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Chapter 1: An Invitation to Berlin 




Grace Whitmore was halfway through reorganizing her sock drawer when her phone rang, which was exactly the sort of interruption she welcomed. The drawer had begun as a sensible project—pairing wool with wool, athletic with athletic—but had quickly devolved into a tangle of colors and intentions. Grace straightened up from the bed, brushed a stray thread from her sweater, and glanced at the screen.




Stacy Keller.




“Well,” Grace murmured, smiling to herself, “this can’t be boring.”




She answered on the second ring. “Tell me you’re calling from somewhere fabulous.”




“I’m calling from Berlin,” Stacy said, her voice bright but edged with something else—tightness, maybe, or nerves. “And I need your help.”




Grace sat down on the edge of the bed. Over the years, she’d learned that when friends called with that particular combination of excitement and restraint, the story was never simple. “Berlin is fabulous,” Grace said. “Needing my help usually isn’t. What’s going on?”




There was a pause, long enough for Grace to imagine Stacy pacing. She pictured her friend in one of her practical-but-stylish coats, the kind with too many pockets, hair pulled back as if she were preparing for action. Grace smiled. Stacy always looked like she was about to solve a problem—or cause one.




“I know how this is going to sound,” Stacy finally said. “And I need you to promise not to laugh. At least not right away.”




“I make no such promises,” Grace said. “But go on.”




“Bratwurst,” Stacy said.




Grace blinked. “I’m sorry?”




“They’re disappearing,” Stacy continued. “All over the city.”




Grace waited. When nothing more came, she said carefully, “You mean… sausages.”




“Yes.”




“Actual food.”




“Yes.”




Grace laughed, unable to stop herself. It bubbled up, warm and unrestrained, and she pressed her hand to her mouth, trying—and failing—to contain it. “Stacy,” she said between chuckles, “you flew me into investigations involving missing heirlooms, suspicious art dealers, and one very grumpy alpaca farmer. Missing sausages may be where I draw the line.”




“I knew you’d laugh,” Stacy said, but Grace could hear the smile fade. “Grace, I’m serious.”




Grace sobered immediately. Stacy didn’t exaggerate. Ever. And she didn’t ask for help unless she truly believed something was wrong.




“Okay,” Grace said, shifting into listening mode. “Tell me what’s really happening.”




Stacy exhaled. “Street vendors. Market stalls. Small family-run places that have been in the same spot for decades. Bratwurst going missing. At first it was a joke—someone pinching lunch, maybe a tourist prank. But it’s been weeks now. And it’s not random.”




Grace frowned. “How so?”




“It’s always at the same time of day,” Stacy said. “Always during the lunch rush. And always just enough to notice, but not enough to shut anyone down completely. One or two links here, a tray there. It’s… careful.”




Grace stood and began pacing the room, socks forgotten. “Careful thieves usually want something specific,” she said. “Are they taking money?”




“No.”




“Damaging stalls?”




“No.”




“Caught on cameras?”




“That’s the strange thing,” Stacy said. “Cameras go fuzzy for about thirty seconds. Just long enough.”




Grace stopped pacing. “That’s not sausage theft,” she said quietly. “That’s choreography.”




“I knew you’d understand,” Stacy said, relief flooding her voice. “Everyone else thinks I’ve lost my mind. The police told vendors to improve their security and stop wasting resources. One detective actually told me to ‘relax and enjoy the sausages that remain.’”




Grace snorted. “Charming.”




“I tried to let it go,” Stacy continued. “I really did. But then last night, I was at a night market near Hackescher Markt, and I saw it happen.”




Grace’s heart gave a small, anticipatory thump. “You saw the thief?”




“I saw the moment,” Stacy said. “A man bumped into the vendor. Apologized. Polite. Almost old-fashioned. And when he stepped away, two links were gone. No rush. No panic. Just… smooth.”




Grace nodded, though Stacy couldn’t see her. “And you think there’s more to it.”




“I know there is,” Stacy said. “And I don’t know who else to call.”




Grace looked around her bedroom, at the neatly stacked notebooks on her desk, the travel bag still half-packed from her last trip. She felt the familiar spark—the quiet pull toward a puzzle that didn’t quite fit together yet.




“When do you need me?” Grace asked.




Stacy laughed, this time with genuine warmth. “I was hoping you’d say that. As soon as you can manage.”




Grace checked her calendar mentally. Empty, as usual, except for a lunch date she could reschedule and a library book she could return late. “I could be on a plane tomorrow.”




“Tomorrow?” Stacy said. “Grace, that’s amazing.”




Grace smiled. “Berlin’s been on my list for years. I just didn’t expect sausages to be the reason.”




“You’ll take this seriously once you’re here,” Stacy said. “I promise.”




“I already am,” Grace replied. “But I reserve the right to enjoy the food while I investigate.”




“Deal.”




They hung up a few minutes later, and Grace stood still in the quiet room, letting the idea of Berlin settle over her. She imagined narrow streets, open-air markets, the hum of a city that carried its history openly. She imagined mustard stains and laughter, vendors calling out to passersby. And somewhere beneath it all, a pattern waiting to be uncovered.




Grace reached for her suitcase.




—




By the time her flight touched down in Berlin the next afternoon, Grace was already tired in that particular way that came from travel mixed with anticipation. The airport buzzed with movement, voices in multiple languages weaving together into a constant hum. Grace followed the signs toward baggage claim, her senses alert, curious.




Berlin felt different immediately. Bigger. Layered. Like a city that had learned how to live with its past without letting it define every step forward.




Stacy met her near the exit, waving enthusiastically. “Grace!”




Grace laughed and hurried over, nearly dropping her bag as they hugged. “You look exactly the same,” Grace said.




“You look like you’re about to solve something,” Stacy replied. “Come on. I’ve got coffee waiting.”




They stepped outside into crisp air that smelled faintly of rain and bread. Grace took it in, smiling. “All right,” she said. “Start from the beginning. Pretend I know nothing.”




Stacy nodded. “Good. Because what I’m about to tell you still sounds ridiculous.”




Grace grinned. “Those are my favorite cases.”




They walked toward the train, blending into the flow of commuters and travelers. Around them, Berlin moved with purpose, unaware that somewhere within its rhythm, something small—but deliberate—was going missing.




And Grace had come to find out why.


The train slid into motion with a quiet efficiency that Grace immediately admired. It wasn’t loud or showy; it simply worked, carrying them forward as if Berlin itself had decided they were exactly where they needed to be. Grace settled into her seat, setting her suitcase between her feet, and watched the city pass by through the window.




“So,” she said, turning to Stacy, “you mentioned everyone thinks you’re overreacting.”




Stacy snorted softly. “That’s the polite version.”




Grace raised an eyebrow.




“Most people think I’m bored,” Stacy continued. “Or lonely. Or that I’ve watched one too many crime shows. One vendor told me I should be grateful—said missing sausages were a sign business was good.”




“And the police?” Grace asked.




Stacy hesitated. “Officially? They don’t see a crime worth pursuing. No violence. No large financial loss. No obvious suspects. Unofficially…” She shrugged. “I get the sense they’re annoyed.”




Grace leaned back, folding her arms. “Annoyed police can be dangerous in their own way,” she said. “They stop listening.”




“Exactly,” Stacy said. “Which is why I called you.”




Grace smiled faintly. “I have a reputation for listening.”




The train emerged briefly into sunlight, illuminating rows of buildings that ranged from ornate and historic to sleek and modern. Berlin seemed to hold contradictions comfortably, Grace thought. That alone made her curious.




“Where are we headed first?” Grace asked.




“My apartment,” Stacy said. “You’ll want to drop your things. Then—if you’re up for it—I thought we’d walk. I want you to see the markets.”




Grace’s eyes lit up. “Lead the way.”




—




Stacy’s apartment was modest but warm, perched above a quiet street lined with bicycles and café tables. Grace set her suitcase by the door and took in the space: clean lines, soft lighting, shelves filled with books and small souvenirs from travels past.




“Make yourself at home,” Stacy said, heading for the kitchen. “Coffee?”




“Always.”




They stood by the window with mugs in hand, steam curling upward as the late afternoon light spilled across the room.




“All right,” Grace said. “Tell me everything you haven’t told me yet.”




Stacy took a sip, gathering her thoughts. “It started small,” she said. “One vendor mentioned it casually. Then another. People laughed. I laughed. But I kept hearing the same details.”




“Which were?”




“Timing. Politeness. Disappearance without disruption,” Stacy said. “And then there were the rumors.”




Grace perked up. “Rumors are my favorite.”




Stacy smiled thinly. “Someone said they saw a note once. Just a scrap of paper. No one could remember what it said. Another claimed a missing sausage tray reappeared two days later, spotless, like it had never left.”




Grace frowned. “Reappeared?”




“Yes. At the same stall.”




“That’s not theft,” Grace said. “That’s borrowing.”




“Or signaling,” Stacy replied.




Grace studied her friend. “You’ve thought about this a lot.”




“I couldn’t stop,” Stacy admitted. “Every time I walked through a market, I watched hands instead of faces. I started noticing who lingered, who apologized too much, who smiled and moved on.”




Grace nodded approvingly. “You’re already doing the work.”




Stacy laughed softly. “Not well enough to stop it.”




Grace finished her coffee. “Let’s go see these markets.”




—




The first market buzzed with life. Vendors called out cheerfully, tourists drifted from stall to stall, and the air carried the unmistakable scent of grilled sausage and onions. Grace inhaled deeply. “If this is a crime scene,” she said, “it’s the most delicious one I’ve ever visited.”




Stacy smiled despite herself. “That’s what makes it so easy to overlook.”




They wandered slowly, Grace letting her gaze drift without focusing too sharply. Years of investigation had taught her the value of appearing casual. People revealed more when they believed no one was watching.




She noticed the rhythm quickly. The way certain vendors worked with quiet precision. The ease with which strangers brushed past one another. The moments when attention shifted—when laughter rose or a delivery cart rattled through, drawing eyes away.




“Have you noticed,” Grace murmured, “how often people apologize here?”




Stacy nodded. “It’s cultural. But some take it further.”




Grace stopped near a small stall run by an older man with kind eyes and a neatly pressed apron. “This one,” she said quietly. “Watch.”




They waited. A man approached, ordering briskly. Another bumped lightly into him, murmuring apologies in rapid German. Grace didn’t understand every word, but the tone was unmistakable—smooth, courteous, rehearsed.




The vendor turned away for just a moment.




When he turned back, nothing appeared amiss.




The apologetic stranger moved on, unhurried.




Grace exhaled slowly. “That was it.”




Stacy’s shoulders tensed. “You saw it?”




“I didn’t see the sausage go,” Grace said. “But I saw the opportunity.”




They moved away, finding a bench beneath a leafy tree. Grace pulled out a small notebook. “Tell me about that man,” she said.




Stacy frowned. “Which one?”




“The one who apologized.”




Stacy thought. “Mid-thirties, maybe older. Clean clothes. Nothing flashy. The kind of person you wouldn’t remember twice.”




Grace nodded. “Exactly.”




They sat in silence for a moment, watching the market continue as if nothing had happened.




“This isn’t just about food,” Grace said finally. “It’s about access. Timing. Trust.”




Stacy’s voice dropped. “You think it’s organized.”




“I think it’s intentional,” Grace replied. “And intention usually has a purpose.”




Stacy shivered slightly. “That’s the part I don’t like.”




Grace closed her notebook. “Good,” she said gently. “It means you’re paying attention.”




—




As evening fell, the market lights flickered on, casting a warm glow over the stalls. Grace felt a familiar sensation—the sense that a door had opened, just a crack, revealing something darker behind the cheer.




They walked back toward Stacy’s apartment, passing cafés filled with laughter and clinking glasses.




“I’m glad you came,” Stacy said quietly.




Grace smiled. “Me too.”




But even as she said it, Grace knew this case would not remain small for long. Beneath the laughter and mustard stains, something was moving—carefully, deliberately.




And Berlin, for all its openness, was keeping a secret.




That night, Grace lay awake listening to the unfamiliar sounds of the city drifting in through the cracked window. Somewhere below, a bicycle bell chimed. A tram hummed along its track, a low, steady vibration that felt almost comforting. Berlin did not sleep the way smaller places did; it breathed in intervals, pausing only long enough to remind its residents it was still there.




Grace turned onto her side and stared at the ceiling, her mind replaying the market scene in careful detail. She wasn’t looking for drama or danger—those tended to find her whether she wanted them or not. What unsettled her was the precision. The thefts weren’t sloppy. They weren’t impulsive. They were timed to moments when attention naturally shifted, when politeness provided cover.




Politeness was powerful that way.




She rose quietly and padded into the kitchen, pouring herself a glass of water. The apartment was still, Stacy’s bedroom door closed, her breathing faintly audible through the wall. Grace smiled softly. Stacy trusted her enough to sleep, and that trust settled over Grace like a responsibility she didn’t take lightly.




She leaned against the counter and allowed herself to think freely.




If this were simply theft, it would escalate—more sausages, more audacity, perhaps a bold grab meant to test limits. But instead, it hovered at the edge of inconvenience. Enough to be noticed. Not enough to trigger alarm.




That meant the sausages themselves weren’t the point.




Grace sipped her water, eyes narrowing slightly.




Paper. That rumor kept circling back. Notes wrapped in paper. Paper was light. Paper was disposable. Paper passed through hands every day at markets like these.




She set the glass down and returned to bed, sleep finally claiming her with the promise of morning.




—




Berlin greeted them with soft sunlight and the smell of fresh bread.




Stacy was already up when Grace emerged from the guest room, dressed and alert, coffee brewing. “You sleep?” she asked.




“Eventually,” Grace said. “You?”




Stacy shrugged. “I kept thinking about yesterday.”




Grace smiled. “Good. That means you’re invested.”




They ate breakfast at the small kitchen table—rolls with jam, cheese, strong coffee. Grace savored it, letting the simple comfort ground her. Cozy moments mattered, especially when darker questions lurked just beneath the surface.




“So,” Grace said between bites, “today we do something different.”




Stacy leaned forward. “Different how?”




“We stop looking for thieves,” Grace said. “And start looking for routes.”




Stacy blinked. “Routes?”




“People move predictably,” Grace explained. “Especially when they believe no one’s watching. Markets connect to streets. Streets connect to cafés. Cafés connect to offices. Somewhere along that chain, information is changing hands.”




Stacy’s eyes widened slightly. “You really think this goes that far.”




Grace smiled gently. “I think it goes exactly as far as it needs to—and no farther.”




They bundled up and headed out, choosing a quieter market this time. Grace let Stacy take the lead, watching how her friend interacted with vendors, how naturally she fit into the space. Stacy belonged here. That made her both an asset and a potential risk.




Grace made a mental note to keep her close.




They stopped at a small stand tucked between a flower seller and a bakery. The vendor—a woman in her forties with tired eyes and a quick smile—recognized Stacy immediately.




“Back again?” she said in accented English.




“Just browsing,” Stacy replied easily. “This is my friend Grace. She’s visiting.”




The woman nodded politely. “First time in Berlin?”




Grace smiled. “First of many, I hope.”




The vendor laughed. “Then you must eat well.”




“I intend to,” Grace said, ordering a bratwurst. She watched carefully as the vendor turned away, noting where she set the paper, how she reached for condiments, how long her attention drifted.




Nothing happened.




They thanked her and moved on.




“That’s another thing,” Stacy murmured once they were out of earshot. “It doesn’t happen every time.”




“Of course not,” Grace said. “Predictability is only useful if it’s not obvious.”




They spent the morning drifting, sometimes stopping, sometimes merely passing through. Grace listened more than she spoke, absorbing the cadence of conversations, the rise and fall of the crowd.




It was near noon when she felt it—that subtle tightening in her chest that always preceded something important.




“Stacy,” she said quietly, “do you see that café across the street?”




Stacy followed her gaze. “Yes.”




“Watch the door.”




They lingered near a pretzel cart, pretending to debate toppings. Across the street, a man exited the café carrying a folded paper bag. He paused, checked his phone, then crossed the street directly toward a nearby sausage stand.




Grace’s pulse quickened.




The man ordered. Smiled. Waited.




As the vendor turned, the man adjusted the bag in his hand. Just slightly. Just enough.




Grace stepped forward without thinking.




“Excuse me,” she said brightly, bumping into him. “I’m so sorry.”




The man looked startled, then smiled reflexively. “No problem.”




Grace’s eyes flicked to the bag. A corner of paper peeked out—too crisp, too intentional.




“I’m terrible with directions,” Grace continued lightly. “Is this the way to—”




She let the question trail off, eyes widening theatrically as if suddenly embarrassed.




The man’s smile tightened. “Yes,” he said shortly. “This way.”




He stepped back, creating distance.




Grace smiled apologetically and moved aside, heart pounding. The man collected his order and walked away, posture stiff now, polite façade strained.




Stacy exhaled sharply. “Grace,” she whispered, “what did you just do?”




Grace watched the man disappear into the crowd. “I made myself memorable,” she said. “Which he did not want.”




They retreated to a nearby bench.




“That wasn’t a random thief,” Grace said. “That was a courier.”




Stacy swallowed. “Courier of what?”




Grace considered her words carefully. “Information,” she said. “Or access. Or both.”




Stacy rubbed her arms. “This just got very real.”




Grace placed a reassuring hand on her friend’s sleeve. “It was real before,” she said softly. “It’s just visible now.”




—




That afternoon, Grace took notes in a quiet café, her coffee growing cold as patterns formed on the page. Markets clustered near transit hubs. Couriers moved during peak hours. Notes passed in paper that blended seamlessly into food packaging.




And somewhere beyond that—someone waited.




Her phone buzzed.




Unknown number.




Grace hesitated, then answered. “Hello?”




There was a pause. Then a man’s voice, calm and measured. “You’re asking questions.”




Grace’s spine straightened. “I’m a curious person.”




“That can be dangerous,” the voice replied.




Grace smiled, though the man couldn’t see it. “So can stealing sausages.”




A brief silence. Then, “Enjoy your stay in Berlin, Ms. Whitmore.”




The line went dead.




Grace stared at her phone, heart racing—not with fear, but with certainty.




They knew her name.




She closed her notebook slowly.




This was no longer a quirky mystery she could unravel quietly. She was standing at the edge of something darker—something that had noticed her in return.




But for now, Berlin still smelled of bread and coffee. People laughed. Vendors called out orders. Life went on, warm and inviting.




Grace took a steadying breath.




She would enjoy the cozy moments while she could.
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Chapter 2: Bratwurst Trouble Begins




Morning in Berlin arrived without ceremony. No dramatic sunrise, no insistence on attention—just light sliding between buildings, nudging the city awake. Grace appreciated that. Cities that shouted at dawn made her suspicious.




She and Stacy stepped out of the apartment building just after eight, the air cool and brisk enough to sharpen the senses. Grace adjusted her scarf and took a deliberate breath. Coffee, bread, faint rain on stone—Berlin was already arranging itself into her memory.




“You look like you’re working,” Stacy said, locking the door behind them.




“I am,” Grace replied. “But not in the way people expect.”




They walked toward a nearby café, one Stacy had pointed out the night before as “reliably cozy and uninterested in drama.” Grace liked that description immediately. Places uninterested in drama often witnessed the most of it.




Inside, the café hummed quietly. A few regulars sat with newspapers and laptops, the barista moving with the practiced ease of someone who knew exactly how much foam each customer preferred.




Grace chose a small table near the window, positioning herself so she could see both the door and the street beyond. Habit, not paranoia—at least not yet.




“So,” Stacy said, wrapping her hands around her mug, “what’s today’s plan?”




Grace smiled faintly. “Today, we confirm something.”




“Which is?”




“That the bratwurst thefts aren’t the mystery,” Grace said. “They’re the invitation.”




Stacy tilted her head. “Invitation to what?”




Grace stirred her coffee slowly. “To pay attention.”




They sat in comfortable silence for a moment. Grace let her gaze wander. She noted who entered, who left, who lingered too long by the counter pretending to decide between pastries. She noticed a man who glanced at her table twice before sitting down, then never looked again.




“You’re doing it again,” Stacy said softly.




“Doing what?”




“That thing with your eyes,” Stacy said. “Like you’re listening with them.”




Grace smiled. “Old habit.”




The café door opened, letting in a gust of cool air and a woman balancing a stack of newspapers. She greeted the barista by name, exchanged a few words, then settled at a table near the back.




Grace leaned forward slightly. “That woman,” she murmured. “She’s been here before.”




Stacy blinked. “You can tell?”




“She didn’t look around,” Grace said. “Didn’t hesitate. People who belong don’t.”




Stacy smiled. “You make it sound like a club.”




“In a way, it is,” Grace said. “Every place has one.”




They finished their coffee and stepped back onto the street. The day had warmed slightly, sunlight glinting off windows and tram rails.




“Markets open fully by ten,” Stacy said. “We could start with the one near the river.”




Grace nodded. “Perfect.”




As they walked, Grace felt the familiar hum of a case settling into place—not solved, not even defined, but alive. The phone call from the previous day lingered in her thoughts. The voice had been calm, confident. Not a threat. A warning.




Warnings, Grace had learned, were often invitations too.




—




The market by the river was already busy when they arrived. Vendors were setting out trays, greeting one another, exchanging bits of gossip along with change. Grace slowed her pace, letting herself blend in.




She bought a pretzel from the first stand they passed—not because she wanted one, though she did, but because it gave her an excuse to linger.




“Busy morning?” Grace asked the vendor.




“Always,” the woman replied cheerfully. “But that’s good, yes?”




“Very,” Grace said, smiling. “Keeps things interesting.”




The woman laughed. “Berlin is always interesting.”




Grace stepped aside, pretzel in hand, and pretended to study a nearby flower stall. She took a bite, savoring the salt, while her eyes tracked movement.




“See anyone familiar?” Stacy asked quietly.




“Not yet,” Grace said. “And that’s telling.”




They moved deeper into the market, weaving between stalls. Grace noticed subtle differences here—vendors who worked in pairs instead of alone, carts positioned just slightly closer together, paths that funneled foot traffic in predictable ways.




“This market’s been adjusted,” Grace murmured.




“Adjusted how?”




“Space,” Grace said. “Someone’s optimized it. Not officially—informally. It makes certain movements easier.”




Stacy frowned. “Who would do that?”




Grace shrugged. “Someone who spends a lot of time watching.”




They stopped near a sausage stand run by a young couple. The man grilled while the woman handled orders, their movements synchronized. Grace watched the woman carefully—how she stacked paper, how she tore it cleanly, how she slid finished orders across the counter.




A man approached. Mid-forties, neatly dressed, carrying a messenger bag that looked well-used but well-cared-for. He ordered in German, voice calm. The woman turned to assemble his order.




Grace felt it again—that tightening.




The man adjusted his bag. Just a fraction.




Grace stepped forward.




“Excuse me,” she said brightly, addressing the woman at the counter. “Is this where I can get mustard with herbs? Someone told me it’s special here.”




The woman turned back, smiling, distracted.




The man froze for half a heartbeat.




Grace saw it—the flash of calculation, the assessment.




“I believe so,” the woman said, reaching for a different jar.




The moment passed. The man relaxed slightly, collected his order, and moved away.




Grace exhaled slowly.




“Did you see?” Stacy whispered.




“I did,” Grace said. “But more importantly, he saw.”




They moved away, finding a quiet spot near the river. Grace pulled out her notebook.




“He didn’t take anything,” Stacy said. “Did he?”




“No,” Grace replied. “He aborted.”




“Because of you?”




“Because of unpredictability,” Grace said. “Couriers don’t like variables.”




Stacy hugged her arms. “That’s… unsettling.”




Grace nodded. “It should be.”




She scribbled a few notes, then paused. “I want to try something,” she said.




Stacy looked wary. “What kind of something?”




“A small disruption,” Grace said. “Nothing dramatic.”




They returned to the market, this time approaching a stall that had been mentioned the night before—a long-standing family business, according to Stacy. Grace greeted the older woman running it warmly, complimented the display, asked about the history of the stand.




People gathered. Conversations overlapped. The rhythm shifted.




Grace watched carefully.




Nothing happened.




They moved on.




“Still nothing,” Stacy said.




“Exactly,” Grace replied. “They’re adapting.”




They left the market just before noon, walking toward a quieter neighborhood dotted with small shops.




“They know you’re here,” Stacy said quietly.




“Yes,” Grace said. “And now they’re deciding what to do about it.”




They stopped at a crosswalk, waiting for the light. Grace glanced at her reflection in a shop window—calm expression, relaxed posture. She looked like a tourist. That was good.




Her phone buzzed again.




Unknown number.




Grace didn’t break stride as she answered. “Hello?”




“You’re interfering,” the same calm voice said.




Grace smiled faintly. “I prefer the term ‘observing.’”




A pause. “This doesn’t concern you.”




Grace stopped walking. Stacy took two more steps before realizing and turning back.




“Everything concerns me,” Grace said evenly, “once you make contact.”




Another pause. Longer this time.




“You’re clever,” the voice said. “But clever people get hurt.”




Grace’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “So do careless ones.”




The call ended.




Stacy stared at her. “Grace.”




Grace slipped the phone back into her pocket. “They’re rattled.”




“That doesn’t make me feel better.”




“It shouldn’t,” Grace said. “But it tells us we’re close.”




They crossed the street and ducked into a small bookstore, the bell over the door chiming softly. Inside, the world narrowed to shelves and paper and quiet.




Grace leaned against a shelf, letting her pulse slow.




“You okay?” Stacy asked.




“Yes,” Grace said. “But we need to be careful now.”




Stacy nodded. “Careful how?”




“We stop being obvious,” Grace said. “And we stop working alone.”




Stacy raised an eyebrow. “Alone?”




Grace met her gaze. “Someone else is watching this too. Someone official.”




Stacy swallowed. “The police.”




“Yes,” Grace said. “And they won’t appreciate a civilian investigation colliding with theirs.”




Stacy sighed. “Of course not.”




Grace smiled gently. “It’s all right. I’ve danced this dance before.”




They left the bookstore a few minutes later, blending back into the city. Grace felt the case tightening around her, threads drawing together.




This was no longer about missing sausages.




It was about who moved unseen through Berlin—and why.




And somewhere between mustard and messages, Grace had stepped directly into the middle.


By early afternoon, Berlin had shifted gears. The morning’s steady pace gave way to a louder, faster rhythm—foot traffic thickened, cafés spilled onto sidewalks, and the markets buzzed with renewed energy. Grace felt it in her bones. Cities had moods, and this one was alert now.




She and Stacy walked side by side along a narrow street lined with secondhand shops and bakeries, neither speaking for several minutes. Grace used the time to listen—to footsteps behind them, to the murmur of conversations drifting out of open windows, to the hum of a delivery truck idling too long at the curb.




“You’re doing that thing again,” Stacy said at last.




Grace smiled faintly. “Which thing?”




“The quiet thing,” Stacy said. “When you stop filling space with words.”




“That’s when I’m thinking,” Grace replied. “And when I’m listening hardest.”




Stacy nodded. “Then what are you hearing?”




Grace slowed, letting a cyclist pass before answering. “I’m hearing caution,” she said. “From them. And impatience—from someone else.”




Stacy frowned. “Someone else?”




Grace glanced toward a café across the street. Two men sat at a small table, espresso cups untouched, eyes on the street rather than each other. They looked relaxed, but Grace knew better.




“Police,” Grace said quietly. “Or something close enough.”




Stacy’s shoulders stiffened. “How can you tell?”




“They’re not pretending very hard,” Grace replied. “Which means they don’t think they need to.”




They continued walking, deliberately choosing a route that curved away from the main market streets. Grace wanted to see if they were followed. She ducked into a small antique shop without warning.




Stacy barely had time to react before the bell chimed behind them.




Inside, the shop was dim and cluttered, shelves stacked with mismatched teacups, old postcards, and clocks that ticked out of sync with one another. An elderly man looked up from behind the counter, smiling pleasantly.




“Just looking,” Grace said warmly.




“Of course,” the man replied. “Take your time.”




Grace pretended to browse, watching the reflection in a tarnished mirror mounted near the door.




One of the men from the café walked past.




He did not follow them in.




Grace relaxed slightly.




“That was on purpose, wasn’t it?” Stacy whispered.




“Yes,” Grace said. “And now we know something.”




Stacy studied her. “Which is?”




“That they’re watching, but they’re not ready to intervene,” Grace said. “Not yet.”




They left the shop a few minutes later, emerging into sunlight that felt almost theatrical after the dim interior. Grace adjusted her scarf again, grounding herself in the small ritual.




“I don’t like being watched,” Stacy said.




“No one does,” Grace replied. “But it can be useful.”




They stopped at a small park, choosing a bench beneath a tree whose leaves filtered the light into soft patches. Grace pulled out her notebook again.




“Let’s recap,” she said. “We have polite thieves. Predictable timing. Paper involved. Couriers who abort when disrupted. And someone who knows my name and would prefer I leave.”




Stacy hugged her jacket closer. “When you say it like that…”




Grace smiled gently. “That’s why I say it like that.”




She sketched a rough map—markets, cafés, transit lines. She marked places they’d been, times they’d observed.




“See this?” Grace said, tapping the page. “These routes form loops.”




Stacy leaned closer. “So they’re not just delivering once.”




“No,” Grace said. “They’re circulating. Which means either the information is being updated… or verified.”




Stacy swallowed. “That sounds very official.”




“It does,” Grace agreed. “Which brings us to the police.”




As if summoned by the word, a shadow fell across the notebook.




“Ms. Whitmore.”




Grace looked up calmly.




A man stood in front of them, early forties, plain coat, no visible badge. His eyes were sharp but tired, the eyes of someone who’d seen too many half-truths.




“Yes?” Grace said.




“I’m Detective Lukas Brandner,” he said. “May I sit?”




Grace closed her notebook. “Of course.”




Brandner sat, nodding politely to Stacy. “You must be Ms. Keller.”




Stacy blinked. “Yes.”




“You’ve been asking questions,” Brandner said. “Both of you.”




Grace smiled faintly. “Berlin is full of interesting people.”




Brandner didn’t smile back. “It’s also full of people who think they see patterns where none exist.”




Grace met his gaze steadily. “And full of people who ignore patterns because they’re inconvenient.”




A flicker of something—respect, perhaps—crossed his face.




“You’re not officially involved in this,” Brandner said. “Whatever this is.”




Grace tilted her head. “Then perhaps you should tell me what you think this is.”




Brandner sighed. “Petty theft,” he said. “Annoying. Persistent. But minor.”




“And the notes?” Grace asked lightly.




Brandner’s eyes sharpened. “What notes?”




Grace smiled. “Ah.”




Stacy shot her a look.




Brandner studied Grace for a long moment. “You have a reputation,” he said finally.




Grace shrugged. “I listen well.”




“That can cause problems,” Brandner said. “Especially here.”




“Berlin has survived worse than curiosity,” Grace replied.




Brandner stood. “I’d appreciate it if you left this matter alone.”




Grace stood as well. “I’d appreciate transparency.”




They faced each other, neither yielding.




Finally, Brandner stepped back. “Enjoy your stay,” he said coolly.




He walked away without another word.




Stacy exhaled loudly. “That went… poorly.”




Grace shook her head. “That went honestly.”




They sat back down, silence stretching between them.




“He knows more than he’s saying,” Stacy said.




“Yes,” Grace agreed. “And he’s being told not to share it.”




Stacy rubbed her temples. “This is getting out of hand.”




Grace placed her notebook back into her bag. “That’s usually when things get interesting.”




—




They spent the next hour doing something intentionally ordinary. Lunch at a small café. Window shopping. Casual conversation about nothing in particular. Grace made a point of laughing, of commenting on architecture, of blending back into the role of tourist.




It was exhausting.




But it worked.




No calls. No obvious watchers. No interruptions.




By mid-afternoon, Grace felt the tension ease slightly.




“Okay,” Stacy said as they left a bakery with a bag of pastries. “I need you to explain something.”




Grace smiled. “Ask.”




“Why sausages?” Stacy said. “Of all things.”




Grace considered. “Because they’re everywhere,” she said. “Because no one questions them. Because paper passes through them constantly. And because people underestimate small things.”




Stacy nodded slowly. “Like polite men and missing lunch.”




“Exactly,” Grace said.




They returned to the apartment to rest. Grace took a quick shower, letting the water wash away the city’s noise. When she emerged, she felt steadier.




Stacy had laid out pastries and tea on the small table. “I thought we deserved something cozy,” she said.




Grace smiled warmly. “You’re right.”




They ate in comfortable silence, the simple pleasure grounding them both.




“What happens next?” Stacy asked eventually.




Grace leaned back. “Tonight,” she said. “Night markets.”




Stacy groaned softly. “Of course.”




Grace laughed. “You’ll do fine.”




As evening approached, Grace felt the familiar shift again—the sense that the city was holding its breath.




Whatever this was, it was moving toward something.




And Grace intended to be there when it arrived.




Berlin after dark felt like a different city—not dangerous, not secretive, but deliberate. Lights reflected off wet pavement, conversations softened, and the hum of traffic settled into something almost musical. Grace adjusted her coat as she and Stacy stepped out into the evening, the door of the apartment clicking shut behind them.




“You’re sure about this?” Stacy asked, pulling her scarf tighter.




“No,” Grace said cheerfully. “But I’m confident.”




“That’s not the same thing.”




Grace smiled. “It’s close enough.”




They took the tram toward one of the larger night markets, one known for its food stalls, live music, and relaxed atmosphere. Grace chose a spot near the door, giving herself a clear view of the passengers. She noted who boarded, who exited, who lingered near the ticket machine pretending to adjust a bag that didn’t need adjusting.




Nothing obvious.




That, Grace had learned, often meant everything was working exactly as planned.




The market glowed when they arrived. Strings of lights crisscrossed overhead, casting warm halos over wooden stalls. Music drifted from a small stage at the far end, a guitar and accordion weaving together in a way that felt almost nostalgic.




“This is… lovely,” Stacy admitted.




Grace inhaled deeply. “Cozy places are the best hiding spots,” she said.




They moved slowly, stopping often. Grace made a point of purchasing food—small things, easy to eat while standing. A bratwurst here, roasted chestnuts there. She chatted with vendors, asked harmless questions, laughed easily.




All the while, she watched.




About twenty minutes in, she spotted him.




He stood near a stall selling sausages and potatoes, posture relaxed, hands loosely clasped behind his back. He wasn’t ordering. He wasn’t eating. He was waiting.




Grace felt the now-familiar tightening in her chest.




“Stacy,” she murmured, not taking her eyes off him, “see the man by the third stall on the left?”




Stacy glanced casually. “Yes.”




“He’s a watcher,” Grace said. “Not a courier.”




“How can you tell?”




“He’s not touching anything,” Grace replied. “He’s watching people who do.”




They drifted closer, pretending interest in a neighboring stall. Grace angled herself so she could see both the watcher and the sausage stand. The vendor—a young man with an easy smile—worked quickly, juggling orders with practiced skill.




A woman approached. Neatly dressed. Hair pulled back. She ordered without hesitation.




Grace watched her hands.




Nothing.




The watcher shifted his weight slightly.




A man stepped up next. Older. Nervous energy. He apologized twice for standing too close.




Grace’s pulse quickened.




The vendor turned away.




The man adjusted the paper in his hand—just enough.




Grace stepped forward.




“Oh!” she said, bumping lightly into the woman beside her. “I’m so sorry—these crowds.”




The woman smiled politely. The moment fractured.




The man froze.




The watcher’s gaze snapped to Grace.




For half a second, everything stilled.




Then the man collected his order and moved away, a little too quickly.




The watcher turned and walked off in the opposite direction.




Grace exhaled slowly.




Stacy’s voice was barely audible. “That was it, wasn’t it?”




“Yes,” Grace said. “And now we’ve confirmed something else.”




“Which is?”




“They’re layered,” Grace replied. “Couriers and watchers. Redundancy.”




Stacy frowned. “That sounds… official.”




Grace nodded. “Or at least professional.”




They retreated toward the edge of the market, finding a bench near the river. The music drifted closer here, mingling with laughter and the clink of glasses.




Grace pulled out her notebook, jotting down descriptions. “The watcher disengaged quickly,” she said. “Which means he wasn’t authorized to confront.”




Stacy hugged her coat around herself. “And the phone calls?”




Grace paused. “Those came from someone higher up,” she said. “Someone who doesn’t like improvisation.”




Stacy stared out at the water. “I didn’t mean to get you into this.”




Grace closed the notebook gently. “You didn’t,” she said. “You noticed something. That’s never wrong.”




They sat in silence for a few minutes, letting the warmth of the lights and the closeness of the crowd ease the tension.




“Grace,” Stacy said quietly, “what happens if this turns out to be… bigger than we can handle?”




Grace smiled softly. “Then we handle what we can,” she said. “And we stay alive.”




Stacy laughed weakly. “You say that like it’s comforting.”




“It is,” Grace replied. “Experience helps.”




They stood and made their way back into the market, careful not to repeat their earlier route. Grace wanted to see if they’d been flagged.




They hadn’t.




Or if they had, the watchers were being subtle now.




They stopped at a small stand selling mulled wine. Grace ordered two cups, passing one to Stacy. “Drink,” she said. “You’re too tense.”




Stacy took a grateful sip. “You know,” she said, “this might be the strangest way I’ve ever spent an evening.”




Grace smiled. “But not the worst.”




“No,” Stacy agreed. “Not the worst.”




They lingered another half hour, deliberately doing nothing investigative. Grace chatted with a musician during a break, asked about the neighborhood, complimented the lights. She wanted to send a clear message: she could be invisible if she chose.




Eventually, they left, blending into the flow of people heading home.




On the tram ride back, Grace felt the fatigue settle in—a deep, satisfying tiredness that came from thinking hard and moving carefully.




“You okay?” Stacy asked.




“Yes,” Grace said. “We learned a lot tonight.”




Stacy smiled faintly. “Like what?”




“That whoever is running this operation doesn’t want attention,” Grace said. “And they’re willing to abandon a transfer rather than risk exposure.”




“That seems… cautious.”




“Exactly,” Grace replied. “Which means the stakes are high.”




Back at the apartment, Stacy put the kettle on while Grace kicked off her shoes. They sat at the table again, the now-familiar comfort of the space wrapping around them.




“I keep thinking about Detective Brandner,” Stacy said. “About how he looked.”




Grace nodded. “He’s under pressure.”




“From who?”




Grace hesitated. “Possibly the same people who called me,” she said. “Or people just above him.”




Stacy’s brow furrowed. “So the police might be compromised?”




“Or constrained,” Grace said gently. “There’s a difference.”




Stacy sighed. “I liked it better when this was about sausages.”




Grace laughed quietly. “So did they.”




Her phone buzzed again.




Unknown number.




Grace glanced at Stacy, then answered. “Hello.”




“You’re persistent,” the voice said.




Grace smiled faintly. “You noticed.”




“This is your last warning,” the voice continued. “Berlin is not the place for amateurs.”




Grace leaned back in her chair. “Then it’s fortunate I’m not one.”




A pause.




“You don’t know what you’re interfering with.”




Grace’s tone softened. “Then stop hiding behind food.”




Silence.




The call ended.




Grace set the phone down carefully.




Stacy stared at her. “That didn’t sound like a good sign.”




“It wasn’t meant to,” Grace said. “But it was revealing.”




“How so?”




“They’re escalating,” Grace replied. “Warnings turn sharper when patience wears thin.”




Stacy swallowed. “What do we do now?”




Grace considered for a long moment, then smiled—a calm, deliberate smile.




“Tomorrow,” she said, “we stop watching markets.”




Stacy blinked. “We do?”




“Yes,” Grace said. “Tomorrow, we follow the paper.”




—




Later that night, as Grace lay in bed listening to the city settle, she felt the case clicking into a new phase. The cozy veneer of markets and food had done its job—it had drawn her in, lulled everyone else into complacency.




But beneath it all, a darker current flowed.




And now that Grace had felt it clearly, she knew there was no turning back.




The bratwurst trouble had only just begun.
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Chapter 3: A Missing Sausage Is No Laughing Matter 


Grace woke before the alarm, the gray light of early morning pressing gently against the curtains. For a moment she lay still, listening. Berlin murmured outside—distant traffic, a tram’s low sigh, a delivery truck clattering somewhere nearby. The city sounded composed, as if nothing beneath its surface had shifted overnight.


She swung her legs out of bed and dressed quietly, choosing comfortable clothes that blended in: dark jeans, a soft sweater, a coat with pockets deep enough to hold a notebook without advertising it. She paused at the mirror, studying her reflection. Tourist. Friend. Curious passerby. All roles she could play without effort.


In the kitchen, Stacy was already awake, pouring coffee. She looked up and smiled, then hesitated. “You didn’t sleep much, did you?”


“Enough,” Grace said. “You?”


“Barely,” Stacy admitted. “I kept thinking about what you said. About following the paper.”


Grace took the mug Stacy handed her and warmed her hands on it. “Paper tells stories,” she said. “People forget that.”


They sat at the small table, steam curling between them.


“So,” Stacy said, “what does that actually look like? Following paper?”


Grace sipped her coffee. “It looks like not watching sausages,” she said. “It looks like noticing where packaging comes from, where it goes, who handles it when no one thinks it matters.”


Stacy nodded slowly. “You think the notes are hidden in the wrapping.”


“Or written on it,” Grace said. “Or folded into it. Or exchanged alongside it. Food packaging moves constantly. It’s ignored. It’s perfect.”


Stacy’s mouth tightened. “That means a lot of people are touching it.”


“Yes,” Grace said. “Which is why the couriers are careful.”


They finished breakfast quickly. Grace tucked her notebook into her bag, then paused, considering. She left it on the counter instead.


“No notes?” Stacy asked.


“Not yet,” Grace said. “Today I want my hands free.”


—


They started with a supply store.


It wasn’t glamorous—just a narrow shop on a side street that sold paper goods in bulk. Bags, wrappers, napkins, cardboard trays. Grace lingered near the window, pretending to admire a display of printed sandwich paper while watching the counter.


A man in his fifties argued good-naturedly with the shop owner over prices. A young woman counted coins carefully before buying a small stack of plain white wrappers. Grace watched who came and went, how often, and with what.


“Do vendors usually come here?” Stacy asked quietly.


“Some,” Grace said. “Not all. But enough.”


She picked up a roll of brown paper, turning it over. It was unmarked, sturdy, the kind meant to be used and discarded without thought.


“Too plain?” Stacy murmured.


Grace shook her head. “Plain is good. But plain is also hard to track.”


They left without buying anything.


Outside, Grace paused, scanning the street. “We’re being cautious today,” she said. “Which means we move slower than usual.”


They walked toward a small cluster of cafés, places that served quick lunches to office workers. Grace chose one that looked unremarkable—clean, efficient, forgettable.


Inside, she ordered tea and sat near the back, where she could see the counter and the door. Stacy joined her, pulling out her phone as if scrolling casually.


Grace watched the exchange of paper. Receipts. Napkins. Sandwich wrappers passed from hand to hand. Nothing obvious.


But then she noticed it: a small bin near the door labeled Papier. It overflowed with crumpled wrappers.


“Stacy,” Grace murmured, “do you mind checking something for me?”


Stacy glanced up. “What?”


“See if that bin has been emptied recently.”


Stacy rose, stretching as if restless, and wandered over. She peered inside, then shrugged. “Looks full.”


“Too full,” Grace said.


Stacy frowned. “What does that mean?”


“It means no one’s emptying it,” Grace said. “Or someone wants it to look like no one’s emptying it.”


Stacy’s eyes widened slightly.


Grace finished her tea and stood. “Let’s leave.”


They stepped outside, the door swinging shut behind them. Grace didn’t look back until they were halfway down the block.


“Why would someone care about trash?” Stacy asked.


Grace smiled faintly. “Because trash is where things go to disappear,” she said. “And sometimes where they’re retrieved.”


Stacy shivered. “That’s unsettling.”


Grace nodded. “Good.”


—


Their next stop was a park—one with benches, trees, and a steady flow of people eating lunch. Grace sat beside a woman unwrapping a sandwich, pretending to admire the greenery while discreetly observing the paper.


The woman finished eating, folded the wrapper carefully, and slipped it into her bag instead of tossing it.


Grace’s pulse quickened.


She didn’t react immediately. Instead, she waited, letting the moment breathe. When the woman stood to leave, Grace followed at a distance, careful not to be obvious.


“Grace,” Stacy whispered, falling into step beside her, “what are we doing?”


“Learning,” Grace said. “Quietly.”


The woman walked two blocks, then entered a small office building. Grace stopped outside, watching through the glass as the woman dropped the folded wrapper into a small box near the reception desk.


Grace exhaled slowly.


“There,” she said.


Stacy stared. “That was… deliberate.”


“Yes,” Grace replied. “And repeatable.”


They moved on without lingering.


“That wasn’t sausage paper,” Stacy said as they walked.


“No,” Grace said. “But it was food paper. And that tells us something important.”


“What?”


“The system isn’t limited to markets,” Grace said. “It’s broader. Cafés. Offices. Anywhere paper and food intersect.”


Stacy rubbed her arms. “This is starting to feel less cozy.”


Grace smiled gently. “That’s because we’re beneath the cozy layer now.”


—


By midafternoon, Grace felt the faint pressure of being observed again. Not constant, not heavy—just a presence at the edge of awareness. She adjusted their route slightly, ducking into a bookstore, then a pharmacy, testing.


Someone followed.


Not close. Not careless.


She and Stacy sat at a small café near a university, students filling the tables around them with notebooks and laptops.


“We’re not alone,” Grace murmured.


Stacy stiffened. “Police?”


“Maybe,” Grace said. “Or someone adjacent.”


Grace picked up a napkin and folded it absentmindedly, letting her hands move while her eyes tracked reflections in the window.


A man stood across the street pretending to check his phone. He didn’t move when the light changed.


Grace’s mouth curved into a faint smile.


“He wants us to notice,” she said.


“That’s comforting,” Stacy said dryly.


“It means he’s not afraid,” Grace replied. “Or he wants us unsettled.”


Grace rose suddenly. “Come on.”


They left money on the table and stepped outside, turning sharply down a side street. Grace quickened her pace, then slowed, then quickened again—erratic enough to test a tail.


Footsteps echoed behind them, then faded.


Grace ducked into a narrow passage between buildings and waited.


The man appeared at the entrance, stopping short when he saw her standing there calmly.


“Afternoon,” Grace said pleasantly.


The man hesitated, then sighed. “You’re persistent.”


“So I’ve been told,” Grace replied. “You following us?”


The man studied her, then shrugged. “Ensuring you don’t get into trouble.”


Grace tilted her head. “That sounds like police work.”


He smiled thinly. “Let’s say I’m concerned with outcomes.”


“Then we share a goal,” Grace said. “Because I’m concerned with the truth.”


The man’s gaze flicked to Stacy, then back to Grace. “This isn’t a joke,” he said. “People think it is. They laugh. That’s useful—until it isn’t.”


Grace’s eyes hardened slightly. “Then stop hiding behind food.”


A flicker of surprise crossed his face. “You see more than most.”


“Enough,” Grace said. “But not everything.”


He hesitated, then stepped back. “Be careful,” he said. “Berlin doesn’t like being embarrassed.”


He turned and disappeared back into the street.


Stacy exhaled shakily. “Who was that?”


Grace shook her head. “Someone in the middle.”


“Middle of what?”


Grace met her gaze. “Exactly.”


—


They returned to the apartment as dusk fell, both quieter now. Grace felt the weight of the day settle in—not fear, but gravity.


She spread a few items on the table: a napkin she’d picked up, a receipt, a scrap of brown paper she’d taken from a café counter unnoticed.


“Look,” she said.


Stacy leaned in. “They’re all blank.”


“Yes,” Grace said. “But they’re not empty.”


She held the paper up to the light, angling it slightly. Faint impressions appeared—creases that didn’t match folding, pressure marks where something had once been written.


Stacy’s breath caught. “Invisible ink?”


“Or impressions,” Grace said. “Either way, the message isn’t meant to last.”


Stacy sank into a chair. “This is bigger than I thought.”


Grace nodded. “It usually is.”


She gathered the scraps carefully. “Tomorrow,” she said, “we find out who collects the trash.”


Stacy let out a humorless laugh. “Only you could make garbage sound ominous.”


Grace smiled, but there was little humor in it. “That’s because someone else already has.”


She stood by the window, looking out at the city as lights flickered on.


Missing sausages were no longer funny.


They were camouflage.


And someone, somewhere, was counting on people laughing—right up until the moment they stopped.


Grace slept deeply at first, then lightly, then not at all. Somewhere in the early hours, she woke with the clear sense that the city had shifted again—not audibly, not visibly, but subtly, like a chessboard after a move you didn’t see.


She lay still, eyes open, listening.


Nothing.


No footsteps in the hall. No voices outside the door. Just Berlin breathing in its steady, distant way. Grace exhaled slowly and checked the time on her phone. Just after four.


Too early to start the day. Too late to pretend nothing was happening.


She rose quietly, dressed, and made herself a cup of tea. The kettle’s soft click felt louder than it should have, but the apartment remained still. Grace leaned against the counter, letting the warmth of the mug seep into her hands.


Paper.


The thought returned immediately, insistent. Paper moved more freely than people. It crossed boundaries without credentials. It was ignored, discarded, reused. And somewhere in that constant flow, information had learned how to hide.


By the time Stacy emerged, rubbing her eyes and pulling on a sweater, Grace had already formed the outline of a plan.


“You’re thinking again,” Stacy said, pouring herself coffee.


“I never stopped,” Grace replied gently.


“That’s what worries me.”


Grace smiled. “That’s what keeps us safe.”


They sat at the table, the early light barely touching the windowsill.


“Today,” Grace said, “we talk.”


Stacy blinked. “Talk to who?”


“Everyone,” Grace said. “But especially the people who gossip for a living.”


Stacy frowned. “You mean—”


“Vendors,” Grace finished. “Market regulars. The people who know everything because no one thinks they matter.”


Stacy nodded slowly. “Okay. That feels… manageable.”


Grace reached for her coat. “It is. As long as we remember something.”


“What?”


“We’re not asking about theft,” Grace said. “We’re asking about inconvenience.”


—


They chose a market they hadn’t visited yet—smaller, tucked between residential streets, frequented more by locals than tourists. Grace liked that. People talked more freely when they weren’t performing for visitors.


The market was just setting up when they arrived. Vendors adjusted awnings, arranged produce, exchanged greetings. Grace smiled warmly at anyone who met her gaze, projecting the harmless curiosity of a visitor with time on her hands.


They started at a flower stall. Grace admired the arrangement, asked about the season, commented on the weather. Nothing investigative. Nothing sharp.


Then, casually, “Busy lately?”


The vendor laughed. “Always busy.”


“Any trouble?” Grace asked lightly. “Deliveries late? Supplies off?”


The woman hesitated, then shrugged. “Little things,” she said. “Things go missing.”


Grace tilted her head. “Really?”


“Food mostly,” the woman said. “Sausages. Bread. Once, a tray of pastries.”


Stacy shot Grace a quick look.


“But no money,” the woman continued. “Strange, no?”


“Very,” Grace agreed. “People must laugh about it.”


“Oh yes,” the woman said, rolling her eyes. “Everyone laughs. Until it happens to them.”


Grace thanked her and moved on.


“That was easy,” Stacy murmured.


Grace nodded. “Because she wanted to talk.”


They repeated the process at three more stalls. Each time, the story varied slightly—different foods, different times—but the tone was the same. Mild irritation. Confusion. No fear.


No one had reported anything formally.


“Why wouldn’t they?” Stacy asked as they paused near a coffee stand.


Grace accepted a cup, inhaling deeply. “Because it sounds silly,” she said. “And because reporting means paperwork.”


Stacy grimaced. “Fair.”


Grace watched the flow of the market, her mind connecting dots. “Notice anything else?” she asked.


Stacy frowned. “Everyone mentions food,” she said. “But not wrappers.”


Grace smiled. “Exactly.”


They circled back toward the edge of the market, where a small recycling area had been set up—separate bins for paper, plastic, and waste. Grace crouched to tie her shoe, glancing casually into the paper bin.


It was nearly empty.


“That’s odd,” Stacy whispered.


“Yes,” Grace said. “This market empties paper frequently.”


“Why does that matter?”


“Because someone wants control over it,” Grace replied.


They straightened and walked on.


—


Late morning found them in a café frequented by delivery drivers. Grace chose a seat near the counter, close enough to overhear conversations without appearing to eavesdrop.


She ordered pastries for the table, making a point of being generous. Generosity, Grace had learned, softened people.


Two drivers nearby complained about traffic. Another mentioned a route change. A third grumbled about bins being moved behind his building.


Grace’s ears perked up.


“Moved how?” she asked, turning slightly.


The man glanced at her, surprised. “Oh—sorry. Didn’t mean to complain to strangers.”


Grace smiled warmly. “I’m visiting,” she said. “I find Berlin fascinating. Even the complaints.”


He laughed. “Well, they moved the recycling bins,” he said. “Closer to the back entrance. Makes it easier for collection, they say.”


“And does it?” Grace asked.


He shrugged. “For some people.”


Grace thanked him and turned back to Stacy.


“That’s our route,” Grace murmured. “Back entrances. Service corridors. Places no one pays attention to.”


Stacy chewed her pastry thoughtfully. “So the information moves with the trash.”


“Or pretends to,” Grace said. “Sometimes it’s collected. Sometimes it’s checked. Sometimes it’s replaced.”


Stacy’s eyes widened. “Replaced?”


Grace nodded. “Think about it. If you’re verifying information, you don’t just send it. You retrieve confirmation.”


Stacy let out a slow breath. “That’s… clever.”


“Yes,” Grace agreed. “And unsettling.”


—


They spent the afternoon mapping patterns. Grace noted cafés near office buildings. Markets within walking distance of government facilities. Trash collection schedules posted discreetly near alleys.


“This isn’t random,” Stacy said, staring at the notes Grace finally allowed herself to jot down.


“No,” Grace replied. “It’s elegant.”


As they walked back toward the apartment, Grace felt the now-familiar prickle of awareness. Someone behind them. Not close. Not hiding.


She didn’t turn.


Instead, she slowed, allowing the distance to close just enough to confirm.


Footsteps matched hers, then paused when she paused.


Grace smiled faintly.


She turned abruptly.


A young woman stood there, blinking in surprise. Early thirties. Casual clothes. Messenger bag.


“Oh,” the woman said. “Sorry.”


Grace studied her calmly. “No problem.”


The woman smiled awkwardly and moved past them, disappearing around the corner.


Stacy leaned close. “Was she—”


“Yes,” Grace said. “Watching.”


“Police?”


“Unclear,” Grace replied. “But she didn’t want to engage.”


“That’s… something.”


“It is,” Grace said. “It means lines are being drawn.”


—


Back at the apartment, Grace spread her notes out more openly now. Stacy watched, arms folded, absorbing the scope of it.


“You know,” Stacy said quietly, “if you told this to anyone else, they’d think you were exaggerating.”


Grace smiled. “That’s what makes it work.”


She picked up one of the paper scraps again, holding it to the light. This time, she tilted it at a different angle.


“There,” she said.


Stacy leaned in. “I see… numbers?”


“Yes,” Grace said. “Faint. Impressed. Not meant to be obvious.”


Stacy’s pulse quickened. “Coordinates?”


“Or codes,” Grace said. “Either way, not sausage-related.”


They shared a look.


“This is espionage,” Stacy said.


Grace didn’t argue. “At least adjacent to it.”


Stacy rubbed her arms. “So what do we do now?”


Grace looked thoughtful. “Now,” she said, “we make ourselves boring.”


Stacy blinked. “Boring?”


“Yes,” Grace said. “We step back. We attend markets without interrupting. We let a transfer complete.”


Stacy’s eyes widened. “Is that safe?”


“No,” Grace said honestly. “But it’s necessary.”


Stacy hesitated, then nodded. “Okay.”


Grace smiled warmly. “Good. Because tomorrow, we stop interfering.”


She glanced out the window at the city lights, thoughtful.


Missing sausages were no longer a joke.


They were signals.


And soon, Grace intended to read one all the way through.


The next morning arrived gray and drizzling, the kind of persistent mist that made Berlin’s streets gleam wet and reflective. Grace pulled her coat tighter around her, the scarf snug against her neck, as she and Stacy stepped out into the damp city.


“No umbrellas today?” Stacy asked, squinting through the mist.


“Not unless we need them,” Grace replied. “Rain softens the edges. Makes movement easier to miss.”


Stacy raised an eyebrow. “You sound like a spy.”


Grace smiled faintly. “I’ve been compared to worse.”


They walked toward the central market, where the night before Grace had noted subtle shifts in the way paper and packaging circulated. Today, they were observers first, participants second. They carried small notebooks tucked into coat pockets, gloves in case the wind turned colder, and the kind of casual expression that made them almost invisible.


Inside the market, the early crowd was sparse—vendors setting out trays, stalls opening their shutters, the smell of freshly baked bread mingling with roasted coffee. Grace moved slowly, scanning the area, noting who interacted with whom, and what items were handled repeatedly.


“See that?” Grace murmured, pointing toward a man arranging a tray of sausages. He was young, maybe mid-twenties, clean-cut, his movements smooth and deliberate. He didn’t look around, didn’t pause to greet anyone, yet he seemed aware of everyone in his peripheral vision.


Stacy leaned in. “He’s too… precise.”


“Exactly,” Grace said. “Couriers don’t act like this. They’re careful, but not choreographed. That’s a pattern. Watchers and orchestrators move like this.”


Grace noted how the young man carefully slid a thin sheet of paper under the tray without looking at it. Then, as if rehearsed, he replaced the tray, wiped his hands on a cloth, and walked away.


“Did you see that?” Stacy whispered.


Grace nodded. “He’s dropped the signal. Someone else will collect it. Or he wants someone to notice, depending on how the chain works today.”


They drifted closer to the vendor, keeping casual interest in the displayed products. Grace leaned over the counter, pretending to examine the sausages. “These look fantastic. Where do you get them?”


The vendor smiled. “From a supplier in the Kreuzberg district. Fresh every morning.”


Grace nodded, letting her curiosity seem polite. But inside, she cataloged every detail—the packaging, the tray, the arrangement. Every slight movement could be a clue.


Moments later, a delivery woman appeared
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