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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?


‘Death and Debauchery’ is the seventh part of Markus Heitz’ ten-part serial AERA – Return of the Ancient Gods. Malleus Bourreau’s latest case provides a scandalous new challenge: he is sent to Gomorrah by Interpol. Death is usually small fry in this city of sin and debauchery, but this one involves a prominent politician, and several witnesses have come forward to say that there was a goddess involved. A goddess who has no business being in Gomorrah. So, there are twice as many complications to contend with.






‘Then the LORD rained down burning sulphur on Sodom and Gomorrah—from the LORD out of the heavens. Thus he overthrew those cities and the entire plain, destroying all those living in the cities—and also the vegetation in the land. But Lot’s wife looked back, and she became a pillar of salt.


Early the next morning Abraham got up and returned to the place where he had stood before the LORD. He looked down towards Sodom and Gomorrah, towards all the land of the plain, and he saw dense smoke rising from the land, like smoke from a furnace.’


Genesis 19:24-28.
Bible, New International Version





Nippon (Japan), Honshū (Main Island), Tokyo, November 2019


‘I’ll take you back to your hotel, Mister Bourreau,’ said Oona Milord over the radio built in to their helmets as their helicopter surged onwards through a crepuscular Tokyo. Her black combat gear was covered in dirt and had sustained a substantial amount of damage, although the Kevlar vests she and her companion were wearing had managed to withstand most of the impact from the fallen debris.


They continued their journey through the gully of high-rise buildings, the bright lights of the billboards snaking their way through the small windows.


Malleus Bourreau cast a forlorn eye over his own dirty clothes; he had paid a handsome price to his tailor for them but they were in tatters, unwearable. He now only had one spare set of clothes, after which he’d have to deal with the ignominy of buying off the shelf until such a time as his tailor could supply him further. The encounter on the rooftop with the unknown god had taken more out of him than he’d thought. Only his military-style greatcoat had withstood the confrontation.


The agent laid aside the gauze she had been using to soak up the blood streaming from her nose and set about inspecting her companion’s broken arm; they had left the third man for dead in the high-rise. ‘We’re going straight to hospital as soon as we’ve landed.’


Malleus nodded as he puffed on his crooked Culebra, trying to push aside any thoughts of his new job in Gomorrah for the time being. I need to get a lot more out of her first. ‘Right then, Miss Milord, let’s start with something nice and simple. What is the D–E–M?’


‘It’s an authority the public knows nothing about. It’s a bit like Interpol in that it operates across the continent, but it doesn’t get involved in any deals with other authorities,’ she replied brusquely. ‘I can’t tell you much more than that – I hope you understand.’ Before he had a chance to react, she snatched the cigar from his lips, puffed on it briefly and gave it back to him.


Malleus failed to suppress a grin. This will be quite the surprise for her. The band was blue, meaning it wouldn’t be life-threatening for a unseasoned smoker such as Milord, but it had a somewhat different effect compared to other forms of tobacco.


Milord’s eyes widened suddenly; her pupils expanded with alarm.


‘That is . . . really rather strong,’ she croaked, smoke mingling with her words and writhing over her lips like earthworms.


He didn’t bother to tell her that the blue-banded cigars were among the most harmless in his collection. ‘The abbreviation, Miss Milord?’


Reaching under her seat to withdraw some bottles of water she replied, ‘Deus ex Machina.’ She handed her companion and Malleus one each. ‘I told you what we do in Rome.’


‘I remember it well: you protect the world from foreign deities.’ Malleus unscrewed the cap and took a sip. It was just what he needed after that tussle in the dust. ‘So it really looks as if I’ve been doing your job.’


‘You just got there before me,’ she corrected him with a smile as she splashed water on her face. ‘The god you encountered is considered by us to be one of the Salutatori, which means something along the lines of caller in Latin. The astral signs glowing on his skin were beacons for other beings, showing them where they needed to go. We’re still yet to decipher what it is they mean precisely. Our experts are on the case, though.’ She raised her bottle with a nod of appreciation. ‘Congratulations. You stopped a Salutator from sending out his signal for too long.’


The helicopter banked around, dropping as it braked. They had arrived at the hotel; the vehicle started to land.


Something still didn’t sit right with Malleus, though. There were far too many things that still needed clearing up. ‘So the Salutatori are a group of some sort?’


Milord nodded, dust falling from her dark locks. ‘At least as far as we’re aware. I wasn’t entirely sure whether this entity was a copy or an original. There are Salutatori all over the world, and what they have in common is that they are all ancient and forgotten. That’s why you hardly ever come across one of them, and usually only after excavations.’


The runners of the helicopter touched down gently.


Malleus looked out of the window to see a liveried hotel employee running across the roof to greet their guests. ‘But they’ve got a following.’


‘Yes, unfortunately so, and they want to set the Salutatori against the ruling pantheon and liberate the Earth from the grip of the known entities. They will not tolerate any other forms of divinity.’ She took another sip of water. ‘You prevented a new attempt today, Bourreau. And no one can ever know about it. Understood?’


Malleus saved himself the trouble of responding. He, the atheist who rejected the gods as a mere fantasy, a twisted form of government experiment, or some other as yet unknown explanation, had perhaps ensured their ongoing presence.


Quite the paradox.


He took off his helmet and replaced it with his hat. ‘I’ll send DEM an invoice for my fee and my clothes,’ he said as he opened the door. ‘Don’t even think about screwing me over. I’ll notice it far more quickly than I did last time.’


Milord smiled guiltily.


Malleus stepped out of the helicopter. He’d walked only a few yards when he felt a fingertip on his shoulder. Have I left something in the cabin?


He turned around to see the agent standing close to him and looked deep into her dark brown eyes before feeling Milord’s lips brush against his.


To his surprise he felt a momentary tingle coursing through every inch of his body.


She kissed him long and hard before moving away from him yet again. Her black hair fluttered in the wind of the rotor as she smiled at him. ‘Thank you, Bourreau,’ she shouted over the loud humming behind her. ‘Thank you for saving my life.’


Before Malleus could say anything in response, she turned on her heel, climbed into the helicopter and pulled the door closed behind her.


He could still feel the velvet sensation of the kiss on his lips as he watched the helicopter take off. The warm, pleasant feeling inside him lingered for a while, spreading through him further before slowly dissipating as the helicopter disappeared behind the high-rises.


‘Have you got any luggage, sir?’ asked the hotel clerk loudly; he didn’t appear to be thrown in the least by Malleus’s haggard appearance.


‘No. I’m already a guest here.’ Malleus stroked his Fu-Manchu moustache and headed towards the lift alongside the porter. ‘Thank you.’


He went straight to his suite and took off his dirty, tattered clothes.


Milord’s perfume still clung to him, which he hadn’t noticed before through the wind and the smell of blood. It was a nice little souvenir but he’d have to wash it off – collateral damage in his quest to rid himself of concrete dust. Swings and roundabouts.


Malleus entered the glass-walled shower gratefully, taking in the surreptitious view of the colourful, busy streets of Tokyo, safe in the knowledge that no one could see him.


He let the water cascade down his back and began to lather himself leisurely, enjoying the panorama of a lively, modern city than had been saved from certain disaster.


Is this even being reported? He uttered a brief command and the television news appeared on the glass wall of the shower.


The various channels showed images of the damaged high-rises while reporters spoke in unison of a gas explosion. Drones could only get as far as the helipad, meaning interior shots of the probably illegal – or at the least, legally questionable – collection of artefacts would never be made public.


An elegant lie. Malleus changed channel.


A spokesperson from Tanaka High Level Living, the company managing the skyscraper, was speaking at a spontaneous press conference on the roof, in front of dozens of cameras, describing it as a regrettable accident that had been caused by human error when operating a open gas fireplace. Structural engineers were already working hard to ensure the stability of the masts and antennae.


Malleus’s sense of calm was restored. His name hadn’t been mentioned, nor had any likenesses of him been shown. Tokyo would surely never know the truth. At the very worst, a few Salutatori might have guessed what had been happening on the roof.


He left the water running and, stroking long strands of hair out of his face, he returned briefly to the suite to retrieve a Culebra – this time one with a green band. In doing so, he realised that it was not just his wardrobe that was being slowly eaten away, but his smoking paraphernalia too. He was dangerously close to running out.


I really must contact my supplier. It was no easy feat to get one’s hands on the curved cigars he required.


Malleus cut off the tip, lit it with a splint, then, with smoke rising from his lips, returned to the shower and opened up the nozzle, spraying water over his scarred torso. His thoughts drifted to cases, to the war, to battles he had survived.


Still puffing away, he watched the news, then switched over to look for a European station.


He let his mind return to the subject of his case in Gomorrah, where Lautrec was sending him to find out whether or not the murderer was an entity.


But he avoided concentrating too hard on the young mother with the tattoo on her neck who lived there, as he had found out in New Carthage. Now is not the right time for that. Not when I’m on official business. He had to keep private and professional matters strictly separate.
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