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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?


‘Gnosis’ is the final instalment of the ten-part serial AERA – Return of the Ancient Gods by Markus Heitz. This final case is the greatest challenge yet. All the threads from the theft of the artefacts in Treva are being tied together, and Malleus is baffled. He has to stop an experiment provoking the gods. All the entities of the world are involved – with devastating consequences for humanity. But there’s one small problem: time is running out.




Gnosis,


Greek. Greek. γνῶσις, gnōsis: Knowledge


Agnosticism,


Ancient Greek ἀγνοεῖν a-gnoein: Lack of knowledge


Atheism,


Ancient Greek ἄθεος átheos: Lack of belief in a god or gods


‘A nation that still believes in itself holds fast to its own god. In him it does honour to the conditions which enable it to survive, to its virtues – it projects its joy in itself, its feeling of power, into a being to whom one may offer thanks. He who is rich will give of his riches; a proud people need a god to whom they can make sacrifices . . . Religion, within these limits, is a form of gratitude. A man is grateful for his own existence: to that end he needs a god.’


Friedrich Nietzsche
The Antichrist, 1888


‘I know of nothing poorer under the sun than You gods!
Indigently You feed Your majesty On proffered sacrifice
And breathfuls of prayer.


You would starve to naught if children and beggars
Were not such fools full of hope.


[. . .]


Who came to my aid against the Titans and their insolent rage?


Who delivered me from death, from slavery?
Was it not you, sacred heart ablaze, who achieved it all?


[. . .]


I should honour You?


For what?


Did You ever gentle the ache of my burden?


Did You ever dry the tears of tribulation?


Was I not forged to manhood by Time Almighty
And Eternal Destiny, my masters and Yours?


[. . .]


Behold, here I sit, fashioning men in my own image,
A race after my likeness,
A race that will suffer and weep,
And rejoice and delight with heads held high
And heed Your will no more
Than I!’


Extract from an early fragment of the poem Prometheus
Attributed to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, c. 1771
(unconfirmed)


European airspace, November 2019


Dear Mr Malleus Bourreau, held in the highest esteem by my brothers and me,


We would like to take this opportunity to invite you to collect your latest weapon from our London branch: a whip from a bad tentacle.


Congratulations! To my knowledge this is the only example of its kind.


You will have little choice but to spend several hours practising with it, Mr Bourreau, if you wish to master it in the same way as you would a gun.


We therefore recommend that you NOT extend the barbs while training with it, lest a serious injury befall you in the event of any failed attempt at such.


On the handle of the whip you will find a secure slider, with which the barbs may be extended or retracted; they are sitting in the front third of the weapon and are controlled by a tendon in the tentacle itself.


The taxidermist we consulted did make a few cuts while he was handling the piece. He told us that this is the most challenging task he has ever undertaken.


He has provided the following instructions:


a) The load should not exceed half a ton; the treatment method used has made the bad limb even more resistant.


b) Make sure to keep the whip away from blades. Just as you were able to cut it off yourself, my dear Mr Bourreau, so the same thing could happen again.


c) Its resistance to cutting should be roughly the same as that of a good nylon mountain-climbing rope. The taxidermist has informed us that any damage to the inner tendon would be irreparable.


Please make sure to keep all that in the back of your mind!


My brother and I sincerely hope that you enjoy your new accessory; it is, after all, an incredibly rare and special phenomenon on this planet.


We remain ever your loyal servants,


Miles Karak et Frères


Men’s Clothing


Leipzig/Paris/London/Milan


or anywhere in the world on request


*


Malleus Bourreau sat smoking at the back of a private jet; his previous flight on such an aeroplane was not one he cared to remember.


He had put the small case containing the rolled-up black whip in front of him on the table and had read the accompanying note from his tailor. The delivery had arrived at the very moment he and Keish were leaving the hotel. This was the first opportunity Malleus had had to examine this mysterious new weapon properly.


He and the Tlingit were alone on the flight, as Marianne Lagrande had been forced to stay in Dover. Their British colleagues wanted to talk to her about the incident outside the hotel and had refused point-blank to let her go, so now it was just Malleus and the Tlingit in pursuit of the tracker signal which was still functioning on one of the artefacts: the Statuette of Oddua.


Is it still there? Malleus was checking the signal about every minute, but it remained consistent. Thanks to their jet travelling faster than the helicopter transporting the loot, they had managed to catch up with the robbers who’d stolen it on the orders of the unknown Collector. They were currently flying over The Netherlands, travelling at around 250 miles per hour in a northeasterly direction, without any prospects of landing soon.


Malleus looked over at his companion. Keish was sitting at the front of the aircraft and had opened a small box of objects involved in shamanistic rituals. He was arranging various small bags and pouches, muttering to himself under his breath all the while. The carved bone clasp on his head appeared to have some hidden meaning; his hair and raven-feather jewellery complemented one another perfectly.


They’re all getting ready. Malleus took out the whip and clutched it by its grip; it resembled a coiled snake, ready to spring to life at any moment.


With a slight flick of the wrist he unravelled it, estimating its length to be at least six feet. The weight was not too heavy and not too light: the Goldilocks zone for weaponry heft. The hooks would cause a large amount of damage, able to dig through thin sheets of metal and stick in walls.


And into bad.


Keish, noticing what he was doing, left his seat and strolled towards him cautiously. He smelled of autumn and aromatic smoke, as well as the faint scent of leather from his hide bracelets. ‘I’ve never seen leather like that before,’ he remarked.


Malleus hadn’t expected the Tlingit with the piercing eyes to say anything different, but he had no intention of telling him precisely what it was. ‘It’s a special delivery.’


‘You want to use a whip? That’s a rather . . . unfashionable choice of weapon. If nothing else, at least you’ll have the element of surprise in your favour against heavily armed opponents.’ He tilted his head to one side, which caused the crow tattoos to move around on his neck.


‘I’ve always dreamed of chastising entities – the only thing missing was the right implement with which to do so,’ replied Malleus dryly, taking a slow puff on his Culebra.


Keish laughed darkly. ‘Interesting idea.’


Malleus rewrapped the whip and returned it to the holster Karak had made so that it could be attached to a belt or coat with a carabiner. ‘I’m rather looking forward to performing a pain test on a god.’


Keish looked at the PDA. His clear eyes, Malleus thought, would easily terrify those of a less robust disposition. ‘They’re flying over open water,’ the Tlingit announced.


Malleus followed his gaze. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea where this artefact will lead us.’ He was desperately hoping that the other two objects were on board as well and it was just that the transmitters had been broken by prolonged exposure underwater. ‘But we won’t run out of fuel.’


‘Good to know.’ Keish sat down opposite him, his jacket making a slight crunching noise and the animistic pattern on it changing as he did so. ‘May I ask you a question, Mister Bourreau?’


Go ahead, Malleus gestured with his Culebra; the embers hung in the air.


‘You call yourself an atheist who rejects any notion of divinity.’ Keish pointed to the box containing his utensils and the fan-like feathers on the back of his head rustled slightly. ‘And that is in every form and any aspect of the supernatural. But imagine . . .’


Malleus interrupted him with a friendly smile. ‘I am a denialist with my own explanatory model for the way the world is. I confront the entities because there’s no one else who dares to do so.’


‘But you play by their rules.’


Malleus sighed, breathing smoke towards the Tlingit, which spread out and appeared to form a wall. ‘I’ve had this conversation many, many times, Keish. They won’t do either of us any good. There’s no such thing as gods, and the powers of these so-called entities are by no means divine.’ His explanations – variously involving robots, aliens, government projects and the possibility of his having slipped into a coma – were on the tip of his tongue, but he didn’t have the requisite patience to take him through it all. ‘Someone’s got to do it,’ he concluded, looking back at the display. Still travelling, and at the same speed.


‘You see, there’s proof that entities aren’t omnipotent. If that were the case, I’d have had a ten-ton weight dropped on me. Or a piano. Or they’d blow me up into a million pieces.’ Malleus continued to smoke his Culebra. His uneasiness was rising, which put him in a somewhat ironic mood that could quickly descend into sarcasm.


The riddle of the nine artefacts would hopefully soon be solved and the person responsible for such a great deal of death and violence would be made to face up to their actions.
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