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Chapter 1


Isabel hovers outside her car, thumb smoothing over the small, rumpled piece of paper with a neatly scribbled address and number written on it. She’s touched it so many times that the paper is soft now, the blue ink taking on a purple hue and bleeding into the creases.


She’s had it for weeks and today she’d woken up determined to do something about it.


Well. At least she’s got herself here.


The breeze is warm and soft, tugging at her curls. They catch on her face, and she brushes them aside.


The house is at ground-level, and cheerful looking. Not very big but painted in a soft yellow that makes Isabel think of spring. It’s ringed by a black iron fence and there’s a paved path leading up to the dark wooden door. The grass on either side of it is a vibrant green, as are the plants lining the outside of the house in heavy stone pots. She can see some chillies from where she stands, gleaming berry red.


The windows have white shutters, giving the house a touch of the fairy-tale. Warm. Inviting.


Standing here is a waste of her time.


Teeth locked together and unable to shake off the tension, she straightens away from the car and slams the driver’s door shut.


In the pocket of her light jacket, her phone goes off, the vibrations tickling against her hip.


She curses under her breath and steps back, hurries a little way down the road so she’s not standing directly in front of the house.


Voronov’s name is on her screen and she slides her thumb across it to take the call. ‘Isabel here.’


‘Hey,’ Voronov, her partner, says, ‘I went by your place so we could get breakfast.’


Isabel eyes the house and turns her back on it. ‘I had something to do. Sorry.’


‘All right. I’m heading in, want me to get you anything or are you good?’


Ever since their last case caught the media’s attention, it’s safe to say that Isabel and Voronov have had little to no action. The Chief had wanted them to fly under the radar, which has led to them being saddled with a shitload of administrative work and dealing with petty crime.


And though Isabel is grateful for not having to deal with a major case while trying to manage the escalation of her powers, it’s got to the point where she would rather have a tough case on her hands, so she doesn’t have to focus on how it’s starting to feel more and more as if she’s losing her mind.


‘Actually—’ but before she can finish, her phone buzzes again and she pulls it away from her face to see who is trying to reach her now. It’s the Chief. ‘Aleks,’ she says, ‘the Chief is trying to call me.’ Even as she says it, a message lights up the screen.


‘Yes. I just got something now.’


She checks the message.


 


I need you and Voronov in Cascais ASAP. Call me on your way there.


 


The message is followed by the location.


Isabel sighs and puts the phone back up to her ear. ‘Did you see that?’


On Voronov’s end, Isabel hears voices and the sound of heavy steps.


‘I did. I’ll head out now.’


‘Traffic shouldn’t be too bad right now.’ She flicks a glance at her watch. ‘I can make it in an hour. Less if I break a few rules.’


‘Please don’t,’ Voronov says, ‘I’ll get started while I wait for you.’


‘See you there.’


Isabel casts one last look at the house and heads back to her car. She tosses the crumpled paper into the glove compartment and sits back in the driver’s seat, letting her head rest for a moment, her eyes closed.


Another day.


Just one day at a time, Isabel. That’s all she has to focus on right now.


One day at a time.


She dials Chief Bautista’s number and starts the car.


 


The abandoned fishing port in Cascais sits on the river’s edge.


It’s a large squat building overlooking the small port. The windows are covered in so much dust that the glass has turned a muddied grey, barely reflecting the light. Some of them have been smashed in and left only with jagged points, giving the impression that they’re yawning open when you peer at them. The brightness of the early morning sun waters the creepiness down.


Still, Isabel wouldn’t want to be around here at night-time.


There’s a tiny pier leading out to the water. It’s low tide and the pier stands about four or five feet above the waterline. A small boat is tethered to it, partially embedded in the visible soft sand, water lapping gently at it from the other side. A slim sandbank stretches out either side of the pier and into the distance. Boats dot the calm surface of the water here and there and continue beyond where Isabel can see.


It should have been a tranquil image, but police cars line the side of the building, and the place is a hub of activity. Isabel can make out two crime scene investigators she recognises but isn’t familiar with. She spots two more officers, in uniform, standing near two people in jogging gear. The woman has her arms around herself and is pacing back and forth in the small space while the man talks to the officers.


Voronov is standing with one of the suited-up investigators. At their feet, Isabel sees the body of a naked black woman, laid out on the black sheet.


As Isabel approaches, Voronov glances up from the discussion and, with a last word to the man, makes his way over to her.


Her partnership with Voronov is still pretty new but Isabel feels as if they’ve been working together for years. Voronov had previously been an inspector with Vice and had switched over to homicide last year after testifying against his partner, Seles, who had been Gifted, like Isabel; word had spread through the force that Voronov had turned on him because Voronov himself was anti-Gifted. Not too hard to believe considering that historically, Regulars, people with no Gifts, weren’t too keen on Gifted individuals.


The divide started at a young age, from the moment children went into the National Testing Institute as equals. There, they would undergo the testing process to determine if they were Gifted and, if so, their affinity. Their Gifts always fell under either the telekinesis or telepathy category. By the time they walk out of the NTI, that equality is gone.


In Voronov’s case, the truth was that Seles had just been a dirty cop.


It had taken Isabel a while to figure out that she could trust him and that he wasn’t there to throw her under the bus. For someone who was used to working her cases predominantly alone, Isabel couldn’t say it had been all bad being partnered up with someone. Even if this is the Polícia Judiciária’s way of toeing the line and ensuring every Gifted officer has an eye kept on them at all times.


Isabel stops just off the pier. Something in her stills as awareness spreads through her, her skin rippling out in goosebumps.


It feels as if someone is standing behind her, breathing with her. The sound of their breathing echoes in her head and she feels everything in her lock up.


Slowly, she turns, knowing that, like every other time, she won’t find anything, but unable to help herself.


All she sees is the path she took from her car to here. Not for the first time, she wonders if this sudden feeling is a side effect of having stopped her medication.


As someone classified as Gifted – and more importantly, as a telepathic Gifted who constantly has to guard against others’ thoughts and emotions – Isabel had spent a large chunk of her adult life attempting to protect herself against her own Gift through self-medicating. Illegally. It had worked for a long time, despite the debilitating headaches she’d had to live with as a result of consistent use of the S3 pill, which was designed to tamp down a Gifted’s power before the pill was recalled by the government.


The pills eventually ceased working for her, and just standing here without their protection has her on edge.


It’s her new way of existing. Always on edge.


The scrape of Voronov’s trainers on the rough ground draws her attention back to her surroundings. He stops at her side, slides his hands into his pockets and turns to face the proceedings.


She’s glad she’s left her jacket in the car. Despite it being only early spring, the air is warm, and she knows from experience that the day is going to get warmer as it shifts toward noon. Isabel is fine in her loose-fitting white T-shirt and an old pair of stretchy blue jeans. She’s got her running trainers on too, which, if she’s going to be trekking all over sand, means she won’t be ruining yet another pair of work shoes.


She takes a deep breath, pushing the foreign feeling to the back of her mind and breathing in the smell of open water. There are a lot of thoughts here, busy, clinical, cataloguing the scene. Those are easier for her to rise above, monotone in colour and feeling – just the crime scene specialists doing their job.


There are two others that Isabel can pinpoint; they reverberate with shock and the blue of hysteria. Isabel carefully pushes her walls up against them before they can weaken her defences.


They’ll come back, she knows. Insistent, and louder, as soon as she steps closer to the source.


‘A couple were jogging past and spotted her,’ Voronov says by way of greeting.


Isabel scoops her curls from around her face and takes the hairband from her wrist to tie her hair back in a loose knot at her nape. From where she’s standing, she can make out a line that cuts deeply from one side of the woman’s throat to the other, revealing flesh the same ruby red as pomegranates. She swallows convulsively.


‘Dumped here?’ She looks up at Voronov.


Either Voronov hadn’t had time this morning or he’d been feeling a little lazy, because he’s left his stubble alone. He’s a tall guy, tall enough that people always do a double-take when he walks by. Isabel isn’t used to seeing his face anything else other than perfectly clean-shaven, so the dark stubble is different. It makes the blue of his eyes stand out more. Like her, he’s dressed casually, in a navy-blue T-shirt and dark blue jeans.


But there is something that feels – not off, exactly, but an unsettled feeling peeling away from him. It’s unusual. For a Regular, Voronov’s natural shields are impressive. He’s one of the people Isabel doesn’t have to shield too strongly against. Some people just have an instinct for protecting their thoughts – maybe it’s something to do with personality and being naturally protective of oneself. Voronov is one of them.


‘No actually, they found her half in and out of the water.’


Isabel is startled for a moment, before she realises. ‘She washed up here?’


Voronov nods. ‘Probably would’ve kept being dragged by the current except her arm caught on the rope tethering the boat.’ He tilts his chin in the direction of it. ‘Lucky.’


‘Yeah,’ Isabel says, eyes drifting back to the body, ‘for us. Is that them?’ she asks, looking at the man and woman in jogging gear.


‘Yes, we took their details and statements but I asked them to stay on in case you thought you could get anything more out of them.’


They’ve been partners for a little over two months. It still surprises her when he refers to her Gift with this kind of ease. It’s refreshing after a lifetime of people, even those she worked well with, tiptoeing around it.


‘Did they see anything else?’ Isabel asks and starts towards the body, Voronov alongside her.


‘No. Just passing by.’


‘How come we don’t have Jacinta today?’ Jacinta is their head crime scene specialist and looking around, Isabel doesn’t see her among the small number of police on scene.


‘She was on call all night and still processing another case. She sent some of her people ahead.’


Isabel glances at him, frowning when the sunlight hits her right in the eyes. She wonders briefly where she’s left her sunglasses. ‘So, she’ll still be with us on this case?’


‘I don’t think the Chief will be inflicting you on anyone new any time soon.’


Isabel cuts him a look but doesn’t do anything but shake her head lightly.


As they make their way over, the forensics specialist glances up from where he’s kneeling beside the body.


‘Bom dia,’ Isabel says.


‘Inspector.’ He stands to attention a little too fast, snapping his shoulders back like he’s about to salute her, and Isabel blinks a little at him. She doesn’t recognise him. ‘I’m Angelo Pinho, I’m the head crime scene officer on site today. We’ve almost finished here; the body is ready to be moved. Our team is still combing the sandbank, but I don’t think we’ll find much.’


‘Inspector Voronov told me the body wasn’t dumped in this location, that she washed up here,’ Isabel murmurs and kneels. It will be hard to pin down where she was dumped. It could have been anywhere along the Tagus. They really are lucky she didn’t flush out into the Atlantic.


The woman hasn’t been in the water long enough for it to completely degrade the state of her body. She’s maybe about Isabel’s age, early thirties or thereabouts, and clearly very physically fit. Her physique makes Isabel think of a ballet dancer, all strength and grace. Her hair spills beneath her in a multitude of neat braids. Up close, the cut across her neck is even deeper than Isabel had thought, and she has to glance away from the split muscle and skin for a moment. As she takes in the rest of her, she notes that not only is the woman not wearing any clothing; there’s also no jewellery. No earrings, no rings or bracelets, no necklace or watch.


The woman’s eyebrows are perfectly shaped and her mouth, dry and cracked from the water, is wide and full. The kind that would have made a lot of people look twice.


There’s nothing on her to indicate anything of who she is apart from her skin. Isabel notes the smaller lines and scrapes marring her body.


Young, beautiful and at the peak of health.


Isabel should be used to seeing dead bodies. But there’s something that always gets to her about seeing someone like this. Their life thread severed; their body treated as if it were nothing more than garbage. No respect or honour for the life that had been.


Despite having spent the last few months itching to get back out there and on cases, Isabel has not missed this part of her duties.


‘We had to be careful when moving her,’ Angelo says, looking at the woman with a touch of pity, ‘the cut was vicious, all the way down to the cervical spine.’


Isabel winces and can’t help running a hand over her own throat. She rubs away the phantom sensation his words conjure. ‘What kind of damage has she taken from the water? The small cuts and the scrapes?’


‘Rigor mortis hasn’t completely set in but with the body having been submerged in the water it’s likely that onset has been significantly slowed. It’ll be hard to determine how long she’s been in there. The smaller wounds could be from being dragged along by the current. But it’s too soon to say and it’s something we might not be able to determine.’


‘I’m going to take a wild guess and say we have no weapon either.’


‘Apart from her,’ Angelo says, ‘we don’t have anything. We’ve been combing the sand just in case but so far we haven’t found anything.’


Makes sense, Isabel thinks. The odds were slim that evidence would have washed up alongside her.


Isabel sighs and rubs at her head. Close up, Angelo’s thoughts are playing in the back of her head, an ongoing murmur listing things off as he frowns back down at his clipboard of notes. Isabel puts some physical distance between them.


‘Let us know as soon as you’re done here,’ she says, ‘we’ll need the results of the post-mortem as soon as possible and if anything else does turn up, call us right away.’


Angelo nods his head a little too fast, a little too eager. She wonders how long he’s been with Jacinta’s team. He must be good. Jacinta would have kicked up a fuss and made sure he was out of there if he wasn’t.


‘Did the witnesses see anything else?’ she asks Voronov.


He shakes his head. ‘No, nothing else.’


‘Okay, I guess there isn’t much else they can give us right now.’ Isabel pulls out her phone, turns away and starts walking off. ‘We can let the witnesses go, we won’t be needing anything else for now,’ she calls out to the officers standing with the couple. She pulls up a search engine page and a map of the city.


Voronov stays behind for a moment, speaking to forensics, before rejoining her.


‘For her to get caught here . . .’ she looks out at the water and the sandbanks, ‘there aren’t a lot of places she could have been thrown in.’


‘Estoril, maybe,’ Voronov says.


‘Maybe.’ She eyes the map and bites into her lower lip. ‘Or maybe Carcavelos.’ No way to be sure really. She pushes her hair back from her face. ‘We’ll have to wait for the post-mortem results.’ A glance at her watch shows her it’s nearly ten. ‘Get back, pick up some breakfast on the way?’ She glances back at the team and watches as they shift the victim into a body bag and start to zip it up. ‘Once we have her prints . . .’ Well, it won’t do them any good if she’s not on the system. ‘We’ll trawl through missing persons.’ Just thinking about it has her rubbing her eyes in sympathy for her future self’s eyes.


Voronov gives her that half-smile. ‘At least we’re off minor offences.’


Isabel sighs. ‘Yeah, at least there’s that.’










Chapter 2


Walking into the precinct is something that Isabel needs to brace herself for.


She heads straight for the bathroom, calling out greetings as she speeds there. It’s blissfully empty and she walks into a cubicle and locks the door behind her.


She slumps back against the flimsy wall that divides the cubicles and lets out her breath slowly as she takes a moment to recalibrate.


Even with walls between her and the rest of the people in the building, she can hear them. Thoughts and emotions crowding each other in a myriad of colours that makes Isabel’s head spin and tests her stomach.


It’s a new addition to her daily routine. Crowded places were difficult to manage before, but she could pull it off. Now they are much worse. She builds up the walls in her head, tall as she can, to keep the thoughts out, but eventually they reach over them, fingers like tree roots trying to sink deep into her and bind her to the ground.


She’s in there for maybe ten minutes, maybe fifteen, until eventually her heart isn’t trying to pound out of her body and the sense of being overwhelmed begins to fade.


It’s a reset, that’s all. As long as she can find a quiet place to reset every time, she can manage.


‘Merda,’ she mutters, rubs at her eyes as she gathers herself. As steady as she’s going to be, she unlocks the door and steps out.


She startles, almost jerking back into the cubicle in the second it takes her to realise that Voronov is waiting there, leaning against one of the sinks.


Instantly she narrows her eyes. ‘Could’ve at least said you were out here,’ she says.


He shrugs his large shoulders, eyes as sharp as ever, taking in the pallor of her face as she walks to the sink next to the one he is leaning against. ‘Sorry.’


Isabel scoffs and side-eyes him as she switches on the tap and rinses out her mouth. ‘I wouldn’t lean on that if I were you. What are you trying to do? Break it?’


Voronov’s lips tilt up at the corners, but the small smile is gone as quickly as it appeared as his eyes roam her face. ‘Are you all right?’


Isabel rinses her mouth one more time and splashes water on her face, the cold a sharp, stark grounding that she needs.


Her head is quieter now.


She can still hear all their voices coming from behind the door, as if everyone is standing there, waiting for her to let them all back in again, to let them wrap their thoughts around her like chains until it chokes all the air out of her body and sinks her into a pit that she can’t drag herself out of.


Isabel straightens and clenches her hands around the porcelain edges of the sink, and closes her eyes. It takes her a moment, maybe two, to find that place within herself, that little island in her mind’s eye, and to check to make sure her wall will hold when she walks back out there.


She’s not lying to herself. She knows the moment she leaves here their thoughts will be slamming against her. It’s exhausting. She can feel it slowly, slowly, eroding at her sanity. But for now, she’s still in control enough to function.


Only when she’s home can she breathe a little easier, settle into her own space and let her guard down. Even then she’ll still catch the thoughts of people in the surrounding apartments, but it takes less effort to block out. It isn’t like right now, where so many people in one space like this turn the mass of thoughts into one single monster trying to drown her.


Isabel opens her eyes and looks at Voronov, the curl to her mouth wry. ‘I’m fine,’ she says and walks around him to get some paper towels, patting them over her face. She balls them up and tosses them into the bin. ‘Following colleagues into toilets now. A kink I should know about?’ she asks, dry.


He shakes his head slightly and straightens away from the sink. He’s got used to her humour by now, so she knows he won’t think anything of it. He has definitely stopped being surprised by it. Although to be honest, she doesn’t remember if anything she’s done up until now has ever truly surprised him.


That’s not true, she thinks, he wasn’t expecting to see you talking to him out of someone else’s body.


She shies away from thinking about it. Has avoided thinking about it ever since it happened, and she doesn’t really want to think about it now either – especially not now.


‘Come on,’ he says.


Isabel cuts him a look as he holds the door open for her to leave and then ignores the side-eyes they get as he follows her out. Voronov doesn’t so much as bat an eyelash.


They don’t get far.


Chief Bautista is standing outside her office, hand on the door frame. She has a cigarette poking out above her ear. Her hair is down, curls cut at a precise chin-length. She’s had that hairstyle as long as Isabel’s been at the force; Isabel has never seen it any other way. She’s always had dark hair peppered liberally with white; even that, Isabel thinks, hasn’t changed.


The Chief gestures them both over and goes into her office without waiting to see if they’ll follow.


All the windows in the Chief’s office are open and the blinds are gathered along the tops of the windows, their dangling strings swinging gently from side to side from the breeze filtering in alongside the sunshine.


The windows being wide open has less to do with the nice weather and more to do with the cigarette Chief Bautista is tucking between her lips as she sits down with a grunt. She lights up.


Isabel takes a seat and the Chief waits until Voronov has closed the door and sat down before saying anything.


She blows a stream of smoke in the direction of the windows, not that it does much to keep the smoke from permeating the room. Sharp hazel eyes assess them both.


‘I know sending you both out like that was sudden.’ The Chief has that whisky voice, the rasp in it always makes Isabel want to soothe her own throat, ‘but I’d say you’ve both had enough of being on minor crimes. And this one looks ugly. Tell me what we have.’


Isabel shares a look with Voronov before turning back to Chief Bautista. ‘She was dumped in the water, Chief. Her throat was cut badly, almost severed through to the spinal cord. CSS team are on it and we’re hoping to receive preliminary reports at some point today.’


Chief Bautista sighs and runs a hand through her hair but it just swings straight back into place. ‘Keep me updated. Brief your team. I’ve assigned two junior inspectors to you both. Hand over anything that needs to be wrapped up for minor crimes to them and start working this ASAP. Anything looks like it’ll blow up, come to me. From now on, we’ve got eyes on us however we move.’


This is what happens when you make enemies in the political sphere. They don’t forget and they don’t let it go. And all of them have friends in high places. Last year, Isabel and her team had done just that with a leader of a right-wing political party. Despite them finding his son’s killer, he’s had eyes on them ever since.


‘Daniel and Carla will join you tomorrow,’ the Chief says, ‘get them up to speed. Maybe that will finally make Daniel stop complaining to anyone who will listen about being benched,’ she mutters, rubbing at her temple.


Inspectors Daniel Verde and his partner, Junior Inspector Carla Muniz, had also been on the case with Isabel and Voronov that had led to them all being put on minor offences. Isabel had heard all of Daniel’s bitching. She doesn’t blame the Chief for wanting a break from it all. Isabel had just about managed to keep from throttling him herself.


‘Yes, Chief,’ Isabel says.


The juniors are already waiting for them by their desks. Their IDs hang around their necks, hair in place and presentable clothes. Isabel can practically smell the new on them. Nerves and determination roll off them both. Next to them, Isabel and Voronov look like they’ve just rolled out of bed.


They introduce themselves as Felipe and Sansão, both Regulars from what Isabel gleans from their IDs. Sansão sports a very neatly trimmed goatee, and his hair is jet black and pulled into a tiny ponytail at his nape. He’s actually in proper white shirt and black suit trousers, patent shoes so shiny Isabel can see her reflection in them. Felipe is a little more relaxed-looking, wearing a white shirt but blue jeans and trainers. He has an easy smile and short, light-brown hair.


Isabel appreciates that they just get on with it, taking notes and not looking as if they’re resentful for having to finish off someone else’s less than exciting work. If anything, all she can sense is a fresh green eagerness that makes her think of newly cut grass.


They’re just wrapping up the handover when her phone pings in her pocket. There’s a message from Angelo in CSS telling her the crime scene photos are on the system and that Jacinta will be following up with them soon.


Isabel glances up at the two junior inspectors, who had been leaning over Voronov’s shoulder and listening intently as he’d taken them through the last bits of the handover. ‘You can both take it from here? We’ll be in one of the case rooms if you need us for anything.’


They both straighten up.


‘Yes, boss,’ Felipe says, ‘think we’re good to go.’


Boss? Isabel arches a brow. Really eager to please.


She doesn’t have to look at Voronov to feel his amusement. ‘Right. Thanks.’ She knocks Voronov’s chest with her knuckles. ‘Come on, CSS have uploaded the photos.’


She’s ready to get back to her real job.










Chapter 3


They’ve just finished setting up their new case room when Isabel’s phone rings.


‘Inspector Reis.’


‘Hi,’ Jacinta says, ‘busy?’ As well as being their department’s head of CSS, Jacinta is also a friend. Like Isabel, she hadn’t taken too kindly to being put on the backbench after their last case. The Chief has only recently been sending her back out to scenes.


Isabel tilts back in her seat and locks her eyes on the ceiling. ‘I haven’t been but it’s looking like that’s about to change,’ she says.


‘Yeah, I can imagine. Sorry I couldn’t be there this morning. I’ve had to pull Angelo onto a different case too but will have the crime scene report over to you in the next hour or so.’


‘All right, sounds good . . .’ She is distracted by Voronov striding over. He’s gesturing to catch her attention and has his mobile phone pressed to his ear. ‘Jacinta, I’ll call you back once we’ve looked over everything.’


‘Okay, talk later.’


Isabel hangs up and stands. ‘What is it?’


Voronov grabs his jacket from the back of his seat. ‘Coroner wants us to see something.’


Isabel’s eyebrows fly up.


Well. Something is better than nothing.


 


One thing that Isabel appreciates about the morgue is the utter dead silence.


Emphasis on dead. It’s rarely packed with people, not living ones anyway.


Luckily, this small branch is here mostly for the benefit of the PJ, working on bodies that are linked to ongoing investigations. There are usually only about two to three people working this morgue at any one time.


The last time Isabel had been in here, the coroner had been manning the front while waiting for Isabel and Voronov to arrive because they had been short-staffed that day. It is what it is.


They make quick work of signing in and the person at the front desk rushes them through, exuding the same impatience a sales assistant does when a customer walks in as they are about to close.


Their victim’s body is still on the examination table when they enter, covered with a sheet.


Isabel curls her shoulders in and wraps her arms around herself as they’re enveloped in the cold of the room, trying to preserve warmth. As usual, Voronov barely seems to feel the cold.


‘That was fast,’ the coroner says, and gestures them over. ‘The cause of death is exactly what it looks like,’ she goes on. ‘There’s no fluid collection, so she was dead when she hit the water and all the lacerations and abrasions were post mortem. Most likely a result of the body colliding with other things in the river.’


Okay, that fits with Angelo’s initial observations at the scene.


‘Quick run-down,’ she continues, ‘there’s a little maceration.’ She carefully picks up one of the victim’s hands in hers and flips it over. There’s a small, thumb-size stylised arrow inked on the inside of her wrist, but Isabel’s attention is quickly drawn to the wrinkled and thickened skin of the palm of the hand. It’s got an unusual soft, white look to it. It reminds Isabel of an extreme version of pruned fingers after soaking in the bath too long. ‘Given the temperature of the water, I’d say she was in the water for about four hours, maybe five. It’s hard to say exactly.’


Isabel and Voronov share a look. Does this mean that she was killed as early as last night?


‘But there’s something you should see.’ And it’s then that Isabel realises there’s an organ tray still laid out, and she swallows convulsively as she recognises the brain. She hasn’t seen many, something she’s grateful for. This particular one, she can tell, isn’t right.


Catching Isabel’s frown, the coroner’s eyes crinkle at the corners above the line of her mask.


‘Yeah. That’s what I wanted you to see. Cause of death’ – she pulls the sheet back and gestures at the cut, which is now neatly sewn – ‘she bled out from the cut to the throat. If they had gone just a bit further, they would have severed her head completely. I’ll detail it in my report but this—,’ she taps the edge of the tray. The organ gleams under the harsh lights of the room and Isabel tries to pinpoint what it is that looks wrong about it.


‘That’s . . . significantly smaller, isn’t it?’ Voronov says beside Isabel, and he is frowning too.


The coroner nods. ‘To put it bluntly, there are extreme signs of cognitive fatigue – it is, to all intents and purposes “fried”.’


What? ‘What do you mean?’ Isabel asks. ‘Like “burnout”?’ Is that a thing?


The coroner sighs and readjusts her glasses. ‘It’s hard to explain, I’ve never actually seen this in person but definitely in some case studies of post-mortems carried out on Gifted after their death.’ She points to the organ. ‘There were examples of brains that had shorted out, if you will. They couldn’t keep up with the output of an affinity. They looked like this.’


She beckons them closer, taking them through an explanation riddled with scientific terms that hurt Isabel’s head.


‘Like I said,’ the coroner says, ‘the cause of death is definitely from the neck wound. She bled out. But she was young, mid-thirties at most. The state of her brain is extremely unusual, Gifted or not. We won’t be able to get much else without further examination. Knowing if she had any previous medical conditions would be a big help.’


Isabel chews on her lip, mulling it over. She glances at Voronov. ‘Not great news but at least we know she was most likely Gifted. That should help with narrowing down the search.’


Still. Even if she was Gifted, that doesn’t explain why her brain is in that state.


‘You said that her brain is like this because it couldn’t keep up with . . . the level of power of her Gift?’ Isabel asks.


‘Not exactly. That does exist, people in the field refer to it as erosion. It’s quite frequent in cases of higher-level Gifted. Say level eight and up. In a lot of cases because that Gift level is so hard to control, it overloads the organ and begins to erode. Most often it’s the frontal lobe that suffers the worst damage.’


Isabel glances away, tries to ignore the chill that spears through her chest at those words. She breathes out through her nose and turns back to the coroner.


‘This doesn’t quite look like that,’ the coroner is saying. She picks up the organ and Isabel finds herself leaning away without meaning to. ‘Like I said, I think she’s too young. We’d expect to see the start of the erosion but not something full-blown like this.’


Voronov frowns. ‘Then what?’


‘Maybe a full-blown output of her Gift? All at once? This is all conjecture,’ she says, ‘there’s no way to tell. Once we’ve properly examined it, I may have more for you.’ She sets it back in its tray.


A full-blown output?


No Gifted would go that far unless it was a severe loss of control that they just couldn’t claw back, or it had been intentional. An act of desperation maybe – like trying to fight for their life.


‘There’s something else that may help,’ the coroner says and, with practised ease, manoeuvres the body so it tilts onto its side. The sheet covering the corpse whispers over the skin as it slides but stays mostly in place, draped over her front and back. ‘Take a look.’


The coroner points at the back of the victim’s neck.


Isabel and Voronov step closer to take a better look.


On the back of the victim’s neck is the Greek letter psi.










Chapter 4


It’s not until Isabel gets home and isn’t greeted by the click-clack of small claws on the floor and loud panting breaths that she remembers she’d asked her brother, Sebastião, to stop by and pick up Branco and Tigre after she’d been called to the crime scene that morning. She’d been worried she would have to work overtime and wanted him to go and make sure they were okay.


She sighs, for a moment just feeling the weight of the day on her. Closing the door behind her, she toes off her trainers. Already, she’s aware of them. Voices that aren’t voices on the other side of her walls.


She walks into her small living room, pulling her top up and over her head as she goes. It is nearing half past six and the light from the sun paints the walls of the room through the open windows, turning everything red. Isabel has to squint as she walks over to lower the shutters and eyes her plants critically. One of them is looking a little thirsty and she makes a note to water them all before she goes out for her run.


She doesn’t lower the shutters all the way down, leaves a little of the natural light to spill into the room. Without the warm light of the sun on her, the skin on her chest and arms pebbles in the cool air of the room.


She switches on the TV to replace the usual sounds of her dogs following her around the house and wanders into the kitchen, flipping the light on as she does. She stops and a soft smile steals over her mouth when she notes the dishes have been done and left to dry on the drainer. There’s a note on the kitchen table with writing she recognises as Sebastião’s:


Don’t work too hard, Tia Simone sent food, check the fridge and message me when you get home, beijos maninha.


 


Sebastião and their Tia Simone have always kept an eye on her. Sebastião in particular has always been protective of Isabel. He’s her half-brother, from her dad’s first marriage, and had been raised mostly by Tia Simone, their dad’s sister, after his mum had passed away when he was young. Isabel’s always thought that he’s always watched her back more than Rita’s because in a way, Isabel was just like him. Isabel’s mum might be alive and well, but she might as well not have one.


In the fridge, as promised, is a clear container. When she peels back the bright blue lid, the smell of feijoada makes her stomach grumble and she wants to shove it in the microwave and scoff it all down right away – except she knows if she has anything now, she will just end up bringing it all back up, and having done that once today already is enough for her.


That makes her pause.


She puts the container back in the fridge and fills a glass with water before heading to her room to change into her running gear.


It displays the evidence of her new routine. A giant cushion is tucked into the corner of the room by the window, topped with holey old blankets and a squeaky toy. Her own bed is a mess, pillows at risk of falling off the edge of the mattress and her sheets scrunched towards the end from where she’d shoved them off with her feet when her alarm had gone off that morning.


Her laptop is balanced precariously on the edge of the nightstand, a clear yellow plastic folder on top of it. It is stuffed with sheets of printed paper and a handful of envelopes that Isabel hasn’t ever opened. The pen that was on there is now on the floor. Red. Tia always tells her it’s bad luck to write in red and tells her off when she sees her doing it. Isabel doesn’t know why it’s always the first colour she reaches for. If someone asked Isabel’s mother, she would most likely spout some bullshit that it’s because Isabel is a descendant of hell or some such thing.


She rights the bedsheets and picks up the folder. The printer has made a line that cuts straight through the image, a photo of a woman. Isabel had bought the thing cheap a month ago and had screwed up the set-up, so it prints with that line marring every page.


The woman on the page had been Gifted. A level 10.


She’s the latest one Isabel has discovered. She found out about her in one of her search sessions the previous week and added her to her pile. Another face and another name for Isabel to try to dig up information on.


Anti-Gifted sentiment has always been rife in society. People have been especially hostile toward higher-level Gifted. Higher-level Gifted like Isabel herself. There have always been stories, rumours, of them disappearing without a trace, something the government always scoffs at. Conspiracy theorists, they say, amateur wannabe-sleuths grasping at nothing. Regular people are only too happy to believe the reassurances.


Gifted people, not so much.


With Isabel’s own Gift evolving, it’s something she can’t afford to just wonder about any more.


One would think, with how much information gets leaked onto the web, that she would be having an easier time of finding what she’s looking for. But it seems Portugal is not the only country that has been treating its higher-level Gifted with caution.


She puts everything back and links her hands behind her neck. It’s a lot harder to get on with her normal end-of-day ritual when her dogs aren’t here.


She should really stay in after her run and put in another research session.


But her house and this silence . . .


She stands there, listening to the irritating peppy music of a commercial coming from the living room. She moves her laptop a bit further up on the bedside table to prevent an accident from happening and then gets changed.


A group of people are walking by, passing below her bedroom window, joking and talking about dinner. Their thoughts bubble up to her, mingling with their voices, nothing keeping their leaking emotions at bay.


No. She doesn’t want to stay here when it’s this quiet. She’ll hear everything.


Might as well put her time to good use.


 


It’s approaching ten in the evening when Isabel walks back into the precinct. Belly full of the feijoada, muscles worn out from her run. Her mind is quieter too, her Gift calmed for now. More and more, lately, it’s felt as if she has something alien beneath her skin, barely controllable and ready to lash out when she least expects it.


She says hello to the night shift on reception and takes the stairs up to their floor slowly, rolling her shoulders to work out the muscles that feel a bit too tight there. It’ll only get worse with lack of sleep.


Their floor, when she gets there, is mostly empty, only one of the side offices with its light on and three other people in the open section, overhead lights acting like spotlights and leaving pockets of darkness between them.


It’s a contrast to that morning and she breathes easier. She walks past the Chief’s office. The door is closed, and the lights are off. Looks like the Chief is having a rare early night.


The row of rooms that stretch down past the Chief’s office are all closed too. Those are usually used for interrogation and as case rooms. Mostly, everyone works in the space outside where all the desks are clustered together in twos or threes.


Around the corner from the open space is one of their bigger rooms, usually reserved for large meetings or used as a backup when they can’t use the floor downstairs for a conference room.


There is a light on in one of the offices at the end of the hall. The name plate on it has been changed, a new case and a number scrawled in black, block letters. She can hear voices from behind it and for a disconcerting second the voices and thoughts tangle together, and she can’t pull them apart.


Voronov’s empty desk sits next to hers. She’d messaged him before leaving the house, letting him know she was going back in.


Her trainers squeak on the floor as she heads over. The darkness suits her mood.


She doesn’t bother taking off her zip-up fleece. With spring coming soon, the temperature has been steadily rising, but the nights are still cool. Without the usual number of people packed into their desks heating up the space, sitting still is going to chill her pretty quickly, so she has dressed warmer than normal, a thermal long-sleeve top beneath her fleece, and worn blue jeans for comfort.


While the computer boots up, she goes to the meagre kitchenette, puts on a pot of coffee and leans back against the counter, eyes closed and enjoying the quiet of the moment. The gurgle of the pot is the only noise in the small space and the scent of hot coffee blooms in the air. She evens out her breath, taking satisfaction from the aches in her muscles.


Maybe she won’t stay too long – a few hours – and then she might actually be able to get some sleep without her dogs at home.


With a hot mug in her hands, she flexes her shoulders. The light from the computer is jarring and she blinks at it a few times. She needs to remember to get some eye drops or something. She always hates how her eyes feel after a session spent staring at a screen for too long, but she never does anything to prevent it happening again.


She opens the photos from the site in Cascais where their Jane Doe’s body was found.


Isabel stares at the image of the woman lying on her back as she had been when Isabel had arrived on site. Her eyes are drawn to the wide line across her neck. The way the skin is split open and the flesh revealed beneath it looks almost like a grotesque smile. Isabel pushes herself to move past it and fixes on the face, thinks again about how striking it looks. The kind of face that would have drawn gazes filled with appreciation.


The coroner had said she had bled out.


Had someone stood there? Stood over her, watching her struggle to breathe, blood bubbling up from her wound and her mouth? Then, once it was over, tossed her into the river? What did it take for you to be able to watch someone die like this and not do anything to prevent it?


Isabel tracks the swathe of the woman’s braids with her eyes, a soft sadness tugging at the corners of her mouth for the life that had been.


She closes the image and begins looking at the ones documenting how she’d been found.


In those initial pictures, the victim’s arm is caught on the rope tethering the boat to the pier. Her torso is a limp heavy weight digging her other shoulder into the wet sand. Her waist-length hair is draped over her face, covering it from view. The rest of her is submerged in the water from the waist down. The tide had been a little higher then.


Isabel squints and zooms in. The picture quality is good and the tattoo on the back of her neck can clearly be seen. Under the sunlight, the black letter psi stands out on her skin.


Isabel flicks through the rest of the on-scene photos but it’s half-hearted; she doubts she will find anything in a handful of photos that the CSS officers on scene didn’t.


She clicks back out of them and opens the coroner’s report.


The coroner places her age between late twenties and mid-thirties, makes a strong suggestion that the victim was Gifted, based on the severe atrophy of the brain, which points to possible extreme overuse of a Gifted ability. Physically, their Jade Doe had been in her prime, but they still have a day or so to go before the toxicology report comes in. A search of her prints hasn’t brought up any results. Which doesn’t mean much. All it says is that she was never in trouble with the law.


Isabel pushes up her sleeves and shakes her hair out of her face. She really needs to book an appointment to get it cut. The thought makes her wince. The hairdresser isn’t the best of places for her right now either. They’re always filled with buzzing thoughts and conversation and in her current state, it would be too much. Maybe she’ll be able to convince Tia Simone to do it for her.


The problem with searching missing persons is that their Jane Doe’s death is recent. To people she knows, she might not be missing at all. Not yet. Isabel doesn’t want to have to resort to making a public appeal to find out who this woman is though. Facing off with the press isn’t really one of her strong points.


Given that just her name is guaranteed to get the press salivating, she’d rather not have to be in that position. But if they don’t find out who she is and fast, she may not have a choice.


They have a starting point for now though. The tattoo, and the thing that has been bothering Isabel since they spoke to the coroner: the state of the brain at the time of death.


She wants more on that. A lot more about what could have caused such a devastating and fast-acting deterioration, the kinds of things that could trigger it. Maybe there would be something in that.


If the woman really had been Gifted, had she depleted her Gift and herself fighting off her attacker? Had she been a telekinetic Gifted? And depending on her level, if she’d got into that state fighting for her life with her Gift, then maybe she’d left a mark somewhere. A mark they could find.


She looks at the photo of their victim one more time, trapped there in the water, lifeless.


‘I’ll find you,’ she says, ‘I promise.’


Isabel takes a sip of her coffee and gets to work.










Chapter 5


Something cold presses against Isabel’s cheek. She jerks up straight and slaps away the hand. A piece of paper unsticks itself from her face, and she squints up at Voronov, who is looking down his nose at her, holding a can of Coca-Cola and wearing a smirk.


‘Estúpido,’ she mutters. The iciness from the cold can lingers on her skin. She wipes her hand over her mouth and is grateful that she won’t have to live down any embarrassment involving her drooling on her papers.


When she glances up at her screen, she sees it has gone black. ‘What time is it?’ She blinks away the sleep from her eyes, cursing under her breath. Good thing it hadn’t been the Chief who had caught her out.


A peek out of the windows shows that it is still dark outside. The previously occupied office is now empty, lights switched off. Their floor is a wall of silence.


Her watch says it’s only 12:13.


‘Great,’ she huffs out a breath and digs the mounds of her palms into her eyes and, after a bit, rubs roughly.


‘Take it,’ Voronov says and sets the can on her desk, ‘we can order in if we’re having a long night.’


Isabel pops the tab on the can, the hiss and the bubbles loud for a few seconds before she takes a gulp of caffeine and sugar. ‘Thank you. Wasn’t actually expecting you to show up, by the way.’


‘And give you reason to ask the Chief to get rid of me?’


Isabel scoffs. ‘That would imply that the Chief actually listens to me.’ That Isabel may have done that at the start of their working partnership goes unsaid. They both know that is not the case any longer.


‘How is it going?’ he asks, nodding at the computer.


‘Well.’ She sighs and sets the Coke down. She turns her notebook so Voronov can take a look at the notes she’d been making before she’d fallen asleep on them.


He rests a hand on the back of her chair. Isabel catches a hint of his aftershave as he leans past her to have a look and finds herself breathing more of it in. It smells good, sharp and clean.


Voronov runs his thumb over the words she has got down on the paper, a line of concentration etching itself between his brows. ‘These are the only things that could cause that level of damage to the brain?’ he asks.


Isabel nods. ‘Through the use of a Gift, yes.’ She rubs at her eyes.


She’d been digging for a couple of hours before she’d found a few snippets of text that referred to the effect of a Gift on the brain beyond what was common knowledge. Everyone knew that high-level Gifted were at risk of damage, that over time their Gifts would lead to erosion, primarily in the frontal lobe. Isabel had looked into that plenty in her own time. To her, it was a personal threat, something looming over her head that she prays will never come to pass. Not that anyone will be on the lookout for that with her.


No one knew about the results of her latest test but her.


What she’d found in her search, though, went a little beyond that. Enough to make her wish she hadn’t looked.


According to some of the medical journals she’d looked through on the subject, when the erosion was extreme to the point where the brain suffered mass erosion like this, it was as the coroner had said, but not quite in the way she had explained it. The results of Isabel’s search had made her feel sick, and when she’d first understood what it was that she was reading she’d had to stop for a moment.


The information had been obtained as a result of an investigation into incidents of the same phenomenon occurring in Gifted children. It had happened a total of nine times worldwide. That had been made public at least. They found all the children had been born as high-level Gifted.
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