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Chapter 1 – The Driver Watches
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The bus pulled away from the curb with a low growl, the morning fog clinging to its sides like it didn’t want to let go. Inside, the stale scent of yesterday’s rain lingered. Michael kept both hands on the wheel, but his gaze flicked to the long interior mirror that ran the length above the aisle.

Second row from the back, she sat by the window. Same place as yesterday. Same red scarf. The glass beside her was beaded with condensation, turning the city beyond into blurred strokes of grey and gold. She didn’t notice him. She never did. Her eyes were down, fixed on a small book with frayed edges, her lips barely moving as though she whispered the words silently to herself.

Michael slowed for the next stop, easing the brakes. A man in a grey overcoat boarded—mid-50s, unshaven, eyes bloodshot as if he hadn’t slept. Michael punched the ticket, the hiss of the machine masking the low cough the man gave before slumping into a seat halfway down.

The traffic lights held them in place. Michael’s gaze drifted again to the mirror. The red scarf girl hadn’t looked up, but the man in grey had turned, just slightly, as if he were trying to glimpse her without being obvious.

The bus rolled forward. On the pavement outside, commuters hurried along, heads ducked against the cold. Michael’s eyes scanned each figure, searching for faces he recognized. Not friends—he had none here—but regulars. The regulars were part of the rhythm. Like the woman with the green umbrella who never spoke, or the tall man who always kept his hands in his coat pockets.

They were patterns. Predictable. Safe.

But she wasn’t safe. Not in the way he thought of the word. She disrupted the rhythm. She was something else entirely.

A block ahead, at the crosswalk, he spotted someone unexpected. Sherlock Holmes—at least, the actor everyone recognized from the films—was standing under a lamppost, gloved hands clasped behind his back. He didn’t board when the bus slowed past him, but his eyes followed it with the same sharpness that Michael himself used in the mirror.

The driver’s fingers tightened on the wheel.

A squeal of brakes and they were at the next stop. A woman in a blue coat stepped up, clutching a coffee that steamed in the cold air. She was humming something under her breath—an old Beatles tune—and didn’t notice that her shoulder bag brushed the red scarf girl’s arm as she passed. The girl looked up then, startled.

Michael caught the moment in the mirror. Her eyes weren’t the pale green he’d thought before; they were darker, almost mossy. The faintest crease formed between her brows before she returned to her book.

“Next stop—King Street,” Michael said into the mic, his voice steady though his mind was not.

By the time they reached the central station, more passengers had crowded on. A group of tourists chattered in French. A businessman argued into his phone, his voice rising with each sentence. And near the back, the man in grey still hadn’t taken his eyes off her.

Michael adjusted the mirror, making the movement seem casual. He studied the angles. The scarf girl was oblivious, but her bag—navy canvas with a leather strap—rested too close to the aisle. Anyone passing could have taken something from it without her noticing.

He saw the man in grey shift forward in his seat.

The bus jolted over a pothole. The tourists laughed. Somewhere near the front, someone sneezed loudly. The scarf girl lifted her head slightly, as if she felt the weight of someone watching her, then shook it off.

They turned onto the riverside route, where the early light broke through the clouds, scattering over the water in fractured beams. Michael could see her reflection in the window now. Faint, but enough. She was smiling at something in her book.

He eased the bus to the next stop, letting more passengers on, one of them dressed in a dark trench coat that billowed in the wind. The coat’s owner—a tall man with sharp features—was unmistakable: Bruce Wayne, or at least someone wearing him like a disguise. His eyes scanned the interior before he moved to stand near the center, gripping the pole with one hand.

Michael noticed him glance in the same direction as the man in grey.

The red scarf girl turned a page.

A shout erupted from the back. One of the French tourists had dropped a camera bag, spilling its contents across the floor. Lenses rolled, a battery skittered under the seats. The commotion pulled attention away—except from Michael, who saw the man in grey lean just a little closer to her bag.

The bus hit another bump and the man straightened quickly, feigning nonchalance. But Michael had seen it. The timing, the hesitation, the reach that never quite happened.

They neared the final stretch before the city center. Outside, shop fronts blurred past—bakeries with fogged windows, bookstores still shuttered. The air inside was warmer now, a low murmur of conversation filling the space.

And then it happened. The scarf girl reached into her bag, pulled out a phone, and frowned. She tapped the screen twice, her lips parting slightly in confusion. Whatever she saw there made her glance around, quick and uncertain.

The man in grey was already watching.

Michael tightened his grip on the wheel again, every nerve alert. His eyes flicked to the mirror, then to the road, then back. The bus swayed slightly as they turned, and for a fraction of a second, he thought she was going to get up. But she didn’t. She sat back, phone in hand, and lowered her gaze.

From somewhere near the front, Bruce Wayne’s voice—low, controlled—asked the tourist group to step back from the doors until the bus came to a stop. They obeyed without question.

Michael’s next glance in the mirror caught something new. The scarf girl’s reflection was gone. Her seat was empty.

His heart stuttered once. Twice. He scanned the aisle. No movement, no flash of red. The bus was still in motion; she couldn’t have left.

Then he saw her—standing beside the tall man in the trench coat, speaking in low tones he couldn’t hear. She gestured slightly toward the back, where the man in grey sat motionless, staring out the window.

Michael’s eyes darted between them, the mirror now a stage for a play he didn’t understand.

The bus slowed for the next stop. Passengers shifted, readying themselves. The scarf girl and the trench coat man moved toward the doors, their expressions unreadable. The man in grey remained seated, hands on his knees.

When the doors opened, the cold air swept in. They stepped off together, disappearing into the crowd.

Michael watched until they were gone, the wheel steady in his hands though his thoughts were anything but.

The man in grey stayed on board.

The driver kept driving.
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Chapter 2 – The Passenger in Red
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The morning crowd thinned after the station, leaving the bus with a quieter hum. The man in grey still sat halfway down, unmoving, his eyes half-closed as if he were listening to something beyond the confines of the bus. Michael didn’t trust it. People who blended in too well were the ones who tended to disrupt the order.

He shifted the mirror slightly, catching sight of the seat where the girl with the red scarf had been yesterday—occupied now by a boy of about twelve, wearing a green hoodie and sketching furiously in a notebook. Pencil scratched paper, page after page. No red scarf. No flash of her eyes in the reflection.

The stop at Pier Street came into view. A figure stood waiting, still and patient, umbrella folded neatly at their side. Michael’s eyes narrowed as he recognized the face—Hermione Granger, or perhaps someone who had copied her exact hair, stance, and purposeful gaze. She boarded without hesitation, tapped her card, and walked straight to the middle of the bus. She glanced once toward the man in grey but didn’t linger.

Michael’s attention returned to the street ahead, but his ears stayed tuned to the sounds behind him. The boy in green muttered something under his breath about “getting the angle right.” Hermione flipped open a thick book. Pages whispered.

Two stops later, another familiar presence appeared at the curb. Tall, lean, with a long coat and eyes that seemed to take in every movement before it happened—James Bond. He stepped onto the bus like it was his, nodding once to Michael, then letting his gaze sweep the aisle. He didn’t sit. He gripped a pole near the front, facing the passengers, scanning them.

It was becoming a pattern. Famous faces, moving in and out of the bus like they had some invisible schedule only they understood. And always, it seemed, they noticed the same people Michael did.

A flash of red at the corner of his vision drew Michael’s eyes to the mirror. There she was. Not on the bus—on the pavement outside, walking alongside, her scarf bright against the washed-out city. She was looking straight ahead, not toward the bus, as though she knew it was there but refused to acknowledge it.

Michael kept his eyes forward, his hands steady on the wheel, but he was aware of Bond’s slight shift as they passed her.

The next stop was half a block away. When the bus pulled in, she wasn’t there. Instead, two older women climbed aboard, chatting about a bakery sale. They sat near the back, blocking Michael’s view of where the man in grey had been sitting.

He adjusted the mirror. Empty.

The air inside felt heavier now.

Halfway to the next stop, Bond stepped closer to the driver’s area. “Long route this morning?” His tone was casual, but his eyes were sharp.

Michael kept his own voice even. “Traffic.”

Bond
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