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			Title

			[image: ]

			The Return of the Ancient Gods

			An Episodic Novel

			PROLOGUE


		

	
		
			Extracts from:

			DOS AND DON’TS

			An informative and entertaining guide to the world of 2019 and its various gods.

			With new case studies and evidence.

			342nd digital and enhanced multimedia edition, November 2019.

			The publisher accepts no responsibility or liability for the actions of any individual acting on information contained in this publication. 

			– Download: 99 Cents –

			Dear readers,

			With this brief multimedia guide, we aim to provide a review of the far-reaching and dramatic events of the past few years . . . Let us go back to the year 2012: 

			From one day to the next they reappeared: the 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. 

			Some gods reclaimed their old sites of worship, long repurposed by other religions, predominantly by Christians. Magnificent buildings were razed to the ground and replaced with forgotten icons. 

			Perhaps some of you will remember the confusion, the chaos that overtook the world; perhaps some of you were even there when the gods first appeared. For you, dear reader, and all our other patrons, we have delved into the archives and collected some records of the events. 

		

	
		
			Transcript 1

			#1

			Transcription of radio program Antenna Hamburg, Germany, 21.12.2012, 0014 hours

			PRESENTER: ‘That was the weather report for this beautiful winter night. And now, as always, it’s your chance to ring through to the studio and tell us how you’ll be celebrating this festive period.  Here’s our first caller now, a big hello to Iris from Horn.’

			IRIS: ‘Yes, hi, I just . . . it’s completely insane!’

			PRESENTER: ‘What are you and your friends up to then?’

			IRIS: ‘We were just getting in the car, then there was this light and . . . but it wasn’t a light. It was some kind of vehicle with a man on it.’

			PRESENTER: ‘On the street?’

			IRIS: ‘In the sky! I swear to god! With a . . . I don’t know. Looked like . . . he had two birds that were flapping all around us! At night!’

			PRESENTER: ‘Yo, Iris, am I right in thinking you guys have had a few already tonight?’

			IRIS: ‘I’m serious! And now . . . shit, there’s another one. He’s got a hammer and . . . fuck! Fuck, he just knocked down the church! The whole building’s just collapsed! And . . .’

			The call breaks up at this point. 

			In the 21st century it hadn’t occurred to anybody that the gods might return. Appearing right in the middle of their meagre conception of reality. 

			Pyramids, temples, shrines and all kinds of holy sites or mythical locations regained their original significance. 

			The gods came in their hundreds – and they acted. Reports came thick and fast of sightings and miracles.

			Here is our next report. 

		

	
		
			Transcript 2

			#2

			Transcription of TV program ZDF Daily News, Germany, 1.1.2013, 0019 hours

			PRESENTER: ‘Reports of sightings of mythical beings are flooding into the studio as we speak. Experts are viewing this as a deliberately coordinated attack, perhaps carried out by a network of pranksters inspired by the hysteria surrounding the 2012 Mayan apocalypse predictions. Some of the videos uploaded onto social media sites are of extremely high quality and production value, whereas others are clearly amateur recordings in a style more reminiscent of the Blair Witch Project. We’re going live to David Brauer, who is in Berlin with a camera crew at the Brandenburg Gate and has seen some astonishing events in the past couple of hours. David, what’s going on out there?’ 

			BRAUER: ‘It’s hard to tell exactly what happened, but in the middle of the fireworks display there was a huge flash of light, like a lightning strike, and all the fireworks immediately stopped. Then there were some loud bangs, but no corresponding explosions could be seen. And then a huge figure appeared, which has been described by most people we’ve spoken to as a “Viking giant”. The figure had only one eye, and was shouting in a language similar to German.’ 

			–Montage of pictures sketched by the team and footage from mobile phones– 

			PRESENTER: ‘David, in your opinion, could these events, which are causing worldwide chaos and confusion, simply be a prank on an enormous scale – perhaps carried out by a group of hackers and pranksters?’ 

			BRAUER: ‘Yes, in fact that’s what everyone is assuming at this point. The police are searching the roofs of the surrounding buildings and the Brandenburg Gate itself for any evidence of projectors or equipment used in the prank. It’s likely that very high specification machines were used, probably modified film projectors.’

			PRESENTER: ‘How are the police explaining the non-explosion of the fireworks?’

			BRAUER: ‘The police are assuming that the people responsible for the projection also tampered with the pyrotechnics by wetting the powder chambers or the internal ignition mechanisms. That would have been entirely possible.’ 

			PRESENTER: ‘And we’ve heard that after this unplanned interruption, the celebrations carried on, is that right?’

			BRAUER: ‘Yes, they certainly did!’

			–He stands to the side, behind him can be seen a large pile of wooden barrels.– 

			BRAUER: ‘It seems the culprits used the distraction to leave about fifty kegs of mead in the square. And I can tell you one thing . . .’

			–He raises a cup of mead to the camera– 

			BRAUER: ‘. . . it tastes fantastic.’ 

			Things, however, do not always go so smoothly if the gods are unhappy with something in their area of influence. 

			Read for yourself: 

		

	
		
			Transcript 3

			#3

			Transcription from private radio channel of the Italian coastguard, patrol cruiser Brentano, Italy, 26.12.2012, 2112 hours

			COASTGUARD: ‘Unidentified vessel, we have received an emergency broadcast from your location. Please identify yourselves.’

			VOICE: ‘We’re taking on water, we had a collision with a . . . a thing!’

			COASTGUARD: ‘We can see you now, at one o’clock. Your ship Bravewave is listing heavily. We won’t be able to tow her.’

			VOICE: ‘ You have to come and get me off here before that thing surfaces again!’

			COASTGUARD: ‘Your ship isn’t listed on our system. What is your cargo, sir?’

			VOICE: –silence– 

			COASTGUARD: ‘What cargo do you have on board, sir?’ 

			VOICE: ‘Just come over and get me, god damn it!’

			COASTGUARD: ‘We’re right by you now. How many people need to be evacuated? Are there any injured?’

			VOICE: ‘I’m the only survivor. That thing killed everyone on board. With a trident.’

			COASTGUARD: ‘Can you repeat please, sir? It sounded like you said trident.’

			VOICE: ‘Please! I’m sinking!’

			–Recording from camera on the stern of the coastguard’s boat:

			A wave rises spontaneously from the calm sea and pushes the listing vessel completely on its side. The light on the ship goes out, and the vessel sinks while a glowing trident appears to pierce through the bow. 

			COASTGUARD 1: ‘What the hell was that? Where did that wave come from? Was that . . . a torpedo?’ 

			COASTGUARD 2: ‘I don’t know! Look, what are those packages floating on the water?’

			At this point, we would like to issue a warning to travellers: 

			When travelling abroad, ensure you do some research before leaving, specifically on which gods are responsible for the regions you will be visiting. This can prevent misunderstandings with both the gods and the country’s inhabitants. Provocation of the gods – as our next example will illustrate – is to be avoided at all costs. 

		

	
		
			Transcript 4

			#4

			Online video, Ireland, 29.12.2012, 1823 hours

			–Teenagers in casual clothes stand by a river.– 

			TEENAGER: ‘The light was coming from there. Seriously! And then there was this voice singing, really lovely, and then over there this guy just rose up straight out of the river.’

			–The camera pans over the calm river.–

			CAMERAMAN: ‘There’s nothing there, you nutter.’

			TEENAGER: ‘No, there was something. And it was speaking this weird sort of Gaelic, and I think it said its name was Nechtan. I didn’t understand it properly but . . . it was saying something to do with the river. And something about getting permission or something like that . . . And then he went back into the water.’

			CAMERAMAN: –laughs – ‘Yeah, sure.’

			TEENAGER: –holds a hand in the water– ‘See, it’s totally clean and it doesn’t smell of all that crap they pump in there anymore. The Boyne is clean again, just like that.’ –stands up and pulls his trousers down, urinates into the river– ‘Can’t stay that way forever, obviously.’

			CAMERAMAN: ‘Sean! Put your dick away and get away from there! Sean . . .!

			SEAN: ‘Oh, shit, what . . .’

			–A hand shoots out of the water, grabs his genitals and rips them off. The boy falls to the ground screaming and holding his crotch.–

			[2.2 million clicks in 21 minutes.]

			Some gods went on camera and gave interviews, filling their long-ridiculed followers with vindication. 

			And in doing so, they showed us their personalities. 

		

	
		
			Transcript 5

			#5

			Online video, Sweden, Oslo, 29.12.2012, 2111 hours

			–A guy in a Loki costume from the film The Avengers–

			MAN 1: ‘I am Loki, mortals! I have come to . . .’

			–The door opens, a man in a perfectly tailored suit enters.–

			MAN 2: ‘I’m sorry my good man, but you are a fake’ – smiles into the camera – ‘Hello, dear viewers. I’m Loki and I would like to introduce myself. You should be aware that a new era has begun.’

			MAN 1: ‘Get out you idiot! This is a live stream!’

			MAN 2: –looks at Man 1 askance– ‘What a strange costume. Nobody’s going to follow you wearing that, my boy. But here, play a game with me: if you manage to say my name correctly ten times in a row within three seconds, I’ll make you so rich you’ll be practically buried in money! And I’ll get you a better costume’ – nods to the camera – ‘I give you my word!’ 

			MAN 1: –looks confused– ‘. . . okay? Loki Loki Loki Loki Loki Loki Loki Loki Loki Loki!’ –laughs loudly– ‘Bam! Take that!’ 

			MAN 2: ‘I meant my other name: Hveðrungr.’ –shrugs his shoulders– ‘But I am a man of my word.’ –He makes a hand gesture and the ceiling falls down in large chunks, completely burying Man 1 and his chair– ‘Well, partially anyway – you’re certainly buried.’ –looks into the camera– ‘Dear viewers: the stories are true – I’m back. Follow me. Play with me. Make a bet with me, but try to do better than this young man.’ –smiles and makes a bow– 

			Our next film, however, demonstrates that things can go quite differently, and that some gods can even contribute to the greater good. 

			We apologise for the poor quality of the recording. 

		

	
		
			Transcript 7

			#7

			Online video, West Africa Sierra Leone, 23.12.2012, 1427 hours

			–Blurry footage, dirty lens, dust, a small, simple village.– 

			–A group of armed men with no uniforms are marching through the area, terrorising a village. They shove the villagers to the ground, kick and beat them, opening the gate to the cattle pen and releasing the cows.–

			SUBTITLE: ‘Move, move! Where are the stones?’

			–People who show any resistance are shot. Shortly there are a dozen people lying on the ground, blood oozing into the earth.–

			SUBTITLE: ‘We’ve done nothing wrong! Nothing! The diamonds were all given away!’ 

			–The camera pans towards the ground where a very large black scorpion with remarkable brown markings is creeping out of a crack in the dry earth and scuttling towards the soldiers. With exact, targeted jabs, the scorpion stabs through the thick leather of their boots and stings each of the attackers in turn. Attempts to stamp on the scorpion or shoot it have no effect. The men die almost immediately, screaming in agony.–

			–The scorpion creeps back into the crack in the ground.– 

			–The villagers kneel before the crevice and cry loudly–: ‘Asase Yaa!’

			SUBTITLE: ‘The earth goddess has saved us, she saved us!’

		

	
		
			Summary of examples #1 to #7:

			Whether the Great Spirit or Mictlantecuhtli, whether Anubis, whether Odin and Thor, whether nameless deities of nature or the legends Mars and Hephaestion, whether Olorun, Mother Earth and Loa, or Shiva or Kami, whether manifestations of Buddha or Cai Shen – they existed. Real. 

			Faith became knowledge. 

			But why did they suddenly appear in the year 2012? 

			There are many theories surrounding the date of the gods’ manifestations, ranging from pure coincidence to calculated and complex intentions. Here at Dos & Don’ts we wish to avoid speculation on this matter. 

			The Mayan calendar, a system that follows an entirely different concept of time, and which ends in 2012, is often cited as an explanation, interpreted by many as the ‘end of the world’. 

			In fact, D&D research has so far uncovered no Mayan texts pointing to the downfall of the current world, or indeed the beginning of a new one. Only Tablet 6 (found in El Tortuguero, west of Palenque) mentions anything interpretable as prophecy: the deity Bolon Yokte’ K’uh will appear in a great spectacle. 

			Yet the manifestation of so many gods was never described. 

			Accordingly there were also no mentions of the Christian god or Allah or Jahwe (more on this later).

			An explanation oft cited by sceptics, is a model written by Malleus Bourreau, detective at Interpol and renowned atheist, who investigates criminal cases with suspected godly influences. (See chapter: People of Note). 

		

	
		
			What are the gods doing worldwide?

			Regrettably, even this expanded and updated edition of Dos & Don’ts cannot give a full account of the activities of the gods across the world. For further information on the locations and dealings of gods in particular regions, please purchase the enhanced D&D guide, Gods:Where They Live and What They Do in the D&D Shop (available in PDF or app format). 

			The general picture looks like this: Some gods live among mortals in the old temples, in new buildings, in high-rise apartments; some live alone in underground bunkers or towers miles above the ground. 

			Some of them have founded companies to broaden their influence in the mortal world, becoming involved in securities and engaged in the economy. Naturally, the larger corporations have shown enormous interest in doing business with the gods. 

			At this point we offer a piece of advice: under no circumstances should you purchase bonds issued by Loki, unless you are particularly well versed in stock price volatility.

			To date (Nov. 2019), the record for the greatest rise and fall in stock prices is held by LOKI Enterprises Personal Security Ltd. Their manufacturing of a one hundred per cent bulletproof vest was proving to be incredibly successful, until it came out that each product contained a randomly positioned intentional weak spot that could be penetrated by small calibre bullets. 

			Other shares that have proven difficult in the recent past are those connected to the goddess Athena. Her enterprises are plagued by various legal disputes concerning copyright law and trademark protection. 

			Perhaps the most solid businesses in the current market are led by the gods Hephaestus and Vulcan. However, we would encourage any readers interested in investing to seek information and advice on the business dealings of the gods from an independent financial consultant.

			An exciting detail for the adventurous among us: rumour has it that some gods have been taking specially selected humans with them to other planets. These lucky few have brought back souvenirs from their travels, and others have even constructed buildings on these planets in order to stay there for longer periods. 

			Dos & Don’ts has not yet sourced any substantial evidence concerning the authenticity of these extra-terrestrial holidays, and it is equally possible that these reports are deliberately misleading or entirely false.

		

	
		
			The Mystery of the Big Three

			According to Dos & Don’ts research, Christians, Muslims and Jews across the planet are still waiting for information regarding their deities: God, Allah and Jahwe. 

			Dos & Don’ts do not wish to engage in speculation on the topic, or call the existence of the missing gods into question. 

			It is entirely possible that the awaited deities have already manifested and are wandering the globe anonymously, or perhaps have been performing miracles falsely attributed to other, more vocal gods. Following extensive research, D&D is still unable to provide an answer to this question. 

			The failure of the so-called Big Three to make themselves known has had far-reaching consequences:

			Once the mightiest religions in history, Christianity, Islam and Judaism withered into nothing more than godless cults. Their followers were scorned and ridiculed, forced to worship in secret, or worship under strict regulation from the now dominant deities (see chapter: Religious Minorities). 

			Mass conversions and wars followed swiftly after the events of 2012, until society finally adjusted. (See chapter: How the World Changed). 

		

	
		
			Conclusion to our brief introduction:

			The world has undergone a great change. 

			Things are bleaker – many analysts have drawn comparisons between our current times and the mood evoked in films such as Blade Runner, Sin City or the classic twentieth century film noir. 

			But there is a positive to be found in all this: humanity persists. 

			Here at Dos & Don’ts, we are wholly convinced that even from today, in November 2019, the world will continue to change. 

			And we are equally hopeful that this change is for the better – after all, even gods cannot find pleasure in driving humanity to destruction. 

			[…]

		

	
		
			Extract from DOS & DON’TS

			342nd digital and enhanced multimedia edition, November 2019

			From chapter: People of Note

			[…] We also wish to mention a man unanimously considered by the Dos & Don’ts team to be a critical figure in the debate surrounding the gods: Malleus Boureeau.

			Due to his notoriety we will not be publishing a photo of him, nor any information concerning his whereabouts. 

			Though his position as special inspector for Interpol necessitates a low profile, it would be remiss of us not to mention him here – despite his efforts at anonymity, he is undoubtedly an influential figure.

			Malleus Bourreau was born in Germany (now Germania), and is currently in his mid-forties. His life story is something of a mystery. Though rumours abound regarding his family, his Culebras, his childhood and his activity in the years following 2012, Dos & Don’ts wishes to distance itself from the circulation of such unreliable information. 

			Bourreaus is not particularly remarkable in stature or appearance. He wears his black hair short on the sides, a little longer on top and shaved on the neck. His facial hair varies, but currently (Nov. 2019) he is thought to be sporting a Fu Manchu moustache with a small beard. 

			Underneath his right eye runs a barely visible horizontal scar. In public he tends to wear a black hat and sunglasses, which render him almost unrecognisable. 

			In brief, Bourreau fought on varying sides during the Great Change, but eventually joined those battling against the gods. When the gods claimed victory, Bourreau surrendered and made use of the amnesty that came with it. His outstanding instincts were noticed by the authorities and he was pulled back into his old profession as an investigator, this time working for Interpol. 

			The reasons we at D&D saw fit to include Bourreau in this chapter are twofold. Firstly, the sheer number of god-related investigations he has carried out for both private and public clients makes him a key player in our field of interest. But perhaps more intriguingly, he also holds an extraordinary opinion on the return of the gods, one which is gaining popularity in niche circles: 

			Bourreau is an atheist, one of the least common belief systems in today’s decidedly religious climate. (see chapter: Religious Minorities – though the term ‘religion’ does not technically apply to atheism, for brevity and convenience we include it in the chapter alongside Christianity, Islam and Judaism). 

			As Bourreau’s exceptional beliefs are best represented by his own words, let us examine this extract from an audio interview for the online forum Immortals Today, conducted during a court hearing in 2018. 

			REPORTER: ‘Inspector Bourreau! One question: how can anyone still be an atheist in this day and age?’

			BOURREAU: ‘What do you mean by that?’

			REPORTER: ‘You reject the gods because you don’t believe in them. But we’ve just seen you coming out of the courtroom, having overturned a verdict in a murder trial by personally proving that the crime was committed by the god Hodur. How does that make sense?’

			BOURREAU: ‘I know that there are no such things as gods.’

			REPORTER: ‘How do you know that?’

			BOURREAU: ‘Where were they before?’

			REPORTER: ‘You’re answering with a counter question, that’s a little evasive.’

			BOURREAU: ‘I’m aware that you’re not willing, or able, to follow my argument, which I understand to a certain extent. These beings who appeared in 2012 are certainly something otherworldly, but they’re not the gods we know from sagas and legends or creation stories.’

			REPORTER: ‘So, what are they?’

			BOURREAU: ‘Potentially extra-terrestrials who have figured out that people such as yourselves would fall to their feet and become blinded by reverence as soon as they appeared? All rational thought has been abandoned and people simply obey without questioning. That’s what they’re aiming for. That’s why they appeared as gods.’

			REPORTER: ‘Does it even matter how we understand these beings?’ 

			BOURREAU: ‘To me, yes. If I can prove that an alien committed a murder, I can arrest it and reprimand it according to the laws of our international justice system. If I bring a god before the court, the judges and lawyers run a mile. That’s the difference. For me they’re just another kind of being – there’s nothing divine about them.’ 

			REPORTER: ‘But you are largely alone in that opinion, correct?’

			BOURREAU: ‘Because the majority of people are short sighted and only concerned with their own personal interest: they follow a god and are rewarded for it. But one day they will have to pay for the complacency they enjoy today. And it won’t come cheap.’

			REPORTER: ‘Inspector, there are many who believe your actions during the Great Change, when you fought against the gods, to be simply insane.’

			BOURREAU: ‘I only fought those who were guilty. I couldn’t care less about the other ones.’

			REPORTER: ‘How, in your opinion, is it possible to prosecute a god?’

			BOURREAU: ‘By setting up a court system that applies to them. That’s my most pressing concern, and if the gods had any sense of responsibility they would have done it themselves long ago. Let me give you an analogy: people can be sentenced in court for committing cruelty against animals. The animals don’t even understand, but we do it anyway.’

			REPORTER: ‘You’re comparing us with animals?’

			BOURREAU: ‘You’re a lapdog. Just like the one sat next to the goddess Hecate on the amulet you’re wearing. Not a particularly imaginative choice, I must say, given the variety of gods you have to choose from.’

			REPORTER: ‘So, what happens if we prove that extra-terrestrials don’t exist, and the atheist is forced to acknowledge that he was wrong?’

			BOURREAU: ‘The whole thing could still be explained as a form of mass deception by world powers, executed through national experiments with drinking water and air pollution. Or maybe I’m lying in a coma somewhere and imagining the entire situation. A nightmare.’

			REPORTER: ‘Then why would you stay willingly in this nightmare, inspector? Maybe if you try to kill yourself in the dream you might wake up.’

			BOURREAU: ‘No. Someone has to maintain a semblance of rationality in the face of madness. Apparently that task falls to me. And now if you’ll excuse me please. I have another case to settle. One of many.’

			To clarify what it is that motivates this extraordinary man, we now present our depiction of an episode brought to light by the Dos & Don’ts hidden camera team. 

			D&D has recreated the scenes with actors, but made every effort to preserve the authenticity of the material. The scene played out exactly as it is portrayed in the following clip. 

		

	
		
			>>>Free Clip ‘Freyr’s Eve’

			Copyright D&D Media Corporation. All rights reserved.

			Germania, Free City of Bremo (Bremen), October 2019

			Malleus Bourreau climbed out of his BMW i8 and flung on his black hat in one fluid motion. It was late in the afternoon, and the clammy winter darkness had already enveloped the city. The side street smelled of wet asphalt, damp paper and exhaust fumes, and had no lighting. The two solitary streetlamps had both been destroyed, their LEDs and glass panes smashed into fragments. 

			After a quick glance around, he stepped into the nameless self-service café, part of the BlackBean chain. 

			Just one more hour. He pushed his credit card into the slot on the counter, chose a double espresso with aromatic milk froth, and took a seat by a window that was as good as opaque.

			Ten small tables in the café were all unoccupied, and except for Malleus there was only a gooey-eyed young couple sitting almost on top of each other and swiping through photos on a tablet. A BlackBean employee in overalls was making a lacklustre attempt at wiping down the machines. Fronted with black and chrome plastic with various spouts, they spat out a variety of speciality coffees for very little money. There were no waiters, and the disposable cutlery ended up either in the bin or on the floor, depending on the customer. Cold neon light made the furniture look even uglier than it already was. Anyone with enough money avoided these cafes. Even in Bremo. 

			Better so. Malleus sipped at his drink and looked across the street. The window was perfectly positioned to give him a view of the unimposing remodelled factory opposite without being discovered. 

			Bremo had been largely spared in the destruction of the Great Change. On his drive through the city he hadn’t seen any damage to the buildings, and in fact, the cranes were building new houses, plus a new temple whose attribution he couldn’t quite place. That was unusual as the Germanic gods generally didn’t tolerate any clearly visible competition. In more general terms, too, Bremo’s architecture had changed; runes and modern interpretations of Germanic art, murals and ornamentation adorned the buildings. LED billboards attached to growing skyscrapers, zeppelins and hot air balloons crowded the sky. Invitations to various winter solstice events blared across the city, the fragments of marketing spiel and garish music occasionally floating into the BlackBean. 

			The numerous Christian buildings in the city had been transformed into social housing and private apartments – plenty of uses had been found for the city’s impressive churches and cathedrals. Smaller Christian buildings had been torn down and replaced with newly created pagan groves and gardens. The Germanic gods lauded their victory over the religion they had driven out of their followers’ heads with obvious satisfaction. 

			I’ll go and see the temple later. But first: the case. Malleus took his PDA – personal device – from the right pocket of his worn-out military coat, laid it on the small table in front of him and pulled out his metal cigar case; inside were his treasured Culebras, a lighter and a wooden splint, which he used to light the twisted cigars. 

			Ignoring the dirty looks thrown his way by the happy couple, he took out a cigar with a green band and sniffed along its edge. The smell of it alone helped him to think more clearly, stimulated his intellect. 

			Malleus had researched long and hard before finally finding the location he would be heading to in a little less than an hour

			His Swedish colleagues had given him a tip off regarding the individual he was following, who had recently left Uppsala on a ferry. 

			When Malleus had identified the route through Germania most commonly used by his target, he immediately headed to Bremo. It was here that the scheme had begun, to which hundreds had fallen victim. A few had even lost their lives in the process – and not as a voluntary sacrifice. 

			Compared to those lives, the millions he’s been swindling out of his followers are almost negligible. Malleus stroked the ends of his Fu Manchu moustache thoughtfully. He activated the PDA, opened the i8’s autopilot and sent the car to search for parking spaces in the area. He didn’t want to leave it parked outside the café – he was trying to avoid attracting any attention. Then he lit the splint and subsequently his Culebra, while the electric engine of the BMW started up and purred off down the street. 

			‘It’s no smoking in here,’ commented the male lovebird in annoyance. 

			The smoke that spilled over Malleus’ lips welled into a cloud that formed the unmistakable shape of a penis in the air, dissipating into indistinguishable curls a moment later. The insult had not been intentional on his part. It had something to do with the case that had led him into the café in the first place. 

			‘I do apologise. I always smoke a cigar with my coffee, force of habit,’ he answered politely. ‘May I invite you and your friend to join me by way of apology?’ Malleus’ eyes, obscured by blue contact lenses, fixed on the couple, noticing details, anomalies, characteristics. 

			‘No, it’s fine.’ The man got up and pulled the woman with him. They left without a word, and were followed soon afterwards by the BlackBean employee. 

			As soon as he was alone, Malleus took out his weapons from his coat pocket. 

			They were modern replicas of the Apache Knuckle Duster Pepperbox – two titanium knuckledusters with fold-out miniature 9mm revolvers, plus an integrated double-edged flick knife. Since the Great Change he preferred not to use heavy weaponry. The weight, the sound – too many memories. Bad memories.

			Malleus checked the chambers and carefully hid them in his coat again. He was ready for the worst case scenario. 

			Satisfied, he puffed on the Culebra, the burning tobacco crackling gently as he inhaled.  The smoke seemed momentarily to take on the shape of a man’s face, then dissolved into thin wisps. Today it ends.

			Despite the bad weather, there was still an unusual amount of movement on the other side of the street. People strolled with a casual air through the dark, deserted alley and through the entrance to the old factory building, as if by sheer coincidence. 

			Malleus counted these people. After around thirty minutes he’d counted 200 men and women of varying ages, wearing a range of clothing styles. The side street was clearly exerting a mysterious pulling power, affecting people from all levels of society. 

			After forty-five minutes, the flood of people ended. 

			My cue. Malleus stood up and threw the plastic cup into the bin. In the doorway of the café he paused to adjust his hat, ran his fingers over his beard and set off. Fifteen minutes until a god is overthrown. 

			He paced over to the entrance, raising the collar of his military coat, which when combined with his hat, gave him sufficient shelter against the light evening drizzle. 

			Malleus had organised the support of a SWAT team with the local authorities, which he would call in should it be necessary. But on the whole he preferred to solve his cases alone, if circumstances allowed. He guessed he would be able to handle the Bremo case.

			Slightly hidden in the entrance, which led to a torch-lit courtyard, a bulgingly muscular man with a sharp suit and a thick coat was about to close the iron outer door. 

			He saw Malleus and paused, pulled out a tablet computer and after a momentary glance continued to block the passageway. Apparently there was a guest list. ‘Sorry, this is a private event.’

			‘I’m sure it is. But unfortunately private doesn’t apply in this case.’ Malleus flashed his identification. ‘Bourreau, Interpol. I’d like to speak with Mr Freyr before his appearance tonight, if at all possible?’ 

			The doorman looked around as if to ensure that nobody else was following the inspector. ‘You’ve come to the wrong event, inspector. This is a concert.’

			‘How wonderful, Mr Freyr is clearly a man of many talents. As far as I knew these events were mainly about him demonstrating his power as a god of fertility. I’ll leave out the jokes about his big instrument, shall I?’ Malleus stuck his hand in his coat pocket and slipped his fingers through the rings of the knuckleduster. ‘I take it you’re Skirnir?’

			‘Who?’ The doorman appeared baffled. 

			He sighed. The same crap every time. The people never bothered to properly research the gods they so blindly followed. ‘Skirnir, according to mythology, is the friend and assistant of Freyr.’

			‘Oh right. No.’ The man was smiling indifferently. ‘Whatever you say, inspector. Good luck with the search.’

			‘Do I need to show you my warrant, or are you going to let me through?’ 

			‘Show me whatever you like. You’re not getting past this door.’ The man moved to push the iron door closed. ‘I could whip up an ID badge like that myself with a few minutes and a laminator.’

			Malleus stepped forwards and drew his hand from his pocket, the Apache gripped tightly in his fist.

			In a split second, the doorman pulled out a thigh-length dagger from his coat and stabbed at Malleus. 

			So, you are Skirnir. Malleus turned to the side, letting his coat whirl loosely in the air to confuse his attacker. 

			Taken aback by the flapping material, the doorman took a step to the side, straight into the path of a powerful punch from Malleus’ concealed fist. 

			The titanium rings slammed against the man’s lower jaw, breaking the bone and dislocating the joint with a loud crack. 

			Chunks of tooth and blood sprayed from his lips, his head snapped backwards and the rest of his body followed in an unconscious arc. The man collapsed motionless at Malleus’ feet, blood pouring from his mouth onto the rough stone floor; the impact of the fall had added a deep facial cut and a broken nose to his injuries. The dagger clashed to the ground next to him. 

			Malleus quickly restrained the doorman with cable ties, securing his hands behind his back and darting into the hallway, lit only by the flickering of the torches bracketed to the walls. He left the door open for the SWAT team, just in case. 

			The doorway opposite him led into the largest building in the factory complex, whose large windows emitted a warm light into the evening chill. Muffled conversation spilled from the building, the men and women inside clearly full of anticipation for what was to follow. 

			Malleus was familiar with such fertility rituals, which tended to take place in conjunction with other forms of debauchery, such as at the Bacchanals. 

			The 200 women and men would almost certainly be standing naked in the beautifully decorated hall, awaiting the appearance of their god Freyr. He would then collect offerings in the form of large amounts of cash, and following this select a few women to pleasure. Finally, everyone would give in to their basest desires and pay homage to Freyr in the hope of becoming pregnant with the children each visitor was so desperate to conceive. Should the long-awaited pregnancies appear, Malleus was certain it had nothing to do with the miracles of Freyr. The man was a crafty, ruthless crook. 

			And a murderer. Malleus crept into the inner courtyard and headed down the passage that didn’t lead to the large hall. He was looking for a dressing room – and found himself blocked by a second doorman. 

			The startled attendant opened his mouth to utter a warning, but was cut short by a hefty punch to the solar plexus with the knuckleduster, and collapsed into a wheezing pile on the ground. 

			Malleus tied this one up too, rolled him to the side and entered the door his opponent had been guarding without so much as a knock. 

			In front of a large illuminated mirror sat the muscular man who had been on Malleus’ wanted list for over two months. As the suspect had used many aliases in the course of the investigation, Malleus decided to just stick with the name Freyr until fingerprints and DNA matching could confirm his true identity. 

			His white bathrobe was slightly open and Freyr was powdering his face; his forehead was adorned with a rune, and a tattoo sprawled across his chest, showing a wild boar with golden bristles along its back. This was almost certainly a depiction of Gullinbursti, Freyr’s legendary steed fashioned by the dwarves Sindri and Brokk. The god could ride faster on this boar than most could ride on a horse, according to the sagas. 

			‘Forgot to knock again, Mads?’ Freyr scolded without turning his head; his long blond hair glistened and bounced as he primped. 

			‘I’m sure Mads would have knocked. Not my style though,’ replied Malleus, showing his pass for the second time. ‘Bourreau, Interpol. You’re under arrest.’

			 Freyr paused and slowly turned his head to face the door. Aside from a narrow window, there were no other routes of escape. ‘What for?’

			‘Several counts of incitement to murder, murder itself, business fraud,’ answered Malleus, ‘and tax evasion. But my Swedish colleagues will be more interested in that one.’

			Freyr threw back his head and laughed. ‘You want to arrest a god?’

			‘If you are one: yes. But as you’re nothing more than a conman, this should go quite smoothly.’ Malleus looked around. There were a good number of cases with luggage tags scattered around the room.  Apparently Freyr and his team were planning to move on after tonight’s event. ‘I’m afraid your European tour is cancelled.’

			‘I haven’t murdered anybody.’ The man got slowly to his feet. ‘And I am a god! I can . . .’

			‘You’re a shit,’ Malleus continued in a soft, deliberate tone. ‘An asshole who exploits the faith of troubled people desperate to have children. Nothing more than deception and lies, to get your hands on as much of their money as possible.’

			Freyr’s affected cheeriness vanished, his lips thinned. 

			‘You murdered Lionel Albrecht, amongst others, out of fear that he would persuade his wife to stop receiving your godly services, because she continually failed to become pregnant,’ began Malleus. 

			Freyr’s expression became hostile. ‘You’ve come alone, inspector?’

			‘Subjects such as yourself don’t present much of a challenge.’ Mallleus was aware that the man was about to attack him. ‘Albrecht’s wife witnessed the murder and informed the police. In addition, we’re also aware of several other murders amongst your followers, in which the women killed their husbands at your command. Apparently you’re very sensitive when it comes to questions about your reproductive abilities. And even more sensitive when it threatens your income.’

			‘How dare you!’ 

			‘We conducted DNA tests in all the known cases. You have exceptionally human-looking DNA for someone who is supposedly a god of fertility.’ Malleus braced himself for the imminent attack. ‘I’ve got you by the balls. And you’re not going to wander off back to Alfheim to live with the fairies – you’re going to spend some serious time in a very human prison. But before that’ – he gestured towards the door – ‘we’re both going to go out there and explain to those poor blinded people that they’ve been had, in both senses of the word, by a mortal, human man.’

			Freyr abruptly kicked the chair in front of him so that it slammed right into Malleus’ knee. 

			Malleus winced in pain and buckled slightly. 

			His attacker jumped past him and through the door. 

			Malleus grabbed at the bathrobe, but it slipped through his fingers. 

			‘You’ll never catch me!’ Freyr tore out of the room and through the hallway. ‘I am a god!’ But in the dim light he failed to notice the tied up body Malleus had left there minutes earlier, and toppled over the lifeless doorman onto the ground. 

			As he stumbled to his feet, Malleus reached him and seized a handful of his long, blonde hair. ‘Yes I will,’ he replied, and pulled his head back, attempting to press the man against the wall and cable tie his hands. ‘You’re under arrest.’

			Somehow Freyr untangled himself from Malleus’ fingers and escaped, leaving him with a handful of bloody, blonde strands of hair in his fist. Snorting with rage, Freyr ran a few paces, then spread his arms in a grandiose pose reminiscent of a wrestler; his muscles and tattoos twitched. 

			‘Father Freyr, lend me your power!’ he called, and his grey-green eyes were suddenly filled with iridescent light; the golden bristles on the tattooed boar began to glow. ‘The mortals wish to imprison your son, who is fulfilling your will on earth. Do not allow this, stand by me! I offer you this man as a sacrifice.’ He threw himself with a wild grunt at Malleus, hands outstretched. 

			A demigod! Malleus avoided the vicious attack with a swift pivot. The man’s knuckles narrowly missed his throat, instead smashing into the wall behind him in a spray of plaster and brick. 

			Growling, Freyr turned and flailed with dust-covered fists at Malleus, who jumped backwards, putting a safe distance between himself and his attacker, who seemed to have exchanged his reason for superhuman strength. 

			The fight was moving backwards; back in the direction of the improvised dressing room. Freyr seemed to have abandoned his intention to flee and was now wholly determined to simply kill his opponent, as promised to his supposedly godly father. 

			Just like he killed his other victims. Malleus waited for the opportunity to counterattack. 

			He took one, two steps back into the dressing room, encouraging Freyr to follow him, then grabbed the door handle and swung the heavy metal door against his attacker with all his strength. The steel struck Freyr directly on his forehead and threw him back against the wall, where he crumpled into a dizzy heap. 

			‘Well, that was quite the divine comedy,’ commented Malleus, giving Freyr one last punch with the knuckleduster, just to be safe. ‘Or half-divine anyway.’ The man’s eyes lost their fanatic glow and drooped shut, the golden lines on his tattooed chest vanished. 

			Malleus perched on the makeup table, pulled out his case of Culebras and selected one with a red band. Demigod or not, he had caught his suspect. 

			He inhaled deeply and blew a thick cloud of smoke towards the unconscious Freyr, which momentarily formed the shape of a laughing face. 

			Continuing to puff on his cigar, Malleus quickly searched through the cases in the room and found plenty of evidence for the conman’s activities, as well as a Swedish passport bearing the name Olle Viklund; the seal and stamps were authentic. A blood analysis would show whether the man had drugs in his blood, which would account for his extraordinary show of strength.

			Even if you really are a son of Freyr, thought Malleus as he peered through his dense cigar smoke, your daddy isn’t coming to help you. Chuckling quietly to himself, he stood up, and packed the passport, several bundles of cash and the makeup brushes into his pockets. Gods don’t use face powder. They just look supernaturally divine.

			Time for the deterrent. Malleus took one more drag on his cigar and enjoyed the faint head rush it gave him. 

			Then he bent down, grabbed a thick handful of long blond hair and dragged Olle Viklund, aka Freyr, behind him like a sack of potatoes through the passageway to the great hall, where his followers were patiently awaiting his arrival. 

			The sight of their supposed god combined with the evidence he had just found would open their eyes. They would bashfully clothe themselves and leave the hall without another word. 

			Shame was usually the overwhelming reaction when he exposed a conman. 

			But Malleus was ready to bet that those same people in six months or a year, or maybe even just one month, would be swearing allegiance to another god. One that they were totally convinced was real, no doubt about it, not like the last one. 

			Until I reappear. Malleus smiled grimly and ran his fingers over the ends of his moustache. The Houdini of the modern, god-filled world. Exposing the charlatans, one by one. 

			Emphatically, he swung open the doors to the hall, to a chorus of horrified gasps. 

			[…]

		

	
		
			Extract from DOS & DON’TS 

			342nd digital and enhanced multimedia edition, November 2019

			From chapter: How the World Changed

			[…] The historically minded amongst our readers have often expressed the wish for a concise summary of the most significant world events from 2012 until the present day. 

			Dos & Don’ts are proud to provide exactly that in the following chapter. 

			For a deeper analysis of individual historical milestones, we recommend that our readers conduct wider personal reading, guided by our own anthology, D&D: The Continents, The Gods, The Great Change (24th digital and enhanced edition, May 2019)

			As our readers have come to expect, this chapter includes >>>exclusive historical content, available only in this D&D edition. 

			We begin with, we’ll discuss December 2012, now referred to as ‘the phase of wonder, awe and disbelief.’ 

			The world initially believed that the events around 21.12.2012 were some form of prank executed by a network of hackers, actors and enthusiastic nerds, an attempt to give the world a little fright – until the first undeniable miracles and attacks by gods and legendary beings began to occur (see Introduction, cases #1-#7). 

			The first large wave of conversions began in early 2013 in Europe (incl. Russia), as Christians began to worship Germanic, Slavic and Celtic/Pagan deities. Those few who had always followed the old rites were shown particular favour by the gods. Nature faiths such as Wicca also experienced a sharp rise in followers. 

			The Christian churches endured, but were powerless to prevent the dwindling of their congregations. 

			>>>Exclusive historical content

			One particularly interesting case is that of the priest Adrian Tuschmann, who presided over a small parish near Cologne, who during a sermon suddenly pulled out a copy of the Malleus Maleficarum, a treatise on the prosecution of witches, and began quoting it at length. 

			This led to the events of the evening of the 30th April 2013, historically recognised as Walpurgis Night, when the priest and a small group of his followers appeared at a gathering of the village youth. The gathering was a celebration, where the villagers intended to dance through the night into May morning – but this was interrupted by Tuschmann. The priest insisted that by indulging heathen customs the people would secure their own damnation, and instead of dancing around the fire, they would be burning in it. 

			When a number of the youths at the gathering mocked the priest, he attacked them, pushing them into the fire while his small group of followers prayed for their souls. 

			The teenagers were rescued from the fire in time, but were taken to hospital with severe burns. 

			Following the incident, Tuschmann disappeared. The next day he was found hanged on his own bell rope, with a pagan rune scratched into his forehead.

			The first waves of conversion in the Middle East and other Muslim states were reasonably moderate, as both Sunnis and Shias were largely very strongly committed to Allah. In addition to this, very little was known by the general population about the old gods, such as Marduk. 

			The exception was Egypt. 

			Here the gods found it extremely easy to reclaim their followers. Egyptians flocked to the ancient gods in their thousands, which was observed with suspicion by Israel and the neighbouring Muslim states. The Egyptian president declared himself to be the new Pharaoh. 

			>>>Exclusive historical content

			At this point we must mention the case of Amunet Syrah Abdelghani. 

			This young woman was working at the pyramids as a tour guide, when one day she went missing whilst on a tour and could not be found for days. A search party was sent out but failed to find any trace of her. 

			When, four days later, she suddenly reappeared in her apartment, she had no memory of what had happened to her. There were no signs of mistreatment or violence on her body, in fact the opposite was true: she had been bathed, oiled, and her clothing smelled of fresh perfume. 

			During her evening shower, Abdelghani noticed a mark on her stomach that resembled an ancient hieroglyph. Though it didn’t seem to be a tattoo of any kind, the symbol was permanent and could not be removed. 

			Nine months later the young woman gave birth to a healthy baby girl, bearing exactly the same mark on her own stomach. 

			The events of 2013 can be summarised thus: the world underwent an extreme change, which was feared by many, welcomed by others, and sometimes even celebrated.  

			The countries that suffered the most were those that had previously been governed by the larger monotheistic religions. 

			The polytheistic countries of Asia had a clear advantage: they hailed the gods, beings and creatures who appeared as confirmations of their ancient beliefs. 

			There were even reports of miracles in Australia and the Arctic regions. 

			We now reach the year 2014. 

			The new year brought little peace or rational solution for the mysterious manifestations of the previous twelve months. On the contrary, this year only widened the gulfs between religions, fuelling jealousy and resentment. 

			In Europe the newly converted and the old faithful were showered with gifts by their gods. These gifts ranged from houses that appeared out of nowhere, to gold and riches – they even had their diseases and injuries healed. 

			The endless footage and photographs on the internet left their mark. It was the most effective and cheapest propaganda the gods could have wished for. 

			It should not be forgotten, however, that tensions between the converted and the original believers were widespread, and to this day there continues to be unrest amongst the subgroups of followers, ranging from minor squabbles to significant conflicts.   

			To avoid misunderstandings, the original believers are often conceptually split into Traditionalists and Neo-Pagans. (Though the latter generally denotes followers of neo-paganism, this is itself a broad category – ranging from pedantic offshoots even stricter than the traditionalists, to the looser understanding of paganism born out of the Woodstock era, which has nothing to do with the traditional rites and rituals of the gods.)

			There were countless reports of robbery, extortion and manslaughter in which the original believers demanded compensation from the newer converts, seeing themselves as deserving of more rewards due to their longstanding loyalty to the gods. 

			If an individual was thought to have converted not out of religious conviction, but through pure financial calculation, it was not uncommon for them to be murdered by their fellow believers. 

			This happened on several occasions to prominent politicians who pulled out of the established parties in order to align themselves with the new political trends dictated by the gods. There was much talk of tribunals in these cases, which some have compared to the Spanish Inquisition of the fifteenth century.  

			>>>Exclusive historical content

			I.

			Sean O’Connor and his Banshees became famous for putting converts on trial in Ireland. Anyone who didn’t pass the trial was said to have ‘heard the cry of the banshee’, as the murders were euphemistically described. O’Connor was apprehended only years later and died under mysterious circumstances. 

			II. 

			Another example was the Trial of the Stones in Carnac, which continues today (Nov. 2019). 

			People whose motives in converting are brought into question, or who are thought to be deliberately disrespecting the gods or blaspheming, are forced to walk through the standing stone fields of Carnac on the night of a new moon. The region in Brittany is renowned for its thousands of standing stones, grouped into rows.

			Whoever comes out of the stone fields alive is permitted to stay in the congregation. The dead are collected on the next morning and burned. 

			Many people emerge with deep wounds; some never recover mentally from the experience, though none of the victims can remember exactly what happened to them during the night in the fields. 

			An unusual and noteworthy fact: the Indian deities have an unexpectedly significant presence in London. 

			Though the gods tended to stay largely in the geographical areas where they had manifested and had most influence, Shiva and Co. made the move to the English capital in 2014. 

			The Hindu population rose continuously over the coming months, and London became the toehold for Hindu deities across Europe. 

			Missionary work was strictly avoided by the Hindu gods, presumably out of respect for the predominant Celtic gods in the region. However, to this date (Nov. 2019), the strong Indian and Hindu influence on London should not be overlooked. 

			Let us throw a glance across the pond. 

			In 2014, tension rose in the United States: while anxiety amongst the white population reached a crescendo, the First Nations, formerly known as Native Americans, were growing stronger. 

			Spurred by the return of the Great Spirit, they demanded a proportionate representation for their people in the US government, alongside remunerations and a substantial transformation of the American economy, with an emphasis on ecological policies and green energy.

			The unease amongst the white population had remarkable results – increasing numbers of Americans sought to claim indigenous roots, presumably in an attempt to escape the wrath of the Great Spirit, or Manitu, or whatever other name this god was known by, and where possible to be rewarded for their newly discovered Native American heritage. 

			Genealogists were suddenly inundated with work, and due to widespread falsification of archive material, DNA-testing was carried out on a national level. 

			>>>Exclusive historical content

			It was in this context that US senator William T. Olderman made himself a figure of ridicule, as he proudly presented a stack of documents and birth certificates proclaiming him to be the descendant of the Comanche chief Po-bish-e-quasho (also known as Iron Jacket). Iron Jacket was known for wearing a Spanish chainmail shirt that protected him from light munitions, giving him a reputation of invincibility. 

			Olderman began regularly wearing shirts made of chainmail, and painted half of his face in the Comanche style to display his heritage. 

			He went on to marry a First Nation woman descended from the Wyandot.

			Until his death Olderman insisted that he could feel his First Nation roots in his Comanche blood.

			Thus the unsettling year of 2014 continued: the world continued to change, but the remaining political leaders of Christian, Islamic or Jewish faith were secretly preparing to retaliate. 

			They refused to see their religions defeated by the mere failure of their gods to appear on cue. Preparations were made for quick, devastating actions against the centres set up to worship the new gods, though not everyone at the table was in favour of such drastic measures: there were many votes against and abstentions. 

			This dissidence was quickly resolved: politicians who had converted to the ancient gods were simply excluded from the discussions. 

			The vote then quickly showed a clear majority in favour of Operation Theoclast: direct attacks on the gods and their domains.

			Who could have predicted how dramatic the year 2015 would be: Operation Theoclast began almost immediately, though without any clear idea of whether this would be a truly coordinated international effort.

			As planned, the militaries of certain states carried out strong attacks on the newly erected centres of worship for the gods. This occurred predominantly in Europe and North America. In Asia, Middle and South America, and Middle and South Africa, next to nothing happened. (Details on the Great Change can be found in the D&D Self Study Series: The Great Change – Winners and Losers.)

			But in Europe there was widespread dissent – the Scandinavian states decided on neutrality, and Greece and Italy unexpectedly dropped out of the operation.

			In Germany the picture was mixed. 

			The followers of the new Germanic gods put up substantial resistance. Artillery and explosives were used extensively, and only with considerable force and heavy weaponry were the troops of Operation Theoclast able to advance in the face of the state police. 

			>>>Exclusive historical content

			In 2015 the damp, wooded countryside of Bramsche saw a small-scale recreation of the legendary Roman Battle of Varus in 9 AD.

			Advancing special troops were baited into an ambush by the leader of the Germanic forces, Irmin Menius, and torn to shreds by state soldiers. The thick treetops prevented Theoclast-deployed helicopters from engaging in the firefight, and the trapped forces were slowly and painfully eradicated. 

			Video clips from the battle drew attention for their remarkable footage of the statue of Arminius, leader of the Germanic forces who defeated the Romans in the original Battle of Varus. The statue, over twenty-eight metres high and brandishing a seven-metre-long sword, appears to have engaged in the battle and taken down at least two helicopters by throwing tree branches. 

			Though one may initially disregard these clips as clever video editing or CGI trickery, on examining the statue in its rightful place on the Grotenburg, one can observe bullet holes and even blood on its sword, which has been independently verified by D&D researchers as human blood. 

			Things were less drastically violent in China. Even before 2012, the country had been a colourful melting pot of different religious orientations.

			But the Communist authorities had no interest in sharing their power. They carried out a so-called ‘Enlightenment Campaign’, which was at least minimally inspired by Operation Theoclast. 

			Temples were torn down or repurposed as sport stadiums and events arenas in an attempt to expose the illusory nature of the gods. Followers of the Chinese folk religions were subjected to severe reprisals. 

			News of these measures slowly trickled through to Europe. D&D have exclusive access to many of the verified recordings from China. It was reported that the Eight Immortals of Chinese mythology were appearing on various occasions, when the state reprisals against their followers were too violent or unjust. Several secret recordings support these accounts. 

			In one photograph a man in traditional Chinese clothing is clearly visible riding on a black tiger and holding a golden rod in one hand. In the other hand he is gripping a long spear, which is piercing the chest of an Enlightenment official. 

			Lei Gong, the Chinese god of thunder, also appeared in many locations, and with his bird’s feet and feathers he makes quite an unmistakable impression. With his hammer and chisel, which traditionally represent the thunder he controls, he appeared at various ruined temples and rebuilt them. He also used his beak, lined with sharp fangs, to eviscerate a number of state officials. 

			Of course, the Chinese government denounced these images, videos and witness statements as simple falsifications and propaganda. However, here at D&D we have conducted extensive analysis of the materials in question and come to the conclusion that there has been no editing or manipulation of the footage at any stage. 

			The summary of 2015, then: by the end of the year the remaining Christian, Islamic and Jewish powers who took part in Operation Theoclast stood with their backs against the wall, reduced to fighting for their very existence. 

			The governments and instigators, politicians and spiritual leaders knew that their fate was about to be decided. And they were quite aware that the ancient gods were seldom inclined to leniency or mercy. 

			In 2016 the gods launched their retaliation against the nations involved in Operation Theoclast, igniting the second wave of the Great Change. 

			Entire villages, towns and regions were laid to waste by the gods, and their followers enacted devastating acts of violence and destruction with conventional weaponry. 

			It was not long until ceasefires were reached and new governments founded. 

			The gods were generous, and refrained from carrying out much of the retribution they had planned against the politicians, who they essentially wished to exterminate. Instead, they healed the injured and helped to rebuild the states they had destroyed, with miracles on large and small scales. They founded charities, and their blessings were in high demand. 

			However, the countries where Operation Theoclast had taken place still bear the marks of that devastating conflict: in Spain, Portugal, France, England, Northern Ireland, Austria, Germany, the Benelux countries and of course the Christian and Russian Orthodox countries in Eastern Europe. 

			>>>Exclusive historical content

			One peculiarity that has never been fully explained, even by the experts at D&D, are the reports of appearances made during the conflict by divine and mystical beings who have nothing to do with European culture. 

			The majority of atrocities committed during the wars have been traced back to these beings: entire populations disappearing from villages and towns, areas that had never been under fire. Many bodies remain unaccounted for.  

			The few witness reports regarding the appearances of these entities are inconsistent and contradictory, and so far no video footage has emerged. They disappeared as quickly as they attacked. 

			To this date (Nov. 2019) no Celtic or Germanic gods have claimed any association with these beings. D&D has assigned a research team to the case. 

			The year 2016 in summary: governments were swept away or conformed to the wishes of the gods. Many conflicts in the countries most affected by the Great Change carried on through the end of the year, but all in all, the people of Europe had understood and accepted that the gods were here to stay. And they were real. (Details on events in the rest of the world can be found in the D&D Self Study Series: How the World Changed.)

			2017: the power relations in Europe changed considerably. Italy, Greece, the Republic of Ireland, the Scandinavian countries of Iceland, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland, and additionally Scotland, Italy and Greece all continued to stabilise and in doing so achieved economic advantage in Europe. They had all remained neutral or accepted the gods during the Great Change. 

			The invaded and conquered Theoclast countries of Spain, Portugal, France, England, Northern Ireland, Austria, Germany, the Benelux countries and the Christian and Russian Orthodox countries in Eastern Europe were gradually beginning to recover. (Details in D&D: How the World Changed.) 

			The rebuilding of Europe was in full swing, the economy was boosted, the gods acted benevolently and used their powers for the health and social benefit of their people, attending to culture and public affairs. Many gods joined or founded companies, and constructed their own temples, or renovated entire quarters for their followers. 

			>>>Exclusive historical content

			The god Loki became a particularly notable figure in 2017, and certainly made no secret of his intentions during this period. He established his own network of broadcasting and entertainment companies across Europe. 

			The show Loki’s Lost quickly became a ratings forerunner due to its unbelievably high prizes and equally high death toll. 

			The contestants on this high-stakes game show put their own lives in the balance, and often those of their fellow players. This format has proven to be a hit, and the show’s unpredictable nature keeps viewers hooked from week to week. 

			One particularly unforgettable episode on 21.12.2017, the Winter Solstice Special, featured a total of two hundred people losing their lives, as the winner of the show chose to sacrifice all other contestants and then himself in the name of his god (who was not Loki). Unfortunately, due to network regulations, the name of the god was censored in pre-broadcast editing. 

			To this day the identity of the god responsible for this massacre remains an industry secret. However, Loki was more than happy to oblige whoever or whatever demanded the sacrifice. 

			Plans for brand new cities also began to be realised, inspired by modes of community living in ancient Germanic, Celtic or Slavic cultures. 

			2017, then, saw the gradual return of peace to the world. 

			People generally accepted the gods, no longer seeing them as threats or adversaries. On the contrary: after the battles and massacres of the Great Change, the gods took on a more benevolent role, and were seen to be dealing firmly but fairly with those who had initiated the conflict.

			With the new governments came various constitutional changes, for example: legislation surrounding crime and punishment was often altered to incorporate local gods and their corresponding belief systems, changes which largely remained geographically specific. 

			Another development: the first human children fathered by gods began to be born, and abandoned children, whose mothers were clearly goddesses, were found. 

			D&D have access to records and data that indicate the extraordinary growth patterns of many of these children, some of whom were recorded as progressing from baby to teenager in the space of a year. Occasionally, overwhelmed human parents would turn to adoption agencies in an attempt to distance themselves from their superhuman offspring. 

			The demigods were among us, and the fusion of human and godly characteristics was underway. 

			>>>Exclusive historical content

			Since late 2017, a young model named Aurora Monti has been causing quite a stir, as her stunning beauty causes anyone in her vicinity to lose their reason. No matter what she wears, be it makeup, jewellery, fur, lingerie, it immediately sells out across the continent. 

			A model agent commented: ‘She could drag a washing machine down the catwalk and people would go out and buy it.’

			Rumour has it that the model is a daughter of Venus, a theory which some think is substantiated by the fact that the woman is never seen in public with her mother, only her father. 

			The woman’s birth certificate, dated 2016, lists Jane Doe as the mother. 

			Authorities are visibly overwhelmed by these new circumstances. 

			The year 2018 was something of a shock to the new system: in an unexpected move, the remaining Christian and Islamic spiritual leaders called for Reconquista, Jihad, or the modern Crusade, urging their remaining followers to fight for their respective gods. 

			Volunteers had been secretly preparing for this action over the past year. In the run-up to their strike they had executed detailed reconnaissance missions in the centres of the new gods, and identified the most important figures in each area. 

			When the order came, thousands of radicals and fanatics attacked across Europe: shrines burned, buildings were torn down, humans were murdered, and there were even high profile attacks on gods and legendary figures. 

			(Details on events in the rest of the world can be found in the D&D Self Study Series: How the World Changed.)

			The response followed immediately, as the gods correctly anticipated that the resistance from the defeated religious minorities would not end at the first wave of attacks. 

			The gods released a torrent of destruction and extermination – but carefully dosed and exclusively targeted at those who had dared to show resistance. Together with their followers, the gods wiped out the majority of radicals and mutilated the survivors, branding them as examples of the consequences of defying the ruling gods. 

			There were therefore many remarkable instances of gods who would appear and deal out individually tailored retribution, without causing the slightest damage to their subject’s environment. 

			>>>Exclusive historical content

			I. 

			In Munich, in an Oktoberfest beer tent, a Catholic priest was eviscerated by a bolt of lightning as he brought a glass of beer to his lips. However, the glass did not break, and the beer remained unspoiled. 

			II. 

			In Stuttgart, a Celtic god personally visited a meeting of the movement Protestants Against The Idols – known as PrATIs, struck the leading priest dead and offered the other members the chance to join the ranks of his followers. 

			Those who refused were killed instantly; those who complied were allowed to join his followers and leave. 

			Though we would once more recommend the edition D&D Self Study Series: How the World Changed as a source of more information on worldwide events during this time, let us take another look across the Atlantic. 

			2018 was an exciting year in the United States, as Mexico saw its chance to extend its power by reaching not into South America, but towards the North. The country was newly empowered by the appearance of its ancient gods, and claimed large chunks of Texas, New Mexico, Arizona and California as its own territory. 

			The Mexican president justified the move, which went reasonably smoothly given the widespread political turmoil, by referencing the repressive measures suffered by his country at the hands of those particular states over the last few centuries. He made the reasonable and ultimately undeniable point that the USA as a whole had been exploiting his country for hundreds of years, and made a convincing case for his seizure of the territories.

			Eye witnesses claim that the Mexican troops were led by the gods Itztli, Xocotl and Mextli.

			>>>Exclusive historical content

			The USA was forced to accept the loss of the southern states to Mexico, as these regions had already officially broken away from the United States during the years following 2012 (see D&D Self Study Series). But one thing was certain: nobody would make the mistake of underestimating the Mexicans again. 

			Speculation was widespread in the newly conquered regions and within the ranks of the First Nations regarding the Great Spirit’s absence and lack of resistance during the invasion by the Mexicans.

			The events of 2018 can be summarised by the following: new turmoil arose across the world, but was quickly extinguished. The gods demonstrated their power over the people. 

			Gods also combatted the old religions in legal spheres: they demanded that governments issued a blanket ban on Christianity, Islam and Judaism, or at the very least penalise their public practice.

			Many restrictions were passed into law across Europe, such as bans on church bells and national denunciations of religious holidays, outlawing practices that, until that point, had been tolerated. 

			Christianity, Judaism and Islam were henceforth to be referred to as cults, as they could provide no proof of the existence of their gods. 

			In the current year, 2019, it is evident that the world is continuing to adjust to life with the gods. Europe is concentrating on finding its feet after the conflicts of the last few years, and though Reconquista, Jihad and the Modern Crusade have certainly left their mark, the countries involved are largely beginning to recover.

			>>>D&D Safety Notice

			Anyone openly associating with Christianity in any way is considered, by most countries, to be a troublemaker, someone who attracts the wrath of the gods by believing in something that doesn’t exist. 

			For the most part, people in Europe tend to live in harmony despite religious differences, but occasionally there are assaults or lynch mobs targeting Christians, Muslims and Jews. Though the authorities are obliged to step in in such cases, unfortunately their motivation can be clouded by their own religious beliefs. 

			Should you belong to one of the cults, please pay close attention to your surroundings and attend to your own safety at all times. If you need to pray, do so in a secure, private location, worship quietly and avoid loud songs of praise, etc. 

			D&D recommends downloading the Cult-App, which can advise on the safety levels of different areas for members of the cults, providing information on the risk levels of both the gods in that region and the activities of its inhabitants. 

			The Vatican is an exception to the above. 

			So far the gods have allowed the papal state to remain standing, and even the pope has remained untouched. This move appears partly to stem from a wish to avoid provoking uproar across Europe, and has resulted in the city becoming a sanctuary for persecuted Catholics from across the world. 

			>>>Exclusive D&D News

			As long as everything in the city stays peaceful, there will be no action taken against the Vatican. 

			Should any unrest occur, D&D has discovered that there are official plans amongst the Roman-Hellenistic gods to demolish St Peter’s Basilica as a warning to the Catholic population. 

			Unlike the Christians, the Jews were unable to maintain their traditional pilgrimage site. 

			The state of Israel dissolved on 1.1.2018 until further notice, as a result of immense threats from the neighbouring states, who were all armed and supported by gods. However, it has not yet been ruled out that the inhabitants may return to this ancient state in the future. 

			Having fled to all corners of the world, the people of Israel are now scattered and attempting to live normal lives, safe from religious persecution. Many of the Orthodox Jews moved to Masada, which has become a stronghold of sorts. The settlement is currently undergoing extensive renovation and development.

			Apart from these developments, the cogs continue to turn in Europe, and people continue to live their lives. 

			Some gods are very publicly active, some are less so; many are leading construction projects or founding companies, either themselves or through trusted intermediaries. 

			The assimilation of gods into everyday life has led to calls for special laws to govern non-human beings (see chapter: People of Note, Malleus Bourreau). To date there has been no success in implementing any such laws. 

			>>>Exclusive historical content

			Today, countless building and renovation projects are underway to restore ancient cities such as Babylon, Sodom, Gomorrah, Nimrud, Assur, Hatra, Nineveh, Machu Picchu, Angkor, Petra, Chichen Itza and many more. 

			In Europe, forgotten buildings and monuments are being raised back to their former glory, creating a striking architectural contrast in many places between the modern and the ancient. 

			Though we have not yet reached the end of the year, 2019 can so far be summarised thus: the world is becoming more peaceful. 

			The gods are now a part of normality and are increasingly engaging in normal life with humans. More and more demigod children are appearing across the globe, a sure sign of integration. 

			The line between humans and gods is becoming ever blurrier, which is also evident in the diverse behaviour of the gods: from unapproachable to familiar, from headstrong businesswomen to benevolent miracle workers. 

			Apparently the gods have reached a mutual agreement regarding their areas of influence: there is no conflict over borders between gods, aside from a few small settlements, or the ambiguities of London and its unusually large Hindu god population (see above, and D&D’s London – A City of Worlds). 

			As ever, the gods continue to select loyal followers for journeys to unknown locations, and those who return often tell of foreign planets and dimensions. 

			The new era is continuing to stabilise. 

			And yet the question remains, especially for many of our readers from the old faiths: where are Allah, God and Jahwe? 

			Are they amongst us already, performing covert miracles and protecting their followers?

			Or have they chosen not to manifest to their followers, as some form of test?

			Unfortunately at this point, D&D can provide no conclusive evidence on this subject. 

			[…]
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			The Return of the Ancient Gods

			An Episodic Novel

			Episode 1

			SACRIFICES


		

	
		
			Prologue

			It happened in 2012.

			From one day to the next they reappeared: the gods. 

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

			Yet, in the twenty-first century it hadn’t occurred to anybody that the gods might return, appearing right in the middle of their weak conception of reality. 

			They rode down from the heavens. 

			They emerged from pyramids, from temples, shrines and sanctuaries, from forests, swamps and clouds of smoke. 

			They spoke to their followers – everywhere. 

			They came in their hundreds, and they acted. 

			Reports of sightings came thick and fast: gods and goddesses from Manitou to Mictlantecuhtli, Anubis, Odin and Thor, from nameless deities of nature to the legendary Mars and Hephaestus, or Olorun, Mother Earth or Shiva, Loa or Kami, even manifestations of Buddha and Cai Shen – they existed. 

			Some gods went on camera and gave interviews, filling their long-ridiculed followers with courage and energy. 

			Some gods reclaimed their old sites of worship, long repurposed by other religions, predominantly Christians. Magnificent buildings were razed to the ground and replaced with forgotten icons. 

			Some gods lived among mortals in the old temples, in new buildings, in high-rise apartments; others lived alone in underground bunkers or towers miles above the ground. 

			Some of them founded companies to broaden their influence in the mortal world, becoming involved in banking, investment and securities, engaging in the world’s economies. 

			And naturally, the larger corporations showed enormous interest in doing business with the gods. 

			Some gods took selected mortals with them to other planets; they brought back souvenirs, or erected buildings and stayed there. So said the rumours. 

			And lo, a new era of history began: faith became knowledge . . . 

			Only the Christians, the Muslims and the Jews waited in vain: there was no God, no Allah, no Yahweh, no angels, no demons. 

			Not even the devil put in an appearance. 

			The mightiest religions in history withered into nothing more than godless cults, their followers scorned and ridiculed.

			Mass conversions and wars followed, until society finally adjusted. 

			And so the world changed. 

			For better or worse would remain to be seen . . .

		

	
		
			Episode 1: Sacrifice

			The gods of whom my parents told me, I have reverenced for all the time I lived under their rule, and I have always honoured those who begot my body. I have neither killed any other human being, nor stolen from any what he had entrusted to me, nor done any other unpardonable act.

			The Egyptian Book of the Dead, c. 1500 BC

			* Α Ω *

			It wouldn’t have interested me, not even slightly. 

			Anyone living in these times knows exactly the kind of atrocities being committed by these ancient fucked-up deities, celebrated by blind, dull people. Or sometimes the other way round. 

			The modern and complex. 

			The archaic and brutal.

			We’re trapped in a fucking oxymoron, and it’s killing us. Technology, miracles, atrocities. Without vodka I’d be screwed.

			Watching the news channels broadcasting from the Via del Sudario, I thought to myself: fuck this.

			But then I saw him, caught in a hurried shot panning across the front of the house – the man looking out of the window. 

			You have to know who he is to recognise him.

			He’s about forty with a narrow face, not particularly remarkable per se, either in stature or appearance. His black hair is short on the sides, a little longer on top and shaved on the neck. He’s recently grown a thinned-out version of the Fu Manchu moustache with a small beard which, combined with his remaining stubble, makes quite a bold statement, like a fucked-up old musketeer, but somehow more masculine. Underneath his right eye runs a barely visible horizontal scar, inflicted by a knife. That much I know. 

			Together with the black hat and the round sunglasses he was almost unrecognisable. 

			But not to me. 

			There was no stopping me: I had to go. 

			With shaking fingers I filled my hip flask, got dressed and rummaged through the piles of crap in my run-down flat until I found my semi-automatic. 

			And since then I’ve been following him. 

			He doesn’t know it, but I’m there. 

			I’m there . . . 

			* Α Ω *

			Italy, Rome. November 2019

			Malleus regarded the mayor’s office, ransacked of all furnishings and objects except for the large, grey stone writing desk, presumably too heavy to move and too sturdy to destroy; instead it had been painted with what a layman might assume were simply red, upward-pointing arrows.

			Faded rectangles on the panelled walls showed where pictures had once hung, and dustless outlines on the floors and carpets betrayed the previous positions of looted objects. The stereo, speakers and other built-in electronics including the television had been removed with professional skill, as evidenced by the few remaining cables hanging out of the walls. The door to the safe was open, revealing only a yawning emptiness. 

			What caught Malleus’ eye, however, were a set of three makeshift ropes, which on closer inspection were made from fresh, sinewy branches. A fresh scent suggested that they had been cut only recently. Three loops wound round the heavy table and trailed out of the open window. 

			One would assume that the criminals – for whatever reason – had chosen to use natural rather than synthetic materials to escape the scene. 

			The object hanging on the other end of the rope, however, was far from natural.

			The twisted branches creaked softly, moved gently as if someone were pulling on them. 

			Malleus strode across the room and glanced out of the neighbouring window onto the street outside, bathed in dwindling sunlight and busy with people. 

			The curious amongst them crowded into the Via del Sudario behind the police barriers. People were taking photographs and chattering excitably amongst themselves, some leaving, others arriving, drawn by the novelty, eager to see what was happening with their own eyes. 

			Malleus raised his personal digital assistant – PDA for short – and filmed a quick panning shot of the crowd. He captured the looming temples and palaces, restored to new glory, lit with attention-grabbing spotlights; enormous braziers adorned pillars and flat roofs. 

			The city’s dutiful maintenance of its ancient monuments had accelerated after the arrival of the ancient gods into a magnificent restoration project. A new Rome had arisen, in splendid neoclassical style. 

			Beacons glowed in the Colosseum, illuminating the countless arches and throwing great shafts of light into the dimming sky to greet Jupiter. 

			The Roman Forum, once a ruinous tourist attraction, was being fully restored. Works were still in progress, and the plans for the new buildings stretched until 2050, Malleus had read in a newspaper on the way to Rome. The gods willed it so. 

			The gods will a lot of things, he thought. 

			‘Monsieur Bourreau! Come downstairs so we can finish this undignified spectacle,’ called one of the plain-clothes detectives. ‘They’ve been hanging there long enough.’

			Malleus pocketed his PDA, crossed the room and regarded it one last time before exiting into the corridor and heading downstairs. He was wearing his dark frock coat, cut after the Indian fashion, and a black military coat with an extra high collar. His shoes were plain, flat and black. 

			On the way downstairs he lit one of his thin, twisted cigars. They smelled terrible and produced enough smoke to be considered a significant source of air pollution. Malleus hated e-cigarettes as much as the smoking ban, so he ignored both. He puffed on a Culebra with a green band. The green ones are best for thinking.

			He could have corrected the yelling officer: he wasn’t a Monsieur, he was neither French nor Belgian. He was German, or at least that’s what his passport said. But correcting him would only have raised the attention of the crowd. He didn’t like being recognised, though it did occasionally happen despite his sunglasses and hat. 

			As Malleus came out into the open, the clouds rolled together into a grey-black mass and the first bolts of lightning began to flash across the sky; low thunder rumbled over the crowd and the buildings of Rome. 

			‘Zeus is coming! See, he’s manifesting to inspect the crime scene,’ he heard a passing woman saying, full of conviction. She was manically snapping photos of the gathering webs of clouds. ‘He’ll find these Germanic murderers before the police do. Watch for his signal!’

			Malleus adjusted his hat. There was much he could have said. For example, he could have said that Zeus couldn’t care less who had killed who. That Zeus was almost certainly behind a bush right now having it off with someone just like her. Or that Zeus didn’t generally bother to disguise himself as a storm. That, in any case, they were on Roman soil, meaning it would be Jupiter who would turn up, if anyone. 

			But anyone who wanted to believe in this apparently godly spectacle would believe regardless. This kind of supposed evidence had been turning up for years. All over the world. 

			Malleus remained unimpressed. 

			For him there were at least half a dozen explanations for the return of the gods; for instance, that extra-terrestrials understood exactly how to subjugate the human spirit, and had done some extensive reading into our pantheon. Or perhaps mass hypnosis in combination with technology, giving people something to waste their energy on so they’d rather pray to deities than protest against their circumstances. He held these and many other theories to be entirely plausible. 

			Malleus pushed past the barrier and found the grey-haired detective, appropriately named Romano. Everything about him was grey – coat, eyes, beard. 

			They shook hands, then turned to look at the house. 

			Dangling out of the window – fully visible in the glow of the streetlamps – was a man’s naked corpse. Judging by the proportions and tattoos it was the mayor, Emanuele Domenico, with a black bag tied over his head. To the right and left of him hung two dead dogs, strung up in the same manner as their owner. Snow-white Labradors, their tongues lolling flaccidly from their muzzles. 

			The crisp wind played with the three bodies, which had been discovered in the early morning by a passer-by. Dog and man began a grotesque dance, swinging and crashing together, spinning in sinister pirouettes. The legs of the man were caked with dried excrement. 

			‘Rome, the city which took the whole world, is itself taken.’ Romano read the scrawled runes above the windows aloud. ‘And the upward-pointing arrows again too.’

			‘Tiwaz: the T-rune, of the god Tyr.’ Malleus puffed on the cigar dangling from the left corner of his mouth, spilling its acrid smoke up into the night sky. He removed his sunglasses to see more clearly; the blue contact lenses concealed his multi-coloured irises. ‘Head of the Germanic pantheon and understood as a son of Odin in later mythology.’ He stuck his hands in his pockets, taking care not to crush the sunglasses. ‘Master of slaughter and god of war.’

			‘We already knew that.’ Romano jumped as a bolt of lightning flashed across the sky and dissolved with a crackle. A few bystanders clapped and praised Jupiter. ‘It displeases our gods when Germanics murder people in their city.’

			‘Would they prefer it if it was just their followers killing each other, Commissario?’ Malleus grinned widely. ‘The gods are more similar to each other than they like to admit.’

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			‘The Tiwaz rune shows a remarkable similarity to the planetary sign of Mars. In fact one might even wonder if Tyr, Jupiter, Zeus and Mars might be—’

			Romano snorted. ‘No blasphemous lectures today please. I know what you are, Monsieur Bourreau.’

			‘And that’s exactly why I’m standing here. Because I can think clearly.’ Malleus kept his tone polite. He took his right hand out of his pocket and pointed to the sentence on the wall. ‘It’s a quote attributed to Hieronymus, one of the fathers of the early Christian Church, as he witnessed the Sack of Rome by the Visigoths. That was in 410, according to the Christian calendar.’

			‘We know.’ The grey Romano endured the history lesson with visible irritation. 

			Malleus savoured it. ‘The ransacked office is a reference to the pillaging of Rome.’ With his left hand he took the cigar from the corner of his mouth, and spat a few crumbs of tobacco onto the floor. That was the drawback of cutting off the whole cap rather than just punching a hole in it. ‘The hanging in a public place, the ropes made of branches, the hood over the head, the dead dogs, it’s all reminiscent of ancient Germanic punishments. And they hung him high too, which is especially shameful.’

			‘They?’

			‘It would take more than two men to subdue the dogs, hang that lump of a mayor and completely empty the office.’ Malleus gestured backwards with his thumb, his cigar swirling more smoke signals as a loud clap of thunder rumbled above them. ‘A lot of effort.’

			The first stragglers began to leave the area, fearing either the growing storm or the possibility of falling victim to Jupiter’s wrath. A lightning strike to the ground would knock a few people off their feet . . . or leave them seriously injured. 

			‘We thought so too.’ Romano made a couple of reassuring gestures in the direction of his task force, who were pointing with concern at the corpses and the darkening sky. They were getting anxious. ‘All things considered, we’re treating it as a murder with religious motives: Germanics who want to announce their arrival and make a show of Tyr’s power. Hence killing Signore Domenico according to their old customs. We wanted to get an expert opinion on it. Just to be sure, before we take it to the press and the Pantheon. Do you agree with my assessment?’

			‘Pantheon. Right. I’ve always wanted to go there.’ Malleus scratched his left eyebrow. 

			Romano looked shocked. ‘You can’t seriously want to set foot in the shrine?’

			Malleus laughed. ‘What do you think’s going to happen? Is the whole building going to crumble to the ground as soon as I go in?’ He puffed on his cigar and blew the smoke skywards. The blue-grey fog ascended slowly and vertically, unmoved by the rising squall. 

			The detective quickly checked his tone. ‘What you do in your free time is your business. Not mine.’ He looked up at the corpses, now swinging and spinning more vigorously, as if dancing gaily in a fresh spring breeze. ‘So I’ll have them cut down—’

			‘It’s too early for me to give my full opinion. I’ll need to take a closer look at the writing and the colour,’ Malleus interjected. ‘But whoever wrote this, I don’t think they were well-versed in Germanic runes.’ He pointed with his left hand at the writing on the wall, gesturing back and forth with his cigar, glowing as red as the painted characters. ‘Scrawled, uneven, uncertain. And the Tyr runes on the victim’s table were painted sloppily too. Whoever did this had plenty of time, so it isn’t just that it’s hurried work. Someone who wanted to publicly herald the power of his god would make more of an effort. A lot more. This painter was just copying from a source.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘Hanging was a punishment usually reserved for thieves.’ Malleus pointed to the body of the mayor. ‘To be truly accurate they should have cut off his head afterwards and put the skull on public display. This isn’t about the old customs, it’s all about the mayor. A celebrity. The official representative of the Rome they want to break. They strung him up because blood’s more impressive when it’s dripping from above.’ He looked at the detective. ‘I’m sure you know that from your temple sacrifices.’ 

			Romano’s protruding cheek muscles betrayed his clenched teeth. ‘So it’s not a religious murder?’

			‘No. And the fact that these supposed Germanics found the safe and opened it without force—’

			‘Domenico could have told them where it was.’

			Malleus shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. No marks on the body suggesting torture or beating. At least none that I can see from here. And another thing: they took everything of value with them – but they left the study untouched. What kind of half-arsed pillaging is that?’

			‘Maybe it’s symbolic?’

			‘Please, Commissario.’ Malleus exhaled a cloud of smoke into the wind. ‘Germanics showing restraint? At a pillaging? Does that sound right to you?’ He took another puff on his cigar and flicked the end. The falling ash lost its glow immediately, curls of smoke surrendering to the gathering winds. 

			A light rain began to fall, and more onlookers dispersed. The wet ground would conduct electricity better. Many of the laws of physics still applied, regardless of how miraculous the actions of the gods might be. 

			‘Find out where the things in Domenico’s office came from,’ Malleus recommended, ‘because I’m guessing he didn’t pay for any of it. Then you’ll find the real and probably very earthly reason why he and his dogs are hanging out of that window. My guess? Somebody gave a lot of gifts and a lot of money to the mayor in the past, and yesterday they took it all back. Could be an arm of the Mafia. Could be a disappointed industrialist sending his repo-men to reclaim some bribes. And to distract from the real motive, all they had to do was stir up the tensions between the Germanics and the Italians – give the gods a bit of a tease.’

			‘Like atheists, you mean?’ Romano replied cuttingly. 

			Malleus smiled. ‘My dear Commissario! Atheists can’t make fun of something that doesn’t exist. That would be a paradox.’

			Romano dispatched his team, who prepared to retrieve the corpses, muttering various comments as they worked. ‘So I should tell the press it isn’t a religiously motivated murder we’re looking at?’

			‘Would be wise, Commissario. You’ll lose the upper hand, sure, because whoever did it will know you weren’t taken in by this little stunt, but it shows you’re serious.’

			Malleus was about to continue when a bolt of lightning tore out of the sky. 

			Goose pimples covered the skin of every person in the square as the electric potential in the air became palpable, and the crackling energy coursed straight into the mayor’s corpse in a shower of sparks. 

			The crowd in the Via del Sudario cried out in unison.

			The impact of the electrostatic discharge tore the body in two, blood spraying across the walls. The lower body fell to the street with a loud thud, the charred flesh rupturing on contact. The entrails followed, some hanging momentarily from the cadaver like long, thick worms before tearing apart and tumbling into a pile. 

			The smell of excrement intensified. 

			The branch holding the body had caught aflame and the fire quickly spread to the hood over the corpse’s head, burning the face of the murdered mayor.

			The onlookers stared and fell silent, searching mutely for the correct interpretation of this sign from the gods. 

			Malleus offered the stunned Romano his hand and shook, though the detective barely returned the gesture. ‘You should probably give a public statement at a later date interpreting this particular incident as a confirmation from the gods of Signore Domenico’s criminal machinations. Retribution from Jupiter or something. But I’m sure you’d already thought of that, Commissario,’ he said, giving a casual wave as he walked off. 

			Malleus put on his aubergine-coloured gloves, slipped under the police tape and pushed his way through the hushed crowds, who were now watching the fire service as they sprayed the glowing remains of the corpse with their fire extinguishers.

			He felt drawn towards the Pantheon, like a scientist towards the centre of an epidemic.

			* Α Ω *

			I’m following him. 

			Even on that first evening after seeing him on the TV. Of course he has no idea. 

			How freely he walks the streets of Rome – as if nothing and no one could ever scare him. He has no fear, and it makes him conspicuous. 

			There are many different stories about him, and I’ve collected them all. 

			He fought in the Great Change, when Islam, Christianity and Judaism rebelled against the newly ubiquitous gods and actually thought they had a chance of winning. 

			Those arrogant fools. They were fighting against gods!

			And as their own gods still neglected to appear, it ended with a resounding defeat. It got particularly nasty in the larger Christian strongholds – the USA, and Central and South America – and plenty of blood was spilled in the Arabic countries where Muslims had once been strong. Europe, too, didn’t escape without its fair share of casualties. 

			That’s just what happens when faith and knowledge are pitted against each other: one of them has to fall by the wayside. 

			Nowadays the proponents of those once powerful religions are reduced to little clumps of people, scattered over the whole world and ridiculed for their beliefs. The ‘Godless People’, they call them. Nothing more than cults. United in defeat. Perfect fucking irony given their history, if you ask me. 

			The churches were torn down or renovated and re-dedicated, and most of the mosques and synagogues went the same way. It varied from god to god how much tolerance was shown towards those mortals who had previously dismissed them as superstition. Most of them simply wanted to watch their former oppressors burn, slaughtering entire communities. Must have been pretty satisfying I guess, letting out centuries of pent-up rage. ‘Dechristianisation,’ they called it. 

			At the moment there is peace among the gods, aside from the skirmishes and muscle-flexing and contests to see who can perform the most impressive miracle: healing the injured, conjuring storms and so on. Like little boys comparing dicks. But none of the gods seem to have too much interest in rebuilding their former empires. Good news for humanity.

			Before, the international superpowers were worried about the destructive potential of their atom bombs. 

			These days it’s the gods everyone’s scared of. 

			Damn right. I’m sure the end would be much uglier today than it would have been with the nuclear warheads. 

			So, which side did Bourreau fight on?

			I think he was part of a guerrilla force. Did a fair amount of damage, in all directions. Rumour has it he lost someone close to him, which made him all the more unrelenting. Apparently he even managed to kill a couple of the smaller gods, only to surrender afterwards and make use of the amnesty that came with it. 

			Clever bastard. 

			Tough bastard.

			If you ask me, the gods respect him for it. 

			He’s heading to the Pantheon, the building recently restored for the preservation of the Roman deities, brand new and yet ancient. Extensions, expansions, and all the old tomb stuff has been thrown out. Everything’s neo-Roman now. There’s always some priest or other sacrificing in there, making sure the gods continue to watch over Rome and Bella Italia. 

			It’s Bourreau’s first time in the Eternal City. Makes sense that he’d want to go and see the place where the gods are all collected together, from Jupiter to . . . I can never remember all the names. 

			It’s clearly more than just courage that’s pulling him there. 

			Insanity?

			Stupidity?

			* Α Ω *

			Malleus stood in the Piazza della Rotonda in front of the Pantheon. Measuring 43 metres in both height and diameter, the Pantheon had been known as the largest dome in the world for more than 1,700 years. 

			He stood for a moment next to the Egyptian obelisk in the middle of the square and let the view sink in. 

			The rotunda had been built in the year AD 114, and had lived through numerous transformations and alterations. But never had it possessed more significance than now – both for those who devoted themselves to the Roman gods, and those who detested them. 

			Protruding from the front of the formidable dome was the familiar rectangular building, the Pronaos, reminiscent of a classical temple with its façade and pillars. Copious amounts of gold leaf had been applied to the grey marble of the Corinthian columns, and the original gilded bronze tiles on the roof of the dome had been restored in October. The floodlights positioned on surrounding buildings bounced their light off the dome and up into the evening sky.

			Splendour. 

			Wealth.

			Godliness, which utterly failed to sway Malleus from his convictions. When others prostrated themselves in fear or devotion, he lit a Culebra and asked people questions. He would gladly question the gods too, if one would ever actually dare to submit to his interrogation. 

			Fountains had been built in the east and west sides of the pillared hall, with statues of the river gods Tiber and Nile shipped over from the Piazza del Campidoglio and installed above the basins – both were decorated in the same ostentatious fashion as the rest of the building.

			Wasteful extravagance.

			Malleus walked up the stairs inside the front of the building and through the open, six-metre-high bronze door into the inner Pantheon. 

			The building had ceased to function as a temple at the start of the fifth century, and later, after its appropriation by the Christians, took the name Sancta Maria ad Matryres, which in time became Santa Maria Rotonda. 

			It was immediately clear to Malleus, however, that every trace of Catholicism had now been swept away.

			He knew that the tombs of the painters Raphael and Carracci had long been removed from the rotunda, along with the heart of Cardinal Ercole Consalvi. The shrivelled relic had been burned at Jupiter’s behest, though the remains of the artists and kings had only been moved elsewhere in order to avoid too much outrage amongst the Italians. The Pantheon now belonged solely to the Roman gods.

			Malleus removed his hat. He took in the many flickering torches and braziers that burned in the rotunda, lending a mystic air to the immense dome. LEDs and other modern lighting had been deliberately shunned in favour of this homage to the past. 

			Countless colours of stone from all corners of the former Roman Empire had been used in the building’s construction. Huge squares and circles of deep red porphyry, grey granite and patterned Giallo Antico combined in an intricate floor design; Malleus marvelled at the stark contrasts decorating the great circular wall of the inner chamber. 

			The interior of the rotunda contained seven niches, some rectangular, some semi-circular and bordered by pillars, each filled with an oversized statue of a god, and each surrounded by devotees standing or kneeling and murmuring prayers and requests. 

			Priests in traditional togas wandered around, collecting offerings and burning them in great braziers that stood at the feet of the marble effigies. 

			Malleus watched the smoke, intended to travel all the way to the gods and secure their favour or mercy. It rose in billowing clouds and disappeared through a circular opening at the peak of the dome, nine metres in diameter: the oculus. This and the entrance were the only sources of natural light. 

			Malleus got his bearings, located the statue of Jupiter and walked towards it. The elaborately designed floor was slightly sloped, allowing the rainwater to drain away along narrow gutters. 

			In the times before the gods returned, archaeologists and scientists had puzzled endlessly over which deities had actually been worshipped in the Pantheon. Since the Great Change, however, the priests had been given clear instructions on exactly who the gods wished to see represented in the rotunda. The less important gods were given a place in the aediculae, the small shrines built into the walls.

			Malleus walked past Mars and Venus, Sol, Luna, Mercurius and Saturnus, and finally ended at Jupiter. He joined the queue of people standing before the statue. 

			Nobody paid him much attention. 

			Not even the so-called gods. Smirking, he regarded the walls, populated by empty-eyed marble figures staring indifferently at the crowds. So far, none of the statues had crumbled into dust or come alive to chase him out of their temple. 

			As Malleus came to the front of the queue, a priest approached him to take his offering. 

			‘All I have to offer are my words,’ Malleus said in a friendly tone, holding his hat in one gloved hand. ‘Hello, Jupiter. I expect you’ll know who I am. You gods claim to know so much, after all. And since you just shredded up the body of Mayor Domenico with a bolt of lightning, or so everybody’s saying anyway, I assume we’re both of the same opinion regarding the murder.’ He spoke loudly and clearly, so that his voice cut through the murmur of the worshippers and echoed around the Pantheon. ‘You know me, I’d never pass up an opportunity to meet a god and maybe have a little debate about his background.’ He looked around him, registering the appalled faces of the onlookers. ‘But apparently your lump of marble’s not available for comment today.’

			‘I must ask you to leave,’ said the priest, gesturing with his arms as if trying to shoo away a large, unruly hen. 

			‘Can Jupiter not ask me to leave himself, if he doesn’t want me in here?’ countered Malleus in a calm, unassuming tone. ‘I wouldn’t mind if he booted me out personally.’

			‘Get out!’ shouted a man behind him in the queue. ‘Jupiter won’t manifest just because you want him to.’

			‘Jupiter will punish you,’ a woman assured him. ‘How dare you insult him so!’ 

			‘You should leave now,’ the priest demanded. 

			‘Sure.’ Malleus turned to the statue. ‘A real shame, though. At least in the Pantheon I thought you might have bothered to turn up. Maybe next time.’

			He made his way towards the great doorway. 

			Somebody spat in his direction as he left. 

			Malleus ignored this. He was being deliberately provocative and was happy to deal with the consequences – to a certain extent, anyway. It was only fair, he thought. And his military coat was waterproof. 

			Someone murmured his name, and a flurry of whispers spread through the rotunda. His visit to the Pantheon would be talked about. He’d already been banned from more than a few shrines across the world, always by priests and monks and various relevant authorities. Never by an actual god, though. 

			That was exactly what Malleus was aiming for, but so far no luck. The deities seemed to be sufficiently afraid of him, or disgusted by him, to avoid him completely. 

			We’d have so much to discuss. I wonder how they’d react to my questions. Malleus left the temple and made himself comfortable in a small café on the Piazza della Rotonda. He sat in the covered terrace under a heat lamp and removed his silver cigar case from the folds of his jacket. 

			He selected a thick, twisted cigar with a green band and punched a hole in the cap, then took a cedar splint from the silver case and used it to light his cigar: the only way to get the taste just right. He exhaled and observed the people scuttling across the square in the inhospitable weather. 

			The storm had grown; the rolling thunder and crashes of lightning were louder and more frequent. Even the rain was stronger, as if Jupiter were trying to wash away the traces of the mayor’s murder. 

			Malleus enjoyed the drumming of the rain on the ground. 

			Of course he hadn’t expected the god to show himself, but it was worth using the opportunity anyway, while he was still in the city. His next contract, whether it was for Interpol or a private customer, could require him to leave Rome. 

			Malleus had already seen many places in the world both ugly and beautiful, devastated by war and rebuilt by gods, unadulterated natural beauty and pure human artifice, constructed with steel, concrete and gold. And yet everywhere he went, he was needed, as a provider of expert advice or leader of investigations. 

			He fell into deep thought. 

			In 2012, everything had changed. 

			The majority of prophecies had spoken of the end of the Mayan calendar, the end of the world – people were expecting plagues, volcanoes and earthquakes, comets. In short: the Apocalypse. 

			A few, however, had interpreted it as the beginning of a new calendar, as a new era. It would appear that they were correct. In 2012 the gods had returned. The cards were reshuffled, and some of them seemed to be marked. 

			I was clearly dealt a losing hand. Malleus had already ordered a double espresso and a water as the consequences of his visit to the Pantheon began to unfold. From between the pillars of the Pronaos, a man and woman strode out and stood at the top of the steps, looking around at the square. As they spotted Malleus in front of the café, the man took out his smartphone and made a call. 

			The waiter brought his drinks and Malleus added sugar to his coffee, stirring slowly, as was his habit. He took advantage of the moment of illusory calm to check the news on his PDA. 

			He had bought the device from a friend who specialised in making bizarre modifications to branded gadgets. A dedicated hobbyist, the guy had added all kinds of extras, from stronger battery life to encryption technology, and a variety of special functions that Malleus had not yet discovered. His friend liked to make a game of it, remotely activating new features every so often. 

			Malleus stroked his Fu Manchu moustache and read through emails from investigators across Europe. They sent him pictures and reports from crime scenes, looking to his expertise for confirmation that nothing religious or divine was in play. The reigning uncertainty following the return of the gods meant that people wanted to cover their backs. 

			But sometimes, Malleus found that he was repeating himself endlessly to various officials: a murder was simply a murder, or manslaughter, or an accident. 

			Malleus was part of the Interpol team based in Paris-Lutetia. In his spare time he freelanced as a private investigator, taking on capital offence cases with suspected godly influences. The widespread uncertainty following the return of the gods meant that the authorities often felt the need to cover their backs regarding the supernatural and metaphysical, a service which Malleus was happy to provide – for a fee. 

			So far, though, the culprits behind every case had turned out to be simply blind followers of some god or other, or aspiring tricksters, whose crimes – and Malleus found this particularly notable – were met with a distinct lack of divine intervention or retribution. The deities seemed to deem it unnecessary to punish the pretenders themselves. So Malleus delivered the offenders to the earthly authorities. 

			Shame. No leads. He drank his espresso, and his eyes, disguised by the blue contact lenses, flicked from left to right as he scanned the display. 

			A shadow fell over his screen. 

			‘If you’re not the waiter,’ said Malleus in a quiet and friendly tone, ‘please move along. If you are the waiter, please bring me another water.’

			A woman’s face shoved past the brim of his hat into his field of vision. ‘You’re that Bourreau. The one who mocks the gods.’ 

			‘Never explicitly, signora. I simply invite them to engage in a dialogue. A sadly one-sided affair so far.’

			He looked up and noticed two men flanking the woman. She had organised backup. 

			‘It’s not my fault they’re not getting in touch. They do with other people, apparently. Anyway, I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure, signora.’ Malleus hated being trapped in conversation by people he didn’t know. He found it presumptuous. 

			‘You insulted Jupiter!’ she hissed, narrowing her eyes. 

			‘I did not, signora. But you were presumably standing behind me in the queue when I said to him that we probably agree about the mayor . . .’ he offered as an explanation, hoping to avoid a tangible confrontation by talking so much that she’d leave. He didn’t like hitting women. And his knuckleduster could break bones if the punch really hit. He didn’t want to do that to her. 

			‘Why should he speak to you?’ she said. ‘You mock the gods, you blaspheme. Go into the Pantheon and beg the mighty god Jupiter for forgiveness.’

			‘Beg the statue of Jupiter,’ Malleus corrected her. ‘The god has never shown himself to me, signora. And not to you either, I presume?’ He flashed her a winning smile. ‘I’ll leave you to your faith, and you leave me to my doubt. It’s the scientific version of faith, you know.’

			‘It’s not faith. It’s knowledge,’ the man on her left cut in indignantly. ‘Go and bring Jupiter an offering as atonement for your behaviour!’

			‘Isn’t it up to the priest to stand here and demand that, signore?’ Malleus puffed on the cigar and casually slipped his hand into his left pocket, which contained one of his two knuckledusters. With his right hand he took off his hat and placed it on the table. ‘Why do people so often get involved in things that don’t concern them?’

			He slid his fingers through the smooth metal rings, his hand grasping around the thicker middle section, which consisted of a collapsible Derringer and a hellishly sharp flick knife. It was a modern imitation of the Apache Knuckleduster Pepperbox. With luck he wouldn’t need to use the inbuilt 9mm revolver. 

			‘I’m a follower of Jupiter, it certainly does concern me!’ The woman drew back her arm and threw a hefty punch at Malleus’s face. 

			Malleus didn’t hesitate, and countered her attack with a hard kick, so that her fist missed him and flew past his cheek. Her companions caught her as she fell backwards.

			‘I’m warning all three of you,’ he said without raising his voice. ‘I will defend myself. And it could end painfully for you. I assure you that I do not intend to insult your religious feelings towards Jupiter. But I’ll say it again: if he thinks I deserve punishment for my behaviour, he’ll have to come and tell me himself.’ 

			The woman responded in indignant Italian, but one of the men dragged her away; meanwhile two waiters had appeared at the door, though more out of curiosity than anything else. The second companion strode threateningly towards Malleus. ‘Atheists like you will soon be exterminated by the gods,’ he whispered coldly. ‘You are walking insults to the Pantheon, and you will disappear. One way or another.’ With that he turned and left. 

			I’d love to see that. Malleus slipped his fingers out of the knuckleduster and called to the waiter for another water.

			* Α Ω *

			Those three idiots, self-proclaimed defenders of Jupiter!

			I’m standing next to the obelisk on the piazza and watching the Bella Donna walking towards him in a dark red coat. She’s coming from the opposite direction to the god-botherers nearing him from the temple. He’s sitting totally relaxed, reading his PDA. Of course he noticed the idiots a long while ago. 

			No idea how much trouble they want to start. In any case, I don’t like it. I found him, he belongs to me. 

			The trio of idiots walks past me towards him, deep in discussion. The woman wants to rip out his entrails, the men are promising at least a public humiliation that he won’t forget. 

			Wonder if they’ll sound so convinced with a bullet through the leg or the arm?

			No, not from him. 

			From me. 

			Hidden in the folds of my coat, I screw the silencer onto my trusty APB, a fully automatic pistol capable of single shots, short salvos or sustained fire. Twenty shots and a detachable box magazine. I lock the steel shoulder rest into place. All in all it’s a pretty nice piece, developed by the Russians in the seventies. A little heavy, clunky even, but pinpoint accuracy every time. 

			It ends with a brief scuffle outside the café, and he comes out on top. No need to use the APB to keep the peace. 

			The three stooges leave the area in a rage and walk past me again, across the piazza. 

			The Bella Donna in the dark red coat, who has approached from the other direction, now sits down next to him. I’m guessing she’s a new client. I’ll soon find out. 

			‘Call the others,’ I hear Little Miss Jupiter snapping at her henchmen as they walk my way. ‘We can head him off if he goes to a hotel.’

			I turn my head towards the trio of idiots as they disappear down a side street. So he’s not out of danger yet. 

			Soon, though. I’ll make sure of it. 

			I leave the cover of the obelisk and glance once more in his direction. He’s deep in animated conversation with the woman. He should be fine for two, three minutes without me.

			The rain keeps getting heavier, drumming forcefully on the cobbles and roofs. The cumulative roar of the raindrops is enough to swallow or dampen any sound in the streets below.

			The three of them are walking about fifty paces in front of me, still deep in conversation, and the woman makes a gesture, dragging her index finger across her throat. Then they stop and stand under a canopy, and she pulls out a smartphone. 

			I can’t let that call happen. Her intentions are pretty clear.

			I take a step to the side, into the shadows, and lift the silenced APB, pressing the narrow stock against my shoulder. 

			Aim, fire, pivot. 

			Aim, fire, pivot. 

			Aim, fire – done. 

			The frantic metallic clack of the mechanism as it clicks forwards and back is the loudest noise; the shots themselves barely make a sound.

			The three idiots fall almost simultaneously, their blood spraying against the wall behind them.

			I lower the fully automatic and it disappears into my coat as if it had never existed. The woman’s smartphone falls onto the cobbles, the display smashes into pieces. 

			Didn’t have to be this way, I think, and breathe in the smoke curling from the muzzle of the gun and up through the folds of my coat. If you had just left him in peace, I would have left you alive. 

			Slowly I make my way back to the piazza to check on him. My coat and hood keep the pouring rain at bay. 

			The police will find the bullets. Painstakingly inscribed with my sign. And the shells, which I never take with me. Never. Calling cards. Engraved symbols leaving no doubt as to who is responsible. 

			The cops will be shocked – they thought I’d stopped doing this a long time ago. Then they’ll look for connections to the old cases and won’t find anything. 

			Or at least I’d be very surprised if they did. 

			As I step back onto the piazza I hear the horrified cries of the first passers-by behind me. 

			A grin spreads across my face.

			That’s my applause. My reward, my recognition. 

			And I’m willing to kill for it.

			* Α Ω *

			Malleus continued puffing on his twisted cigar and looked back at his PDA. 

			‘You stayed very cool,’ said a woman’s voice next to him. ‘Given all the threats she made.’ 

			Malleus had already noticed her perfume, a mixture of ocean and fresh grass, with notes of bittersweet flowers. He turned his head and saw a woman with long brown hair flowing down her back, accented by a dark red streak running from her left temple. 

			She was wearing a tight, knee-length dress in white, grey boots and a dark red coat; her fingers were covered in black gloves. 

			He stood and bowed slightly in her direction, laying a hand on the back of the chair next to him.

			‘Would you like to take a seat next to me, signora?’

			She nodded and allowed him to pull out the chair for her. The waiters immediately swarmed around her, and she ordered an espresso and dolci in perfectly accented Italian. 

			Malleus noticed the necklace dangling across her chest. It was made from white gold, with two figures depicting the gods Aeracura and Dis Pater: goddess of death, and the ruler of the underworld. So she was someone who chose not to follow the main figures of the pantheon. He found that exciting. 

			‘You’ve got my attention.’ He gestured towards her jewellery and noticed a red spot the size of a pinhead on the seam of her coat – fresh – and a few coarse, black hairs. ‘You should have been more careful at the sacrifice.’

			‘How did you—?’ She looked down at her coat. ‘Ah, of course. Good eye.’

			‘It’s how I make my living.’ Malleus smiled. ‘Which authority sent you?’

			She had to smile. ‘Is it that obvious?’

			‘Very.’ While Malleus spoke, he stayed vigilant. His gaze wandered past the obelisk to the entrance of the Pantheon, watching for more outraged god-botherers hoping to cause a scene. ‘You made a sacrifice to secure the gods’ help with something. Perhaps for this conversation with me, signora?’
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