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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? 

			Turbulence is the fifth instalment in the ten-part serial AERA – Return of the Ancient Gods by Markus Heitz. Malleus is on board a plane when it is hijacked by an unknown enemy. But what is the purpose of the attack – taking over the plane itself, taking out an important passenger or something else entirely? Unbeknownst to Malleus, he has an ally on board . . . and he needs all the help he can get!

		

	
		
			Aera: Return of the Ancient Gods Book 5

			Definition: Turbulence

			Addendum December 2012:

			Turbulence can sometimes be caused by gods, the works of gods or entities associated with gods. In this update to the flight manual, we will provide an overview of the areas most likely to be affected by reoccurring god-related turbulence.

			All pilots MUST be acquainted with the altered technical demands presented by these new airspace parameters and must remain informed about all updates to air corridor regulations.

			ATTENTION!

			During the flight you will receive reports every sixty seconds regarding sightings of gods, entities, etc., in your area and around your flying altitude. You must be ready to change your flight path AT ANY TIME, in order to avoid aircraft damage or destruction. 

			Pilot Training Manual

			Updated edition 2018, published 18.09.18

			***

			Unknown airspace, November 2019

			Malleus Bourreau was woken by the pain of his teeth grinding together and by a metallic scraping sound. 

			Slowly and deliberately, he unclenched his muscles, relaxing his jaw and relieving the pulsating pain in his head. His chest also throbbed, right at the point where the stewardess had unexpectedly jolted him out of action with a Taser. 

			A hijacking! Malleus looked around the cabin of the jet, which was clearly flying at a reasonably high altitude. The metallic scraping sound was coming from the set of handcuffs attaching his wrists to his armrest – he couldn’t lift his arms more than a couple of inches.

			He twisted around in his seat and craned his neck to look around. Aside from himself, he could see there were four other passengers cuffed to their seats: two men, two women. One of them, an older man, was just waking up; the others were still passed out, probably from their own Taser shocks. The passengers had chosen to disperse themselves around the cabin, so it wasn’t possible for Malleus to make contact with any of them without alerting the hijackers. He would have to speak to them if he wanted to try and coordinate some kind of plan, but that would draw too much attention.

			He turned to face the aisle that led to the crew area and the cockpit. Strands of his dark hair were hanging in front of his face; he blew the hair from his eyes with a sharp exhalation. 

			The blue curtain that sectioned off the front of the plane was closed and quiet voices could be heard behind it. 

			There were eight of us at take-off. He could just about recall where the other three passengers had been sitting, but they were no longer in their seats and, for now at least, he couldn’t see any blood splatters or signs of a struggle. 

			The stewardess was obviously one of the hijackers – but the other three people? Were they in the cockpit? Had they been taken down to the hold? Why?

			Too much speculation. Malleus tried to stretch his hand into the pocket of his light-coloured coat, checking to see if his Derringer had been taken, but the handcuffs were fastened too tightly. He could only fumble around under the armrest, where he felt the metal tube the cuffs had been attached to. He doubted that he could get free without some seriously impressive manoeuvring, and he had no idea how long he’d been unconscious. He couldn’t get to his luggage, or to his coat, which he knew contained spare weapons.

			I’ll have to wait. Malleus hated being compelled to do nothing. 

			He made himself as comfortable as possible and listened out for signs that any of the other constrained passengers behind him were stirring. While he listened, he mulled over the potential motives of the hijackers. 

			A Learjet was an expensive machine. If someone with sufficient means were to steal such an aircraft and land it in certain countries, they would need only to remove the transponder and rename the plane and they would have successfully acquired a private jet for a relatively low price. 

			Or the hijacking could be an attempt to kidnap a passenger, or a group of passengers, or their luggage. 

			Or something being transported in the hold. 

			Or me.

			And of course, there was always the possibility that the unknown attackers were planning to use the plane itself as a weapon. 

			In the past it had mainly been fanatical Christians, Muslims or Jews who had ended up on the news for their willingness to die for their faiths by attacking the shrines of the returned gods. Flying a jet into a temple or a holy site would usually get them a decent amount of press coverage. Followers of other returned gods tended to abstain from that particular form of protest. 

			There was also the organisation GodsEnd, who aimed to bring about the fall of the gods by demonstrating their weaknesses and lack of omnipotence, usually in fairly drastic displays of violence or destruction. They could also find a lot of uses for a jet, Malleus speculated. 

			The curtain moved and the brunette stewardess popped her head through the gap into the passenger section. She was still wearing the neat green and yellow uniform, but her jacket was open, displaying the shoulder holsters she was wearing underneath. On the right was a revolver, on the left the Taser with which Malleus was already acquainted.

			‘Ah, Mr Bourreau,’ she greeted him in a friendly tone. ‘Please forgive our methods, but it was in everybody’s best interest that we subdued the passengers as quickly as possible.’ She stood in front of him. ‘Is everything alright? No heart problems from the electric shock?’

			‘No,’ he responded. ‘I’d like to smoke, though. A Culebra, blue band.’

			She laughed politely, just as one would expect from a flight attendant. ‘I’m afraid I can’t allow you to smoke. But would you like something to drink?’

			Malleus nodded. ‘What’s the purpose of this hijacking?’

			She winked at him, disappeared through the curtain and returned with a full glass of water and a straw. ‘I’ll be making an announcement shortly, when the other guests have woken up, so that everyone’s on the same page.’ She set down the glass elegantly on the tray table in front of him and placed the straw between his lips. ‘Try not to get impatient. We have a long journey ahead of us yet.’

			Malleus drank as she carried on down the aisle and checked on the other passengers. 

			One of them raged at her and swore a lot, another cried and complained. The third demanded to go to the toilet, and the fourth asked for a beer and a cognac. 

			A long way, she said. How far can this jet even go?

			After a short while, the stewardess made her way back to the front of the cabin, picked up the receiver for the Tannoy system and pressed a button. There was the usual two-note tone signalling the beginning of an announcement.

			‘Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to welcome you to your journey with our newly founded Airline, Con Air, on board this chartered flight 08-15 from New Carthage to who-knows-where,’ she said proficiently, without skipping a beat. ‘My name is Tiffy. As you may have noticed, there have been a few changes to your flight today. We will inform you of the exact reasons for this on an individual basis, in the comfort of your seats. Our safety expert is currently checking your luggage for forbidden objects and substances, and he will then be making his way round the cabin to consult with each of you personally. Until then, we ask you to remain quiet. Toilet visits will be offered later in the flight. Finally, the captain and I would like to wish you a very pleasant flight.’ She hung up the receiver and disappeared through the curtain with a chuckle. ‘I’ve always wanted to do that,’ Malleus heard her giggling quietly to an accomplice.

			So I know about as much as I did five minutes ago. Malleus emptied his glass and leaned back in his seat. A glance out of the oval window next to him confirmed that they were flying over the cloud-layer; there was no land or sea to be seen.

			The sun was shining from behind them – so they were heading north. Their course didn’t seem to have changed much from the one he’d originally intended to fly. 

			A muscular man wearing a black set of overalls and a black balaclava came through the curtain and sat next to Malleus. His eyes were disguised by sunglasses, and he was carrying a Beretta 92FS in a shoulder holster. 

			‘Hello, Mr Bourreau,’ he said in English, with a noticeably eastern European accent. He smelled of liver sausage and sweat. ‘The passenger list says you’re an inspector with Interpol?’

			‘Correct.’

			‘Then you will probably be even more annoyed than the others that you are unable to do anything about this hijacking.’ He looked down his nose at Malleus. 

			‘It would have annoyed me more if you were a god,’ replied Malleus, catching sight of his own reflection in the man’s glasses. Usually he would have stroked his moustache to great effect at this point, a mannerism he enjoyed. But the cuffs prevented him from doing so – and from smoking the Culebra that he so desperately craved. A green band. Green helped him think. ‘Or are you one?’

			‘I do currently have the power of life and death in my hands. But people have that power far more often than gods.’ The masked man laughed quietly to himself. ‘What were you doing in New Carthage, policeman?’

			Malleus was glad to find out they hadn’t done any significant background research on him – unless they were deliberately giving that impression to lure him into a trap. ‘Investigating. For a private client.’

			‘You take private cases for extra cash?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Is that allowed?’ The man sounded intrigued. ‘In our country it is called bribery if a policeman receives extra money on the side.’ 

			‘Bribery is different. And my contract allows me to take other jobs.’ Malleus feared that he would have to wait a very long time for a cigar to calm his nerves. He needed it for more than that, in fact: it was an addiction, after all, and one that he was only consciously confronting now, for the first time ever, now he had no choice. Even the thought of being forced to abstain from his Culebras was causing him physical distress; the seeds of panic were beginning to take root in his chest. ‘You obviously didn’t hijack this jet for my sake, so I’m guessing it’s a little inconvenient for you to have an Interpol agent on board. Right so far?’

			‘Right so far.’ The black sunglasses prevented him from getting a look at the brawny man’s eyes. He couldn’t get a read on his reactions. ‘You’ll want to know what I intend to do with this plane.’

			‘You don’t give me the impression that you’ll be sharing that information.’ Malleus nodded towards Tiffy, who had just poked her head through the curtain and was casting a watchful eye over the other passengers. ‘I’ve already given it some thought, but there are too many possibilities to narrow it down.’ 

			The man raised his hand and patted Malleus on the left shoulder. ‘I’m glad. Surprise is the spice of life.’ He stood up. ‘Keep quiet, officer, and no harm will come to you.’ He went over to the next passenger, taking the liver sausage aroma with him. 

			Tiffy had marched along the aisle and disappeared through another curtain on the other side of the cabin, followed by the clicking of a door mechanism. She was either going to the toilet, or on her way to the hold. 

			What could she be doing in there?

			* Α Ω *

			Not the most comfortable way to travel, I’ll admit. 

			Especially not in a plane that’s over thirty thousand feet up.

			But since I’m following him and can’t afford to let him out of my sights, I can deal with it. There’s no other option. 

			There are two air-masks back here for emergencies. Makes life easier for stowaways like me. Not that much luggage, even though the flight was fully booked – maybe they all just brought hand luggage: travelling ‘express’? 

			I bet there are some pretty expensive outfits in these cases, maybe some delicious lingerie. Private charter flights aren’t cheap, there have to be some ladies of luxury up there. Let’s take a closer look. 

			Uh. Weird. Just normal clothes, average stuff, no designer brands. And . . . ammo?

			Shit, a lot of ammo. This case is full to the brim with magazines, fifty rounds each. Unusual calibre, shells without casings. Nine millimetre. And those look like . . . five millimetres.

			There’s only one weapon I know of that’s been tested with such tiny calibre shells: the G11. 

			There must be some decently armed bodyguards upstairs. Good to know. 

			So what’s in the rest of these bags?

			Zip, click, click

			Aha. Money. Old Euros, old Russian Roubles, gold coins. About five hundred thousand, by the looks of it. A lot of gold, but decidedly average clothing – using understatement to avoid attracting any unwanted attention? And if they do attract any attention, they’ve got the guns to deal with it. 

			Quite a few packages lying around in the hold: air freight travelling to Frankfurt I suppose. I wonder what—? Shit, the door!

			I’ve got a visitor.

			A brunette stewardess comes in, with . . . a Taser and a Walther PPK under her jacket. I might be wrong, but I’m pretty sure that’s not a standard uniform. 

			I duck down between the few cases and carefully push the largest one across the floor so she can’t see me behind it. 

			She’s checking the storage compartments with – a skinning knife? Unusual, that’s a pretty technical blade to have just lying around. The way she’s handling it . . . well-practised. She could cut someone’s throat with that. I think I’m in love. I bet she’s got some delicious lingerie on. 

			She’s cutting open case after case, uncovering boxes of champagne, reinforced safe-boxes, presumably filled with jewellery, packages of incense. She looks disappointed. Clearly she was expecting more. 

			A voice crackles from her jacket pocket. ‘Where are you?’

			She pulls out a radio. ‘Inigo, it’s not here.’

			‘It is there. I put the container there myself.’

			‘It’s not in any of the storage cases. And it hasn’t slipped down between the packages.’ She’s evidently pissed off. She’s looking at a bottle of Champagne as if she’s considering popping the cork and necking half of it in one go. I’ll join you for a glass, sweetie. 

			‘Not in the storage cases,’ grumbles Inigo, ‘next to the storage cases. Make sure it’s still standing upright. The client wanted it upright.’

			‘Shouldn’t I —?’

			‘No. Just leave it there for now.’

			The stewardess pockets the radio, curses to herself and finally heaves out a smallish hard case bearing the words HUMAN ORGAN. 

			She opens it and takes out a container with – is that a heart? 

			Shit, yes, that’s a heart in a plastic bag. 

			Small, fresh. From an animal, or . . . a child? 

			She inspects it briefly and puts it back in the case. Then she disappears. 

			Ha, what kind of nightmare flight is this? A Learjet transporting a tiny little heart, together with a ton of ammunition for old-fashioned guns, not to mention the— Ugh, how do I get into these situations?

			I follow the trolley dolly without her noticing, up to the curtain leading into the cabin. I want to check on him. 

			The man I’m trailing. 

			I have a sneaking feeling it was the right call to follow him on this flight. 

			He’s going to need me. 

			* Α Ω *

			Malleus concentrated hard in an effort to make out the masked man’s conversations with the other passengers. 

			The hijacker was speaking very quietly, and his voice was somewhat muffled through his woollen balaclava, but the men and women were answering loudly enough that he could get an impression of who his fellow hijackees might be. 

			It was quite the illustrious crowd. 

			The young blonde woman diagonally behind him was the daughter of a rich industrialist; the thirty-something-year-old in cheap clothing appeared to be a hacker responsible for cracking some seriously complicated systems; the older man was joint head of a corporate group whose name Malleus couldn’t quite make out, and the other woman was a multi-millionaire. 

			Definitely some high-value targets, judging by bank balance alone.

			Malleus realised that he was by-catch, unintentionally caught up in a net full of very valuable fish. The hijackers had very little use for him, even as a hostage. The others would all attract far more attention, and higher rewards. 

			He also realised where by-catch usually ended up – overboard. 

			While he was listening to the others, Malleus had also been examining the handcuffs with his fingers, figuring out their model and manufacturer. He knew most handcuffs had a weak point, but without the right tool, it would be impossible for him to exploit it. 
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