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Chapter 1 — The Last Route of the Day
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Barcelona glowed in the soft amber of late afternoon. The city hummed with music, laughter, and the steady rhythm of traffic winding through narrow streets and sunlit plazas.

Elias steered his bus along Line 27, his route tracing the city’s edge, where the hills met the sea. He liked this hour best — when the light melted into gold and the streets began to slow. For everyone else, it was the end of the day. For him, it was a kind of peace.

He’d been driving buses for seven years now. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was steady. Predictable. And after everything he’d been through — the transitions, the years of drifting, the people who’d left when he changed — stability had become its own kind of grace.

He stopped at the next stop, doors hissing open. A few students climbed in, chatting about weekend plans, the kind of easy excitement he hadn’t felt in years. Then, just as the doors were about to close, someone ran up.

A woman — mid-thirties, hair the color of copper and sunlight. She smiled, slightly breathless, as she climbed aboard.

“Gracias,” she said, pressing her ticket against the reader. Her voice was soft but confident, the kind that lingered.

Elias nodded. “De nada.”

She took a seat near the middle, by the window, and stared out as the city rolled by — the waterfront glittering, the air full of the smell of roasted almonds and salt. Elias found himself glancing at her reflection in the mirror — not out of curiosity, but something gentler. There was a quiet sadness in her posture, as if she carried a story she didn’t yet want to tell.

He knew that look.

When the last passenger got off, she remained. “I think I missed my stop,” she said with a small, sheepish smile.

Elias chuckled softly. “We all miss something sometimes. Where were you heading?”

“Montjuïc,” she said. “The gardens.”

He nodded. “It’s a bit out of the way now, but I’ll circle back after the terminal. You can ride with me.”

Her smile deepened. “You’d really do that?”

“Sure,” he said simply. “You seem like someone who needed to keep going a little longer.”

They rode in silence for a few minutes, the hum of the engine filling the quiet. Then she spoke again.

“I’m Alba,” she said, turning toward him. “And you?”

“Elias,” he replied.

“Nice name,” she murmured. “It suits you.”

He looked at her in the mirror and caught her gaze — direct, searching, and kind. The kind that could see past the surface. Past the shadows.

When the bus reached the terminal, Elias switched off the engine and stood. “Come on,” he said gently. “Let’s go see your gardens.”

She laughed softly, that light sound echoing through the empty bus. And for the first time in a long time, Elias felt something shift inside him — something small, something hopeful.

The evening sun spilled across the dashboard as they stepped off the bus, walking side by side into the fading light.
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Chapter 2 — Among the Gardens
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The air was warm, carrying the faint scent of jasmine and the sea. The Montjuïc gardens lay spread across the hillside, overlooking the city below — terraces of roses, fountains whispering among marble steps, and the faint hum of cicadas hidden in the trees.

Elias hadn’t been there in years. He rarely went anywhere that wasn’t on his route. The city had always been a map of repetition — same streets, same stops, same faces. But tonight, the world felt slightly different, as if a door had quietly opened.

Alba walked beside him, her bag slung over one shoulder, her copper hair catching what was left of the sun. She moved with an easy grace, but there was something cautious about her too — a way she looked at the view like she was memorizing it, afraid it might disappear.

“Do you come here often?” Elias asked, breaking the comfortable silence.

She shook her head. “Not anymore. Used to, though. When I was younger, I came here to think — to figure things out. But then life happened.”

Elias smiled faintly. “Yeah. Life tends to get in the way of thinking.”

She laughed softly. “Exactly.”

They paused by a stone railing overlooking the harbor. Below them, the water shimmered, and the lights of the city began to blink awake. Alba leaned on the rail, gazing out.

“I came here today,” she said quietly, “because I needed to remember who I was before everything got... complicated.”

He looked at her — really looked. “You sound like someone who’s been carrying too much for too long.”

Alba met his gaze, her eyes soft but shadowed. “Maybe. And you sound like someone who understands.”

Elias hesitated, then nodded. “I do.”

He didn’t elaborate. He didn’t have to. The silence between them filled with a shared understanding — the kind that comes from having rebuilt yourself from the ground up.

They kept walking, their footsteps crunching lightly against gravel. Alba began to talk — not about herself directly, but about small things: her favorite cafés, the stray cat that waited outside her building, her old job at the museum she’d recently left. Elias listened, offering quiet smiles, asking questions, letting her words drift between them like a breeze.

By the time they reached the fountain in the center of the gardens, the sky had deepened to indigo. The water glimmered under the lights, and Alba sat at the fountain’s edge, dipping her fingers into the cool surface.

“Do you ever feel,” she said softly, “like there are two versions of you living in the same body? The one you used to be, and the one you’re trying to become?”

Elias sat beside her. “Every day,” he said.

Alba turned to him. “And what do you do when they don’t agree?”

He thought for a moment, then answered, “I drive. I keep moving. Eventually, they start to talk to each other.”

She smiled at that — a real smile this time. “That’s a beautiful answer.”

Elias shrugged lightly. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s just the only one I’ve got.”

The sound of the fountain filled the space between them. Alba’s hand brushed against his. Neither of them pulled away.

After a long pause, she whispered, “Thank you for not letting me miss this.”

Elias glanced at her, his voice low. “Maybe you weren’t the only one who needed to be here.”

They sat there until the last light of day slipped into night, the city glowing beneath them like a constellation.
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Chapter 3 — Evening Confessions
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The next evening, the streets of Barcelona buzzed with life. Cafés spilled warm light onto the sidewalks, laughter and music drifting between the narrow lanes. Elias drove his bus along his usual route, but tonight his mind was elsewhere — on Alba, on the quiet moments they had shared in the Montjuïc gardens.

At the final stop, just as the city’s lights shimmered against the darkening sky, he saw her. Alba was waiting by the station entrance, her coat wrapped snugly around her, a small smile tugging at her lips.

“You’re late,” she teased gently.

“I’m always on time,” he replied, though the corners of his lips betrayed his amusement. “But I don’t mind waiting for someone like you.”

Her cheeks flushed slightly, and she looked away, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “You make it sound like I’m extraordinary.”

“You are,” he said simply, stepping closer. “At least to me.”

For a moment, the city noise faded around them. The world contracted to just the two of them, standing by the bus stop in the soft glow of lamplight.

“I—” Alba started, then stopped. She glanced down at her hands, fidgeting slightly. “I don’t usually do this... meet someone and... talk. Really talk.”

Elias smiled softly. “Neither do I. But sometimes, when it happens, it feels... right. Like it was meant to happen.”

She looked up, meeting his gaze. There was a vulnerability there that made his chest tighten — the same kind of vulnerability he had learned to hide for years.

“I’ve been... hiding,” she admitted. “From people, from myself. Trying to be someone I thought I needed to be. But with you, I don’t feel like I have to hide anymore.”

Elias reached out, gently taking her hand. “I know the feeling,” he said. “It’s hard to trust again... after life teaches you not to. But sometimes, letting someone in doesn’t make you weak. It makes you stronger.”

Alba’s eyes glistened in the lamplight. “I think... I’m ready for that,” she whispered.

He smiled, warmth spreading through him. “Good. Because I’ve been ready for this — for someone like you — for a long time.”

They walked together toward a small café nearby, where tables spilled onto the sidewalk and the smell of fresh pastries mingled with coffee. Sitting across from each other, they shared stories and laughter, each revelation a small bridge over past hurts.

Elias spoke of his childhood in the city, the years he spent trying to understand himself, and the long road he had traveled to finally become comfortable in his own skin. Alba listened, her hand occasionally brushing his, grounding him in the present.

When it was her turn, she told him about the choices she had made, the loves she had lost, the dreams she had abandoned. And yet, beneath it all, there was hope — quiet but steady, like the glow of the city lights around them.
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