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Prologue


It happened in 2012.


From one day to the next they reappeared: gods.


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


Interpol investigator Malleus Bourreau has remained an avowed atheist in a world overrun with gods. He’s good at his job, mainly because he has no respect for anyone – humans or gods. His current case, though, is challenging even his investigative powers: a collection of priceless artefacts belonging to cultures from all over the world have disappeared, and the people involved will stop at nothing to keep their locations secret. How are the objects linked?


Star Child is the fourth instalment in the ten-part serial, AERA – Return of the Ancient Gods, by Markus Heitz. Malleus is on the move again, this time to New Carthage to meet a private client. There are questions surrounding the supposedly accidental death of a young boy – a boy whose father just so happens to be an Egyptian god. One thing is certain – this case will have huge consequences.




 






‘Death and beauty are two things profound, so of dark and azure, that one might say that they were two sisters, terrible and fecund, possessing the one enigma, the one secret.’


Victor Hugo, 1802–1885








York, Great Britain, November 2019


Malleus Bourreau sat on a couch covered with reindeer furs, opposite the man whose dead son had been dragged out of the Elbe. It was quiet in the art dealer’s office and the only sound in the antique-filled room was the echoing tick of a tall grandfather clock. The walls were wallpapered white and decorated with old paintings and historical weapons. Lights embedded in the green panelled ceiling filled the room with a warm, harmonious glow. A fire crackled in the corner, staving off the biting cold for which Northern England was so notorious. An iron screen surrounded the fireplace, protecting the luxurious carpets from the occasional spitting sparks.


Even the strong tea he’d been handed by one of the dealer’s employees was doing little to cut through the encroaching sleepiness he felt in the warm room.


He was wearing his dark frock coat, and a long, high-collared white shirt, black trousers and shoes underneath. In front of him on the table lay his PDA, from which he had just read out the precise details surrounding the death of Stephen Ryan Crick.


Malleus observed the elderly man sitting opposite him. He was in his early sixties and, true to his artistic trade, wore an expensive suit in an outlandish black-and-white checked print; topped off with a crisp white shirt and a black tie in a double Windsor knot. He made an elegant impression; not everybody could carry off such an ambitious look.


The silver-haired Marcus Roy Crick had been silent for some minutes. His grey eyes stared at his powerful, well-groomed hands folded in his lap. The weighty signet ring on his right middle finger bore the sign of two ravens, Hugin and Munin – the dealer was a devotee of the Nordic gods, not that unusual in York despite the strong Celtic and Roman influences there. Malleus guessed by his tanned skin and strong hands that Crick spent a lot of time outdoors, maybe sailing; or something similar.


The man raised his head suddenly, looking Malleus in the eye, the light from the ceiling illuminating his dark grey beard. ‘Thank you for making the trip to inform me personally, Inspector,’ he said evenly, his knuckles whitening as he pressed his fingers together. ‘He never took my warnings seriously.’


‘Warnings, sir?’ Malleus discreetly switched on his PDA’s recording function.


‘Our family has collected and dealt in art for four generations – it began with colonial art, which laid the foundations for the Crick family fortune.’ He took a short breath. ‘My son wanted to resurrect that side of the business. I’d spent the last few years specialising in paintings and Viking artefacts. I followed the legal route; he . . . followed the risk. And the higher profits.’ Crick inhaled, unclasped his hands and reached for a whisky bottle standing on the table. ‘We often argued about it.’ With a practised grip, he poured himself a generous glass. ‘For you, Inspector Bourreau?’


‘A small one, thank you.’ Crick passed Malleus a cut crystal tumbler filled with about sixty ml of the amber liquid. If that’s a small one, what does he count as a large?


‘I’m telling you this, Inspector, because I want you to find the person who killed my boy,’ Crick continued. ‘In order to do that you need to know what he did and what connections he had.’ He lifted his glass. ‘To those we’ve lost.’


‘To those we’ve lost,’ Malleus repeated, raising his glass in kind.


A small sip told him that the art dealer had outstanding taste in whisky: this one was mild, aromatic, minimal burn on the tongue, notes of caramel and a little salt.


The toast didn’t take him back to thoughts of his dead family; instead it took him straight back to the wars of the Great Change, back to the front line, the trenches, the crashing of falling grenades and the howling of ash-coloured creatures as they tore through the trenches, bringing death to every soldier they encountered. It took him back to the carnage and death.


To those we’ve lost. Malleus took another drink and tried to shake off the flashbacks. Panic was not a useful emotion.


‘My son was in contact with various shady characters; stolen goods dealers and so on,’ Crick said, swirling the whisky round in his glass.


‘Like Hannes Hein in Treva?’


To Malleus’ surprise, the man shook his head. ‘I’ve never heard that name come up. In one of my last conversations with my son, he told me proudly that he’d found the statuette of Oduduwa. A dealer by the name of Mohr had called him from Treva.’


‘Did Mohr often call him with tips?’


‘Mohr is a small-time player, more of a petty criminal than anything else. He lifts poorly secured artefacts from museums and flogs them on the black market,’ Crick answered with more than a hint of contempt. ‘I wondered at the time how on earth he’d managed to come across Oduduwa. I warned my son it could be a fake, but he was absolutely convinced it was the real thing.’


‘How many people are looking for the artefact?’


‘Must be a good dozen. I know three customers myself who would buy the statuette in an instant if I had it.’ Crick sipped at the whisky. ‘When I last spoke to my son he was with Mohr and a few other people, viewing a couple of different objects.’


‘Do you know what else the dealer had on offer?’


‘My son told me about four other artefacts that he was particularly excited about.’ Crick thought for a second, and listed, ‘A Japanese fan, a mediaeval crown, an embossed Indian horn and a small golden beetle from South America – one of a series, he thought. He sent me some pictures he took with his smartphone. I’ll forward them to you, Inspector.’


‘Thank you. But your son only bought the statuette, sir?’


‘For ten thousand euros,’ grumbled Crick in disbelief. ‘Mohr had no idea how much these objects were really worth.’ He emptied his glass and poured himself another. ‘Of course, I know now why he was so eager to get rid of them. They weren’t fakes. He had stolen them from another collector.’


Malleus ran his fingers over the end of his moustache. He didn’t agree with Crick’s theory. People in possession of expensive items were usually only in a hurry to get rid of them when their lives were in danger. Not when he had stolen them from one of his fellow dodgy dealers.


That led Malleus to one conclusion: Mohr had ripped off someone else – someone higher up. Someone who had ordered and paid for those five artefacts, and who had not received their expected deliveries. If he was correct, there would soon be more bodies found with connections to the break-in at Hannes Hein’s place in Treva, and he suspected Mohr would probably be among them.


Malleus shared his conclusions so far: ‘I believe your son, Mr Crick, was taken by the person who ordered the break-in in Treva, after they realised Mohr had ripped them off. I believe this person captured your son, interrogated him, tortured him and killed him. Mohr was out of his depth, selling the artefacts way under their actual value so that he could get rid of them as quickly as possible. It won’t be long before they find his body too.’


‘If you’re right, the other four dealers at the viewing along with my son are in serious danger as well,’ followed Crick.


‘I fear so. Which makes it all the more urgent that we track down the person who contracted the break-in, as well as your son’s fellow dealers. They may have committed a crime in handling stolen goods, but death is certainly too severe a sentence.’ Malleus sipped his whisky. ‘You are an art dealer, Mr Crick. Your connections to collectors and dealers in the scene would be incredibly valuable to this investigation. Would you be willing to advise Interpol on this case?’


Crick showed willing. ‘By Odin, I want you to find the bastard who did this to my son, Inspector Bourreau. Bring him to justice.’


‘With your help, we have a better chance.’


‘I’ll do anything. Anything.’ Crick stood up and paced over to the window, fixing his gaze on the view of York’s streets through the falling snow. ‘Tell me what you need to know.’


‘Well, it would be a good start to know what kind of objects Mohr was selling.’


‘I’ll take a look at the pictures my son sent me and let you know what I think.’ Crick made a beckoning gesture towards Malleus. ‘You said you thought my son was trying to smuggle the statuette?’


‘I believe so, yes. Transporting it openly would have led to questions at customs, and without the proper paperwork it would have ended up in a police evidence locker.’


‘Where is Oduduwa now?’


Malleus stroked his beard again. That was a good question, but one he couldn’t answer right now. He stood up and went to join Crick, who clearly wished to show him something. He had taken the statuette with him to Paris-Lutetia, in order to store it there, but it was entirely possible that his would-be assistant Marianne Lagrande was currently playing around with it, trying to solve more of its mysteries.


‘In a safe place,’ Malleus answered. He was slightly concerned about Lagrande, come to think of it. The newspapers would certainly have reported on the statuette, as it was mentioned in the official police reports on the Crick murder. Whoever had ordered the break-in would surely be on its trail by now, presumably starting in Treva, and then moving straight to Lutetia.

I must tell Lautrec that he needs to keep an eye on the statuette. And Lagrande.


‘That’s good. My son was convinced that it contained something extremely valuable.’


Malleus’ breath caught in his chest. He thought back to the moment he had dropped the object outside the forensics building, smashing it into pieces. He had definitely found all the pieces – but he had no idea if there had been something inside it.

It was too dark.


‘Valuable in the material sense, or in the . . . spiritual? Or some kind of note with a message?’ Malleus tried to narrow it down.


Crick shrugged his wide shoulders. He held the glass in one hand and rested the other in his pocket. ‘There she is: one city, three names: York, Jórvik, Eboraceum. We are now Nordic, Celtic and Roman: that’s a lot of gods to get your head around.’ He clicked his tongue. ‘None of them came to help my son. Not even the one who was shoved up his arse.’


Malleus sipped his whisky.


He could have easily contradicted the old man, but tact won out. He stayed silent and looked out across the old town, an almost impenetrable sea of roof-tiles.


On his way into the old town, his i8 had driven past Clifford’s Tower, the former keep of York Castle.


There had been a massacre here in 1190: the city’s entire Jewish community was wiped out. But the burn marks on the formidable castle walls were much more recent.


During the Great Change, history had begun to repeat itself as Christian attacks against Jews, and later followers of the Celtic and Nordic gods, rose sharply. The Jewish community in York had once again fled their attackers and sought sanctuary in the ruins of the keep, only to die in a hail of gunshots and improvised grenades. At the height of the chaos, a bolt of lightning seared down into the centre of the keep. There was no doubt that it was Thor’s work.


York Minster, once the second-largest Gothic cathedral in Northern Europe, had also been destroyed, falling prey to the flames that had sprung up from the countless lightning bolts that peppered the city that night. An unearthly amount of lightning, as the Nordic community in York had proudly proclaimed – Thor and Odin had made their mark on Jórvik twice that night.
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