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  Foreword



Toya’s Chiller Tidbits Are Abbreviated Tales That Will Leave You Wanting More







  Preface



On a greyhound bus from Manhattan, New York to Laconia, New Hampshire, Braythe Milton finds solace in the company of a mysterious woman with secrets of her own, Amity Stevenson. Her captivating stories draw him in, breaking the monotony of his business trip. Their conversation flows, each sharing bits of their lives. But when she departs at her stop, Braythe is intrigued and curious, left with more questions than answers.




A chilling twist awaits him, one that turns the seemingly ordinary journey into a nightmare. 




As he continues his journey, Braythe discovers that Amity’s departure is just the beginning of a shocking revelation. Who is Amity really? As the bus rolls on, Braythe’s world turns upside down, leading him to question everything he thought he knew. An unforgettable trip awaits—one that could change his life forever.




With secrets lurking just beyond the window, Braythe must confront the darkness that follows. What really happened on that bus? Prepare for a ride that will leave you breathless.
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  Chapter One: The Preference for Ground

  
  




Braythe Milton didn’t trust the sky. He didn’t trust the physics, the altitude, or the thin, pressurized aluminum shell separating him from oblivion. As a successful retail buyer, Braythe understood risk management, but flying felt like outsourcing his fate to a system perpetually flirting with catastrophe.




So, at 7:00 AM on a Wednesday, while his peers were boarding regional jets at LaGuardia, Braythe, meticulous in his charcoal suit and polished Oxfords, stood amidst the organized chaos of the Port Authority. He was heading to Laconia, New Hampshire—a crucial business trip where he was scheduled to meet the titan of the industry, Cleville Scott, at the Beane Conference Center. This meeting could turn Braythe’s career trajectory vertical.




He found his ride: a Greyhound charter, humming quietly in its bay, a dull grey beast promising six hours of predictable highway travel.




He settled into a window seat midway back, pulling out his leather briefcase and his latest acquisition—a weighty biography on corporate espionage. He wanted the solitude of the window, the ability to anchor his view to the speeding, solid earth.




The bus filled slowly. Just before the driver slammed the pneumatic door shut, a woman slid into the seat beside him.




She was utterly unremarkable, yet instantly captivating.




She was perhaps in her late thirties, dressed in practical, non-descript travel clothes—dark jeans, a soft beige tunic, and a long, woven scarf. She carried only a large, military-green duffel bag that she carefully positioned between her feet. Her hair was a rich, dark brown, pulled back tightly, emphasizing sharp cheekbones and eyes the color of polished river stone.




“Excuse me,” she murmured, her voice low and even, the kind of voice that suggested careful thought before every utterance.




“Not at all,” Braythe replied, tucking his book away. He felt a sudden, professional need to assess her, a habit ingrained from years of studying consumer behavior. She didn’t fit a category. Too plain for leisure, too composed for an emergency.




“Long trip?” she asked, settling in.




“Laconia,” Braythe said. “Business. You?”




“A little south of there,” she replied, offering a brief, practiced smile. “Amity Stevenson.”




“Braythe Milton.”




They shook hands. Her grip was firm, cool, and lasted precisely three seconds. Braythe noticed the lack of jewelry, save for a thin, silver band on her right index finger.




“Laconia is lovely this time of year,” Amity said, turning slightly toward him. “I hear you’re meeting Cleville Scott. That’s an impressive connection.”




Braythe felt a spike of surprise. “I—yes, that’s right. How did you know that?”




Amity waved a dismissive hand. “The conference. It’s all anyone in this sector is talking about. It’s a huge deal. Scott only attends when he’s planning massive corporate restructuring. You must be involved in something significant.”




Braythe felt mildly flattered, though a thread of unease began to weave into the conversation. She was too knowledgeable, too quickly intimate, yet she maintained a serene distance.




“I’m a retail buyer,” he explained, keeping his professional success vague. “Hoping to secure a partnership. Mr. Scott is renowned for being…difficult.”




“Difficult, but predictable,” Amity countered, leaning closer, her scent a faint, clean note of pine and ozone. “Everyone has a pattern, Braythe. Even the powerful ones. You just have to know where to press.”




The conversation deepened over the next two hours, flowing effortlessly from global economics to the peculiar anxieties of modern travel. Amity steered the discussion often, subtly querying Braythe on his schedule, his typical routines, his plans for the future deal. He found himself revealing details he usually kept guarded, drawn out by her intense, steady gaze.




Sometime near the Massachusetts border, the bus’s monotonous vibration and the rhythmic drone of the engine lulled Braythe. His anxiety, eased by the grounded travel and the intriguing company, finally subsided. He felt his head droop toward the cool glass of the window.




“Rest your eyes, Braythe,” Amity suggested softly.




He mumbled a thanks and let the darkness claim him. He didn’t notice the slight, cold weight that briefly brushed against his left wrist, nor the quick, deft movement of Amity’s hand underneath the sleeve of his tailored jacket.




When he woke with a small start fifteen minutes later, Amity was already standing in the aisle, retrieving her small, sleek backpack from the overhead rack.




“This is me,” she said, nodding toward the upcoming exit sign for Lowell.




“Already?” Braythe blinked, a little disoriented. “It was a pleasure, Amity.”




She smiled, a genuine flash this time, but it held a strange finality. “It certainly was, Braythe. I hope your conference is… unforgettable.”




She stepped off the bus into the chill air, disappearing instantly into the bustle of the small roadside stop. Braythe watched her go, feeling a pang of disappointment at the abrupt end of their companionship.




He rubbed the sleep from his eyes, adjusted his cuff, and settled back to wait for the Manchester terminal where his sister, Jendayi, was slated to pick him up.
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  Chapter Two: The Weight of Discovery

  
  




The bus pulled into the Manchester Transportation Center later than scheduled. Braythe was feeling the stiffness of hours of restricted movement. He stretched, grabbing his briefcase.


As he rose from his seat, his polished Oxfords scuffed against something solid and yielding beneath the seat ahead. He paused, looking down.


Partially obscured by the shadow and the seat structure was the duffel bag—the military-green canvas bag that Amity Stevenson had positioned so carefully between her feet.


“Damn,” Braythe muttered. She must have been so focused on retrieving her backpack that she’d forgotten her main carry-on. He felt a brief swell of responsibility. He had to get this back to her.


He pulled the bag out. It was shockingly heavy, far heavier than its size suggested, a dead weight that thumped dully against the floor.


He checked his phone. Jendayi, his younger sister, was already waiting outside in her well-worn Jeep Cherokee.


Braythe decided he wouldn’t turn the bag into the lost and found yet. He needed to find identification, something that would let him contact Amity directly. He had her name, but no number, no city other than “south of Laconia.”


He carried the duffel bag and his briefcase over to an unoccupied bench in the quieter corner of the terminal, near the restrooms, and set the duffel down.


He unzipped the canvas.


The smell hit him first—coppery, thick, and profoundly wrong. It was metallic, like a butcher shop mixed with something foul and earthen.


Braythe paused, his fingers hesitant on the zipper pull. He pushed the flap open just wide enough to peer inside.


The interior was lined with thick, transparent plastic sheeting, meticulously sealed. And nestled securely within that plastic, staring back at him with an expression of frozen shock, was a man’s severed head.


Braythe choked, a soundless, visceral gasp of disbelief. His vision swam. He stumbled back a step, knocking his knee against the bench.


The face was broad, jowly, and utterly recognizable from a thousand corporate press releases.


Cleville Scott. The man he was supposed to meet tomorrow.


Braythe’s heart didn’t just pound; it jackhammered against his ribs, threatening to fracture bone. He slammed the zipper shut, the noise echoing too loudly in the otherwise mundane terminal. Every passenger, every attendant suddenly felt like a potential witness.


Breathe. Control.


He forced himself to look away from the bag, then forced himself to look back. It had to be a hallucination. A grotesque prank. But the smell, the impossible weight, the cold reality of the canvas against his hands—it was real.


He had to get rid of it. But how? He couldn’t just leave a bag containing a high-profile decapitated head in a public bus terminal.


He noticed a folded sheet of heavy cream-colored paper tucked between the plastic liner and the duffel bag wall. Braythe snatched it out, his fingers shaking so badly he nearly tore the paper.


The note was computer-printed, the font sterile and formal.














































