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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?


The Feint is the eighth part of the 10-part serial AERA – Return of the Ancient Gods by Markus Heitz. Malleus Bourreau’s latest case is his most demanding yet: a private job to recover some stolen property has got drastically out of hand. Before Malleus realises what is happening, he finds himself in the middle of a war on three fronts, which could turn quickly turn fatal. In doing so, however, he stumbles across something very interesting indeed.






Feint fānt, n. a false appearance: a pretence: a mock assault: a deceptive movement in fencing, boxing, etc.


—v.i. to make a feint: Loki made a feint to the left before striking with his right fist.


[Fr. Feinte]


Chambers English Dictionary
2019 Edition





Germania, Free State of Saxony (Germanic quarter), Lipsk (Leipzig), November 2019


Malleus Bourreau made his way through the snowstorm along the Hainstrasse, not far from the little bolthole he had nearby, and turned into Barthel’s courtyard for his second meeting of the day; in his right hand he clutched a metal suitcase.


The biting wind abruptly broke off, the snowflakes beginning to coast their way towards the cobblestones slowly and calmly, as if the snow itself were offering protection.


Malleus had a great affection for the four walls that he had so surprising inherited all those years ago. They were concealed within a beautiful old building with high stucco ceilings and a lavish floor plan that suggested more than a hint of opulence. He sometimes had occasion to withdraw here when the noise in Lutetia became too much for him.


Though his actual Germanic roots were not in Saxony, Malleus had fallen in love with the city from the moment he first came into contact with it. Despite the numerous new developments and large building projects that had sprung up over the course of time, it had somehow managed to maintain its inherent charm.


People had never really taken a great deal of interest in the east of the country, meaning there was relatively little excitement – or indeed, consternation – when the entities appeared. The Leipzigers considered it little more important than a change in weather and, since the gods hardly interfered there at all, there was almost nothing to observe as far as a shift in the spiritual landscape of the region was concerned. The only major change was the incredibly expensive church in the heart of the city, currently being converted with little ado into a block of affordable flats. No one was protesting.


True neighbourly love. Entirely selfless. Malleus crossed the courtyard and swung into the alleyway at the back, home to his favourite shop; the place where he was due to have his next meeting.


The small façade had been intentionally designed to resemble the style of the Golden Twenties of the previous century, above which was written in an elaborate script:


Karak et Frères
Men’s Clothing


Underneath was written in the same old-fashioned gold lettering:


Leipzig/Paris/London/Milan
or anywhere in the world on request


Malleus was rather looking forward to the fitting he had arranged.


He liked clothes that fitted him perfectly, disdaining anything that was derivative, too fashionable or prohibitively exceptional. The Karak brothers also had at their disposal the best tobacco products and alcoholic wares money could buy, including the wondrous Culebras that Malleus couldn’t do without.


The bell above the door rang discreetly as he entered, its bright tone on the melodic side of intrusive. His spirits buoyed as he walked onto the shop floor, which felt more like a gentleman’s club than a men’s outfitter. Karak had had the ceiling moved two floors up, which gave the shop a breathtakingly expansive effect when you turned your head to look up.


It was an informal setting, with armchairs and sofas combining elements of leather and metal. Illuminated bottles of spirits and tobacco products of every provenance were displayed in three-foot-high cabinets and humidors, opposite which could be found shelves with a wide variety of hats, walking sticks, gloves, scarves, ties and all manner of items associated with difference and the upper class. A slender wooden staircase and a lift led to the gallery levels.


‘Well, if it isn’t my favourite customer,’ came the gentle voice of the tailor from the studio next to him. ‘Just one moment, Herr Bourreau. I’ll be with you as soon as I can.’


‘No hurry.’ Malleus breathed in the aroma of tobacco, leather and oud that permeated the shop. It was a true treasure, an island of the exceptional in a world of ubiquitous monotony.


He shook off the last of the snow from his coat, put his hat on the stand next to the counter and placed the suitcase alongside the armchair where he usually sat.


An almost dainty, brown-haired man who appeared to have next to no muscles whatsoever appeared through the curtain, giving Malleus a warm, friendly smile. Dressed in black trousers, a white shirt and a dark green waistcoat, with a yellow tape measure around his neck and a spiky pincushion on his wrist, he was the perfect image of an archetypal tailor.


He extended his hand to greet Malleus. ‘Sir has returned. And may I say what a pleasure it is to welcome him back into the fold.’ His critical gaze fell on the worn-out military coat with the remains of the snowy residue melting on it casually. ‘Still wearing this monstrosity, I see? Oh dear, oh dear. I really do hope you’ll take me up on my offer one day to make you something a little more . . . befitting.’


Malleus laughed. Even this antiquated form of address was perfectly in tune with the shop, where the customer was truly king. ‘Thank you, my dear Herr Karak. But I think I’ll stick with the one I’ve got. Its service has been more than faithful so far.’


The tailor helped him out of his coat, wiping away the snow with brisk precision. ‘Be it as you wish.’ Karak overcame his disdain and placed it carefully on a hanger, as if out of respect for their mutual past. ‘I received your emergency call – I do hope you don’t mind my having done a little advance preparation. Assuming, of course, you’ve managed to maintain your figure.’ His gently mocking glance struck Malleus, who opened his arms and turned around slowly on the spot. ‘It would appear I was right, even though you do look a little thinner to me. We’ll measure you up afterwards, Herr Bourreau.’


‘I also have a few new suggestions,’ he said, allowing himself to be guided towards the chair in the corner before sitting down.


‘It would be my pleasure. But first there’s the small matter of the initial orders you placed.’


With the speed and dexterity of a squirrel, Karak climbed the small ladder and was almost immediately six feet up, whereupon he opened a small glass window and took out three cases, before gliding back down with his feet on the outsides of the ladder, as if in a submarine.


‘Your Culebras, sir,’ he said with exaggerated solemnity, placing the wooden boxes alongside one another, then opening them one by one; a quiet hissing emanated from the integrated humidor, which ensured that humidity and temperature remained at the specified level.


Malleus could see the characteristically crooked cigars with different bands around them. He looked at them with barely concealed delight. The small inserts between the colours ensured the contents did not become mixed up in any way.


‘Blue, black, grey,’ said Karak, pointing at the Culebras as if reciting a menu in a restaurant, ‘and here we have sepia, red, violet, teal and ruby. And last but not least: amber.’


Malleus looked at the collection with joy in his heart. He felt as if nothing could ever possibly go wrong again.


Then Karak produced a small aluminium tube as if from nowhere and placed it in front of Malleus. ‘Voilà. Something new for you.’ He disappeared back through the curtain. ‘Try this delectable acquisition out for size, Herr Bourreau. I’ll just get that package that came for you.’


Malleus knew the package he was referring to was his old and sorely missed PDA. His friend had sent it to this address because he knew it would be safe there.


He took the metal package in his hand and unscrewed the lid.


A smell of the Arabian Nights sent his senses into overdrive, as if the Middle East itself had been squeezed directly into this Culebra.


Malleus carefully slid the cigar into his hand. Dark purple. ‘May I try it, Herr Karak?’


‘Please do, I beg of you,’ came a muted voice from the back. The heavy curtain prevented any tobacco residue from entering his studio, lest any undesired smoke permeate his customers’ clothes. ‘I had this one made especially for you, having heard rumours about your various peregrinations for Interpol. And if you approve, I’m sure we can arrange for the supply to be replenished. You know me, after all.’
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