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THE BRAKES GAVE A HIGH-pitched squeal as the early morning bus came to a shuddering halt at the bus stop. I was the only one there, like always. 

“Hey, Perce!” called the driver as the door accordioned open. Her broad dark face split into a wide white grin, and her buxom figure threatened the buttons on her uniform blouse. She had her puffy red jacket hanging over the back of her seat and the bus was nice and toasty, even this close to the terminal. 

“Hey, Vanessa,” I said as I climbed the three steps and waved my bus pass at the little box. It gave me a welcoming beep. “How you today?”

“Oh, honey, I had me some toasted sourdough for breakfast,” she said. She shook her head in admiration. “Don’t you never quit the bakery, you hear me?”

“As if my daddy would let me,” I laughed. My daddy owns the Knead to Know Bakery, just like his mama before him and her daddy before her. I had been destined to take over the reins ever since I was a youngun. 

“Good. Come on in now and let’s get you to work.” 

I watched Vanessa reach for the handle to close the door. One time, late on her last run, a drunk had tried to climb onboard after me, waving a pocketknife around. The drunk wouldn’t have been much of a threat, except accidentally, but it shook her up a mite before I managed to get him back off. Ever since then, I’d always tried to make sure the door was safely shut before I took my usual seat behind her, whether it was morning or evening. 

A hand appeared in the gap, gave the door panel a sharp tap, and a voice said, “Pardon me?”

The voice didn’t sound drunk to me, and like I said, it was pretty early, but I still kept my eyes on the steps. Vanessa opened the door and a figure climbed onboard.

“Sorry, ma’am,” Vanessa said, “I don’t usually see nobody but Percival here at this stop so early in the day. Wasn’t expecting another rider.”

“No worries,” said a cheerful voice. “I’m afraid I don’t have a pass. How much is the trip to, uh...the other side of town?”

“Sounds like you ain’t quite sure where you’re going, ma’am,” Vanessa said cheerfully. 

“You’re right,” the woman said. “I’m new in town and I confess, I’m not quite sure exactly where I’m going to end up. Hopefully, I’ll know it when I see it.”

“Well, then, why don’t you just drop in a couple of quarters for now and we’ll see if that takes you as far as you need?”

The woman dug into the pocket of her long black leather coat, came up with a single bill. 

“I’m afraid I only have this twenty,” she said, holding it out. “Will that do?”

“Honey, I ain’t got to access to that much change, even if you was to ride around with me all day and half the night,” Vanessa protested as she closed the door behind the woman.  

“Not a problem,” said the woman. She tucked the twenty in the sun visor over the driver’s seat, then headed towards a seat.

I was already in my usual spot and the woman took the seat behind me. Vanessa put her bus back in gear and we headed down the lonely, empty road towards town.

I’m not usually chatty in the mornings. I don’t become human until too much strong coffee and a pastry or two, actually. But this woman had appeared out of nowhere, seemed like, and I thought I knew everyone who lived around me. Granted, not a lot of folks do. My daddy and mama lived over the bakery and I did too, until I got out of community college and decided I needed a little more privacy. That decision came conveniently right after my Uncle Jim went and died on me, leaving me his beat-up little trailer on a wooded plot outside the town limits. So I moved all my stuff—mostly books and my computer—in there and learned to ride the bus to work instead of walking down two flights of stairs to get there. 

And, added to my early morning fog, I got to admit, I’m a little shy around women. 

But, like I was saying: I thought I knew everyone who lived around me, and I’d been the only person, as usual, at the bus stop. 

I took a breath, turned around and said, “I don’t remember seeing you around these parts, ma’am. My name is Percival Godson, but folks mostly call me Perce.”

She had her eyes locked onto the window, though she sure couldn’t have seen much outside at this time of morning. The sun wasn’t even due up for another two hours, and the scenery wasn’t much, even what there was of it at noon.

She turned her head slowly to look at me. “Percival,” she said and cocked her head to one side. “That’s a charmingly old-fashioned name.”

I shrugged, feeling my ragged old peacoat bunch up around my shoulders. “My mama liked to read about old King Arthur. I suspect that’s where she found it.” 

“Could have been worse,” she said. “Galahad. Lancelot. Bors.”

“That’s exactly what I’ve always thought,” I said eagerly. “She’s the only one who calls me that, though. Like I said, most folks call me Perce.”

“I feel your pain,” she said with a grin. “My father had strange ideas when it came to names as well. He stuck me with Elwyna. It’s old Anglo Saxon for ‘a friend of the elves’, if you can believe it. So naturally I go by Wyn. But please.” She held up a hand. “Never, never Winnie.”

I stuck my hand over the seat back. “Nice to meet you, Wyn. Will you, uh, be riding this bus a lot?”

“It’s possible,” she said as she took my hand in her gloved one and gave it a quick shake, then turned it loose just as quickly. “I have...business around here. Not sure how long it might take.”

She turned her eyes back to the window. I can take a hint as good as the next guy. I turned back in my seat and settled into the corner. I can usually get a cat nap or two during the long ride. That’s why, at first, I thought I was dreaming when I heard a high, unearthly howling that pierced the air like a knife. 

I sat up in confusion. “What in the hells was that, Vanessa?”

“What was what, honey?” Vanessa called. 

A hand grabbed my shoulder from behind, the grip hard enough to bruise.

“Ow,” I protested as I turned.

Wyn leaned closer to me and whispered, “You heard that?”

Her eyes were open and doing what I’ve seen described as ‘blazing’ but I hadn’t really believed was possible—until now. And I swear, that was the absolute first time I realized that one of her eyes was a deep sea-green, and the other was a pale grey. That floored me for a minute. I’d never seen eyes that had two colors before. 

Except for mine. I have a pale blue eye and a pale brown one. It’s called heterochromia. 

I looked at her in surprise. I mean, I really looked at her for what was probably the first actual time. Like I said, I’m shy around girls and it’s even worse around women. And this tall blonde woman in the black leather coat was definitely a woman.

“Your eyes...” she gasped.

And she looked both worried and even more surprised than I was.

“Uh, yeah?” I said. “And yours too. What about them?”

Wyn shifted her grip from my shoulder to the arm I’d laid along the top of my seat. With her other hand, she turned my hand over and, leaning in close, examined my palm intently. I felt like a bug under a microscope, she was looking so close and hard.

“I washed them this morning,” I protested. “And I will again before I make any bread.”

Wyn tapped my right palm with one long finger. “This mark here. Have you had it long?”

I glanced down at the weird little curly scar in the middle of my palm. “Sure,” I shrugged. “I mean, I guess so. I can’t remember not having it, if that helps any.”

She finally turned loose of the death grip she had on my arm, pulled the sleeve of her coat back and tapped her own right palm. 

I blinked a couple of times and shrugged again. “Uh, I don’t usually wear my glasses this early in the morn—”

Wyn stuck her hand right up close to my eyes. I drew in a confused breath. “Okay, uh, it sorta looks like my scar. I guess. So what?”

Wyn sat back in her seat.

Then that weird howl came again. I turned to ask Vanessa if she’d heard anything, but a warm hand covered my mouth before I could get a syllable out.

“Don’t say anything to her,” Wyn said, her breath warm in my ear. I could smell a spicy scent in it, kind of like nutmeg. “Wait a minute. It’s about to happen.”

“What’s about to happen?” I tried to say, but that was a no go. Hand over my mouth, remember?

Then the happening, uh, happened?

The bus stopped. Not like Vanessa had slammed on the brakes or anything, or even slowed down. It just—stopped moving, a dead standstill, with no shaking or loss of momentum or anything else, and to hell with the laws of motion and inertia. 

Wyn dropped her hand from my mouth finally. I turned my head to ask what was going on, but my head decided it had a better idea. It stopped facing the window beside me. On the other side of the glass, a bird hung in mid-air. Apparently it was levitating or something cause I couldn’t see its wings flapping at all. They were outspread, sure, like they were getting ready to flap, but nothing moved on the bird at all.

Kind of like, I realized, our bus.

I tore my eyes away from the frozen bird and my head decided it would finish the turn. 

“Do you see that bird?” I asked.

Wyn had slithered out of her big leather coat and I could see that she was serious about the whole leather motif. Leather pants, boots to her knees, a tight turtleneck shirt with a leather vest over it, a vest covered in pockets. All black. I was thinking dominatrix, of course, but she’d seemed so, I don’t know, normal so far. 

Not that a dominatrix wouldn’t be normal, you understand, cause I’m sure they’re just like you and me. Only, you know, dominatrix and all.

I realized my brain was whirling out of control. I told it to stop.

“Yes,” Wyn said, giving the bird a glance. “Fugue state. Everything around us, the bus, your friend the driver, everything has just...stopped. Frozen. Immobile. It won’t last long. Come on.” She stood up, took one step up the aisle, then looked down at me and shook her head. “Here, put this on.”

She held her coat out and gave it an impatient shake. I heard it give a couple of clinks, like she’d stolen some forks and spoons from a diner for souvenirs or something.

“No thanks, my coat is plenty warm,” I said, even though it wasn’t. “Plus, it probably won’t fit me
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