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This book is dedicated to all the children in the world that have been touched by the scourge of human trafficking.  I hope this book shines a light on what I feel is the greatest sin in this world and the evil people who operate this wretched machine.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

1

[image: image]


Flight 501 to Seattle

I’m Marco Flynn, by trade a security specialist; others call me a private investigator.  Some, a man for hire; a fitting description.  Divorced, late thirties, one kid, and trying to start over with a new lady.  Her name is Tara Harvest.  I’m a broken individual, and she accepts it.  Definitely not as young as I used to be and not as wicked as some would lead you to believe.  Yeah, I’ve seen a lot, especially in the last few weeks. 

The last case was tough, to say the least, and we needed a break.  Tara and I booked ourselves for the midday flight from Indianapolis to Seattle, flight 501 on Alaska Air, to spend the holidays with my son.  He lives with his mother, the ex-wife, in the Emerald City.  The vacation was a treat before dealing with reality in my hometown and the aftermath of the last case. 

I enjoy flying and not worrying about controlling the situation, because there is none.  For once, that is someone else’s job.  It’s statistically safer than driving but don’t explain the physics to me.  I relax on planes and take catnaps on almost every flight, even those small ones with propellers.

Tara, my girlfriend, is the opposite.  She is like a tabby in a rocking chair store: nervous, anxious, and uptight.  All in one little ball of a person.  Tara took the window seat to watch the entire flight from Indianapolis to Seattle.  Being above the clouds and unable to view the ground for hours did not matter.  She said the view made her feel safer.  I didn’t buy the explanation and didn’t need any of my detective’s intuition to draw my conclusion. 

We planned to spend Christmas with my son, Jacob, and stay with the ex-wife, Cassie.  Tara was unsure about the arrangement, but played along.  The last couple months were complete chaos and included the death of my brother, Brian.  I also recovered from a punctured lung and broken ribs, courteous of my brother’s killer.  Needless to say, we caught the bastard, along with a bunch of other scum, and put them away.  Now they are the prosecutor’s problem.

This trip provided a chance to forget that, at least temporarily, and start a new chapter. 

The person on the outside of our row was a no-show, so an extra seat existed in our aisle. The additional space allowed us to lean against each other without the armrests digging into our hips.  The space also provided as much leg room as the emergency exit row.

The flight departed without a problem, other than the scratches Tara left on my arm.  As soon as we hit altitude, I was out and only woke when Tara grabbed my hand and squeezed, almost breaking a finger, because we hit some turbulence.  Time to wake up; the attendants rolled out the drink service and came around to offer the mid-flight beverages. 

I observed the environment of the Boeing 737, one of the most popular commercial airplanes in the world.  The plane cooled off slightly, thanks to the improved air flow and the higher altitude, from take-off.  The dimmed fluorescents and opened windows provided ample light to view the cabin.  A blue headrest with a small video screen was the only thing in front of me.  Rubbing my eyes to get the sleep out, I took a second to shake out the cobwebs of my high-altitude nap.

“Will watching a movie help?”  Tara’s anxiety concerned me.

“No,” was her curt reply.

As the flight attendant navigated down the aisle, I focused my attention on an odd item in the cart, a tightly wrapped plastic bag with a damp green cloth inside.  I assumed one of the flight attendants placed the bag there for a reason known only to them, perhaps someone requested a wet cloth to clean up a mess, or a kid.  My mind dismissed the item as the attendant pushed the cart to the front of the plane.  Over the course of fifteen minutes, the drink cart returned down the aisle, stopping at every other row and distributing alcohol, diet soda, and ginger ale. 

People shuffled and opened more of the window coverings.  This flooded the cabin with more light.  I heard the hiss of soda as cans popped open.  The ales gave off a hint of ginger and spice that filled the air.  The pressurized cabin amplified every sense at thirty-five thousand feet, a new world with the added stimuli.

The plane went through more turbulence and Tara grabbed my hand tighter this time.  A moan of pain was my response while turning to her.  Simultaneously, a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention.  Probably someone put their hand out to balance themselves in the shaking cabin.

“You safe over there?” I asked Tara and forgot about the drink cart.

Her pageant-winner good looks distracted me all the time.  Amber locks that rolled in curls to the shoulder, the perfect smile, rounded cheekbones, and brown eyes the color of a well-oiled baseball mitt all pulled me in.  On the outside, she still looked like the girl that won Miss Indiana so long ago.  On the inside, she was a completely different woman.  The most important thing was she loved me.  Not bad for a schmuck that got through college because he played baseball and couldn’t hit a curve to save his life.

At the moment, Tara looked like she might need the complimentary barf bag.

“Oh, me?  Yeah, never better.  I don’t understand why I hate flying.  You’d think I would adjust to it after all these years.”

I grinned.  “Do you want one of those pills to help with the travel sickness?”

She smiled back.  “No, I’ll be fine.” 

“What about a sleeping pill?”

She stuck out her tongue and turned her head back to the window.  Tara wrung her hands in her lap and grabbed the armrest.  I thought she put a dent in the metal from clamping down so hard.

Seeing her this way was awful.  I hoped she would settle down after take-off.  Her behavior was a complete surprise to me.  This was the first time flying with Tara.  The flight home would probably be the last. 

“Maybe if you take your mind off the flight.  What else are you thinking about?”

“I don’t know.  What about you?”

“I’m wondering, do I provide enough for Jacob and should I move out there and become a full-time father.  Petty stuff like that.”

She grabbed my hand.  Thankfully, the gesture was more tender than how she handled the armrest.

“Sorry for the condescension.  Doesn’t matter if you are there.  You’re always a full-time father, no matter what.  Jacob knows that.”

My eyes turned back to the aisle.  The drink cart moved three rows closer, and I noticed the disappearance of the plastic bag.  That was the flash of movement; someone grabbed the bag.  Who and for what purpose was unknown, but there were several logical explanations.  My cynical nature didn’t care and raised its ugly head.  My inclination was that none of those other possibilities was the answer.  As they say, if you see something suspicious...

“Do you have a piece of paper and a pen in your purse?”

Tara nodded and relief came across her face.  Tara needed something to do other than watch the wing bounce outside the plane.  She searched through her purse and pulled out the two requested items.

“Thanks.”

Tara resumed her self-appointed task of making sure the wing didn’t go anywhere.

I scratched a quick note on the paper with the blue pen and waited until the drink cart passed, then requested a Diet Coke to continue the charade of needing a drink.  I took a swig and let the bubbles sit in my mouth until my palette tingled, then swallowed and sucked up the courage to act like a casual observer instead of my neurotic self.  By acting, my options were removal from the flight or being a hero and becoming the neurotic passenger everyone hated while pressing the call button to mitigate the potentially negative alternative. 

The front attendant came back. 

The drink cart blocked the other attendant, which was the desired effect.  If the plot involved her, the last thing I needed was to alert her to my suspicions.

“Can I help you with something?” asked the attendant. 

The short and curvy brunette wore a stiff-looking uniform, a dark blue pencil skirt, with a light blue blouse.  Though appealing, the uniform was obviously a size too small.  Probably an agenda on the airline’s part, or the only issued uniform they sold her ten years and two kids ago.  The woman spoke with a soft southern accent that comforted children.  My guess, she hailed from somewhere between Bloomington and Louisville. 

I wagged my finger to draw her close and to tell her softly.  No one else needed to overhear my suspicion.  A plane full of panicking people was a bad idea.

She bent over a little.  Catching a whiff of her perfume, something with cinnamon, I imagined the scent of homemade snickerdoodles. 

“I don’t want to alarm anyone, so I wrote this note.  Read it and if I’m out of line I’ll shut up the rest of the flight.”

She took the paper and nodded.  “I’m glad to help, sir.”

The attendant walked to the front of the plane.  I watched as she read the note.  She slowly turned her head back to me and gave a subtle nod. 

At least I didn’t get kicked off the plane... yet.

The other attendant finished her rounds and wheeled the drink cart to the back of the plane.  Within seconds, that same attendant pushed the snack cart to the front of the coach section.  Another small package occupied the same position as the prior package.  A repeat incident was not a coincidence.  Something was amiss.

I watched the cart like a hawk until noticing the attendant at the front.  She played with something that looked like a flip-phone my parents owned at one point.  She probably sent a message to the captain and convinced me the right thing had been done.

My attention shifted back to the cart, and the package disappeared.  Damn.  I had no idea what the package contained or who took it.  My ego distracted my brain and forgot to pay attention to the most important thing on the plane, never learning my lesson.

Someone snagged the package and probably for nefarious means.  My left hand shook a little until I got my nerve back.

I threw concern over my mysterious behavior out the port window and wiggled around in my seat to get glimpses of the people between me and the snack cart.  After estimating where the person sat based on when the respective package disappeared, I narrowed the suspects to four people, now labeled as one through four in my head.  They all sat on the aisle with easy access to the cart and the attendant.

Tara noticed my weird actions.  She leaned over and whispered, “What’s wrong?”

Tara almost literally scared the crap out of me.  I didn’t notice her movement as she broke my concentration on the problem in front of me.

Calm was required in my response to her, especially in her current state. 

“Probably nothing, but something weird is going on.  I’ve seen two items taken out of the carts after they passed by people.  The attendant didn’t hand them to anyone.  Someone reached in and took them.” 

I attempted to console Tara while keeping my voice in a hushed tone.  Her gorgeous eyes and pretty face made focusing on the task difficult.

“Stay alert and stay behind the seat in front of you.  But don’t act too weird.”

“Oh, like you?” She fired a well-deserved barb of sarcasm.

Tara leaned closer to the window, shrinking her physical profile to be as small as possible.  This did little to calm her nerves, but the distraction drew her attention away from the plane, her fear of flying, and the bouncing wing. 

As the snack cart passed, I hit the call button a second time to signal the same attendant. 

The attendant looked at me with contempt this time.  She glanced at someone back and to the left of me.  She did not want me to notice the guy a row back and on the other side of the aisle shift in his seat. 

I assumed it was the U. S. air marshal assigned to this flight.  There was less than a one percent chance an air marshal boarded this flight.  With those odds we should be playing the lottery.  Then the realization that getting kicked off this plane was a possible reality occurred.

I avoided eye contact with the presumed marshal.  He wasn’t my issue and reacting to him could set off a series of events benefiting someone wanting a little chaos.  If this went sideways, the issue was limiting the potential disaster, as if that could happen at thirty-five thousand feet above the continental United States.

Then suspect number two stood from his seat.  If my antenna weren’t raised already, I would have ignored the movement.  Coincidentally, the snack cart completed its run and the path to the back restroom cleared.  The trouble would have escalated if not for the passenger getting up from his seat.  The move caught the attention of the marshal and the attendant at the front of the plane.  Perhaps they didn’t think the guy in seat 22C was crazy.

The burly suspect stumbled a bit out of his seat.  I’m sure the small airplane seats killed his joints.  The man looked like an average guy flying to his vacation destination of choice.  He wore a tacky Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts.  He met none of the profiling markers the TSA used to stop people in security, but he tried too hard to not draw your attention. 

I threw a quick glimpse at the attendant in the front of the plane.  Her face turned white.  She knew a potential catastrophe was in the making, but she was frozen.  

The rustle of a plastic baggie escaped from number two’s pocket as he passed, as well as the hint of an odd scent for a flight.  It smelled like my old chemistry classroom in high school, sweet and sterile, like a disinfectant.  The recollection of the chemical came to me, chloroform.

I unbuckled my lap belt and turned.  The air marshal caught my eye.  He watched me and ignored the real problem. 

A nod of my head toward the back hopefully communicated my plan.

He raised his eyebrows in an unspoken question.  This guy had no clue. 

A slight nod of my head answered yes to his unasked enquiry. 

The marshal said, “Shit,” under his breath.  He stumbled across two people to reach the aisle and got behind me.

The flight attendant at the back buckled into her seat and then glared as I came back.  

She had a tropical appearance, dark tanned skin, and eyes full of fire.  But that was probably due to me breaking up their party more than anything else.

“Sir, the sign to remain buckled is still lit.  Please, return to your seat.”

Her accent revealed her Caribbean heritage.

“Really?”  It was my attempt at intimidation.  I then focused on the problem at hand, the man in the lavatory.

The air marshal was three paces behind me. 

We both looked at the locked door.  The guy inside was probably conducting some experiment we would regret if we didn’t bust down the folding door. 

I evaluated the rest of the area at the rear of the plane and assumed there was no more trouble beyond the guy in the restroom.  The two carts were locked in place.  The suspicious attendant was buckled.  Everything else looked like standard issue metal cabinetry on every other plane.

My pseudo-partner looked at me.  He dressed to blend in with ripped skinny jeans, a neatly cut polo shirt, beard, and man-bun.  He believed hipster was the way to go for this flight.

“I’m...” 

“I don’t give a crap who you are.  We have a situation here.”

“You the one that gave the attendant the note?”

“Yep.”

“What’s up with this guy?”  He pulled out his weapon as he asked the question.  At least he took the threat seriously.

“Two packages delivered to him from the attendant via the carts.  He smelled like chloroform and sounded like plastic bags when he walked back.”

“You sure?  Because if I open this door and he’s taking a dump, I’m arresting you.” 

“Do it now. His accomplice is going to try something in a second.” 

The flight attendant unbuckled as we talked, and a look of displeasure covered her face as their plan unraveled.  My intimidation skills needed some work.

The air marshal pulled out his badge and flashed it at the attendant as a warning to stay seated. 

She hesitated for a second, but still charged.  The woman sported noticeable biceps, obviously a fitness maven.  She decided to fight.

I got in the way to stop her from doing anything stupid.  “You think that’s a wise move, miss?” 

She swung.  I blocked the blow and countered by slamming her back into her seat. 

The woman rubbed the spot just inside her shoulder where my fist connected and rethought a second attack.  Evidently, the punching bags at the gym didn’t hit back.

The marshal prepared to bust in on the suspect. 

People on the plane knew something was wrong.  I saw the top of Tara’s head peeking over her seat.  We had to finish this before the passengers started a frenzy.

The marshal jerked on the door, and it opened.  “Freeze!  Arms in the air!”

He immediately jumped to the side as a flame burst from the lavatory.  The guy in the Hawaiian shirt jumped at the marshal from the bathroom, unaware I waited on the other side. 

The marshal stepped back, distracted by the flame.  The attacker came at him with something resembling a miniature blowtorch.  Curiosity arose about how that got on the plane, but confidence that our convalescing attendant was involved provided the sufficient answer. 

My reflexes kicked in.  Before the thug noticed me and switched his attack, I grabbed his extended arm and twisted.  A solid popping noise came from his elbow, a certainty the joint was dislocated from the force used.  He dropped the torch and fell to his knees.  Fortunately, the flame expired, and the weapon was kicked into the bathroom, where the loosely hanging door kept the weapon away from everyone else. 

The marshal regained his senses and put his gun on the guy’s neck. He ordered, “Hands behind your head.” 

The attendant got a second wind and a wild hair.  She jumped me from behind and hit me on the shoulders, the only place on my body that wasn’t vulnerable.  The blow hurt, but she got the wrong end of my elbow as I whipped around and hit her square in the jaw.  She flew into the stationary snack cart.  She fell to the floor like a sack of peanuts.  Justice was served with a side of biscotti.

Then the flashback hit me.  I recalled the image of my brother, Brian, landing on the sidewalk and froze.  My mind saw his body thrown from the vehicle once again. 

An order from a distant voice brought me back.

“You!”  The marshal yelled at me.  “Cuff them.”

My attention came back to reality and obliged as he held the prime suspect at gunpoint.

We handcuffed the would-be terrorists to their new seats as we cleared the rear of the plane.  The marshal and his revolver watched over both as everything settled.

The front attendant came back and talked with the marshal.  She called up to the pilot and explained what happened.  I ignored the conversation and focused on the scene and tried to remove the image of my dead brother from my thoughts. 

The marshal tapped me on the shoulder.  “Can you watch them while I talk to the pilot?”

I nodded and absorbed the daggers coming from the eyes of the perps.

The marshal got on the horn and exchanged codes to corroborate his identity.  He told the pilot everything and hung up.  Then he resumed his post.

The flight attendant smiled at me.  “Thanks for all your help.  You may have saved the lives of everyone on this plane.  Thanks for being attentive to your surroundings.  Let me know if I can do anything to make your flight more comfortable.”  She brushed against my arm and gave me a wink.

My eyes rolled in response.  “No problem.  It’s what I do.” 

I turned to the marshal.  “You need help watching over these two?  Or just go back to my seat?”

“Nope.  By the way, name’s Greg Frey.”

“Marco Flynn.  Sorry, I cut you off earlier.  We had business to attend to before exchanging pleasantries.  So, does this happen often?”

“More than you would think.”

“What happens next?”

“We land and I take statements from everyone, just like a standard police investigation.”

Then the cut on his cheek, just above his beard, became noticeable.  In my best manners, I pointed out the injury.  “Looks like he got you.”  A couple drops of blood dripped onto the collar of his polo shirt.

He put the back of his hand to his face.  “Guess so.  I’ll check it out when we get to the ground.  Get back to your seat. We should make our emergency landing soon.  Thanks again for your help.”

I peeked in the lavatory.  The guy set up a mini lab to cook some drug.  After pointing out the setup to the marshal, Frey closed the door.  Nobody else needed to see that.

“I will check it out after we land.”

The Hawaiian shirt guy said, “Hey, what about my kid?”

Damn, he has a kid on the flight.

The other attendant met me at the jerk’s seat.  Sure enough, there was a girl there.  She was out cold.  We tried to wake her, to no avail.  The scumbag drugged her. 

I ran back and asked in a nasty tone, “What did you give her?”

He smiled and a punch responded to the smirk.  Blood hit his accomplice in the face.

The guy screamed, “Police brutality.”

Grabbing his lapel with my response, “I’m not the police, asshole.  I’ll ask one more time.  What did you give her?”

He tried to spit at me.

My response knocked him out this time.

The attendant asked for a doctor to help the little girl.  A guy from first class came back.  After a few minutes, the doctor confirmed the girl would be fine when the sedative her escort provided worked through her system.  He had nothing with him that would help but would oversee her treatment when we landed until a doctor on site took over.

The passengers wondered what they just saw.  I’m sure many thought there was a bomb involved.  But few suspected the truth.  I didn’t want to say the answer out loud.  

My opinion stuck to the facts in my head.  This guy tried to make meth for the rest of the trip while the girl was unconscious, probably why I smelled chloroform.

The pilot came over the speaker. “I apologize to everyone for the commotion.  We will land in Salt Lake City in under thirty minutes to drop off some garbage.  And, from the crew, we would like to thank the two vigilant gentlemen that spotted something wrong.  Thank you from everyone on this flight and Alaska Air.  Now, if everyone would buckle your seat belts, we will make our descent.  We will try to make this quick to get everyone to their Seattle connections in a timely manner.”

I went back to the marshal and asked, “Sure, you got everything under control?  Or need help watching over them?”

“I’m good.  Thanks for your assistance.  We will want a statement when we land.  I’ll try to make it quick so you can connect to Seattle on the next flight.”

“Great.  Talk with you soon.”  

I returned and got buckled.  

Tara leaned over.  “Just had to show off, didn’t you?”

She gave me a peck on the cheek.  I didn’t tell her about the attendant’s subtle offer.  There wasn’t a competition and having Tara deck the flight attendant wouldn’t help us get to Seattle any quicker.

“Seriously though, are you fine?”

“Couldn’t be better.”  I was honest for the moment.  Having stopped a criminal on an airplane and becoming a freaking hero had me stoked.

Tara tensed up again.  That’s when the seatbelt sign blinked back on.  It was time to land the plane and Tara had a death grip on my forearm.
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Layover in Salt Lake City

The landing in Salt Lake City was an exercise in patience.  Tara was over-the-top with her anxiousness; at one point, she let out a squeal.  I’m pretty sure she bruised the bones in my hand.  The experience signaled that we should avoid flying in the future at all costs, or perhaps take separate flights. 

After we landed, Tara and I, along with all the other passengers departed and left the marshal, crew, and thugs behind.  We were the last to leave the plane and entered the airport.  The passengers from the flight greeted us with a standing ovation.  It was an embarrassment.  Don’t most of these people have connecting flights? 

Airport security escorted us to a confined area.  From the chatter, you would believe all the passengers played a critical part in the capture and were key witnesses.  They also seemed aggrieved by the incident.

One man exclaimed, “I want my justice!”

Good luck with that one, bub.  Justice wasn’t what he wanted or deserved.  He should be happy with getting his flight comped.

Unexpectedly, I was the last one to give my statement to the air marshal.  Considering the altercation directly involved me, they should think of me as a material witness and prioritize my interview.  Frey stuck me in a small office with a desk on one wall and three chairs opposite me.  Without the coffeemaker, the room would have carried the smell of insignificance.

To fill the time until he could get to me, the air marshal had me draft my statement while it was fresh in my mind.  I wrote a detailed first draft and gave it another review; filling the rest of the time reading fliers on a corkboard.  Beside the board was a most wanted poster, like what you see in the Post Office; the guy at the top looked like my old college roommate. 

Frey entered the room with a freshly cleaned wound and sporting a bandage on his cheek.  He changed into his official security garb and entered with another man.

“This is the airline’s Head of Security, Michael Class.  He’s going to be a witness if a discrepancy arises between our two reports.  Or if he needs to vouch for your story in court.  Just a legal thing the airline requires.” 

The corporate caretaker inserted himself into the conversation.

Class reached out. “I just want to shake the hand of a hero, Mr. Flynn.  Thank you for what you did up there.  A family owes you more than you can imagine today.”

“No problem.  But what family?”

“The family of that little girl.”

The room went silent as I caught up to the unspoken point of the comment.  The weight of what occurred finally landed on me like a palette of patio pavers.

We proceeded with the interview, and I ran through my story three times, mostly for the benefit of Mr. Class.  Frey verified all the information against his recollection of the events on the plane. 

Frey read through it once more.  “You first became suspicious when you saw the plastic bag in the drink cart.  Then you saw it disappeared.  You then watched for other activity.  Also, you alerted the flight attendant from the front of the plane of an issue and gave her a note.  For the record, what did that note say?”

“I wrote, ‘We have a potential problem on this flight.  Is there an air marshal?’ She took the note to the front of the plane and read it.  I can only speculate on what she did at that point.” 

Frey took a couple of notes.  “Fine.  Then what happened with the second cart?”

“Hold on, why were you on this flight?  My luck isn’t that good.”

“Between us, we had some on-line chatter about possible trafficking activity on flights to Seattle.”

“Oh.”  The little girl that sat next to the galoot was the victim here.  They drugged her.  I asked, “What happened to the little girl?”

“I’ll get to that in a minute Mr. Flynn.” 

The marshal tried to push me aside.  I obliged for the moment but waited to see whether we got back to the girl.

“Well, I noticed another package, about the size of a plastic sandwich bag.  We went through some mid-air bouncing and I lost sight of the cart.  Then after reacquiring my line of sight, that package disappeared.  Shortly after the cart completed its pass, the man we found in the bathroom left his seat.  A smell of chloroform and the crinkle of the plastic baggie came from the guy.  I assumed he was the thug.  That’s when we met at the back of the plane.”

Frey scribbled another note.  “I’m sure we will need to get back in touch.  We might bring you in for the trial, if it goes that far.  We have your contact information.  Do you have any questions for me?”

“Several.  What are you doing with the flight attendant that was his accomplice?”

Frey acted like he shouldn’t tell me but would let a buddy in on a secret.  “Well, officially, the airline has already suspended her with pay.  That’s all I can tell you.  With your line of work, take a guess about what we are going to do from here.”

He tried to avoid the question about the kid.  I would not let them get away from it so easily.  “What about the girl?”

Mr. Class looked at Frey, as if he was selling corporate secrets, but the marshall didn’t seem to care. 

“She received medical attention and went directly to the closest hospital for an evaluation.  Local authorities will get in touch with her parents when they know her name.  She was still out when they left the airport.  My guess, the guy gave her enough dope to keep her asleep until they arrived in Seattle.”

“Let me know how that goes when you call me.  I just want to know she gets home safe.  What about the stuff in the lavatory?”

“I’m not sure what the guy was trying to cook, but it wasn’t a pot pie.  The guys in the lab are working on that.  Pressed for a guess, probably homemade meth.  Any other questions?”

“Yeah, what about the rest of the crew?”

“Per policy, we ground them.  Their plane is also grounded until we inspect it for evidence.” 

“Why did you have to go through my statement so many times?  You were there with me and saw everything.”

“To be honest, having you notice this before me makes me look bad.  Just want to make sure our stories mesh as much as possible.”  Frey looked embarrassed.

I tossed him a bone and tried to help his ego.  “Well, if you had been on the aisle, you would have seen it.  How long have you been doing this?”

“I’ve been an air marshal for about three years.”

“Well, I’ve been a federal agent or a security specialist since graduating from college.  Experience helps a lot.  You’ll know better next time.  So, do we get on another flight?”

That wasn’t Frey’s problem.  He got up from the table. 

“I’m just the marshal.  I’ll hand you off to a person from the airline and they will help you out.  One more thing, avoid any comments to the press since this case is still just an investigation.  If they reach out, just say no comment, and move on.  Clear?”

“As crystal, marshal.  I’m sure we will talk again.”

Frey opened the door.  Someone reached in and gave him a piece of paper.  Frey turned and at once pinned it up on the bulletin board.

It was a new missing child announcement and involved a brunette named Maddie Proctor.  Something about this seemed too commonplace for my blood.

“Does that happen a lot?”

“That’s out of Seattle.  Happens about every other month.  It’s almost an epidemic, way too much of it happening.  That’s for sure.”

Two abductions come across my plate in one day.  Disturbing? Yeah.  But how do I help?

Frey scooted by the airline customer service representative as she entered the cramped room.  She sported a blazer covered in airline logos and paraphernalia and looked to be in her mid-50s with a beehive coiffure and perfume that smelled like honey.

Tara followed her in and sat beside me.

The airline rep didn’t waste any time and, with no emotion, she jumped into the spiel.  “Mr. Flynn, on behalf of our airline, thank you for your actions today.  Thank you for saving our assets.  I’m Patricia Stamps and I will handle you for the rest of your time in our airport.”

A term caught me off guard.  “Excuse me, Patricia, but your assets?  Isn’t that tacky?”

She appeared confused by my question.  Stamps then smiled as if she understood what I meant.  “You know, the plane.”

Wrong answer. 

“What about the crew?  And the passengers?”  The attitude about the people that may have died appalled me.

“Well, yes, we always concern ourselves with those people.  That goes without saying.  Doesn’t it?”

Tara, unsure of what was happening, joined the fray.  “Does it?  The term assets doesn’t sound like an endearing reference to those people.”

Stamps collected her thoughts again, a clear and consistent pattern in her life.  “Moving on, without you, something awful could have happened.  Would you and Ms. Harvest like to find out when you will fly to Seattle?”

I shook my head in disbelief.  It seemed we wouldn’t be seeing the Emerald City today.  Otherwise, they would have taken us to a gate by now.

“Will it be today?” asked Tara.

Stamps gave Tara the look you toss at a toddler asking too many questions.

The attitude was tiresome, and I interjected, “Can we just get to the point?  I’m not sure I like the way this conversation is going.”

Stamps folded her arms in her lap and cut to the chase.  “If we must.  Based on the circumstances, we need to get a plane.  Unfortunately, one won’t be available until late tonight and that crew will end their flight duties for the day.  The best we can do is get you out at 10 a.m. local time.  You would arrive in Seattle at roughly 11 a.m. their time.”

Tara bristled because she would have to worry about another flight.  Her nerves might not take the pressure.

Tara asked, “What will we do about a hotel?  We obviously didn’t plan to stay in Salt Lake City.”

I grabbed her hand, knowing what aggravated her.  Stamps’s attitude rubbed me the wrong way, but I understood the logistical problem.  Both of us needed to escape the airport and get into the mountain enclosed city of Salt Lake.

The representative noticed Tara’s agitation.  “Not to fear, madam.”

That drew a sharp gaze from Tara.  She hated thinking she might be a madam.  The term implied she was old.

Tara turned to me.  “I’m taking a pill in the morning.”

The tiny room was uncomfortably warm because of the close quarters, three irritated people, and our attitudes.

Stamps continued without missing a beat.  “We will put you up at a splendid hotel next to the airport and we will compensate you with a free meal at a local establishment, Valter’s Osteria.  It is an outstanding Italian eatery.  We will also give you free valet service to and from the hotel along with the complimentary breakfast.  In the morning, you will make your plane with no issues.  How does that sound?”

“I guess we are doing an evening in Salt Lake City,” said Tara.

“As long as the evening is with you, I don’t mind.”  The line came out of my mouth before I knew what happened and made
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