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Chapter 1

Delay Notice
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Delcy pushed through the glass doors with the guilty speed of someone arriving late to a movie, the kind where the dark feels judgmental. The terminal let her in without comment. It did not look up from its own neglect.

The place was technically open. That was the trick of it. Lights buzzed in a strip above the check-in counters, not bright, not off. The kiosks stood in a patient line, screens dimmed to a gray that suggested they might wake if touched in exactly the right way. A flight board glowed on the far wall, listing the same four destinations and the same blank times, as if time itself had been politely excused. Someone had mopped once, but not recently. The floor shone with old effort.

Delcy adjusted her tote higher on her shoulder and walked as if she belonged to the schedule. She could feel eyes before she saw the people. They were scattered in the seating area that used to face a gate, bodies angled toward outlets and one another and the lone vending machine that had an OUT OF ORDER sign taped to it so neatly it felt intentional. No one said hello. She was grateful for that and irritated, as if she’d been denied the chance to decide.

A voice came over the speaker system, calm in the way recorded voices always were, as if calm were something you could purchase in bulk.

“Due to weather conditions, departures are delayed. Please stand by. Weather pending.”

It clicked off. A faint hiss remained, like the system was still breathing.

The wind was there too, not inside exactly but present in the way a headache is present even when you’re pretending to be fine. It pressed at the building, testing seams. Somewhere overhead, a panel rattled with a thin, repetitive insistence that made Delcy’s teeth itch.

She slowed, buying herself a moment to assess. People did this. People arrived and assessed. The problem was that she could not stop herself from cataloging them, assigning small private labels that made her feel observant instead of anxious.

One man sat closest to the windows, his chair angled just enough that he could see both the doors and the darkened corridor beyond the gate. A paperback rested open on his knee, but his eyes moved more than the page did, lifting each time the automated voice spoke, drifting briefly to the others, then returning to the book as if it were something he used to keep his face arranged. Careful. Attentive. Practicing being normal.

Another man stood, which immediately gave him the shape of authority, though Delcy could tell it wasn’t real. He held his phone out in front of him, thumb tapping, glancing up at the flight board every few seconds as if it might blush and correct itself. He wore a lightweight jacket with a stitched logo she didn’t recognize and kept shifting his weight, walking a few steps, returning, tracing small orbits like a person trying to look useful. Managerial without anything to manage.

A woman sat alone one row back, far enough to suggest intention. Dark hair pulled into something that was not quite a ponytail, not quite a knot. A compact hard-sided suitcase rested beside her like an obedient animal. She watched Delcy with a stillness that didn’t bother pretending it was casual. Not hostile. Withholding.

There were others too. A younger man already folded into himself under a cap and headphones, posture broadcasting refusal. A woman in a soft knit cardigan staring at her phone as if signal might reappear if she stared long enough. Delcy registered them and moved on, drawn instead to the empty check-in counters, their rope lines hanging slack like abandoned queue rails.

She took out her boarding pass, though she knew it was useless. The paper made her feel legitimate. The printed time felt rude now, like a personal criticism.

Behind her, the speaker system cleared its throat again.

“Due to weather conditions, departures are delayed. Please stand by. Weather pending.”

“Yeah,” the standing man said, voice pitched to be heard without being challenged. “We heard you.”

No one responded. Delcy pretended to check messages. Her phone flickered between one bar and none, like a small animal deciding when to show itself. She wanted to text that she had arrived. She didn’t. There was no one she needed to reassure. That was the truth. It was also the problem.

She sensed, without turning, the way the man by the windows skimmed attention toward her and away. Not a stare. More like the reflex of someone counting bodies in a room, making sure the number stayed manageable.

Delcy chose an empty seat at the edge of the group, close enough to be included if inclusion became necessary, far enough to keep her own air. She crossed one ankle over the other and tried to look like a person who had not arrived late because she had done something careless with her day.

The standing man drifted closer, still tapping at his phone with the determined silence of someone locked in a private argument with customer service.

“They keep saying severe winds,” he said, not to anyone in particular. “But there’s no one here. Like, literally no staff. I walked the whole place.”

No one answered him. Delcy felt the relief of that, followed immediately by a small sting. She didn’t want to be asked anything. She also didn’t want to disappear entirely. It was an old contradiction, and she disliked meeting it again.

Outside, something metallic clanged, then clanged again, as if a loose sign had been granted permission to argue.

The woman sitting alone glanced toward the windows, then back down at her hands. Delcy noticed her nails were cut short, practical. The man by the windows turned a page with deliberation, offering the performance of normalcy like a snack no one had requested.

Delcy’s lateness sat on her shoulders like a damp coat. She couldn’t stop picturing her entrance from their angles: the door opening, the gust of outside air, her face too alert with the effort of not looking anxious. She hated being seen arriving late. She hated arriving at any moment that suggested she had been somewhere else first.

“Weather pending,” the voice said again, and this time Delcy could have sworn it sounded closer, as if the terminal wanted them to remember it was still speaking.
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The standing man told himself he wasn’t standing because he was nervous.

Standing was practical. Standing kept the blood moving. Standing meant you were ready to do something when something needed doing. He had learned, over years of meetings that went nowhere, that you could change a room simply by refusing to sit down with everyone else.

He walked the perimeter again, partly to confirm what he already knew, partly to keep from looking like he was waiting.

The check-in counters were dead. The little swivel chairs behind them sat empty, pushed in as if someone had tidied before leaving for the day and never returned. A laminated sign on one counter read NO CASH ACCEPTED, which felt optimistic. Another sign listed baggage fees with dates that ended two summers ago.

He looked for a person. Any person. A janitor. A bored teenager. Someone with a lanyard and a pulse.

Nothing.

He went to the gate corridor and found it darker than the rest of the terminal, lights off in that particular way that suggested they had been off for a long time. The carpet along the hallway had a flattened, tired pattern. The air smelled faintly of dust and citrus cleaner, like someone had scrubbed to hide something small and embarrassing.

The wind hit the building again. A tremor traveled through the glass. The metal frame above the doors vibrated.

Behind him, the automated announcement played, its calm steady voice smoothing over the physical violence outside.

“Due to weather conditions, departures are delayed. Please stand by. Weather pending.”

Abe stared at the speaker grille as if the voice might seep out in human form if he watched long enough. He imagined an employee stepping from behind a wall, smiling too brightly, saying, Sorry, folks, just a glitch, we’ll take care of you.

He turned back toward the seating area. The small group had settled into a formation that looked accidental but wasn’t. People knew how to claim space. They did it without talking, the way they breathed without thinking.

The woman who’d come in late sat on the edge of it, posture controlled, phone in hand. She looked like someone who didn’t want to be asked a question because the answer might be personal. Abe recognized that. He had lived as that person for entire years.

The man by the windows still had his book open, still turning pages with a kind of ceremonial patience. The woman sitting slightly apart kept her suitcase close and her expression blank, eyes lifting occasionally, always returning to her hands.

Abe took out his phone again. One bar. Two. Then none. He held it up, rotated it, as if signal were a shy animal that could be coaxed by angle and politeness.

Nothing.

He walked to the front doors and tried the handle.

It didn’t move.

For a second, his brain did the soft denial that kept adults from looking foolish in public. Doors sometimes stuck. Doors sometimes required a push instead of a pull. Doors sometimes had a button.

He tried again, harder. The glass trembled and the handle refused him with perfect indifference.

He glanced at the keypad mounted on the frame. A small green light glowed, steady and unhelpful. Above it, a plaque read SECURITY HOURS MAY VARY.

“Okay,” Abe said aloud, voice lower than he intended.

The woman in the cardigan looked up, then looked away quickly, as if eye contact would count as volunteering.

Abe pulled on the handle once more, because his body wanted to be certain. There was a click somewhere deep in the mechanism, the sound of rules being followed.

He leaned closer to the glass. Outside, the parking lot was empty in the way an empty lot could feel like a warning. The sky had that flat, dirty color that suggested the sun was still up somewhere, just not for them. Wind pushed debris across the asphalt, a plastic bag tumbling like an anxious animal. A sign at the edge of the property rattled and clanged, repetitive and impatient.

He tried to see another building. Another door. A side entrance. Anything.

The terminal sat by itself like an afterthought.

Abe turned back toward the others, and something in him tightened at the simple fact that he was the only one standing. He could feel their passive attention. Not judgment, exactly. Waiting.

He walked over, stopping just short of the seating cluster so he wouldn’t look like he was making a speech.

“The doors are locked,” he said.

The man in the cap didn’t remove his headphones. He might not have heard. Or he might have heard and chosen not to participate.

The man with the book glanced up, eyes quick and polite, then back down, as if Abe had announced something mildly interesting about the weather.

The woman sitting alone didn’t move at all. She watched Abe the way you watched a dog that had wandered into traffic. Not alarmed. Not affectionate. Simply attentive.

“They auto-lock,” Abe added, because he hated silence, hated not being understood. “Security hours or something.”

The late-arriving woman’s phone screen reflected in her glasses. She didn’t look up. Abe couldn’t tell if she was ignoring him or trying to be careful.

“So,” Abe said, and felt himself become the shape of a man who said so before giving instructions. He disliked himself for it and kept going anyway. “I didn’t see any staff. Not even a janitor. This terminal might be... on a skeleton schedule. Or decommissioned. Or whatever. But the announcements are still running.”

As if summoned, the voice returned.

“Due to weather conditions, departures are delayed. Please stand by. Weather pending.”

Abe’s jaw tensed. “Right.”

The woman in the cardigan spoke, quietly, like she was ashamed of having a voice. “Maybe they’re in the other building.”

“There isn’t another building,” Abe said, too quickly. He softened it. “Not that I can see.”

The man with the book raised his eyes again, this time holding them a beat longer. Abe had the uncomfortable sense of being evaluated and found predictable.

Abe tried to temper himself. People didn’t like panic. They didn’t like authority, either, not from strangers. He needed a third option: competence.

“Okay,” he said, and forced a half-smile that felt like a bad habit. “We’ve got, what, eight of us? That’s manageable. We can just... wait it out. The wind will die down. They’ll reopen things in the morning. Or sooner.”

The wind struck the building again, and the ceiling panel rattled in response, mocking him.

Abe’s phone buzzed suddenly in his hand, and the sound made him flinch. A notification that didn’t load. A blank rectangle where information should be.

“Does anyone have service?” he asked.

No one answered. The late-arriving woman lifted her phone, checked it, and lowered it again, expression unchanged. The cardigan woman’s mouth pinched, then smoothed. The man by the windows turned a page.

Abe felt an irritation rise, not at them exactly but at the way people could be so passive when the world was clearly off its hinge. He swallowed it. He did not want to be the only person in the room with feelings.

He walked to the vending machine, because movement helped. The OUT OF ORDER sign was handwritten, careful block letters. Someone had taken the time. Abe pressed the coin return anyway. It gave him nothing. He leaned closer to look through the glass. Two lonely bags of chips sat in the spiral racks like items in a museum display.

“Okay,” he muttered.

He looked around for water fountains. Found one, metal and institutional, and pressed the button. A thin stream came out, then stopped, then came again with a hiccup. The water tasted faintly of pipes and patience. He drank anyway. He didn’t want to show thirst. He didn’t want to show need.

When he turned, he caught the woman sitting alone watching him. Not his drinking, exactly. His choices. His pattern. Abe suddenly felt like he was being added to a file.

“What?” he said, before he could stop himself.

She blinked once, slow. “Nothing.”

Abe heard how that sounded. Like a dismissal. Like a door closing.

He cleared his throat. “Sorry. Just... checking basics.”

The man in the cap shifted, and Abe realized with a small jolt that the headphones might not be playing anything. They might be armor.

Abe looked back at the glass doors. He pictured the outside again, the empty lot, the wind pushing at nothing. He imagined someone arriving later, like the late woman had, only to find the door unyielding. He imagined a person pulling on the handle, confused, then angry, then quiet.

The idea of being on the wrong side of a locked door made his stomach lurch.

He returned to the seating area and forced himself to sit in an empty chair, a careful distance from everyone else. It felt like conceding. It felt like joining.

The terminal hummed. The fluorescent lights buzzed with flat persistence. The announcement waited a respectful interval, then spoke again, as if it had been listening.

“Due to weather conditions, departures are delayed. Please stand by. Weather pending.”

Abe stared at the blank flight board and tried to imagine morning. Tried to imagine staff arriving with coffee and keys and explanations. Tried to imagine this becoming a story he told later, lightly, like an anecdote.

What he could imagine, more clearly, was the building continuing exactly as it was. The same voice. The same locked doors. The same people arranged into their small territories, learning each other’s shapes without ever touching names.

Outside, the sign clanged again. The sound kept time for them.
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Jonas had already decided that if anyone asked, he would say he wasn’t anxious.

He would say he was tired. He would say the wind made him feel strange. He would say he’d had a long day and the lighting in here was doing something to his eyes. He would not say the more accurate thing, which was that the building felt like it was holding its breath and he was expected to match it.

He kept the paperback open anyway. It gave his hands a job. It gave his face a purpose. He read the same paragraph twice without absorbing it, then turned the page because turning pages was a kind of proof.

Across from him, the standing man had finally sat. Jonas saw it happen the way you notice a dog lying down after pacing: not relief, exactly, but the end of an argument that wasn’t going to be won. The late-arriving woman stayed on the edge of the group, posture tidy, phone in hand as if she had somewhere else to be that didn’t require leaving.

The woman who sat alone remained alone. That wasn’t stubbornness. Jonas felt it as decision.

The automated announcement spoke again, mild and relentless.

“Due to weather conditions, departures are delayed. Please stand by. Weather pending.”

There was a pause afterward, a soft electrical hiss, like the terminal was listening for their response.

The man in the knit cardigan cleared her throat. “We might as well... I don’t know. Introduce ourselves?”

The suggestion dropped into the space like a coin into a fountain: small, ordinary, and vaguely desperate. Jonas waited for someone to reject it. No one did. Rejection would require energy and a clear alternative. They had neither.

The standing man, the one who had been orbiting, lifted his head with the reflex of someone accustomed to being first. “Sure,” he said. “Yeah. Good idea.”

Jonas watched him arrange his expression into friendliness. It was competent. Jonas respected it even while disliking it.

“I’m Abe,” the man said. He gestured vaguely at the terminal, as if the terminal required an introduction too. “I guess I’m... also stuck here.”

No one laughed. That was the first real confirmation that the situation had passed from inconvenience into something else.

The cardigan woman offered a quick smile. “I’m Mel.”

Mel. Jonas held the name in his mind and found it oddly intimate. A name that could belong to a child or an elderly man or a dog. A name that didn’t explain itself. He felt immediately guilty for thinking any of that.

The man in the cap, headphones still on, lifted a hand in a small salute without removing them. “Connor,” he said, voice muffled. He didn’t elaborate. It felt like the most honest contribution so far.

Jonas’s eyes moved, involuntarily, to the man who’d been sitting closest to him, the one who had been too still, too watchful in his own way. That man looked up from his phone and said, “Max.”

Just Max. No last name. No joking add-on. His gaze lingered a second longer than was comfortable, sweeping faces as if memorizing them or measuring them or simply making sure they were real. When his eyes passed over Jonas, they didn’t catch, but Jonas felt the brush of attention anyway, like a fingertip on skin.

The woman sitting alone didn’t react to being watched. She waited until the air shifted toward her, then said, “Rienne.”

Her voice was calm, precise. Jonas couldn’t tell if it was a practiced calm or her natural temperature. He noticed the way Abe’s posture changed when she spoke, as if her name had pulled a string he hadn’t expected.
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