No Passengers Allowed

J. M. Strother

As airports go, this one was pretty screwed up. Lines freaking everywhere. Due to an ongoing strike the main terminal was a confused mess—chaos defined. Sam Harris glanced at his watch. At this rate he'd never make his flight. Just perfect.

The kid right in front of him knocked over mommy's oversized suitcase for the third time. This time it clipped Sam right on the shin.

“I'm sorry.” The frazzled woman pulled her little cretin, one of three in tow, away from the fallen case and fumbled to upright it once again. Some people just should not be allowed to fly. Sam stepped aside and let a party of three behind him go ahead, to put some distance between himself and the little menace. He had lost his spot in line twice already, what would three more places matter? He wasn't planning to make this flight anyway.

He looked over at the lines for Royale Atisari Airlines, the one place where things seemed to be moving smoothly. He wondered if that was business as usual, or if they had added extra staff. Rumor was that the Crown Prince of Atisar was flying home today.

He glanced at his watch again, and made a mental note to never fly Pangaean Airways again.

There was a sudden flurry of movement at the far end of the terminal, a surge in noise level. He strained to see if this was perhaps the arrival of said Crown Prince, earlier than expected. But it soon became obvious that was not the case. A group of young men was swaggering through the crowd with an air of self-importance, dragging some of the adoring crowd along with them. He heard shouts of Marco! Marco!

Oh yea, one of the World Cup teams was also flying today. What was it, Greece? Spain?

“Are you a football fan?” The man behind him followed his gaze. He spoke with a heavy German accent.

“Uh, yea. I like the Vikings.”

“Ah! An American.”

Sam really did not want to talk. He tried just not responding to cut off the conversation.

“I've been to America,” the man said, extending a big beefy hand. “I am Christian Stein.”

He pretty well had to shake the guy's hand. “Sam. Sam Harris.” At least to you.

“So, you are from Green Bay?”

Sam looked at the guy like he was nuts. “That would be the Packers. The Vikings are from Minnesota.”

Christian looked chagrined. “It's such a big country. So many places to keep strait. I never went to Minnesota.”

Me neither, Sam thought. God, how he wished his cell phone would ring, and cut this conversation off.

“I'm going to South Africa for the World Cup. I hope we make it to the finals.”

“Good luck on that.” Sam pulled out his cell phone. “That reminds me, I have to make my final connections.” He turned his back to the big German and called the Pangaen number. It rang three times and then went into hold hell, just as he hoped it would. Since the German had no idea who was on the other end he faked a conversation, made disappointed noises, and hung up in a huff. Apparently the ruse was enough—the German made no move to reengage.

An interminable ten minutes passed and the line snaked slowly forward. Sam was considering what to do to slow things down when his cell phone rang.

“Hi, Jeff. How you doing?”

“I'm sorry?”

“Is this Jeff Marks?”

“You must have the wrong number.”

“Terribly sorry.” Click. That was the signal. The Crown Prince had just left the hotel.

Sam waited. One minute latter the PA announcement came.

“Sam Harris, please pick up a red courtesy phone for a message. Sam Harris, please pick up a red courtesy phone for a message.” His cue to get the hell out of line.

“I'll save your spot,” the German assured him.

“Thanks.” Like hell.

He took the message at a courtesy phone near the restrooms. The recording, left by the same voice who had asked for Jeff Marks, was simple. “Hi Sam. Hope I catch you before you board. Our client says everything is go. Have a great flight.”

Sam hung up and went into the men's room.

No scanners looked for bamboo. No detectors would find curare.

Sam sat in the far stall, not so much to pretend to shit, as to use his thighs as stabilizers as he loaded up his LaCrosse pen. It was too dangerous to carry it already loaded. An over zealous security agent might ask to inspect it. Or someone might simply ask to borrow it. God knows what that might lead to.

When Sam emerged his pen was loaded with three tiny darts. He only expected to need one, but it was always best to have backups in place. Now all he had to do was linger, near the back of the line, and wait for the good prince to walk by. He hoped to god that annoying German wouldn't look for his return.

There seemed to be some kind of disturbance going on at the Pangaen counter. Two men in tan blazers and wearing shades had taken up position on either side of the front of the line. Brief panic fluttered in his gut. It only took a moment for him to realize they were not looking for him. They were muscle hired for crowd control. And something had definitely aggravated the crowd.

There was a weasel of a man now behind the counter, also accompanied by hired muscle, going from agent to agent. The agents all looked stricken. Sam moseyed over to the end of the line.

“What's going on?” he asked.

A black fellow in a business suit turned toward him, anger clouding his face. “They are closing down!”

Sam thought the man meant they were shutting down one of the lines despite the long wait. But as he watched the weasel work his way from agent to agent things began to become clear—he was collecting the employee ID from each person in turn.

“All of them?” he asked, incredulously.

“The whole fucking airline!” the black man informed him.

“Jesus Christ.”  As the crowd at the front of the line got rowdier his gears started turning. This was perfect. On top of the strike at the other end of the terminal, this really assured mass pandemonium. He could not ask for better cover. He watched as a few people, the most savvy of the bunch, broke away from the line and started heading to other carries. He glanced over at the Arrivals/Departures display in the center of the terminal, right in the path to Royale Atisari Airlines. He hurried over to grab the best possible position.

A line started to form at the Atisari counter, to the horror of its agents. But options were becoming very limited, and people were desperate for a flight out, any flight.

“Do you think Royale Atisari flies to South Africa?” Shit. The big German again.

Sam looked up at the boards. One by one the Pangaean flights were changing from On Time to Canceled.

“I don't know. I've never flow them,” he answered as civilly as could be. “It wouldn't hurt to ask.”

“Where are you going?” the German asked. “After Paris? I can ask if they go there too.”

“Thanks. I'm heading back to the States.”

The German nodded, and headed off toward the counter. Sam stole glances down the long main hall, looking  for any sign of the prince.

A woman at the Pangaean counter started getting hysterical. She began screaming at the weasel, demanding to see the manager. He could not hear what weasel said, but whatever it was really set her off. She launched herself halfway over the counter, grabbing for his throat. The muscle at his side intercepted, and none-to-gently wrestled her to the floor.

“Everyone, please remain calm!” weasel shouted to the simmering crowd. “We will get things sorted out in due order. Your luggage will find you, eventually.” At this the crowd surged forward, overwhelming the two henchmen. Fists started pounding on the counter top. Angry travelers shouted for satisfaction. Sam began to worry that maybe things would get too far out of control, that a riot might break out, and the Crown Prince would be whisked away for safer environs.

But someone was thinking over at Pangaean. Food service carts suddenly appeared, pushed by stewards who no longer wore badges. They started handing out soft drinks and sandwiches to appease the masses. No alcohol. Sam had to give it to weasel, he was mollifying the crowd and disposing of spoilage all at the same time. Very smart move.

“I am sorry, they do not fly to America.” Damn. The German was back again. “But they do fly to South Africa!”

“That's terrific. So you'll get to see the World Cup after all.”

“Yes!” The German was grinning ear to ear. Sam strained to look around him, toward the entrance. A small knot of people had just come though the doors. Goddammit, this German was going to screw up everything. “They have a special flight leaving soon, no passengers allowed, but I'll be on the next flight. They said they would track down my luggage for me. Wonderful people, the Atisari. So hospitable.”

“Maybe you should book your next vacation there,” Sam suggested, moving laterally to try and clear some space. He needed to get rid of this German, like pronto. The pen was pretty inconspicuous, but he couldn't very well pull it out and point it at the Prince while engaged in one-on-one conversation. The knot of people approaching had all the earmarks of a security detail—four stone-faced burly men wearing dark glasses, arranged in a loose perimeter around a central figure. Please, dear God, just go away.

“That is a wonderful idea!” the German clapped him on the back. “I'll go see if they have any brochures.” Sam stared after him in disbelief. He took out his pen and adjusted his stance.

The security detail swung wide, to avoid the commotion at Pangaean Air. He should have anticipated that. He looked down, as if thinking of flight options, and took a few steps to get realigned. He frowned up at the display screens, but kept the security detail in sight. Shit. From the corner of his eye he saw the German break away from the Atisari counter and head back his way.

The German came back, again, all smiles. “Look at this!” He held out a set of brochures for Sam's perusal. Small white villages nestled on seaside hillocks. Pristine beaches hosted bikini clad women, scampering in the surf. The security detail was now close enough that Sam could finally see the prince. He was dwarfed by the men who surrounded him. Opportunity was quickly slipping away.

Someone bumped into the German, jostling his elbow. His pamphlets fell to the floor. “Oh!” The German bent to scoop them back up. Sam clicked his pen.

The prince brushed at his neck in annoyance as his party continued on.

“If you are ever in Germany,” the German said, standing again, “please come to Bamberg and look me up.” He fished out a business card. “We're a very hospitable people too.”

“Thanks, Christian. I'll be sure to do that. If you ever make it to St. Paul, I'm in the book.” Sam glanced up at the monitor. “I think I might be able to book through London. I'm going to go check on my luggage.”

Christian shook his head, obviously doubtful of success on that front. “Good luck, my friend.”

As Sam neared the agent counters there was a small commotion over at Atisari Air. The security detail suddenly formed a tight knot around the prince, hovering over him like mother ducks. An agent became alarmed, then in response to one of the security guards, started frantically dialing the phone. What a shame. Who could have anticipated a heart attack at eleven years of age?

Sam approached the Pangaean counter from the side, bypassing the angry mob. A few of them noticed him and jeered, as if crashing this line mattered one iota. He waved his hand, still holding the pen, to get weasel's attention. The man finally looked over at him.

“Can you tell me how long it will take to get my luggage forwarded to London?”

The man looked down his glasses at him and sighed. “It will take as long as it takes,” he said, no sympathy at all in his voice. He turned away to direct the activities of the crew, which was locking down operations.

“Thanks for nothing,” Sam said, clicking the pen once more. As Sam turned away Weasel brushed at the back of his head, and went on barking out orders.

That one, Sam figured, was a public service.

