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      The plane landed around 11:50 pm. Danny had been promised the car rental booth would close at 12:30 am. She ran through the little two-story airport as fast as her legs could carry her, all 145 pounds of her and her duffle bag, down a frozen escalator and through an automatic door that refused to open automatically. She reached the rental desk at 11:59.

      Closed.

      Fantastic.

      She’d come all the way from Houston to Who-the-Hell-Cared-Where, Pennsylvania to meet up with some no-names who’d posted a classified for a singer who had a unique voice and was willing to travel off the beaten path. This was not a promising start.

      It was the middle of wherever, but the gig promised to pay quite well—better than a weekend spent bartending, anyway. And the man on the other side of the phone had sounded sincere. But near-desperation could filter all sorts of sounds one didn’t want to hear on a cell phone—static, background traffic, snickering . . .

      The airport had damn near been sucked dry of sound. Behind her, the luggage turnstile crept with a scratchy whisper as her fellow passengers silently retrieved their bags. She trudged over and eased herself onto a bench, watching for her two bags but more closely observing the twelve, sizing them up, wondering about the type of folks who would come to such an area.

      Surely none of them were here on business—though one had claimed otherwise. He’d tried to make conversation with her on the plane, insisting he was a producer coming out this way to look for “lost-and-unfound” talent because he’d heard rumors . . . She thought it curious anyone would come out this way looking for any kind of talent, and she quickly grew suspicious when she realized the guy only introduced himself as being in the music biz after she’d introduced herself as a singer. She’d tuned the guy out for the remainder of the trip.

      Presently, she got a better look at him and the others. Even late-night travelers didn’t dress in such a patchwork fashion. Many of their shirts seemed to be flannel, but none featured a single distinct color she could name. Their slacks looked like paper bags sewn together, and their shoes didn’t appear practical for anything other than standing still. Through lazy lids, the more she regarded them and their sullen expressions, the less they appeared human to her. They were more like rejects from something—products of a broken mold, still unwisely being used. But that was just exhaustion blowing nonsense into her head. Exhaustion and frustration.

      This was her first time traveling outside of the southwest. Even at the ripe old age of thirty-two, there was so much she didn’t know about the various cultures existing inside the Brave Not-So-New World of the United States. But she was intelligent enough to know, if not always acknowledge, that each region had its own style. Perfectly normal within a limited radius.

      She leaned back and allowed her eyelids to relax completely. This was going to be her first important gig in months, and she probably wouldn’t be in any shape to perform. Not on just a few hours of sleep. What was she thinking agreeing to do a breakfast performance, singing in the background at some gathering of farmers, a gathering where the audience would surely be more engrossed in their biscuits and gravy than her voice? Yeah, she was thinking of rent money—but what were the possibilities for any meaningful exposure? The guy who’d auditioned her over the phone just two days prior claimed she was exactly what they needed—a Tex-Mex songstress with a voice more rasp than honey—and he seemed happy enough to send her a plane ticket. At that point, she wasn’t going to argue about the arrival time, nor think twice about the two layovers she would have to endure before getting here.

      Her eyelids fluttered open, piqued by the realization of complete silence. The turnstile had stopped turning. The claim area was empty. And there was no sign of any abandoned luggage. She stood, glumly looking all about her. Great. On top of everything else, she’d a lost bag. And, of course, the service office was closed, its workers undoubtedly as long gone as the car rental folks. Luckily, if not happily, she’d packed all her essentials in her clunky carryon. Deodorant, comb, clean undergarments . . . She hoped the breakfast audience would be more concerned about the appearance of their eggs and flapjacks than of her.

      No sense in speculating. Her immediate worry was finding a place to lay her head, preferably near a source of clean water she could use to freshen up afterward, even if she only had time to splash it on her face and pits. Empty or not, she was in an airport. There had to be at least one hotel within walking distance, even in a weird country town.

      She exited through the glass doors and crossed the pickup lane. There was nothing beyond the parking lot. No sign of a hotel, motel, or even a shack promising a cheap bed and breakfast. Nothing but darkness and some darker hint of trees far on the horizon.

      The parking lot was just as vacant. Her fellow passengers’ rides must’ve arrived before the plane landed, ready to pick up as soon as they exited the building. Final landing of the day, the airport staff had all apparently taken off as well.

      Well, maybe not all of them . . . She spotted a white van in the farthest corner of the lot. Bright white, as if it were covered in a layer of fresh snow. Its windows were as black as a snowman’s coal eyes. The impression of snow in the middle of June . . . Something was off, and she trusted her intuition.

      Someone was still around, maybe close by. Maybe in the vehicle, preparing to start it up, ready to leave. But there’d be no approaching the vehicle, asking for a lift. She knew her horror movie scenarios. She backed up a few steps before doing a one-eighty back through the glass doors. Best to stay in a well-lit building.

      She snatched up a map as she passed by the car rental desk, wondering just why all of the airport’s lights were still on and all the doors unlocked, as if it were just past noon rather than just past midnight.

      She picked up the desk’s blue phone while gazing at the cab advertisements on the back of the folded map. No dial tone. She figured it was too much to ask that everything be working at this hour. Anyway, calling at this point seemed far more trouble than it was worth: Trying to stay awake while the cab arrived, then trusting it to take her to a decent motel without running up the meter . . . She’d have been more inclined if she could trust her smartphone to stay up with her through all that, but she’d realized when boarding the plane that her phone was almost out of juice. Turning it on now and keeping it on until the cab arrived would kill it. Of course, she’d had the brilliant foresight to pack the charger with the other nonessentials in her lost luggage.

      She left the desk, unfolding the map as she wandered. It seemed she hadn’t been too far off considering this area the middle of wherever. The map showed only the airport at its center with nothing but an open field surrounding it. At the far edges were the trees she thought she’d made out in the dark. The map had no scale or anything else useful to determine the distance from the airport to the trees. It didn’t matter to her. In the morning, she’d be driving through it, not walking it—even if the map oddly showed no roads or paths.

      She looked up from the map and spotted a ladies’ room. No sense in waiting till sunrise to wash travel’s grime off her face. Something also had to be done with what was left of her late-night burger and fries. She checked three stalls before finding one with toilet paper, hung her bag on the door’s hook, and then sat down with a sigh.

      She’d get some shuteye on the bench in the baggage claim area. It was barely even comfortable to sit on, but when the car rental desk opened at six, she’d be in a prime position to get what she needed and get the hell out of there. Her performance started at eight; the location she’d been given surely couldn’t be that far away.

      She sighed again as she wiped and pulled up her jeans. She’d a funny feeling in her stomach. It never failed. Dropping a little load always made her a little hungry. During her earlier mad dash, she’d noticed a vending machine upstairs, one containing nuts and dried fruit in addition to the usual cavity creators; she’d swing by on her way to the bench. She flushed, grabbed her bag, and opened the stall door.

      A man stood mere feet away, staring back at her.

      Her shriek created some distance, as if her voice had arms that shoved him back a few feet while also causing her to stumble backward. She caught herself before falling onto the toilet.

      Whatever had caused him to retreat a few steps, the grizzled man appeared in no way frightened. He wore a stained, gray jumpsuit and tattered ball cap; his eyes were bloodshot and his hands were scarred many times over. He’d clearly experienced plenty of frightening things in his time. His sun-ravaged skin gave her the impression of vet from a long ago war, or maybe a long one still going.

      “Ex-excuse me.” She wanted to rush past him, but she lacked the energy for such a burst. Fear didn’t jolt her; it nearly paralyzed her.

      The man said nothing as the right side of his upper lip curled—a wavering snarl probably deciding whether to growl or curse at her.

      She couldn’t run, but she could talk. “Ar-are you lost?” She could ask stupid questions. Of course the old creep didn’t belong in the ladies’ room.

      The man didn’t take his eyes off her, and didn’t stop snarling, as he reached into his back pocket.

      Danny edged forward out of the stall, now ready to attempt to bolt if this crazy pulled out a knife. Fear was being eclipsed by a need to survive.

      The man had no blade, at least not one that he flashed, but an orange badge. He held it up, stomach high. Danny glanced down and saw his picture, a name she couldn’t pronounce, and a word she could. Maintenance.

      Of course. The janitor. That had to be his van outside.

      She nodded—almost bowed—and forced a wry smile. “Sorry. I’ll get out of your way.”

      The man didn’t move as she stepped toward the exit. He only turned his head, letting his eyes follow her out.

      She breathed relief upon reaching the hall, as if someone who’d been holding a pillow on her face for a full minute had finally let go. She hurried on in some direction, just away from the bathroom, shoving herself through the dead automatic door, casting glances over her shoulders all the while until she was confident the man wasn’t creeping after her.

      She almost tripped on the first step of the escalator. Catching herself, she tried to regain her breath as she took one last good look behind her.

      Still no sign of a pursuer. Also no sign of any cleaning supplies.

      Shit.

      Exiting the bathroom, she saw no cart with janitorial equipment, no mop-and-bucket, not even so much as a broom or dustpan. Her heart rate increased as her breathing again got away from her. Those meditation classes she’d taken last fall hadn’t done much good; she could rarely control her breath when it mattered most. Out-of-control breathing led to out-of-control thinking.

      After a few panicking minutes, she managed to consider that “maintenance” didn’t necessarily mean “janitor.” Maybe the guy was in there to fix something—a clogged sink, perhaps. She hadn’t gotten the chance to use one, never even glanced toward the row of sinks after she’d flushed. Maybe his tools had been there.

      She walked up the escalator, motivated not by a fear satiated, but by a hunger that had yet to be. She started toward the area where she remembered seeing the vending machines when something caught her eye that she hadn’t noticed before: Three small kiosks that—during normal business hours—sold cookies, pretzels, and cheap trinkets, respectively.

      As she stared, the odors of chocolate and peanut butter quickened her. She wasn’t on a diet—what did she need with nuts or dried fruit from a vending machine? A packaged candy bar that may’ve been sitting in the machine for six months was easy to resist, but one-day-old or even two-day-old cookies would take a will stronger than a mortal woman’s.

      But she surprised herself. She wasn’t completely at the mercy of the butterflying pangs in her stomach. Eying the kiosks, she convinced herself that she’d easier tolerate a pretzel than one or two cookies. She could never enjoy cookies without milk; the water fountain would do for a salty pretzel. Anyway, the cookies were more heavily guarded.

      All three kiosks were in cages, but the cages were loose and flimsy. With enough strength and effort, she could pry one open enough to wedge herself inside. When she checked the cage for the pretzel stand, however, it slid right open. The lock wasn’t loose. It had been broken.

      She slid on through and put her hands on the glass counter, preparing to hoist herself over. Then she heard it.

      It sounded almost like a squeak—two of them. It wasn’t her hands. She froze, concentrating on any sound entering her ears. She heard chittering. It was coming from behind the counter.

      She peered over. Huddled in a ball and staring back at her was a skinny, ill-clad teenage girl. She was clearly trying to make herself as small as possible, like a frightened cat, but she made no attempt to cover her head or shut her wide-open eyes when Danny spotted her.

      Those eyes . . . They seemed all pupil, covered with a thin, bluish translucent film. Some kind of disorder—was the girl blind?

      “What are you doing?” Danny asked.

      The girl said nothing, only stared.

      Danny began again: “Are you—?”

      The girl interrupted. “Help. Me. Serve. Hive. Them.”

      The girl physically appeared to be at least sixteen years old, but she spoke with the voice of someone at least half that age, and with a manner of someone plagued with hiccups. Mentally and physically disabled. She appeared malnourished and wore ill-fitting clothes and a few of the trinkets from the adjacent kiosk. Her face was smudged and her mousy brown hair looked like a real mouse had run through it. There were dark spots under her eyes—Those eyes . . .

      “Who are you hiding from?” Danny whispered. “Who’s after you?”

      “Know. One,” the girl said.

      No one? “But you just—” Danny stopped herself. The girl clearly wasn’t right in the head, but she was lost, or abandoned. Possibly a runaway. Whichever, she needed help only someone answering 911 could provide.

      Danny heaved herself over the counter and crouched, leaning closer to the girl. “I’m going to call for help, okay?” She turned on her cell phone. “You’ll be safe soon.” No signal. Damn. “We’re going to have to get from out of here.” She began to stand when the girl grabbed at her sleeve.

      “Knot. Time.”

      “What? We have to get the police out here.” Danny glanced at her phone. “We have to—” She stopped and stared at her phone. The display read 3:55 am.

      She hadn’t been in the airport for more than thirty minutes, forty-five at most. Was her phone broken, picking up a weird signal? Or had she actually fallen asleep in the baggage claim?

      She crouched down again. “Listen. My phone is on its last legs, and I can’t get a good signal in here. We have to go outside. I need to get you some proper help.”

      “Knot. Time. Sun. Wait.”

      The girl clearly wasn’t in full grasp of her situation, and Danny couldn’t think of a way to convince her. The fact she was a teenager was bad enough—since hitting her late twenties, Danny had always had a problem relating to anyone not old enough to legally drink—but the fact that the girl’s mind was much younger than her body made it even worse. Danny had no kids of her own, and wouldn’t know what to do with them if she had, just like she didn’t know what to do now. Should she leave the kid here, go outside to make the call, and then return?

      She stood up. She needed to get the circulation going in her legs. While stretching, she looked around for the nearest exit—instead, she saw a figure cresting the escalator. The maintenance man.

      She shook her head, quietly cursing herself for not thinking of it immediately. The girl was hiding from the old man. She may’ve been his daughter, she may’ve been a kidnap victim. At the moment, it didn’t matter. Danny had only two thoughts: the old bastard was the abusive sort and the girl had to be kept away from him at all costs.

      The man stopped when he stepped on the floor, and made eye contact.

      “C’mon!” Danny grabbed the girl by the elbow; she pulled her up with such ease it was as if she didn’t even have bones.

      She tugged the girl along as she slid out of the cage and headed in the opposite direction from the man who, as far as Danny could tell, wasn’t hurrying after them. That was fortunate. With both duffel bag and girl in tow, she couldn’t do much more than trot like a crippled dog.

      They had to get downstairs. The only working exit she knew was downstairs. And the only stairs she knew were the escalators. The door by which she entered after deplaning would of course be locked, but a frantic mind pushed her in that direction anyway as she kept an eye out for any emergency exits.

      After deplaning on the runway, she and the other passengers had to climb a metal staircase and enter the airport on the upper level, where all the terminals were. The blue door, as she suspected, was now locked, as were the blue doors in the other four terminals she checked. The old man hadn’t caught up to them—at least Danny didn’t hear or see him—but she still felt trapped. She’d seen no red signs, no emergency exits. They’d have to make their way back toward the escalator, back toward him.

      “You? Range? El?”

      They were the first words the girl had spoken since they’d left the kiosk, and they were even more puzzling than her previous words.

      “No,” was all Danny could think to say, as she turned on her phone. She hoped to get a signal near the windows. She wasn’t quite sure what the girl was asking, but she figured she had an answer as good as any. “My name’s Danny.”

      “Like? Me? Speh? Shell?”

      Poor thing. The girl was special all right, but Danny wondered what made her think there was a connection between them. Her phone showed no signal; it only displayed the time. 4:15 am. “I’m nothing special,” Danny said with a sigh. “Just a tired singer short on luck.”

      The girl grinned at her. “Sing. Her.” Her teeth appeared as if she’d been fed a steady diet of rocks. That may’ve accounted for the chittering sound the girl sometimes made. Danny hoped, once rescued, the girl would be whisked off to an oral surgeon, in addition to other medical specialists.

      “C’mon,” Danny said, “we have to keep going. Do I still need to drag you, or do you promise to follow?”

      The girl nodded with a grin.

      Danny released her arm and gestured. “Let’s go. If I shout ‘run,’ you run. Okay?”

      The girl nodded again.

      With her staccato manner of speaking and odd reactions, Danny wasn’t sure how much the girl really understood. She also wasn’t sure how effectively the girl could run with those pencil-thin legs and wobbling knees.

      They proceeded with more caution this time, Danny’s thoughts darting as quickly as her eyes. She again saw the vending machines. Next to them, she saw a faded orange door, unmarked. She hadn’t noticed it before, no doubt due to its dingy color; it was almost of a piece with the walls. In normal circumstances, she would leave well enough alone. At the moment, she was willing to check any door not marked “Sudden Death.” She gestured, and the girl followed close.

      It was unlocked; a dim light shone from somewhere behind it. Danny slowly pushed the door open, wary that someone might be on the other side. She heard nothing, so she pushed it all the way, venturing a step forward. The door opened up onto a balcony. She stepped all the way in, moved all the way forward to peer over the railing.

      Below were rows and piles of luggage. Suitcases, duffle bags, guitar bags, suitbags—almost every sort of traveling bag she could imagine. Some, closer to the room’s edges, were lined up or stacked neatly on top of one another. Closer to the center were large mounds of bags, carelessly tossed.

      There were hundreds. Several hundred. Danny wondered to whom they could possibly belong. Surely it couldn’t have all been lost luggage? She scanned the area more closely, as well as the dim light and distance would permit. She thought she spotted her own red bag near a door, among the bags neatly lined up. If only she knew where the other side of that door was and could get down there and check . . .

      She heard the girl chittering behind her. Danny regarded her and remembered. Priorities. They had to get outside first.

      She closed the door and gestured for the girl to follow her as before. They continued on slowly, and slowed even more when the kiosks came into sight. The old creep had to be hiding behind one of them, maybe hiding in one of them, waiting to spring once she and the girl passed. Surely, he had the key to the cages. He probably had a key to everything that could be locked around here.

      Danny moved closer to the wall and reached out, placing a hand on the girl’s shoulder as they inched by, her sight glued to the kiosks, the pretzel one in particular. She remembered how she’d seen no sign of the hiding girl until she almost jumped on the poor thing. She wouldn’t take her eyes off the kiosks, not until she reached the escalators.

      The girl chittered. Danny looked and saw the girl was staring at something behind her. She turned. They were right next to the escalator. The old man was standing on the top step, two paces away, staring right back.

      Danny shrieked, and the man wavered. Without thinking, she unslung her bag and heaved it toward his head while shouting, “Run!”

      Not waiting to see if the old man was hit, or even whether the girl had started running on her own, Danny grabbed her by the wrist and hustled down the other escalator, ignoring the protesting sounds from the girl she was trying to protect. As they approached the automatic door, she was ready to push through but, to her surprise, she found it working. They didn’t slow pace until they reached the glass-door exit in the baggage claim area. Danny hesitated but kept moving, barging into them. They were still unlocked. Thank God.

      “Stop,” the girl said. “Stop!”

      Danny halted, panting. She looked at the girl, glanced toward the glass doors behind them, and then at the girl again.

      “Hurt.” The girl said the word, but made no gesture to indicate just where she was hurting. She only stood looking back toward the glass doors.

      Danny tried to catch her breath. “S-sorry.” As frazzled as she felt, she imagined the girl felt worse. She wanted to say that she was just trying to save her from further abuse, but for all she knew just saying the word or anything close would cause the girl to vividly remember the episodes. The girl was already upset; no need to upset her further. And no need for them to remain strangers.

      “What’s your name?” Danny asked.

      The girl turned to her. She nodded as she spoke. “Knell. Uh.”

      Danny smiled. “That’s cute. Don’t worry, Nella.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and turned it on. “We’ll be in happy land soon enough.”

      Reception—finally.

      Danny kept her eyes on the glass doors as she dialed.

      “Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”

      “Kidnapping! Child abu—” She took a breath. “Please just get the police out here now!”

      “Okay, ma’am, calm down. Where are you calling from?”

      “The airport. I’m at the airport.”

      “Which one?”

      “I—” Danny didn’t know. She patted her pockets. It had to be on her boarding pass, or on the map she’d picked up from the car rental desk . . . the map she’d stuffed into her bag, along with the boarding pass she’d stuffed in there when she’d originally boarded. Shit.

      She looked around frantically for a sign, but saw nothing. She’d have to go back inside to grab another map.

      “Ma’am? Ma’am, where are you? Which airport?”

      “I’ll tell you in a second. Hold on.” Danny pantomimed for Nella to stay put as she started toward the doors. She’d run in, grab another map, and run right back out.

      She got three steps before she saw him standing there, staring her down. Hanging over his left arm and shoulder was what appeared to be a rolled hose.

      “Ma’am? What—?”

      Her phone cut off. Dead.

      She dropped it and spun around, reaching for Nella. She grabbed the girl’s arm and started forward, in the general direction of the white van. When the van’s bright headlights flicked on, she froze. Stark fear . . . paralyzed . . .

      Danny could only remember how Nella first told her—asked her—to help her survive “them.”

      “Them” undoubtedly had her and Nella outnumbered, overpowered. Only wits would save the two of them. That, or a miracle.

      It was a fool’s hope but, pulling Nella with her, Danny headed into the field. A van didn’t have to stay on the road, but she hoped there were some rocks or large branches or something otherwise that would make the terrain uneven and thus difficult for the vehicle. The maintenance man was slow. And even though he was a man, Danny figured she could hold her own in a confrontation, long enough at least for Nella to scramble away if she had sense enough to.

      They’d gone a good distance, maybe even half a mile, before Danny’s desire for uneven terrain backfired. She was nimble enough to let go of Nella before falling on her face, but she wasn’t so quick to recover. She figured there’d be branches and rocks and potholes, but Danny had tripped over something as large as a log. She sat up, catching her breath while getting her bearings.

      The van’s lights were still on. She could see them in the far distance. It hadn’t moved from the parking lot. There was no sign of the old man, either. She heard nothing other than her own breathing, her own heart rate—and Nella, chittering.

      The girl needed help, more help than she was capable of giving. Danny still couldn’t help but ask, “Are you alright?”

      The only response was something hard and metallic slamming against the back of Danny’s head.
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      Danny knew the sun had risen before she even opened her eyes. She felt the early morning chill, the dew on her skin—all over her skin. She regretted the new day, more so when her eyelids parted.

      She was still in the same field. She instinctively knew she was lying next to the object she’d tripped over before blacking out. She was facing its face—the face of one of the passengers who’d been on the plane with her. The record producer.

      His eyes bugged out. His mouth hung open for a scream that would never come. His tongue protruded, touching the grass.

      Danny supported herself on a shoulder and elbow, shooting daggers throughout her nervous system as she pushed up and got a better view of the man. Like her, he’d been stripped naked. Unlike her, he’d been eviscerated. His entrails were inches away from her fingers.

      She scrambled, backing away while trying to stand without touching any part of the butchery. She was on her buttocks but couldn’t get to her feet before backing into something else. Her fingers felt something glutinous before she saw it. Although groggy, her mind was quick enough to grasp what it might be. Another passenger from
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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