			‘Officially: half a dozen. Unofficially’ – Severinus looked contrite for a moment – ‘I couldn’t say. Word travels fast in the Vatican. He was known as Brother Theodorus.’

			Theodorus – gift from God. Malleus looked at the two Swiss guardsmen, who were currently separated from their conversation by bulletproof glass, but were doubtless privy to their fair share of gossip during their patrols through the halls of the Vatican. ‘Was the body moved?’ 

			‘No. We closed off room nine. The Holy Father immediately instructed the Vatican police to get in touch with Interpol and request your assistance.’ 

			‘Why me?’

			‘There was something written in blood on the body, on his forehead: the number 666.’

			‘Seriously? The number of the beast?’ Malleus repressed a laugh. ‘A bit dramatic for my taste. Written in his blood?’

			‘No, he was strangled.’ Severinus took some photos from his shoulder bag. ‘I insisted on photographing the scene immediately, in case anything should change while we awaited your arrival, Mr Bourreau.’ 

			‘Good thinking.’ Malleus took the photos. 

			The first was a close-up. The man’s throat was covered with marks far larger than the average human hand. But more strikingly, the marks were red, the skin blistered in some areas, in others black or completely removed, revealing the raw flesh underneath. 

			‘Burns?’

			‘Yes. It seems that he was strangled by Satan himself.’
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