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Chapter 1 — Invitation to Barcelona




Grace Whitmore had always believed that certain phone calls arrived precisely when life needed disruption.




The morning had begun with admirable calm. Sunlight filtered through gauzy curtains, illuminating the small writing desk where she had been attempting — with only modest success — to organize notes from her most recent case. Outside, the late spring air carried the faint perfume of jasmine, and for the first time in months she had permitted herself the indulgence of stillness.




Her teacup had just reached the perfect temperature when the telephone rang.




Not chimed — rang. Insistently.




Grace glanced at it with mild suspicion. Peace, she knew from experience, rarely survived the intrusion of a ringing telephone.




She lifted the receiver.




“Hello?”




A breathless voice burst through the line.




“Grace! Please tell me I haven’t woken you.”




The accent was unmistakable — warm, musical, threaded with European elegance.




“Simone?” Grace straightened in her chair, surprise giving way to a smile. “It’s been ages. And no, you haven’t woken me. Though you have certainly startled me.”




“I do that well,” Simone replied. “Listen, I shall come directly to the point because I am far too excited for proper conversation.”




“That sounds promising… or dangerous.”




“Both,” Simone said cheerfully.




Grace leaned back, already sensing the shift in the day’s trajectory.




“You must come to Barcelona.”




The words hung in the air like a thrown silk scarf.




“Must I?”




“Yes. No arguments. I have the most marvelous apartment overlooking one of the historic routes — and you know what is happening in just two weeks?”




Grace considered. Festivals were common across Spain, but Simone’s tone suggested something grander.




“The running of the bulls,” Simone declared before she could answer. “The entire city transforms. Music everywhere, lanterns strung from balconies, cafés open until dawn… It is wild and beautiful all at once.”




Grace allowed herself a small laugh. “You know I prefer beauty without quite so much wildness.”




“Nonsense. You adore spectacle. Besides, you won’t be dodging bulls — unless you decide to take up running very suddenly.”




“I assure you, I shall not.”




Simone lowered her voice conspiratorially.




“The apartment has a balcony directly above the route. The view is extraordinary. One can watch everything safely with a glass of cava in hand.”




Now that did sound appealing.




Grace rose and walked toward the window, gazing absently at the quiet street below as she imagined instead sunlit stone buildings, narrow lanes, and the electric hum of anticipation that always accompanied great public events.




“You make it difficult to refuse,” she admitted.




“Good. Because I should hate for you to refuse.”




A pause followed — brief, but perceptible.




Grace knew Simone well enough to recognize when enthusiasm masked something else.




“What aren’t you telling me?” she asked gently.




Simone hesitated.




“Oh, it is probably nothing,” she said at last. “Cities are always full of rumors before large gatherings.”




“Rumors of what sort?”




Another pause.




Then, more quietly:




“There has been talk… whispers, really… about a possible threat.”




Grace’s posture sharpened.




“What kind of threat?”




“No one seems certain. Some say it is merely chatter — the sort that grows larger each time it is repeated. But others…” Simone exhaled softly. “Others are worried enough that security has already begun to increase.”




Grace crossed her arms.




“Simone, when you say ‘threat,’ are we discussing petty crime or something more serious?”




“I have heard the word terrorism mentioned,” Simone admitted.




The jasmine-scented calm of the morning vanished entirely.




“And you still want me to visit?”




“Precisely because of it,” Simone said quickly. “You have a way of seeing what others miss. And if it is nothing, then we shall laugh about it over dinner. But if it is something…” She let the sentence trail off.




Grace did not respond immediately.




She had not sought another mystery. Yet mysteries, she had long ago concluded, possessed an uncanny ability to seek her.




“What do the authorities say?” she asked.




“They assure everyone that precautions are in place. Still…” Simone’s voice softened. “I would feel better if you were here.”




There it was — the real reason for the call.




Not excitement.




Reassurance.




Grace returned to the desk and set down her teacup.




“When would you expect me?”




“As soon as possible. The city is already awakening for the festival.”




Grace considered her calendar — blissfully empty.




A dangerous condition.




“Very well,” she said at last. “Barcelona it is.”




Simone’s delighted gasp nearly distorted the line.




“Wonderful! I shall send the details immediately. Oh, Grace, you will adore it — the colors, the architecture, the sea…”




“And hopefully not the bulls,” Grace murmured.




They spoke a few minutes longer, exchanging travel logistics and light reminiscence, but when the call ended Grace remained still beside the telephone.




Her reflection in the window looked thoughtful.




Rumors before public events were not uncommon. Most proved harmless.




But instinct — that quiet internal instrument she trusted above all else — had begun to stir.




She turned back to her desk, though organizing notes now felt pointless. Instead, she opened her laptop and began scanning recent international headlines.




Security advisories.




Crowd control measures.




An intercepted communication mentioned only briefly in a regional article.




Nothing definitive.




Yet enough to suggest that Simone’s whispers were not entirely born of imagination.




Grace closed the computer slowly.




“Well,” she said softly to the empty room, “it appears tranquility is once again postponed.”




She moved toward the wardrobe, already assembling the mental list that accompanied every journey — practical clothing, comfortable walking shoes, a notebook, the slim leather case that had proven useful in more situations than she cared to count.




As she reached for her suitcase, a curious sensation passed through her — that peculiar mixture of anticipation and alertness she had come to recognize as the prelude to complication.




Outside, a breeze stirred the jasmine vines.




Somewhere far south, a city prepared for celebration.




And perhaps, for something far darker.




Grace snapped the suitcase open.




“Barcelona,” she repeated quietly.




The word felt less like a destination…




…and more like the beginning of a question.


Airports had always fascinated Grace. They were places suspended between worlds — neither departure nor arrival, but a curious territory of transition where thousands of lives brushed past one another without ever truly meeting.




She moved through the terminal with practiced efficiency, her carry-on balanced lightly against her side, her steps unhurried yet purposeful. Travel, for her, had never been a frantic affair. It was an art best performed with composure.




Outside the tall glass walls, dawn stretched itself across the runway in pale ribbons of gold.




By the time the aircraft lifted into the sky, the sun had fully awakened, casting a luminous glow across the cloud tops that made them appear almost solid — a quiet continent floating beneath the wings.




Grace allowed herself to relax only once the seatbelt sign dimmed.




The man beside her immediately fell asleep. Across the aisle, a young couple whispered excitedly in Spanish, their conversation punctuated by laughter. Somewhere behind her, a child asked an endless stream of questions.




Ordinary sounds.




Comforting sounds.




Yet Simone’s words returned to her with surprising persistence.




A possible threat.




Grace opened the slim notebook she always carried and wrote a single line:




Barcelona — rumors prior to festival. Increased security. Source unknown.




She paused, then added:




Trust instinct. Observe everything.




Closing the notebook, she glanced out the window again.




The Mediterranean eventually appeared — vast, glittering, impossibly blue. Even from altitude, it possessed a hypnotic serenity that made the idea of violence feel almost absurd.




Almost.




The descent into Barcelona revealed a city both ancient and vibrantly alive. Terracotta rooftops clustered tightly together, intersected by broad boulevards lined with trees. Church spires pierced the skyline, and in the distance the unfinished towers of La Sagrada Família rose like an elaborate sandcastle carved by giants.




The aircraft touched down smoothly.




As soon as she stepped into the terminal, Grace sensed it — the unmistakable energy of a city preparing for spectacle.




Colorful banners hung from rafters.




Musicians played near the arrivals hall.




Vendors sold festival scarves in vivid reds and golds.




Yet beneath the brightness lay something else — subtle, easily missed unless one was looking for it.




Uniformed officers stood in pairs near major corridors.




Security dogs moved methodically through the crowd.




Travelers were being observed.




Not alarmingly.




But deliberately.




Grace’s instincts sharpened.




Simone had not exaggerated.




After collecting her luggage, she stepped outside into warm Catalonian air that carried the mingled scents of citrus, sea salt, and distant espresso.




“Grace!”




She turned at once.




Simone approached with the same effortless elegance she had always possessed — tall, dark-haired, wrapped in a cream linen coat that moved gracefully with each step. Oversized sunglasses framed her face, but they could not conceal the delight radiating from her expression.




They embraced warmly.




“You look magnificent,” Simone declared, holding her at arm’s length.




“And you look precisely the same as ever,” Grace replied. “Which I suspect is the result of excellent discipline and expensive moisturizer.”




Simone laughed.




“Come. The car is just here.”




A sleek black sedan waited nearby. As they settled inside, the driver merged smoothly into traffic, and the airport quickly gave way to palm-lined roads.




For a few minutes, neither spoke. Grace preferred first impressions unmarred by explanation.




Barcelona unfolded around them — balconies draped with flowers, sunlit plazas, scooters darting through intersections with fearless precision.




But it was not long before Simone exhaled.




“I am so relieved you are here.”




Grace turned slightly.




“You sounded less than relieved on the telephone.”




Simone removed her sunglasses.




There were faint shadows beneath her eyes.




“You noticed.”




“I always notice.”




Simone hesitated, then nodded toward the passing streets.




“The city is excited, yes. But also tense. There have been… incidents.”




“What sort of incidents?”




“Nothing dramatic. A suspicious package that proved harmless. Two arrests last week — though officials refused to elaborate. And yesterday…” She lowered her voice. “Several roads along the bull route were suddenly closed for inspection.”




Grace absorbed this quietly.




“Has the festival ever been targeted before?”




“Not in recent memory. That is why it feels so unsettling. People do not know whether to dismiss the rumors or believe them.”




Grace watched a police vehicle glide past in the opposite direction.




“Uncertainty is often more troubling than danger itself,” she said.




Simone studied her.




“You already sound as though you are working.”




“I am merely observing.”




They drove through a broad avenue where workers were erecting wooden barricades along the sidewalks.




“The bulls will run here,” Simone explained. “The route winds through several streets before ending at the arena.”




Grace examined the barricades — sturdy, reinforced, recently installed.




“Effective for crowd control,” she murmured.




“You see? Already analyzing.”




“It is a habit I abandoned trying to break years ago.”




Simone leaned back.




“There is one more thing.”




Grace waited.




“A man came asking about the apartment two days ago.”




Grace’s gaze shifted instantly.




“Asking in what way?”




“He claimed to be verifying balcony occupancy for safety compliance. But when I contacted the building manager later, she insisted no inspections had been scheduled.”




“Did you describe him?”




“Tall. Perhaps forty. Dark jacket despite the heat. Very polite.”




Grace considered.




“Did he seem official?”




“No… That was precisely what unsettled me. He seemed practiced.”




The car slowed as they entered a narrower street paved with pale stone. Balconies overflowed with geraniums, and laundry drifted lazily in the breeze.




At the far end stood an elegant historic building with wrought-iron railings.




“We have arrived,” Simone announced.




Inside, the apartment proved even lovelier than described — high ceilings with delicate molding, cool marble floors, and French doors that opened toward the balcony.




Grace stepped outside immediately.




The street below curved gently, framed by buildings that seemed to lean companionably toward one another. Wooden barriers were already stacked along the sidewalks, awaiting installation.




She rested her hands lightly on the railing.




From here, one could see everything.




A perfect vantage point.




Which meant…




Also a perfect target.




“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Simone said softly behind her.




“Yes,” Grace replied. “Beautiful — and strategically significant.”




Simone sighed.




“You understand why I wanted you here.”




Grace turned back inside.




“Tell me about this inspector you mentioned in your message.”




“Inspector Alejandro Ruiz. A friend of a friend. Very capable, I am told. When I expressed my concerns, arrangements were made for you to meet.”




Grace lifted a brow.




“You anticipated I would involve myself?”




“My dear Grace,” Simone said gently, “you are never uninvolved when mystery is nearby.”




Grace allowed a faint smile.




Touché.




As the afternoon sunlight deepened, church bells rang somewhere in the distance, their tones drifting upward like slow-moving birds.




Grace felt it again — that subtle tightening of awareness, as though invisible threads were beginning to gather.




Festivals celebrated life.




But history had taught her that moments of greatest joy often attracted those who wished to shatter them.




She stepped once more onto the balcony.




Below, workers laughed as they positioned barricades.




A vendor tested strings of lanterns.




From a nearby café came the bright clatter of dishes and the aroma of garlic and olive oil.




It all seemed wonderfully ordinary.




Yet instinct whispered:




Look closer.




Grace rested her gaze along the length of the street, memorizing entrances, exits, sightlines.




If danger came, it would likely come quickly.




And from somewhere unexpected.




Behind her, Simone asked quietly,




“You are thinking something troubling, aren’t you?”




Grace answered with calm certainty.




“I am thinking that rumors rarely grow without roots.”




A breeze lifted her hair.




Far down the street, a man paused briefly, glancing upward toward the balcony before continuing on.




Perhaps coincidence.




Perhaps not.




Grace watched until he disappeared into the crowd.




Then she spoke, almost to herself.




“Let us hope Barcelona is preparing only for celebration…”




She paused.




“…and not for catastrophe.”




Late afternoon settled gently over the city, the sunlight turning warmer, more honeyed, as though Barcelona itself had been brushed with gold.




Grace believed that the first hours in any new place should be spent not rushing, but absorbing — allowing the rhythm of the streets, the temperament of the people, and the subtle undercurrents of the environment to reveal themselves naturally.




And so, after unpacking only the essentials, she returned to the balcony.




From this height the city seemed both intimate and theatrical.




Vendors rolled carts into position.




Restaurant owners chalked evening menus onto blackboards.




A violinist tested a melody that drifted upward in soft, searching notes.




The street below curved slightly before disappearing past a row of ochre buildings, and Grace immediately understood why the route had been chosen. It offered just enough unpredictability to heighten excitement — runners would not see the bulls until the last moment.




Excitement and danger were often close companions.




Simone emerged carrying two slender glasses.




“Cava,” she announced. “It is practically a civic requirement.”




Grace accepted the glass, the chilled stem cool against her fingers.




They stood quietly for a moment before Simone spoke again.




“You are already mapping escape routes, aren’t you?”




Grace did not deny it.




“Two stairwells inside the building,” she said calmly. “A service alley behind us. Rooftop access appears possible from the landing above.”




Simone blinked.




“You noticed all that in under an hour?”




“I told you — habit.”




She took a measured sip.




The cava was crisp, lightly floral.




Below them, several municipal workers began fastening sections of heavy wooden barrier into place. The sound of hammering echoed rhythmically along the stone corridor of buildings.




Grace watched their efficiency with approval — but something else drew her attention.




At the far end of the street, a white van had parked partially onto the curb.




Unmarked.




No visible company logo.




Two men sat inside.




Neither appeared to be working.




Grace spoke without shifting her gaze.




“Do you recognize that vehicle?”




Simone leaned slightly forward.




“No… Should I?”




“Perhaps not. But they have been there since we stepped outside.”




“Are you certain?”




“I make it a point to be.”




As if sensing observation, the driver started the engine. The van rolled slowly forward, turned the corner, and vanished from sight.




Simone let out a breath she had not realized she was holding.




“Workers?” she suggested.




“Possibly.”




Grace set her glass down.




“But most workers do not study balconies.”




Simone folded her arms.




“You see danger everywhere.”




“No,” Grace replied gently. “Only where it chooses to reveal itself.”




The church bells began again — deeper now, marking the approach of evening.




Simone seemed eager to shift the mood.




“You must be tired from travel. We could dine nearby. There is a marvelous restaurant just around the plaza.”




“In a little while,” Grace said. “First, tell me about the man who came asking questions.”




Simone nodded, as though expecting the subject to resurface.




“It was mid-morning two days ago. He rang the bell and introduced himself politely. Claimed he was verifying occupancy ahead of the festival.”




“Did he carry identification?”




“If he did, he never offered to show it — and I did not think to insist.”




“Describe him again.”




Simone considered carefully.




“Tall. Lean. Dark hair, though perhaps threaded with gray. His expression…” She hesitated. “Neutral. The sort of face one forgets quickly.”




Grace frowned slightly.




“Memorable precisely because it is not memorable,” she said.




“Yes. Exactly that.”




“Did he ask who would be staying here?”




“Yes — and whether we planned to host guests on the balcony.”




Grace’s gaze returned slowly to the street.




A balcony with multiple occupants could attract attention.




Or provide cover.




“And when you contacted the building manager?”




“She was adamant no inspections had been scheduled.”




Grace nodded once.




“Then we assume the visit was unofficial.”




Simone wrapped her arms around herself despite the warmth.




“You are making me uneasy again.”




“Better uneasy than unprepared.”




The violinist below shifted into a livelier tune. Couples began to gather, their laughter rising into the softening sky.




For a moment, the scene felt so perfectly European — so harmless — that suspicion seemed almost unfair.




Yet Grace had learned long ago that danger rarely announced itself dramatically. It preferred quiet entrances.




A flicker of movement caught her eye.




Across the street, on the third floor of a pale green building, a curtain fell abruptly closed.




Had someone been watching?




Or merely enjoying the breeze?




She catalogued the window’s location automatically.




Simone followed her gaze.




“What is it?”




“Probably nothing,” Grace said.




But she did not entirely believe it.




After a pause, Simone spoke more softly.




“There is something else I have not mentioned.”




Grace turned.




“Oh?”




“Yesterday evening, I received a telephone call. No voice — only silence. Then the line disconnected.”




“Wrong number?”




“Perhaps. But it happened twice.”




Grace absorbed this without visible alarm, though her thoughts sharpened.




“Did you inform the authorities?”




“I feared they would think me fanciful.”




Grace picked up her glass again but did not drink.




“Simone, listen carefully. Until we understand what is happening, avoid sharing details of my presence here. Speak of me only to those you trust completely.”




Simone nodded immediately.




“You truly believe something is being planned.”




“I believe,” Grace said evenly, “that large public gatherings invite both celebration and exploitation. Whether this is coincidence or preparation remains to be seen.”




The sun dipped lower, casting elongated shadows that transformed the street into alternating bands of light and amber dusk.




Then — sudden and sharp — a motorcycle roared past, startling pedestrians.




Grace watched its path thoughtfully.




Speed.




Noise.




Distraction.




All useful elements for anyone wishing to conceal movement.




“You are doing it again,” Simone said quietly.




“Doing what?”




“Looking at the world as though it were a puzzle.”




Grace allowed herself a faint smile.




“It usually is.”




From below came the scent of saffron and roasting peppers.




Nightlife was beginning its slow ascent.




Simone brightened slightly.




“Come. Let us not surrender the entire evening to grim possibilities. Barcelona is meant to be enjoyed.”




Grace glanced once more along the route.




Memory was her greatest tool — and she was committing every angle to it.




If anything happened here, she intended not to be caught unaware.




At last she nodded.




“Dinner sounds wise. Investigation is always improved by good food.”




They stepped inside, but as Grace reached for her coat, a subtle glint from the balcony floor caught her attention.




She bent.




Near the railing lay a tiny metallic fragment — no larger than a fingernail.




Not debris from the building.




Too clean.




Too recent.




She lifted it carefully.




Simone looked over.




“What is that?”




Grace rolled the fragment between her fingers.




“Aluminum, perhaps. Machine-cut.”




“From what?”




Grace stepped back toward the balcony, scanning upward.




Above them, the roofline.




Nearby buildings.




Possible vantage points.




“It may be nothing more than litter carried by the wind,” she said calmly.




But her instincts stirred sharply now.




Because litter rarely landed precisely beside a railing.




She slipped the fragment into her pocket.




“For now,” she added, “we observe.”




As they left the apartment, laughter floated up from the street, mingling with music and the distant hush of the sea.




Barcelona shimmered with promise.




Yet beneath the glow, Grace felt the unmistakable tremor of approaching complexity.




Mysteries, she often thought, announced themselves not with thunder…




…but with the faintest disturbance in an otherwise perfect view.




She cast one final glance down the route where the bulls would soon run.




A view worth remembering.




Possibly…




A view someone else was already studying with far darker intentions.
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Chapter 2 — The Balcony View




Grace woke early, as she always did in unfamiliar surroundings. For a few seconds she remained perfectly still, letting her senses adjust — the faint murmur of traffic, the distant cry of gulls, the soft rattle of pipes somewhere within the old building.




Cities revealed themselves most honestly in the morning.




She slipped from bed and crossed to the balcony doors, drawing them open just enough to admit the cool air. Dawn had not yet fully broken, but the sky was already fading from indigo to pale silver.




Below, the transformation was underway.




What had been an ordinary street only yesterday now bore the unmistakable marks of preparation. Workers in reflective vests moved with purposeful coordination, hauling thick wooden beams into place. Metal brackets clanged as they were tightened. Portable barricades formed narrow corridors designed to funnel both runners and bulls along a controlled path.




Grace rested her hands lightly on the railing.




Control, she thought, was always an illusion.




Especially when animals — or human fear — were involved.




A truck reversed slowly into position, its warning signal echoing between the buildings. Several men unloaded heavy panels while another consulted a clipboard, gesturing toward precise measurements. This was not improvised work; it had the careful choreography of something refined over decades.




She admired that.




Tradition had weight in places like this.




Yet tradition also bred predictability — and predictability could be exploited.




Movement across the street drew her attention.




A café owner dragged small round tables onto the pavement, arranging them in cheerful defiance of the looming barricades. He whistled as he worked, pausing occasionally to adjust a chair by fractions of an inch until the alignment pleased him.




Life insisted on continuing, even in the shadow of potential danger.




Grace returned inside long enough to prepare tea. Simone was still asleep — unsurprising, given their late dinner — and Grace preferred these solitary hours anyway. They allowed her mind to arrange impressions without interruption.




Carrying the steaming cup back outside, she noticed something new.




Two uniformed officers were walking the route.




Not strolling.




Inspecting.




One paused to test the sturdiness of a barrier, striking it firmly with his palm. Another spoke into a shoulder radio, his gaze sweeping the windows above.




Including hers.




Grace met his glance calmly.




After a moment, he nodded — professional acknowledgment — then continued on.




Good, she thought.




Visible security deterred opportunists.




But serious threats rarely feared uniforms.




The sky brightened further, revealing more details — fresh paint on directional signs, temporary lighting fixtures mounted along the walls, even discreet surveillance cameras newly affixed at key intersections.




Efficient.




Reassuring.




And yet…




Her gaze shifted toward the pale green building opposite.




The curtain that had snapped closed yesterday evening remained drawn.




No light filtered through.




No movement disturbed the fabric.




Occupied?




Or intentionally concealed?




She stored the observation away.




The balcony door slid open behind her.




“You rise with the sun,” Simone murmured sleepily.




Grace turned with a small smile.




“I find the world makes more sense before it fully wakes.”




Simone joined her, wrapping a light robe tighter around herself.




“Oh my,” she said, peering down. “They have done half the work already.”




“The operation is impressively organized.”




“Yes — every year it is the same. By tomorrow the entire route will be sealed.”




Grace handed her a second cup of tea she had thoughtfully prepared.




Simone accepted it gratefully.




For several minutes they stood in companionable silence, watching the choreography below.




Then Simone spoke.




“I slept better knowing you were here.”




Grace tilted her head slightly.




“Better is not the same as well.”




Simone sighed.




“I keep telling myself the rumors are exaggerated. Cities are always nervous before large festivals.”




“That is true,” Grace agreed. “But precaution is not paranoia.”




As if to underscore her words, a white utility vehicle turned onto the street.




Grace’s posture sharpened almost imperceptibly.




The vehicle slowed near the barricades.




Two men stepped out — both wearing municipal jackets this time. One carried a toolkit; the other examined a printed diagram.




Legitimate workers, it seemed.




Yet Grace watched carefully until they began adjusting a loose bracket.




“Still observing everything?” Simone asked gently.




“Always.”




Simone hesitated before speaking again.




“You will meet the inspector today.”




“Ah yes — Inspector Ruiz.”




“He suggested a late morning appointment at the central police office. Very informal.”




Grace allowed herself a faint smile.




“In my experience, ‘informal’ meetings with inspectors seldom remain so.”




“You are not obligated to involve yourself,” Simone added quickly. “You came as my guest, not as an investigator.”




Grace considered this.




It was true — she could, in theory, enjoy the architecture, the museums, the sea breeze…




But already the city had begun presenting questions.




And questions, to her mind, demanded answers.




“I shall simply listen,” she said at last.




A shout echoed suddenly from farther down the street.




Both women looked up.




One of the workers had dropped a beam; it struck the pavement with a heavy crack that reverberated sharply through the morning air.




For a fleeting instant, several pedestrians startled visibly.




Fear traveled fast in places already primed for it.




Grace noted how quickly nerves surfaced.




“Imagine that sound during the run,” Simone said quietly. “People would panic.”




“Yes,” Grace replied. “Crowds respond more to perception than reality.”




She watched as the workers laughed off the mishap and resumed their tasks.




Then — movement again.




A figure stepped onto a small balcony three floors up in the green building.




Not the curtained window.




The one beside it.




A man.




He lingered only briefly, scanning the street with detached interest before retreating inside.




Grace spoke without looking at Simone.




“Do you know your neighbors across the way?”




“Only vaguely. Many apartments are short-term rentals during festival season.”




“Convenient,” Grace murmured.




“For visitors,” Simone said.




“For anyone,” Grace corrected gently.




Church bells rang again — brighter now, announcing the hour.




Barcelona was fully awake.




Delivery scooters buzzed past.




Tourists appeared with cameras already in hand.




A trio of runners jogged experimentally along the route, laughing as though daring the future.




Simone straightened suddenly.




“Oh! I nearly forgot — the building manager left a notice yesterday.” She disappeared inside and returned with a folded paper.




Grace read it quickly.




Mandatory security guidance for festival week. Residents are advised to report unfamiliar persons, unattended packages, or unusual activity immediately. Balcony occupancy may be subject to regulation.




She handed it back.




“Sensible,” she said.




Yet the phrase balcony occupancy tugged at her thoughts.




Another reminder that elevated vantage points mattered.




A low mechanical hum drifted upward.




Grace leaned slightly over the railing.




A sanitation team was pressure-washing the pavement — removing dirt, gum, anything that might cause runners to slip.




Preparation down to the smallest detail.




She admired that again.




But her gaze returned, almost involuntarily, to the path the bulls would take.




Narrow.




Contained.




No easy exits.




If chaos erupted here…




It would spread with frightening speed.




Simone seemed to read the direction of her thoughts.




“You are imagining worst-case scenarios.”




“I am imagining possibilities,” Grace replied.




A breeze lifted strands of her hair as sunlight finally spilled fully into the street, transforming stone into warm amber.




The city looked radiant.




Inviting.




Alive.




And yet beneath the beauty, Grace felt that quiet internal tightening once more — the sensation that events had already begun aligning, whether anyone recognized it yet or not.




She set down her empty cup.




“Tell me,” she said calmly, “has anything else struck you as unusual? No matter how small.”




Simone considered.




Then slowly nodded.




“Two nights ago… I thought someone was in the corridor outside the apartment. When I opened the door, there was no one there.”




Grace absorbed this.




“Footsteps?”




“Yes. Very soft.”




“Old buildings carry sound unpredictably,” Grace said.




But she filed it away regardless.




Below them, a child pointed excitedly at the barricades while his mother tried unsuccessfully to hurry him along.




Life continued.




Preparation continued.




And somewhere within it all, Grace sensed the faint outline of a pattern still too incomplete to name.




She drew one steady breath of the sea-tinged air.




Festivals celebrated courage — runners proving themselves against charging bulls.




But courage, she reflected, came in many forms.




Sometimes it meant running toward danger.




Sometimes it meant recognizing it before anyone else.




She turned from the railing.




“We should prepare to meet your inspector.”




Simone nodded.




Yet as Grace stepped inside, she glanced once more toward the green building.




This time, she was certain.




The curtain moved — just slightly — then stilled.




Someone was watching the street.




Perhaps many someones.




And the spectacle had not even begun.


By midmorning, the character of the street had shifted entirely.




Where dawn had belonged to workers and quiet preparation, late morning belonged to anticipation.




Grace and Simone stepped out of the building into sunlight that already carried the promise of heat. The stone beneath their feet radiated warmth, and somewhere nearby the rich aroma of fresh bread drifted temptingly through the air.




Barcelona, it seemed, believed firmly that even tension should be accompanied by excellent food.




The barricades now stood fully assembled along both sides of the route, forming a narrow channel that wound toward the unseen arena. Up close, Grace could appreciate their craftsmanship — thick timber reinforced with iron fastenings polished by years of use.




She placed a hand lightly against one.




Solid.




Reassuring.




Yet she knew barriers often reassured spectators more than they protected them.




“Magnificent, aren’t they?” Simone said. “Some of these sections are decades old.”




“Tradition rarely trusts flimsy materials,” Grace replied.




A group of tourists paused nearby, snapping photographs as though the empty corridor itself were a landmark.




Soon, it would be.




A pair of officers moved steadily along the barricade, speaking occasionally to shop owners. Their manner was calm but deliberate — the posture of professionals aware that visibility encouraged confidence.




Grace approved.




Still, she noticed something else.




Additional cameras had been installed since morning.




Small.




Strategically angled.




Temporary, perhaps — but positioned by someone who understood surveillance.




“You see it too,” Simone said quietly, following her gaze upward.




“Yes.”




“Does that comfort you?”




“It suggests competence,” Grace said. “Which is not the same as certainty.”




They began walking toward the plaza where Simone had promised to show her a café worth remembering. The sidewalks had grown livelier; vendors sold festival scarves, red sashes, and white shirts already displayed on mannequins.




A young boy darted past them waving a paper flag.




Excitement spread quickly in places preparing for celebration.




Yet amid the brightness, Grace detected subtler notes — conversations that lowered as police passed, glances cast toward unattended bags, a heightened alertness beneath the laughter.




Cities possessed instincts too.




As they crossed a small intersection, a sudden metallic clatter rang out behind them.




Grace turned immediately.




One of the temporary camera mounts had shifted, its bracket slipping before a technician caught it.




For a fraction of a second, several pedestrians froze.




Then motion resumed.




But Grace had seen the reaction.




Fear did not require confirmation — only suggestion.




“You notice how quickly people startle,” she said as they continued on.




Simone nodded.




“The rumors travel faster than the truth.”




At the café, they found a small table beneath a striped awning. From here, Grace could observe both the route and the steady increase of foot traffic converging toward it.




A waiter approached with professional warmth.




“Café con leche?”




“Perfect,” Simone said.




Grace agreed.




As they waited, her attention drifted naturally across the square — cataloging entrances, alleyways, upper windows, rooflines.




Old habits.




Necessary habits.




A man seated alone at a nearby table caught her attention.




Not because he behaved suspiciously — quite the opposite.




He appeared determinedly ordinary.




Mid-forties, perhaps. Neutral clothing. A newspaper held open but unread.




Every few moments, his gaze lifted briefly toward the barricaded street.




Then lowered again.




Simone followed Grace’s line of sight.




“You think he is watching?”




“I think he is pretending not to.”




“Is that unusual?”




“In a city preparing for spectacle? Not inherently.”




The coffees arrived, their foam etched with delicate patterns.




Grace lifted the cup, letting the warmth steady her thoughts.




Across the square, a municipal vehicle rolled slowly by. An officer stepped out and spoke to a cluster of event staff, pointing toward the rooftops.




Rooftops mattered.




Height created opportunity.




A burst of laughter erupted behind them as a group of university students argued cheerfully about whether to run with the bulls.




“Madness,” Simone murmured.




“Calculated madness,” Grace corrected. “Humans have always flirted with danger when it is ritualized.”




Her gaze returned again — almost involuntarily — to the man with the newspaper.




He folded it at last, rose, paid, and departed without finishing his drink.




Grace watched which direction he chose.




Toward the route.




Of course.




“Do you know him?” Simone asked.




“No.”




“Will you follow him?”




Grace allowed the faintest smile.




“Not today.”




She preferred patience to impulsiveness. Patterns emerged only when given time.




A distant siren threaded briefly through the city noise before fading.




Simone stirred her coffee absently.




“Inspector Ruiz sounded very capable on the telephone. Direct, but not unfriendly.”




“Direct is often a luxury in his profession,” Grace said.




“Will you tell him everything you’ve noticed already?”




“I will tell him only what is useful.”




Simone studied her.




“You are already involved.”




Grace did not argue.




Because it was true.




As they finished their coffee, the square grew more animated. Street musicians tuned guitars; a painter began capturing the barricades in quick, expressive strokes.




Life leaned eagerly toward the coming festival.




And yet—




Grace’s attention snapped toward a sharp sound from across the plaza.




A motorcycle again.




This one slowed deliberately near a service alley before continuing.




Coincidence, perhaps.




But she noted the rider’s helmet remained fully tinted.




No glimpse of a face.




Simone set down her cup.




“What is it?”




“Possibly nothing,” Grace said. “But I find myself increasingly curious about how many observers this street attracts.”




They rose and resumed walking, choosing a path that brought them briefly alongside the barricaded corridor itself.




Up close, it felt narrower than it had from the balcony.




Confining.




Grace imagined hundreds of runners surging forward, adrenaline drowning reason.




If panic began…




There would be little room to escape it.




A voice called out politely behind them.




“Señoras — forgive me.”




They turned.




A uniformed officer approached, his expression courteous but professional.




“During the festival, spectators must remain behind the barriers at all times. No leaning through.”




“Of course,” Simone said quickly.




Grace inclined her head.




“Tell me,” she added gently, “has the city increased security this year?”




The officer hesitated — just briefly.




“We prepare thoroughly every year,” he said. “But yes, there is… additional coordination.”




“Due to specific intelligence?”




His diplomatic smile returned.




“Due to caution. Enjoy your stay.”




He moved on.




Grace watched him go.




“Diplomatic,” she murmured.




“That means yes,” Simone said under her breath.




They reached the edge of the plaza just as church bells marked the hour again.




Time was advancing.




Soon they would meet the inspector.




Yet before turning away, Grace glanced once more along the barricaded street.




And this time, she noticed something new.




On the pavement near one barrier sat a small canvas bag.




Unattended.




No worker nearby claimed it.




No one seemed to notice it at all.




Grace slowed.




Simone followed her gaze — and inhaled sharply.




“Should someone report that?”




Grace did not answer immediately.




Instead, she observed.




Thirty seconds.




A minute.




No movement toward the bag.




No sign of ownership.




She turned calmly toward the nearest officer.




“Yes,” she said quietly. “Someone absolutely should.”




As the officer approached to investigate, Grace felt that subtle internal signal again — the one she had long trusted above all else.




The sense that the city’s brightness concealed gathering shadows.




And that this was only the beginning.




The officer approached the unattended canvas bag with the controlled caution of someone trained not to assume harmlessness.




Grace and Simone remained where they were, neither retreating nor drawing closer. Experience had taught Grace that composure often prevented unnecessary alarm in others.




The plaza, however, continued its cheerful rhythm — a violinist coaxing bright notes from his instrument, café patrons clinking porcelain cups, tourists consulting maps with mild confusion.




Danger, if present, had not yet introduced itself loudly enough to interrupt the illusion of normalcy.




The officer spoke quietly into his radio.




Within moments, a second officer joined him.




Then a third.




Efficiency again.




Grace approved.




“Should we step farther back?” Simone asked under her breath.




“In a moment,” Grace replied. “Watch how they manage the space.”




One officer began gently redirecting pedestrians, his tone so courteous that most obeyed without even asking why. Another positioned himself between the bag and the growing foot traffic.




No panic.




No raised voices.




Exactly as it should be.




A municipal technician soon arrived, knelt, and carefully unzipped the bag while the others maintained a discreet perimeter.




Grace observed every motion — the angle of the zipper, the technician’s posture, the officers’ sightlines.




After a tense half-minute, the technician exhaled visibly and held up the contents.




Extension cables.




Work gloves.




A wrench.




Forgotten equipment.




Simone released a breath that seemed to empty her entirely.




“Oh, thank heaven.”




Grace allowed her shoulders to soften — though only slightly.




Relief was welcome.




Complacency was not.




“One day,” she said quietly, “something unattended will not be so innocent. That is why procedure matters.”




As if sensing her scrutiny, the nearest officer glanced toward her and gave a faint nod — professional acknowledgment between observers.




They resumed walking.




The sunlight had strengthened now, bathing the stone buildings in luminous warmth. From several balconies, residents leaned outward to watch the preparations below, their conversations floating lazily through the air.




Yet Grace’s attention drifted back toward the pale green building.




This time, the curtain was open.




A woman stood inside — perhaps mid-thirties — speaking animatedly on her phone. She paced once across the room, then disappeared from view.




Not secrecy.




Just life.




Still, Grace catalogued the face.




“You truly remember everyone you see, don’t you?” Simone asked.




“Not everyone,” Grace replied. “Only those whose timing interests me.”




They turned onto a narrower side street where the noise of the plaza softened into a pleasant murmur.




Ahead, a small antiques shop had arranged a display of brass instruments, their polished surfaces catching the light. Grace slowed instinctively — less from shopping impulse than from habit. Reflective surfaces often revealed what lay behind.




In the curved belly of a trumpet, she saw it.




A man had stepped out of the alley they had just passed.




He paused.




Looked directly toward them.




Then pretended to examine a menu posted beside a restaurant door.




Grace continued walking without altering her pace.




“Do not turn around,” she said quietly.




Simone stiffened.




“Why?”




“We may have acquired a shadow.”




Simone’s voice dropped almost to silence.




“You are certain?”




“Not yet.”




They walked another twenty yards before Grace paused at a bookstore window.




In the glass reflection, the man lingered again — neither approaching nor departing.




Observing.




Simone’s hand tightened slightly on her handbag.




“What do we do?”




“Nothing dramatic,” Grace said calmly. “We alter direction.”




She stepped into the bookstore without hesitation.




A bell chimed softly overhead.




Inside, the scent of paper and polished wood created an immediate hush. Tall shelves formed narrow corridors, perfect for discreet observation.




Grace drifted toward a display table and picked up a volume at random.




After a few seconds, the bell chimed again.




Simone pretended to study postcards while whispering,




“He followed.”




Grace did not look up.




“Describe him.”




“Dark jacket. No tie. Sunglasses.”




The same careful neutrality Simone had described before.




Interesting.




Minutes passed.




The man wandered briefly along a shelf, removed a book, replaced it incorrectly, then exited without purchasing anything.




Grace counted silently to ten before moving toward the door.




Outside, the street swallowed him almost instantly.




Simone turned to her.




“That was not coincidence.”




“No,” Grace agreed softly. “It was curiosity.”




“Toward us?”




“Toward the balcony, perhaps. Or toward anyone newly arrived.”




Simone crossed her arms.




“I dislike this very much.”




“As do I,” Grace said. “Which makes our meeting with Inspector Ruiz all the more timely.”




They resumed their walk, now angling toward the administrative quarter where broader avenues replaced intimate lanes. The architecture grew more formal — stately facades, carved stone entrances, flags stirring in the midday breeze.




Official Barcelona.




Here, security was even more visible.




Police vehicles lined the curb.




Officers conversed in small clusters.




A helicopter traced a slow arc overhead before veering toward the coast.




Simone glanced upward.




“Surely that is not typical.”




“No,” Grace said. “But it is reassuring.”




At last they approached a dignified sandstone building whose wide steps led to tall, shadowed doors.




Police headquarters.




Simone exhaled quietly.




“I suddenly feel as though we are stepping onto a stage.”




Grace allowed a faint smile.




“In a sense, we are.”




Before they could climb the steps, a voice spoke behind them — smooth, measured, unmistakably directed.




“Señorita Simone?”




Both women turned.




A man approached from the sidewalk.




Tall.




Lean.




Dark hair touched lightly with gray.




Neutral expression.




The very architecture of forgettability.




Yet Grace recognized him instantly.




Not from memory alone.




From instinct.




Simone blinked.




“Yes?”




He inclined his head politely.




“You may not remember me. I made an inquiry at your building recently regarding festival occupancy.”




Simone’s composure faltered — only for a fraction of a second, but Grace saw it.




“Yes… of course,” Simone said carefully. “You were verifying—”




“Safety considerations,” he finished smoothly.




His gaze shifted to Grace.




“And you must be the guest who has just arrived.”




It was not phrased as a question.




Grace met his eyes calmly.




“And you are?”




He smiled — pleasant, controlled.




“A coordinator working alongside several municipal departments.”




“Your name?” Grace asked gently.




A pause.




Barely perceptible.




“Martín,” he said at last.




No surname offered.




Interesting again.




“What can we do for you, Señor Martín?” Simone asked.




“Nothing at all,” he replied. “Merely ensuring that residents feel secure ahead of the festivities.”




Grace studied him openly now.




His posture was relaxed.




Too relaxed.




“Security is always welcome,” she said. “Though official identification often reassures residents even more.”




For the first time, something flickered behind his eyes.




Gone almost immediately.




“Of course,” he said lightly. “I shall remember that.”




A beat of silence passed.




Then he stepped aside with courteous precision.




“Enjoy Barcelona.”




And just like that, he was gone — merging into pedestrian traffic with practiced ease.




Simone turned sharply toward Grace.




“That is him. The man from the building.”




“Yes,” Grace said.




“And he knew you had arrived.”




“Yes.”




A breeze swept along the avenue, lifting the edge of Grace’s hair.




She watched the direction Martín had taken until he vanished entirely.




Then she spoke, her voice calm but edged now with certainty.




“Our inspector meeting has just become considerably more important.”




Simone looked toward the station doors.




“You believe he is connected to the rumors?”




“I believe,” Grace said quietly, “that no one conducts unofficial safety checks without reason.”




She placed one foot on the first stone step.




The day had begun with preparation and pleasant observation.




Now, unmistakably, the game had acknowledged her presence.




Grace allowed herself one final thought before entering:




Barcelona was not merely preparing for spectacle.




Someone was preparing for something else.




And they had just introduced themselves.
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Chapter 3 — Rumors in the Market




The interior of police headquarters was cooler than the sunlit avenue outside, the thick stone walls holding centuries of reprieve from Mediterranean heat. Sound behaved differently here — footsteps softened, voices lowered instinctively, and even the distant ringing of telephones seemed disciplined.




Grace appreciated places where order prevailed.




Simone leaned slightly closer as they crossed the polished floor.




“I did not imagine I would be relieved to enter a police station,” she murmured.




“Relief often accompanies structure,” Grace replied. “Especially when uncertainty lingers outside.”




A receptionist greeted them with professional warmth and directed them toward a broad staircase. As they ascended, Grace noticed framed photographs lining the walls — historic festivals, ceremonial parades, crowds stretching deep into Barcelona’s past.




Public gatherings were part of the city’s identity.




Which meant protecting them was not merely procedural.




It was cultural.




At the landing, a man stepped forward to meet them.




He carried himself with easy authority — neither stiff nor casual — and his gaze was direct without being intrusive.




“Señorita Simone,” he said, extending his hand. “Inspector Alejandro Ruiz.”




Simone brightened visibly.




“Inspector, thank you for seeing us.”




“And you must be Grace.”




Not Miss, not Señora — simply Grace.




He had chosen neutrality.




Grace liked him immediately.




“Inspector,” she said, accepting his handshake. His grip was firm, his palm warm, the gesture unperformed.




“I understand you have only just arrived,” he said as he led them toward his office. “Forgive the intrusion upon your visit, but these days we welcome extra eyes — especially observant ones.”




So Simone had spoken of her more specifically than she’d admitted.




Grace made a quiet note of that.




His office overlooked a narrower street where uniformed officers moved in steady rhythm below. Papers were arranged with careful efficiency across his desk — not cluttered, yet clearly in use.




A man who worked actively rather than ceremonially.




“Please,” Ruiz said, gesturing toward the chairs. “Coffee?”




They accepted.




Once seated, Ruiz folded his hands lightly.




“I prefer clarity,” he began. “So let us speak plainly. You have heard the rumors.”




Grace inclined her head.




“Enough to know they are not entirely imaginary.”




A faint smile touched his mouth.




“Good. Many visitors dismiss them. That makes my work harder.”




Simone shifted forward.




“Inspector… how serious is the threat?”




Ruiz considered before answering — never a bad sign in a professional.




“At present, we classify it as credible but undefined.”




Grace appreciated the precision.




“Meaning intelligence exists,” she said, “but lacks specificity.”




“Exactly.”




“What form does this intelligence take?”




“A fragment intercepted three weeks ago,” he replied. “A communication referencing a ‘moment of thunder’ during a ‘gathering that runs.’”




Simone inhaled softly.




“The bull run.”




“It is the most logical interpretation,” Ruiz said.




Grace’s thoughts sharpened.




“Origin?”




“Encrypted channel routed through multiple countries. Difficult to trace conclusively.”




“Have you identified any group?”




“Not with confidence. Which concerns me more than a clear adversary would.”




Uncertainty again — the most dangerous landscape.




Grace leaned back slightly.




“What precautions are in place beyond visible patrols?”




Ruiz’s eyes flickered with approval.




“You ask the correct questions. We have increased surveillance, restricted vehicle access near the route, coordinated with national agencies, and deployed plainclothes officers throughout festival zones.”




Grace thought of Martín.




“Plainclothes,” she repeated softly.




Ruiz noticed.




“You have encountered someone.”




Not a question.




A conclusion.




Grace described the encounter calmly — the visit to Simone’s building, the absence of credentials, the convenient title of “coordinator.”




Ruiz listened without interruption.




When she finished, he reached for a notebook.




“Description?”




She provided it.




Height.




Build.




Hair touched with gray.




Neutral expression.




A face engineered to be forgotten.




Ruiz wrote quickly.




Then looked up.




“We have no coordinator matching that description.”




Simone’s fingers tightened around her cup.




“So he lied.”




“Yes,” Ruiz said evenly.




Grace spoke next.




“He also knew I had arrived.”




That gave Ruiz pause.




“Then someone is paying attention to that apartment.”




The room seemed subtly quieter.




Ruiz tapped his pen once against the desk — not nervously, but thoughtfully.




“There is more you should know,” he said at last.




Grace waited.




“Yesterday evening, one of our patrol units reported a man photographing balconies along the route.”




Simone went very still.




“Balconies?” she whispered.




“Yes.”




Grace’s voice remained calm.




“Elevated vantage points provide both observation and opportunity.”




“Precisely.”




Simone looked between them.




“You speak as though this is already underway.”




Ruiz answered gently.




“We prepare for what may never happen so that if it does, we are not surprised.”




Grace approved of him more with each passing minute.




“Inspector,” she said, “may I offer an observation?”




“Please.”




“The language in your intercepted message — ‘moment of thunder.’ Most assume an explosion. But thunder is also distraction. Shock. Chaos.”




Ruiz studied her.




“You believe the objective may extend beyond simple destruction.”




“I believe,” Grace said, “that sophisticated plans rarely rely on a single outcome.”




He nodded slowly.




“An attack to trigger panic could expose a secondary target.”




“Exactly.”




Simone exhaled.




“This is far worse than rumors.”




Ruiz leaned forward slightly.




“Perhaps. But remember — preparation is strength.”




Grace shifted the conversation.




“This morning, we were followed briefly.”




Ruiz’s gaze sharpened.




She described the bookstore incident.




Again, he wrote.




“Tourists sometimes wander,” he said. “But combined with the false coordinator…” He closed the notebook. “Patterns begin to form.”




Simone looked troubled.




“Should I leave the apartment?”




“No,” Ruiz said firmly. “Continue normally. Sudden changes attract attention.”




Grace added quietly,




“But remain alert.”




Ruiz rose and crossed to the window.




For a moment he watched the officers below.




“When I joined the force,” he said, “an older inspector told me something I have never forgotten: festivals reveal both the best and worst of humanity. Joy invites those who wish to destroy it.”




He turned back.




“Yet we do not cancel joy. We protect it.”




Grace smiled faintly.




“A philosophy I admire.”




A knock sounded at the door. A young officer stepped in, murmured something in Spanish, and handed Ruiz a small folder before departing.




Ruiz scanned its contents — and his expression changed almost imperceptibly.




Grace noticed.




“What is it?”




He closed the folder slowly.




“Another report of a man asking questions about balcony access.”




Simone whispered,




“Dear God.”




Ruiz met Grace’s eyes.




“I would advise caution — but not fear.”




Grace rose.




“Inspector, if there is anything I observe that may assist you, I will share it.”




“I was hoping you would say that.”




As they moved toward the door, Ruiz added,




“One more thing — do not engage that man again if you can avoid it. Let us identify him properly.”




Grace inclined her head.




“Of course.”




Outside, the sunlight seemed brighter after the station’s cool interior.




Yet the warmth did little to soften the awareness now settling between them.




Simone spoke first.




“Whispered warnings,” she said quietly. “That is what all of this feels like.”




Grace looked toward the distant barricaded street.




“Yes,” she agreed.




“Whispers… just before the storm.”




A church bell rang once, clear and resonant.




And for the first time since arriving, Grace felt certain of one thing:




Barcelona was not merely preparing for celebration.




It was bracing itself.


When Grace and Simone stepped back onto the main boulevard, the city felt subtly altered — not visibly, not in any way a casual visitor might identify, but altered nonetheless.




Information had weight.




And now they carried it.




The late morning crowd had thickened into that distinctly Mediterranean blend of leisure and purpose. Office workers threaded efficiently through slower-moving tourists; delivery cyclists navigated impossible gaps with fearless precision; café terraces were nearly full.




Yet beneath the lively hum, Grace sensed a faint tightening — like the air before distant thunder.




“Inspector Ruiz was calmer than I expected,” Simone said as they began walking toward the old market district.




“Calm is often cultivated,” Grace replied. “It reassures the public — and steadies one’s own thinking.”




“You trust him?”




“Yes.”




Grace did not offer trust easily. Ruiz had earned the beginning of it.




Simone glanced sideways.




“You seem almost energized.”




Grace allowed a faint smile.




“Clarity tends to focus the mind.”




They turned onto a broad avenue lined with plane trees whose leaves cast shifting patterns of light across the pavement. Ahead rose the wrought-iron entrance of one of Barcelona’s historic markets — an architectural latticework that seemed both sturdy and delicate.




As they approached, the atmosphere changed immediately.




Markets possessed their own ecosystem — louder, richer, more textured than the orderly streets outside. Voices overlapped in musical bursts of Catalan and Spanish; knives tapped rhythmically against wooden blocks; scales chimed; somewhere, a radio played an old love song.




The scent alone was intoxicating — citrus, cured meats, fresh bread, crushed herbs, and the unmistakable salt-sweet perfume of the nearby sea.




Simone inhaled deeply.




“Now this is the Barcelona I wanted you to feel.”




Grace nodded.




“Places of trade often reveal more truth than places of ceremony.”




They moved slowly between the aisles. Grace observed without appearing to — the way vendors greeted regular customers by name, the effortless choreography of exchange, the subtle hierarchy of the busiest stalls versus the quieter ones.




Routine created patterns.




And patterns revealed disruptions.




It did not take long to find one.




Halfway down a row of produce stands, a vendor was rearranging oranges with unnecessary intensity — stacking, restacking, aligning them until they formed nearly geometric precision.




Yet his hands trembled.




Grace slowed.




Simone noticed immediately.




“You see it too.”




“Yes.”




The man looked up as they approached, forcing a smile that faltered almost as quickly as it appeared.




“Buenos días,” he said.




Grace returned the greeting warmly.




“Your display is beautiful.”




“Thank you,” he replied, though his gaze flickered past them toward the aisle behind.




Watching.




Waiting.




Grace selected an orange, turning it lightly in her fingers.




“You have many visitors today.”




“Yes… yes, the festival brings everyone.”




His voice carried a thin edge — stretched politeness.




Grace asked mildly,




“Does it also bring trouble?”




The question was gentle enough to pass as casual curiosity.




Yet the effect was immediate.




The vendor froze.




Only for a second.




But long enough.




Simone leaned closer to inspect a basket of figs, playing her part without needing instruction.




The vendor lowered his voice.




“You should be careful,” he murmured.




Grace met his gaze steadily.




“Why?”




He hesitated — eyes darting once more toward the aisle.




Then he bent as though adjusting a crate, bringing his face closer to hers without appearing conspiratorial.




“Men have been asking questions.”




Grace’s pulse did not quicken, though her attention sharpened instantly.




“What sort of questions?”




“About delivery schedules. About which streets close first. About balconies…” He swallowed. “Too many questions for men who claim to be tourists.”




Simone whispered,




“Did you tell the police?”




The vendor shook his head quickly.




“No trouble. I do not want trouble.”




Grace understood at once.




Small business owners survived on predictability. Becoming entangled with authorities — even for good reason — threatened that fragile balance.




“Describe them,” she said softly.




“One tall. Very polite. Too polite.” He paused. “Another younger — always watching, never buying.”




Grace thought of Martín.




“Did they come together?”




“Not always. But they looked at each other as if they knew.”




That was often more revealing than conversation.




“Did you notice anything else?” Grace asked.




The vendor hesitated again.




Then nodded toward the far end of the market.




“They were interested in the service corridors.”




Grace followed his glance.




Narrow passages branched away from the public aisles — routes used for early deliveries, waste removal, maintenance.




Paths invisible to most visitors.




Useful paths.




Her voice remained calm.




“When was this?”




“Yesterday. And again this morning.”




Simone’s hand tightened around the strap of her bag.




Grace placed the orange gently back into its pyramid.




“You have been very helpful.”




The vendor forced another smile for the benefit of passing shoppers.




“I have said nothing,” he murmured.




“Of course.”




As they stepped away, Simone exhaled slowly.




“This is no longer rumor.”




“No,” Grace agreed. “It is reconnaissance.”




They continued deeper into the market, but now Grace observed with a different lens — not merely absorbing atmosphere, but searching for confirmation.




Near the seafood stalls, she saw it.




A man leaning casually against a pillar.




Not shopping.




Not conversing.




Simply… positioned.




His gaze skimmed the crowd with practiced neutrality.




Simone followed her line of sight and stiffened.




“Do you recognize him?”




“No. But he is not here for oysters.”




They altered course naturally, circling toward a spice merchant whose colorful display offered convenient cover.




Grace picked up a small jar, examining the label while watching the reflection in its polished lid.




The man shifted slightly.




Tracking them.




Simone whispered,




“Are we being followed again?”




“Perhaps observed,” Grace corrected.




“Is that better?”




“Marginally.”




The man’s hand rose briefly to his ear.




An earpiece?




Or simply an itch?




Impossible to confirm at this distance.




Grace replaced the jar.




“Let us test something,” she said quietly.




Without warning, she turned down a side aisle — narrower, less crowded.




After a few steps, she paused at a cheese counter.




Thirty seconds passed.




Then the man appeared at the aisle’s entrance.




Too quickly to be coincidence.




Simone’s composure wavered.




“This is deliberate.”




“Yes.”




Grace smiled politely at the cheesemonger, purchased a small wedge she did not particularly want, and accepted it as though nothing at all were unusual.




Routine disarmed suspicion.




As they moved again toward the central corridor, the man peeled away — disappearing behind a column.




Not pursuit.




Not retreat.




Surveillance.




Simone spoke through barely parted lips.




“We must tell Ruiz.”




“We will.”




Grace’s mind was already arranging the fragments:




Unidentified coordinator.




Balcony inquiries.




Photographs.




Market reconnaissance.




Service corridors.




Observers.




Too many threads to dismiss.




Yet the market continued its vibrant life around them — laughter, bargaining, the clatter of crates.




Normalcy, stubborn and radiant.




Simone slowed near the exit.




“Grace… do you feel it?”




“Yes.”




“The city is holding its breath.”




Grace looked back once more at the bustling aisles.




“No,” she said softly.




“It is breathing quite normally.”




She paused.




“Which is precisely why those who wish to disrupt it believe they can.”




Outside, sunlight flooded the street again, almost startling after the market’s filtered glow.




Grace adjusted her gloves thoughtfully.




“We are no longer merely hearing whispers,” she said.




“We are beginning to see their source.”




A church bell rang in the distance.




Time moved forward.




And somewhere within the bright, unsuspecting city…




Plans were taking shape.




Outside the market, the sunlight seemed almost too bright after the layered shadows within. Grace paused briefly beneath the ironwork entrance, allowing her eyes — and her thoughts — to adjust.




Cities often revealed themselves in gradients. One stepped from noise into quiet, from openness into confinement, from innocence into awareness without ever noticing the exact moment of transition.




But Grace had noticed.




And once noticed, such transitions could not be undone.




Simone drew closer beside her, her voice low.




“That man was watching us. I am certain of it.”




“So am I,” Grace replied.




“Should we go directly back to the inspector?”




“In due course. But not hurriedly.”




Simone looked surprised.




“Why not?”




“Because sudden departures suggest alarm — and alarm invites attention. For now, we remain exactly what we appear to be.”




“Visitors,” Simone said.




“Yes.”




They began walking at an unremarkable pace toward a broader avenue. Around them, festival preparations continued with cheerful determination. Workers strung crimson banners between lampposts; florists arranged buckets of white and red carnations outside their shops; a trio of musicians rehearsed beneath the shade of a fig tree.




It was almost impossible to reconcile such beauty with the quiet architecture of threat now forming in Grace’s mind.




She spoke after a moment.




“Did you notice where he positioned himself in the market?”




“Near the pillar.”




“Where he could observe both the service corridor and the main aisle.”




Simone shivered lightly despite the warmth.




“You speak of this as though it were choreography.”




“In a sense, it is. Surveillance depends upon lines of sight — entrances, exits, flow.”




Simone was silent for several steps before asking,




“Grace… when did this cease being a possibility and become something real for you?”




Grace considered the question.




“When the same types of inquiries began appearing in unrelated places,” she said. “Balconies. Delivery routes. Access points. Observers rarely scatter their attention without purpose.”




A delivery truck rumbled past, momentarily drowning the surrounding sound. Grace watched it navigate a tight corner with careful precision.




Large vehicles would soon be restricted near the festival route, Ruiz had said.




Which meant any positioning done beforehand mattered even more.




As they approached a crosswalk, Grace felt it — that subtle prickle along the back of awareness that had guided her more times than she could count.




She did not turn immediately.




Instead, she paused to adjust her glove.




In the reflection of a shop window, she saw him again.




Not the man from the bookstore.




Not Martín.




A third figure.




Baseball cap.




Dark glasses.




Standing just long enough to appear incidental.




Then stepping away.




Simone followed her gaze into the glass.




“Oh…”




“Yes,” Grace said quietly.




“That makes three.”




Simone’s voice tightened.




“Three what?”




“Observers.”




They crossed the street with the light, neither rushing nor hesitating.




On the far side stood a narrow park — a green pocket threaded with walking paths and shaded benches. Grace guided them toward it without explanation.




Inside the park, the noise of traffic softened into a pleasant hush broken only by rustling leaves and distant conversation.




She chose a bench positioned with a clear view of both entrances.




Simone sat beside her.




“We are waiting?” she asked.




“We are thinking.”




Grace folded her hands loosely.




For nearly a minute, neither spoke.




Then Simone whispered,




“Do you believe we are being watched because of the apartment?”




“Almost certainly.”




“Why that building?”




Grace’s gaze drifted upward through the branches.




“Location. Elevation. A direct view of the route’s curve — where runners will slow, where crowds will compress.”




Simone swallowed.




“A perfect place for… observation.”




“Or worse.”




A jogger passed them, headphones muting the world. A small dog trotted determinedly across the path, its owner apologizing to no one in particular.




Normal life persisted — stubbornly, beautifully.




Yet Grace felt increasingly certain that beneath this normalcy lay a design already in motion.




She reached into her handbag and withdrew the tiny metallic fragment she had found on the balcony the previous evening.




Sunlight flashed along its edge.




Simone leaned closer.




“You still think it matters.”




“I think it landed too precisely to ignore.”




Grace rotated it thoughtfully.




Machine-cut.




Lightweight.




Possibly part of mounting hardware.




For equipment?




Surveillance?




Something more destructive?




Not enough evidence.




But enough to remember.




Simone watched her.




“You do that thing,” she said softly.




“What thing?”




“You grow very quiet when the pieces begin arranging themselves.”




Grace allowed the faintest smile.




“Because speaking too soon can disturb the pattern.”




A breeze moved gently through the park, stirring the leaves into a whisper that almost resembled distant surf.




After a moment, Simone asked,




“Are we in danger?”




Grace answered without hesitation — and without dramatics.




“Not immediately.”




The distinction mattered.




Simone absorbed it.




“And later?”




“That depends on whether we remain merely interesting… or become inconvenient.”




Simone exhaled slowly.




“I invited you for a festival,” she said. “Not this.”




“You invited me for exactly this,” Grace replied gently. “You simply did not know it yet.”




They sat a while longer, letting the quiet steady them.




Then Grace spoke again.




“We must inform Inspector Ruiz about the market vendor.”




“And the man near the pillar.”




“And the third observer.”




Simone hesitated.




“Will he believe it is coordinated?”




“He will not ignore it,” Grace said.




A church bell rang faintly across the district — its tone carried on the warm air.




Grace rose.




As they stepped back toward the park entrance, she sensed movement behind them.




Not close.




Not threatening.




But present.




She resisted the urge to look.




Instead, she spoke conversationally.




“When we return to the apartment, behave normally. Curtains open. Lights as usual.”




“You believe someone may be watching it even now.”




“I would be disappointed if they weren’t,” Grace said lightly.




Simone almost laughed — tension seeking release.




At the edge of the park, Grace finally allowed herself a glance backward.




A man sat on the bench they had just vacated.




Reading a newspaper.




She noted the page was upside down.




Interesting.




Very interesting.




They continued walking.




Festival banners snapped softly overhead.




From somewhere down the avenue came the rhythmic testing of drums — practice for the celebrations ahead.




Grace slowed just once, turning her gaze toward the distant streets that would soon thunder with hooves and human courage.




The intercepted message returned to her thoughts.




A moment of thunder.




Most would imagine an explosion.




But thunder also meant shock.




Disorientation.




A breaking of order.




She felt it clearly now — the investigation was no longer something she had stepped into.




It was something unfolding around her.




Simone touched her arm.




“What are you thinking?”




Grace answered quietly,




“I am thinking that whoever is planning this is patient.”




She paused.




“Organized.”




Another step.




“And already in position.”




The sunlight gleamed along the barricades in the distance — bright, celebratory, unsuspecting.




Grace took one steady breath.




Then another.




And with the calm certainty that had guided her through countless mysteries, she acknowledged what her instincts had been telling her since the telephone first rang.




Barcelona was no longer simply a destination.




It was a puzzle.




And now…




Grace was fully paying attention.
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