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Chapter 1


The first time Isabel heard a voice in her head, she’d tried to talk back.


It’d been different back then; the voices hadn’t been as clear.


Now, Isabel stares down at the still body on the slab. The chill of the room seeps through her skin to settle in her bones and she can’t help but wonder what this person’s last thought had been. If Isabel would have heard it.


The emotions would have packed a hell of a punch.


The body is that of a woman, leached of colour in death, lips together and arms limp at her side. There’s a jagged scar, cleaned and sewn in a crude line from the bottom of her left eye to the corner of her mouth. There’s another like it on the right side. The half of her that Isabel can see above the sheet is covered in more of those neatly stitched lines. The knife had punched through her chest several times and the woman had felt every single one of them.


Yes, Isabel thinks, I would’ve heard this woman.


With one last sweep of the wounds, she turns her back on the body and nods to the medical examiner, who’s tucked away in the corner of the room, clipboard in hand, only his eyes visible above the mask.


‘Thanks,’ Isabel says and walks out.


It’s warmer out in the hallway. The morgue has seen better days and could do with money, but the floor is pristine, the piercing smell of antiseptic permeating the air. Coupled with the lighting that sucks the colour from the walls, it makes for a grim practice.


Isabel’s steps are loud in the silent hallway, accompanied by the ticking of the clock on the wall at the end of the long room. It reads 8.15 a.m.


She signs out of the morgue with a nod to the man at the front desk, slides her sunglasses onto her face and steps outside. The fleece is soft against her neck as she tugs the collar up around her throat. The sun is bright, cold and cutting. It’s the coldest winter they’ve had in a while, though up until a few weeks ago the temperature had been mild enough that all she’d needed was a scarf and a blazer.


Lisbon’s weather had turned vicious as winter began to settle.


Her hair hasn’t quite dried from the quick shower she’d taken earlier that morning. It sticks to the nape of her neck beneath the coat’s collar and the rest has started curling around her face. It’s like a magnet, making the iciness more acute, and she grimaces. Her car’s parked half off, half on the kerb and she rushes to it, sliding in gratefully and starting the engine as soon as she’s slammed the door behind her.


The heat is beginning to blast into the car when her phone starts vibrating against her hip. ‘Merda,’ she mutters, leaning her head back on the headrest and closing her eyes. As usual Isabel hadn’t got much sleep the night before. Opening her eyes at the sound of her alarm had felt like a particular type of torture. Remembering how bad the pain had been has her rubbing her temples.


Isabel shifts on to her other hip and tugs her phone out. CHIEF flashes up at her on the screen.


‘Reis,’ she answers, voice still raspy from the remnants of a bad cold. In front of her car, a man stops on the street corner with his stand, huge bags of chestnuts leaning up against the cart. His hat is pulled down over his ears and air puffs out of his mouth in little white clouds as he gets ready to start serving.


‘I want you at Gare do Oriente terminal, ASAP.’


In her mind’s eye, Isabel is already adjusting her route. ‘Okay, what do I need to know?’ she asks. She puts the phone on speaker and tosses it onto the passenger seat.


‘Possible Gifted murder.’


Shit.


‘All right, should be there in twenty. What about my Jane Doe?’


‘I’ll put someone else on the case for now. If it turns out that this really has Gifted involvement, then I want my most competent inspector on it.’


‘And it won’t hurt that I’m Gifted myself,’ Isabel says, wry.


‘Exactly. Your new partner will be meeting you there.’


Isabel glances down at the phone as if she’ll be able to see the Chief’s expression on the other end. ‘New partner,’ she repeats.


‘You knew this was coming,’ the Chief says. ‘Oh. And Reis. HR are on my case about your retesting. Get it done.’


‘I will.’










Chapter 2


Lisbon is buzzing at this time of the morning. Tourists who have woken up early to enjoy the clear weather mingle with the Lisboetas going about their daily business. The tables outside the café are packed with people, smiles more of a stretch of the mouth rather than genuine expressions as they snap pictures of themselves over breakfast. They seem to take to the weather much better than the locals, who huddle in their jackets, wrapped up with scarves halfway up their faces.


It’s rush hour and Isabel almost doesn’t make it in the twenty minutes she’d promised.


The first thing she sees is the wave of people running along the length of the station. Normally they’d be streaming into it, not fanning out from the entrance in an angry mob.


Gare do Oriente terminal is always busy, the amount of traffic it sees every day equal to that of New York’s Central Station. Its white arches, made to resemble trees, gleam in the sunlight. The shopping centre further down draws huge crowds year-round. Isabel can see a flash of police tape as people shift, some turning back to the bus stops and others shuffling forward to yell. Police dot the area surrounding the bus terminal directly outside the entrance to the trains.


It takes Isabel another ten minutes to find a parking spot. It’s further away from the terminal, but even from there she can hear them all. She feels the first shivers of the wall in her mind as the strong emotions batter past her car window. It’s a shock in comparison to the quiet of the morgue and the still mind of a dead woman.


People never know how loudly they think.


Isabel reaches for the glove compartment instead, digs through the stupid amount of energy bars inside until she finds and tugs out the see-through pillbox. She pops the tiny powder-blue pill, eyes still on the crowd. She pulls out a bottle of water from the footwell and takes a drink to wash the pill down with. The water is icy cold and leaves her throat tingling. She shoves one of the energy bars into her coat pocket, throws the pillbox back inside and closes the compartment.


She should have taken it on the way.


It takes between twenty and thirty minutes for the pill to take effect, which means Isabel’s going to be wading through the crowd unprotected except for her regular wards. The mental protective shields are instinctive now. There was a time when they really hadn’t been.


It had taken Isabel longer than her peers to learn how to block out the thoughts around her on command. She’d had to do extra sessions with her assigned Guide, Rosario, every Saturday morning. Because of the extra sessions, Isabel always missed her favourite morning show.


She sits quietly for a moment, eyes closed, attention turned inward as she focuses on building her wards, one strong enough to get her through the wall of people surrounding the station. It’ll be quiet beyond them.


A suspected Gifted murder is not something they need right now. In the current climate, it’s a very dangerous thing.


‘Well, not going to get any warmer out there,’ she says to herself and gets out.


The whip of the wind is harsh enough to make her gasp and try to duck her whole head into the loops of her scarf. It doesn’t help.


Crime scene tape covers both entrances to the train station and officers are positioned at the entry points. Isabel catches flashes of the yellow tape through the multitude of angry commuters. She can see each police officer at their post, some in pairs, some standing by themselves. A few of them are trying to address members of the crowd but don’t seem to be getting anywhere, others have given up and are either standing there with a stoic look on their faces or talking quietly to each other.


As Isabel gets closer, little tendrils of thoughts begin to brush against her wards. Even though she’s still quite a distance from the entrance, she feels them. They are whisper-soft at first, like the touch of a chilled breeze on the back of her neck, making the hairs on her arms stand up. They aren’t strong enough, at this distance, to disorientate and bring her to her knees.


Isabel stops, eyes roaming the scene. The wind drags her hair into her face, and she tries to knuckle it away from her mouth. Rain is coming.


As soon as she hits the crowd, it’s like someone turns up the dial and the volume of the angry voices echoing in her head shoots up. Isabel flinches before taking a calming breath and forcing her wall up higher. She can see it in her mind’s eye, focuses on building it taller until the thoughts swirling all around her fade into the background. It takes concentration to keep them out and she’s reminded that she only had a quick coffee before leaving home that morning. She’s going to need some proper fuel; even with the pill’s effects kicking in soon her energy will be eaten up in no time.


The crowd doesn’t budge. Their yells meld together, shouted words indistinct. Isabel manages to catch a few things, questions about when the station will reopen, demands to know what’s happening. There are a few ‘merda’s and ‘caralho’s thrown in for good measure but that’s typical.


‘Excuse me,’ she says.


There’s always something about her that makes people move. Isabel’s never been sure what that is. Maybe they glimpse the ID dangling from her neck or maybe it’s the look she gives them out of the corner of her eye when they don’t move fast enough. She’s not sure. She thinks, sometimes, that maybe they know she’s other.


One of the police officers notices her. He shifts, drawing up to his full height, mouth already twitching with the need to spout something condescending. Isabel can tell. She knows the look.


‘Miss—’


Isabel doesn’t stop. Around her, the crowd closes up once more. She can feel them at her back, jostling and trying to shift forward. Coffee breath and the clinging smell of one too many morning smokes surrounds her.


‘Inspector,’ she corrects and tugs her ID badge into view. The officer leans in closer than necessary to inspect it.


She knows the exact moment he focuses on her classification. His eyes flick from her back down to her ID. He licks his lips, a nervous tic as he takes a step back and nods, trying to put his tough mask back in place.


‘Problem?’ she asks. ‘Because I have people waiting for me and you’ve got enough on your hands out here.’


The man – Mateus, his ID reads – steps back. ‘Good morning, Inspector.’


‘Good morning.’


‘I’ll take you through, Inspector,’ Mateus says. Isabel nods and as they go into the station makes a note to call the Chief and suggest that she see whether she can spare any other officers to hold the fort.


Everything is still functioning inside the station but the large space that should be filled with the people cramming up against the police tapes, is empty. Their steps echo as they head for the trains. She spots more officers and gets a few more grumbled morning greetings as they head up towards the scene.


The platform they emerge onto is a flurry of activity and there’s a train stationed there. A small group of people is gathered at the end of the platform. All the doors on the train are closed save for the one they are standing in front of.


Leaving Mateus behind, Isabel makes her way towards them. She catches a glimpse of her reflection in the train window and winces. She looks like shit.


At her approach, the three people standing by the open doors turn to look at her.


‘Reis.’


One of the three splits off and walks to her.


Jacinta tugs her mask down and hooks it underneath her chin. Her tight curls are starting to escape the hood they’re trapped under. The pale blue hazard suit looks oddly complementary against Jacinta’s black skin, which is ridiculous because the suit is fucking ugly.


The face itself is a familiar and welcome one, which Isabel is thankful for. There aren’t many people who she’s able to work comfortably with. Jacinta is one of them.


‘Então,’ Isabel says, ‘glad it’s you. I’m going on three hours’ sleep and I think I’d honestly make anyone else cry. What time did you get here?’


Jacinta shrugs. A camera dangles from her hand. ‘Not long. About an hour or so. They had trouble clearing the station.’


Isabel nods. ‘I heard it was a bit of a shit-show. Anything compromised?’


Jacinta lets out an aggravated sigh and gestures at the train. ‘They were in there when it happened. Everyone trampled all over the place trying to get out.’


Isabel hums. ‘It is rush hour. They’ve got an angry mob outside.’


‘Wouldn’t want to be one of your officers holding the fort.’


‘Well . . .’ Isabel thinks about the dickhead outside who’d got in her face and can’t bring herself to feel too badly about it. A needle of sharp pain knifes through her temple and she winces.


Jacinta’s eyes narrow on her face. ‘You okay?’


Isabel rubs at the spot, teeth gritting. It abates as quickly as it arrived. ‘Fine.’ She drops her hand back to her side and tries to smooth the pain from her expression. The first hour of the pill taking effect is always a little worse. ‘So. What do we have?’


‘We’ve done a walk-through already. Your partner,’ Jacinta pauses here, arcing a brow at that piece of news, ‘got here about twenty minutes ago and we’ve been waiting for you to arrive. When did you get a partner, by the way?’ Jacinta looks over her shoulder. Someone else is making their way over.


The man is tall, Isabel thinks.


‘It’s new.’


Jacinta looks from Isabel to the man who is apparently Isabel’s new partner. ‘How new?’


‘Looks like we’re about to meet,’ Isabel says, watching him approach.


‘Inspector Reis?’ he asks.


‘Yes?’


He holds out his hand and Isabel looks down at it, then back up at his face, waiting.


His hand stays in the same place. ‘Inspector Aleksandr Voronov,’ he says.


Voronov. She’s not a stranger to the name. Isabel takes his hand and shakes. ‘Inspector,’ she greets him, already trying to place it.


He looks her over, his grip firm. He’s got sharp eyes.


Pretty striking looks, she thinks. Maybe not the best person to partner with if you wanted to keep a low profile. This one will turn heads: thick black hair, pale blue eyes and killer cheekbones.


‘All right,’ Isabel says to Jacinta, ‘let’s get in there.’


It’s one of the older-model trains. The outside is scuffed from its long years of use and bad weather and decorated with spiked letters in green spray-paint. The interior isn’t much better; its seats are worn and paint flaking. Voronov walks beside her and Isabel doesn’t bother to hide her assessing gaze.


The doors to the carriage have been left open. The air carries with it a tinge of the threatening rain and the lingering smell of spilled coffee and blood. It makes her think of stepping inside a butcher’s shop, the metallic tang always in the air. It seems stronger in this compact carriage, maybe because it’s so out of place.


The shape of the man on the floor looks odd in the empty carriage. Still and large, slumped in the space between the seats either side of it, surrounded by shards of glass. Behind it, the closed carriage-door window is broken, glass jagged and red-stained, the door dirty, large spots of red on its surface.


As they walk through, there’s a scarf discarded on the floor, a forgotten bag is tucked into the corner of a seat and an umbrella in another. They approach the body and Isabel tugs her coat tighter around her. The carriage is freezing.


‘How long has he been here?’ Isabel asks.


Jacinta hangs back, peering around Voronov at the body on the floor. ‘We got here within half an hour of the call coming through. He was dead before we got here.’


Isabel lowers herself onto her haunches, keeping a bit of distance as she looks over her second body of the day. The two couldn’t be more different.


The body lies on its side, one arm trapped beneath it and the other stretched out. Isabel can just see the side of the face. A white male. His skin looks as if it’s been peeled off by a child who’s mistaken it for plasticine, falling away from his face in some spots, torn and drooping, brutalised and bloody in others. The eye she can see is swollen and battered, but there’s a gleam where the dead gaze still peers out at her from behind a half-shut eyelid. Like he’s staring at her. The dark hair at his temples is matted with blood.


Isabel makes a concentrated effort to look away. ‘What happened?’


Jacinta steps out of the aisle and wedges herself between a set of seats facing each other.


‘Got a report of an emergency at the station. When we got here, the scene was barely secured, hysterics everywhere. People panicked and tried to rush out of the carriage.’ She slants a look at Isabel. ‘You can imagine how well that worked out.’


Isabel looks over her shoulder at Voronov, who is standing quiet, towering over Jacinta and staring down his long nose at her.


‘I’m hoping that means witnesses,’ Isabel says, reaching up to rub at her temple. The first pulses of a headache are beginning to settle.


Jacinta shakes her head. ‘Mostly confused commuters who have no idea what in the hell happened. One passenger thought the deceased was having a fit or just losing his shit’ – Jacinta gestures at the broken window on the door – ‘says he up and started smashing his head against the window, alarming the other passengers. Train was packed.’


Isabel nods.


‘The guy closest to him actually tried to do something about it,’ Jacinta says, ‘he tried to keep him from bashing his face against the door but wasn’t all that successful.’


‘Where is he now?’ Isabel asks.


‘They’ve taken him to the break room, him and whoever else they could catch that didn’t run out of the station as soon as they got clear of the train. Think some paramedics are with him to check for damage but he seems to be mostly okay.’


‘Hmm.’ Isabel tears her eyes away from the one staring eye and looks around the carriage. Beneath the smell of the blood is a different smell, really subtle. Isabel frowns and tilts her head, trying to identify it. There’s something familiar about it but she can’t place it.


Isabel stands. ‘The Chief told me it was being reported as a possible Gifted crime.’ She glances at Voronov to see if there’s any outward reaction to that but there’s nothing.


Jacinta shrugs. ‘Like I said, people don’t know what they saw. The woman sitting next to the deceased says it looked like he was yanked out of his seat. She said it was like he was just plucked up into the air.’










Chapter 3


The station is eerily silent as Isabel and Voronov cross it. They can hear the noise of angry protests from commuters outside. None of their thoughts reach Isabel now though.


Isabel hopes they haven’t caught the attention of the press yet, though that’s probably a fruitless hope. No doubt if she were to turn a TV on right now, RTP Notícias would be right in front of the station with a pretty news reporter giving them a run-down of the situation. After all, the death of one man had brought the terminal to a standstill.


Isabel tries to put that to one side now and glances at her new partner as they make their way to the break room. His strides are longer than hers, but he’s shortening them to keep pace with her.


‘What are you thinking about this case?’ she asks, keeping her voice low. She checks that their Guide, Mateus, can’t hear them. She doesn’t need any more information getting out than it has to.


‘That it’s going to be a mess,’ Voronov says.


Brutal. But Isabel doesn’t think he’s wrong. Not when what she’s seen so far is supporting the fact that there’s more to it than just a man who lost his shit.


‘Odds are,’ Voronov says, pulling her out of her thoughts, ‘it’s someone who’s lost it and caused a panic.’


She arches a brow at that. ‘It’s possible. But seems a bit extreme for someone who “just lost it”, don’t you think?’


He looks at her then. ‘A suicidal episode would be extreme.’


Isabel is surprised when she spots Carla and Daniel outside the break room. She hadn’t expected the Chief to send anyone else – at least not until they have more information. It’s a sign of how even the Policía Judiciária is feeling the tension when, at the mere possibility of a Gifted crime, an entire team is dispatched to deal with the situation.


Carla is new in the Investigations department, having started with them in January. Gifted, like Isabel. It had been a surprise to everyone when the Polícia Judiciária had continued to recruit without any obvious discrimination. It’s a dangerous game for the PJ to play. Public opinion is lying heavily with the PNP, Portugal’s right-wing political party. Their anti-Gifted agenda, spearheaded by the party leader, has taken a strong hold with the Portuguese people.


Isabel doesn’t know what Carla’s classification is, has only spoken to her in passing. Carla works with Daniel. All thanks to the new policy, every Gifted officer in the PJ is required to have a Regular partner.


A year or so ago, on a busy Saturday afternoon, a Gifted teenage girl had levelled an entire section of a shopping centre. She’d somehow slipped through the net, her Gift level having been misclassified, which had brought Portugal’s National Testing Institute under fire. Their responsibility was to properly test and determine a Gifted’s affinity and level to make sure incidents like these didn’t occur. Gifted people come under two affinities, telepathy and telekinesis, and their levels of power are measured on a scale of 1–10, though Gifted at the higher end of the scale are few and far between. And dangerous. Well, according to NTI and the government, that is.


No one had noticed when the girl’s control had started to slip or when she started to break under the weight of her telekinesis. There’d been no Monitor on her case because they hadn’t known she was a high-level Gifted.


The result had been twenty-eight people dead, eight critically injured and many more who had had to be seen to by paramedics. Public uproar had been intense. Isabel still remembers the moment when the news had broken out; she’d been scraping the burnt layer off a piece of toast in her kitchen when the news presenter’s voice had filtered through. They’d never shown the girl’s face.


That was the point when hostilities against Gifted had become more open. The government had been quick to come forward with fail-safe policies in case another Gifted ‘went rogue’.


For the PJ that meant that every Gifted officer would have to have a non-Gifted partner.


Isabel glances over at Voronov. Hence the addition to her team of one. Something else the public could thank the PNP for. Clearly, their tax money was hard at work here keeping them safe from the big, bad and corrupt Gifted population.


Daniel looks like he’s just rolled out of bed; his hair is all over the place and his eyes are bloodshot. He’s sucking down that cup of coffee like it’s got the answer to life.


Carla looks apprehensive. She’s a petite woman with a prominent nose and pretty eyes. Her dark hair is scraped back from her face and tucked into a sleek ponytail atop her head and she’s huddled into her coat, wrapped tight around herself.


Isabel stops in front of them, eyebrows high as she takes in Daniel’s face. ‘You look like shit,’ she says.


He scowls at her. ‘So do you. We were on nights. Just had time for a shower before the Chief pulled us back in.’


Isabel rolls her eyes. ‘All right, sorry.’ She gestures at Voronov. ‘You guys met?’


They all make their introductions and with that out of the way, they turn back to the business at hand.


Daniel finishes his coffee and crushes the cup. ‘So, where do you need us?’ he asks.


‘We have a group of witnesses inside. I’m interested in talking to the passengers who sat closest to the deceased, particularly the one who tried to help him. Take statements,’ Isabel says, ‘and if you think we would benefit from me speaking to them personally just come and grab me. Unless . . .’ She looks at Carla questioningly.


Carla shakes her head. ‘No, no. I can’t do any of that.’


Voronov gives them both a questioning look, which means that the Chief has been as forthcoming with him in regard to Isabel as she has been with Isabel in regard to him. ‘She means that she can’t look into people’s memories. Which I can,’ she says.


‘I’m a class-two telepath,’ Carla explains. ‘I can only do very low-grade stuff. Nothing that would be of use here.’


Isabel doesn’t bother to look Voronov’s way to see how he’s taken that.


The break room, they find out, isn’t much of a break room. It’s a tiny square with a kitchen attached and a door that Isabel assumes leads to a supply cupboard.


There’s a small electric heater on and a handful of people gathered around it. The rest are sitting, hunched in on themselves, on hard plastic chairs lining one side of the room. When Isabel asks the officer present to identify the witness who had tried to hold the deceased back, he points at a young man sitting with a blanket around him. His elbows rest on his knees and his hands are clasped together. He’s staring at the floor and doesn’t so much as twitch when they enter. The others turn quiet and watch them, eyes wary. There’s an empty cup at the guy’s feet and the lingering scent of coffee fills the room.


Isabel calms her breathing, reaching out with her Gift.


Once the pill takes effect, it’s like her Gift is draped over by a very thick, very dark blanket and she has to pull a little harder. She doesn’t mind it. It keeps things in check and keeps her from going crazy. Literally. What she does mind is the way she’s had to learn to work with a constant headache whenever she’s taken the pill. Even if recently it doesn’t help her quite as much as it used to, as if her body has learned to fight it off.


Voronov stops by the officer guarding the door, has a few words and a second later comes back to her.


‘He says there’s an office to the side of the staff kitchen we can use.’


‘Perfect, thanks.’ She approaches the young man in the chair and lowers herself so that she’s at eye level with him. ‘Hi,’ she says.


It takes him a moment but then he looks up.


‘Would you mind speaking to me for a bit?’ She gives him a small smile as she says it, projecting as much calm as she can. ‘They have a small office here so we can talk in private.’


He doesn’t say anything, gathers the blanket in his hands, bringing it higher around his shoulders, and follows her.










Chapter 4


‘Take a seat for me, okay?’ Isabel offers the witness the seat closest to the door of the office, trying to put him as at ease as possible. An electric heater is already heating the room, which should help.


‘May I sit?’ she asks, as she drags over one of the fold-up chairs so that it’s facing him, making sure not to crowd him. From the sounds of it, that train carriage had been crowded enough.


As if coming out of a dream, he lifts his head up and looks her in the face. He’s young, in his early twenties, mixed race. His hazel eyes are glassy. He blinks a couple of times and then looks from her to Voronov, who has taken root next to the door, leaning against the wall, hands in his pockets.


The witness is looking back at her now.


He’s got blood on his hands. They’re unnaturally steady.


‘I’m Inspector Reis, that’s my partner,’ she keeps her voice gentle but to the point, gesturing at Voronov, ‘Inspector Voronov. We’re here to try and find out what happened today. I understand you were there when the incident on the train took place. What’s your name?’


Out of the corner of her eye, she sees Voronov get a notepad ready.


Something flickers in the witness’s expression for a moment, a quick thing, and the vagueness of his stare abates, enough awareness coming back to add some life to him. The blanket around him shifts as he straightens his shoulders, and the hands that he’s got clasped together start twisting.


‘Rodrigo,’ he says.


Isabel nods. ‘Rodrigo, I’m going to ask you some questions, just about what you remember from this morning. Can you tell me when you noticed something was wrong?’


Rodrigo’s eyes drop back to his hands. ‘I’m missing my class.’


Okay, she can work with this. ‘You were on your way to university?’


That brings his attention back up and he focuses on her again. ‘Yes. I was running late. Normally, I’m on the first train. My car’s broken down, so I can’t drive right now.’


‘You travel from here often?’


‘Yes.’


‘Do you know anything about the man you tried to help?’


Rodrigo shakes his head.


‘Ever seen him before?’


Rodrigo shakes his head again. Stops. His mouth turns down and he shrugs like he’s confused. ‘I mean, I don’t think so. I didn’t know him, but you know when you look at a person and get that sense of déjà vu like you’ve seen them somewhere? At the station, maybe. I don’t know. I can’t really place it.’


‘That’s okay. So, you were sitting near him? You guys were in the same carriage?’


‘Yes. He sat down across from me. I was trying to get some last-minute reading done. Everyone was getting on and it was getting cramped. We were right at the end of the carriage near the connecting door.’


Isabel stays quiet, lets him figure his way through it. His eyebrows pucker and he looks like he can’t make sense of whatever he’s trying to convey to them, as if there are too many words and his mouth can’t quite fit around them. He’s too young for what he’s seen in that carriage.


No one is ever old enough to deal with shit like this.


‘I’m staring down at my book and next thing I know he’s knocking me into the woman beside me. When I look up, he’s already scrambling and there’s someone else on the floor. Then . . . then he’s h-hitting his face against the door. It made no sense but – he was screaming—’ Rodrigo’s breathing picks up and his eyes have gone wide like he still can’t believe what he’s seen. ‘Just, I didn’t understand. People were getting up and I thought, I don’t know what I thought. Maybe he was having some kind of fit? I thought maybe if I calmed him down—’ He swallows and looks down at his feet.


‘What did you do then, Rodrigo?’ Isabel asks, trying to draw him back into the room with them.


‘I-I got my hands on his shoulders. Tried to talk to him. The lady next to me tried to get out of her seat and I tripped. But. I don’t know . . .’ He looks up at Isabel, shoulders hunched, looking lost, like he’s still in that moment and not knowing what to do. ‘I couldn’t understand what was going on. Everyone started yelling and the train was packed. Then the window breaks and when I look, this guy is smashing his face in it over and over and over. I-I tried to pull him away. I even managed to get my arm around his waist but-but it was like he was possessed. The weird thing is that—’ He stops, shakes his head again and rubs his hands over his face, leaving rusted specks on his chin, ‘when I lost my grip on him? It’s not like when someone pulls away from you, you know? Like they’re straining away.’


‘What do you mean, Rodrigo?’


‘It felt like when I was tugging him away, something else was tugging back.’


For a moment, Rodrigo doesn’t say anything else, and Isabel doesn’t push. He sags in his seat, back to the same place of shock he had been in when they’d walked in. Isabel looks at Voronov and finds him staring at the kid, eyes narrowed. ‘If you’d seen . . . I saw the expression on his face,’ Rodrigo whispers.


Isabel snaps back to him, focusing. ‘What did you see?’


‘He looked scared. He looked so scared. After, I thought he wasn’t in control. I mean, I know with fits or just . . . I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m saying.’ He falls quiet then and rests his head on his hands.


Isabel eases back in her chair and watches as a fine tremble takes over the kid.


She gets up and crouches in front of Rodrigo. ‘Rodrigo,’ she says and hears the deep breath he takes before he looks up at her again. She doesn’t feel comfortable doing this here, with a new partner she knows nothing about. But it’s one of those situations where if she doesn’t take advantage of it, the information will slip through her fingers.


She tugs at the badge around her neck and holds it up for him to see. ‘I’m Gifted,’ she says.


For a moment, all Rodrigo does is stare at the badge she’s showing him. Then he looks at her, confused.


‘How would you feel if I tried to take a look at your memory of what happened? You can say no,’ she says, ‘you’re under no obligations here. Nothing will happen to you if you refuse.’


Rodrigo stares at her and Isabel can feel Voronov’s eyes burning a hole in the back of her head.


‘Would you be okay with that?’


Rodrigo’s eyes flick over her head to Voronov but the other man remains quiet. Isabel tries to block his presence from her mind. She doesn’t think any of his thoughts will make it past the blocks she has in place, both natural and reinforced by the pill, but just in case, she doesn’t want anything distracting her from the young man in front of her.


‘What would you do?’


Isabel gives him a small smile, surprised that the first thing she’s met with isn’t outright hostility. That’s becoming more and more of a rarity. It’s got to the point where she doesn’t show her badge or her classification apart from where her job dictates she has to.


‘I’d have to be touching you, just your hand would do, it helps the connection. Then I’d take a look at your thoughts. Sort of like peering in through someone else’s window, if that makes sense?’


His hands curl into fists and she waits for him to make his decision. ‘Does it hurt?’


‘No, it doesn’t. And it would only be for a moment.’


Rodrigo licks his lips. Then he nods. An aborted thing, like he wants to take it back after making the decision to agree.


Maybe Isabel should check that he’s sure, but she doesn’t. Voronov has seen the confirmation and that’s enough for her, enough for it to hold in court should accusations be made of non-consent.


She reaches for Rodrigo’s hand. Nothing too sudden, he’s spooked enough. His hand is cold and at her touch he lets out a shaky exhale. She leaves her fingers there, only the tips of her index and middle finger on the back of Rodrigo’s hand.


They’d explained in class once how touch could help a weak connection, strengthen it and anchor it, made easier by the transference of electric pulses.


‘All right?’ she asks, peering up into Rodrigo’s face.


Rodrigo swallows, Adam’s apple bobbing with it, and nods again.


It’s quick. Most people, when she tries something like this, think there’ll be pain but there’s nothing like that. They’d practised under the eye of their Guide, to show how seamless it should feel to the person on the receiving end of a connection. They’re supposed to feel nothing. Not even a tickle. Doesn’t matter if it’s done with or without touch, the receiver should never even register your presence. It’s something the PNP likes to throw around in their manifestos, how Gifted telepaths can sneak into your minds without you even knowing and invade your privacy.


Isabel closes her eyes, breathes in through her nose and out through her mouth as she reaches for the connection.


It’s harder opening a pathway to a person under the influence of the pill, but suddenly it snaps open through the block. Thoughts that aren’t her own spill into her head. She can’t hear Rodrigo’s voice in them, but they carry his essence. Isabel doesn’t even need to dig too deep; she latches on to his next horrified thought and follows it back to its source memory.


The train is packed.


That’s the first thing Isabel notices. The feeling of claustrophobia bleeds through the memory and she can feel everyone pressing around her from all sides.


It takes a moment for her to adjust. She’s sitting higher than she normally does and can’t look beyond the field of vision Rodrigo has from his point of view. It’s one of the most frustrating things about going into someone else’s memory. It’s their memory. You can only see what they saw, smell what they smelled, move how they moved, no matter how much you want to turn around and look for all the things you know will give you a clue about something.


The book blurs in front of her eyes and the next thing she knows someone is crashing into her.


It’s the deceased. He’s standing. Rodrigo’s own sense of déjà vu overlaps with hers. She thinks she recognises the man’s face too and for a moment, that distracts her.


His eyes are wide open, and she sees exactly what Rodrigo meant. The awareness is there, completely, his expression horrified. The sound of his face hitting the glass is sickening. Isabel hears a crunch and for a brief moment, the victim’s eyes roll back in his head. The smell of blood is quick to hit the air and Rodrigo is standing now too, Isabel with him. She feels the victim’s shoulders under her hands as she tries to pull him back but isn’t strong enough. The window breaks as he puts his head through it.


Screams, sharp and acute, threaten to deafen her and the carriage shakes with the number of people pushing past each other to get out. At least that’s what Isabel assumes is happening, because her eyes are still on the man who is smashing his head over and over again into the broken glass.


It isn’t a fit. This isn’t someone losing it. No way.


Then the smell is right there, familiar but stronger than the ghost traces of it that had been in the train when she’d done her walk-through earlier. Like burnt human hair.


Isabel withdraws from the connection. It’s disorientating and she doesn’t realise until she’s standing that Voronov has a hand at her elbow and has helped her up.


‘Thanks,’ she murmurs, brow puckering as she focuses on the new memory now inside her head, sealing it, compartmentalising it.


‘No problem,’ Voronov says. His hand lingers on her elbow and his eyes roam her face. Then he steps back, keeping any questions he might have to himself. Isabel appreciates that. Second-guessing her in front of a witness wouldn’t help. And it would piss her off.


Isabel ignores the shakiness in her fingers and knees and forces another smile onto her face.


‘Thank you, Rodrigo, you were a great help. Stay here a bit longer; get your feet under you. I’ll ask someone to bring you some tea to warm you up, and then they’ll have to take your details in case we have any further questions. Will that be okay?’


‘Yes’ – it comes out faint and shaky, so he clears his throat and then speaks again – ‘yes, Inspector Reis. Thank you.’


‘Thank you again for your help,’ she says with a touch to his shoulder. ‘Rodrigo, make sure you speak to someone if you have to.’


Rodrigo puts his head back in his hands.


The knock on the door comes as she turns back to Voronov. He’s staring right at her.


Well. I suppose this is where I find out if he’s a prejudiced prick, she thinks.


Voronov turns away and reaches to open the door. Jacinta is standing there, a small clear plastic bag in her hand with what looks like an ID badge inside.


‘Can you step outside for a quick second?’ Jacinta asks.


Isabel spares one last glance for their young witness before stepping outside with Voronov and pulling the door closed behind her. She eyes the bag in Jacinta’s hand.


‘Is this what I think it is?’ Isabel asks.


Jacinta nods but she doesn’t look happy. ‘Take a look for yourself,’ she says, handing the bag over.


Isabel turns it around in her hand, smoothing the plastic over the front of the victim’s ID card inside. The lanyard is green, the bloodstained spots darker. She sees the name next to the ID’s picture and understands why Jacinta is looking so grim.


‘Merda,’ Isabel bites off.


Jacinta sighs beside her. ‘My thoughts exactly.’


It’s the head of Portugal’s National Testing Institute.


Gil dos Santos.










Chapter 5


Isabel slides her thumb over the plastic bag, smoothing it and scrunching it over the ID card, as she chews on another energy bar.


The title and name are printed on a white background. On the right-hand corner, along the top of the card, is the university’s name and logo, on the left is the deceased doctor’s photo. A man in his early sixties, full head of dark hair and square-rimmed glasses on an angular face. No smile.


The NTI was set up by the government as the main body dedicated to the study and the acclimation of Gifted people in Portugal. It’s responsible for all the testing centres and the setting up of the Gifted Registry, as well as the monitoring, which keeps tabs on higher-level Gifted. They coordinate the testing seasons and although they’re mostly funded by the government there is private investor money going in too. They have their fingers in a lot of pies when it comes to Gifted study and research.


And now one of its figureheads is dead – and he hasn’t passed away quietly in the night.


The media is going to have a field day.


Isabel tosses it back in the evidence box, trying not to fixate on how empty it is right now and leans back in her chair. She finishes the bar and drops the wrapper into the bin. She needs a proper meal. The headache is settled square between her eyes and after reading three witnesses that morning she really needs to replenish her energy.


The light in the case room is bright and feels like it’s stabbing her in the eyes despite the aspirin she’d taken on the way back to the station from Gare do Oriente.


Isabel and Voronov had made the trip back to the station separately, which Isabel had been grateful for. The familiarity of her own space had been soothing in the wake of the pain building steadily behind her eyes through the two hours or so of witness interviews.


Her head throbs with it now and she fights to keep from wincing, muttering under her breath. The problem with the aspirin is that once the headache is in place then nothing dislodges it.


The pill’s job is to tamp down her Gift, forcing it under. It’s what causes the headaches. Gifts aren’t meant to be suppressed; though when she first started medicating Isabel had been assured that the pills don’t cause permanent damage. Isabel has always wondered if anyone in power would care if they did. Sometimes she thinks she doesn’t want to know the answer to that.


Isabel is still staring at the ID when the Chief sticks her head out of her office.


‘Reis, come in here please.’


Isabel stands, trying to work the crick out of her neck as she does so. She nods hello to a few colleagues arriving for their shift.


They’re on the second floor of the building. The station is a ratty thing that has seen better days. It needs a new coat of paint and some central heating. Isabel walks into her boss’s office with her scarf still wrapped around her neck, wishing for another coffee and a sandwich.


Voronov is already seated in one of the chairs across from the Chief. Isabel takes the other one and folds her arms across her chest; trying to keep what warmth she can cling to in this icicle of a room.


‘Okay. What’s the situation?’ Chief Bautista’s got a voice that sounds like paper rasping over bumpy concrete. It’s the voice of someone who has spent their entire life drinking and smoking too much but it carries across a room like crazy. The Chief is in her late fifties. Her salt and pepper hair is down; loose staticky curls that come down to her chin, cut with borderline OCD precision. Isabel always wonders if they used a ruler when they gave her that haircut.


‘What did the witnesses have to say?’


‘There was a young man who tried to stop the vic from bashing his head in. Obviously it didn’t work, but he was pretty up close and personal during the whole thing,’ Isabel says.


The Chief narrows her eyes at Isabel. ‘And what did you get from him?’


‘From the conversation he had with Inspector Reis,’ Voronov says, ‘it seems that he’s not sure exactly what happened. It could have been a fit but he doesn’t think it was.’


‘And?’


‘And,’ Isabel says, sighing because she knows what look she’s about to get, ‘I asked for his permission to see the memory. And two other witnesses as well.’


‘Reis. You know the situation we’re in. You can’t just peep into people’s memories; we have protocols—’


Isabel puts her hands up to hold her off. ‘Chief, the kid was in shock and I needed to get the most accurate possible view of the whole thing. I asked for his consent and Inspector Voronov served as a witness. No foul play. Same with the other two. I followed protocol, I promise.’


That takes the wind out of the Chief’s sails but she still harrumphs as she eases back in her chair. ‘In the current climate, we have to be careful with these things. Voronov,’ she says, sounding like a barking drill sergeant, ‘you’ll need to fill out a statement detailing Inspector Reis’s use of her Gift during the interviews. I want it on my desk by tomorrow morning. I want yours too, Isabel.’


‘Yes, Chief,’ he says.


Isabel nods.


‘Carry on,’ the Chief says.


Isabel thinks back on what she saw. ‘A lot of the other passengers claimed he was just a crazy guy who lost it, some say he was trying to go for his bag and that’s what set everyone off. Others are saying that he was having a fit and everyone panicked.’ Isabel sits up in her seat and drags a hand through her hair, pulling it back from her face. ‘We can’t rule out the breakdown or medical condition theory yet. But from what I saw, I think we should be worried. There’s a strong possibility that there was more at play here.’


‘You think that maybe this was a result of someone using their Gift on him. As in someone used their Gift to physically move him? Can that even be done?’


Isabel nods. ‘I don’t know what kind of level a Gifted person would have to be to be able to actually influence a person’s whole body like this. I’m guessing it would have to be a monitored level. To be honest, after what happened in Colombo, would it really be such a shock? I think we need to make sure we’ve ruled out health issues and anything else of that nature before going down that avenue. The autopsy results will be useful.’


‘Okay,’ the Chief says, ‘you do what you need to do. Anything else I should know?’


Isabel catches the look Voronov throws her way. ‘We found ID on the deceased,’ she says, ‘it’s Gil dos Santos.’


The Chief curses under her breath. ‘One of the heads of NTI?’


‘Unfortunately,’ Isabel says. ‘He has a wife. We’re going to go and see her.’


‘So you’re telling me we’re going to have a media circus with the press circling our investigation like vultures.’


Neither Isabel nor Voronov say anything. They don’t have to.


‘Fine, try and keep as tight a lid on this as possible. Isabel, make sure you do everything by the book. I know you’re good and you follow the rules, so don’t give me that look. I’m saying this because this is going to be high-profile, and you know as well as I do that the public is in the mood for more Gifted blood. I don’t want to give them anything to hang you by, understand?’


‘Maybe it won’t come to that,’ Isabel says. ‘For all we know, it really was an unfortunate incident and we’ll have an open-and-shut on this one.’


The Chief sighs and rubs her eyes. ‘I hope so, Reis. What about the rest of the team?’


‘We’ve been assigned a room in case this blows up. Carla’s in there setting up with Daniel. I think Jacinta’s on her way. We’re heading over now for a quick briefing, see where we’re at.’


‘Keep me posted. You can go.’


As they walk to the case room, Voronov keeps step with her.


‘Today has been the first time I’ve seen telepathy used like that,’ he says.


Isabel gives him the side-eye. ‘Oh? And? Is it going to be a problem?’


Voronov stops in the middle of the corridor and Isabel does too. No one notices; they keep going about their day, immersed in their heavy caseloads.


‘Should it be?’ he asks.


‘No. It shouldn’t. Not to be an arsehole but I think as your new partner, it’d put my mind at ease if I knew that it really wasn’t going to be a problem.’


‘It won’t be a problem.’


‘Good to know,’ Isabel says and carries on to the room. ‘I just wanted us to be clear.’


‘We’re clear.’










Chapter 6


The case room is halfway to set up when they all gather to go over preliminaries.


‘Right, so most of our witnesses either haven’t seen anything or they don’t understand what happened,’ Daniel says.


Isabel and Voronov are at the end of the table; Jacinta and Daniel are sitting across from them. Carla is at the desks that line the wall, setting up the binders, carefully labelling them as she goes. Voronov’s rolled up his sleeves past his elbows and is leaning back in his chair, rocking back and forth in it. Everyone’s got rid of their coats and the coffee pot has made the rounds.


Isabel needs that proper meal soon. She’s relieved she didn’t have to access too many memories. People don’t usually want someone in their head and despite what most Regular people think, Isabel would rather stay in her own mind. Less energy expended; fewer horrors seen.


‘Yes,’ Isabel says, tapping the ID absently, ‘but we have this. Gil dos Santos.’ She sits up and resettles in her seat so she’s facing the rest of the team. ‘As we know, he was one of the heads of Portugal’s National Testing Institute, so that’s a big deal. They run a pretty tight ship, they’re heavily involved in the organisation of the Gifted testing and they work closely with the government and the Registry. I’m sure they do more than that.’


The NTI work too closely with the government for Isabel’s liking, and there are many things about them that aren’t shared with the public. There are even rumours of experimentation and militarisation, but nothing like that has ever been confirmed.


‘In any case,’ she says, ‘he’s a big name. Not the best of starts for us. The press will be on us the moment they catch wind of it.’


The case room they’ve been assigned is too airy for Isabel’s taste but they’re lucky to have one, so she hasn’t complained about it. Also, if she complained, Chief would tell her to fuck off. It’s not the best idea to irritate the Chief before lunch has even taken place.


‘Until we get news back from the autopsy, we won’t be able to rule out the health issues angle. Ideally, that’s what I would’ve liked it to be but after seeing those memories we need to make sure.’


‘We’ve found something that we can start looking at,’ Jacinta says. ‘Gil’s bag. We have his mobile phone and by the looks of it his work computer, so we can look through that, see if it throws up anything interesting.’


‘We’ll need to be cautious,’ Isabel says, ‘we don’t want the media getting any closer to this than they have to, especially if we have to confirm that this was done by someone Gifted.’


Voronov hums, eyes fixed on the table, thinking it through. ‘I think at this point we’re all leaning towards this being a crime. We need to go over what the crime scene officers have found,’ he goes on, ‘check the CCTV too, see if we can spot anything there.’


‘That’s a good place to start,’ Carla says and sets down the last binder. She has a notebook out and is scribbling in it. ‘We’ll look into that.’


‘Are we getting any prints?’ Isabel asks Jacinta. They might as well dot all the i’s and cross all the t’s.


‘Yeah,’ Jacinta says, ‘I left them working on it.’


‘Good,’ Isabel says and pushes her chair back. ‘Voronov and I are going to speak to the wife. Lucky for us Gil and his wife spend most of their time at their house in Sesimbra. We’ll go and deliver the bad news. If we could get a meeting with the other head of NTI that would be great.’


‘On it,’ Carla says.


Jacinta sits back, pouring some more coffee into her cup. ‘Okay, while Carla gets on that, Daniel and I will start going through his things. See what comes up.’


‘All right,’ Isabel says, getting up, ‘sounds good. You good to go?’ she asks Voronov.


 


The precinct is near the Anjos metro, not all that far from the main terminals of Cais do Sodré and Terreiro do Paço. Despite having seen better days, their building still looks new in comparison to the one across from it, with its fading tiles and potted plants on balconies. Beneath the balconies is a café, a bright red canopy proclaiming its name, with tables set out underneath. It’s peak time and Isabel can see in through the door to the customers standing at the counter, drinking down their quick coffee to the buzz of catch-ups.


‘Sesimbra is a bit of a drive,’ Isabel says. ‘I need something to eat now.’ She veers away from where their cars are parked and waits for an old grandpa to drive past. She crosses the road and heads straight for the café ahead. ‘Have you had anything?’ she asks.


‘Not since leaving the house this morning.’


‘Good. I’m starving.’


It’s an older café that’s been there since before Isabel started working at the PJ. Isabel likes it. They always just leave her to it and they’ve never given her shit over being Gifted. Sure, they don’t know what her Gift is, but they’ve known her long enough to know she has one and not care.


Old man Días is sitting at one of the small round tables, deep in conversation with a customer, gesturing at the TV suspended from the wall. The café is filled with conversations, people on breaks from work grabbing a coffee with colleagues before heading back in. The old man’s wife and son are behind the counter, serving and chatting with the customers drinking there.


‘Hey, old man,’ Isabel calls out, heading straight for the food. The selection of cakes is spread all along the left corner of the counter, flaky custard tarts, bolas de Berlím filled to the brim with sweet yellow cream, chocolate and confectioner’s-cream tarts and so many more. On the other side are the day’s sandwich offerings, breaded chicken, chouriço omelette, tuna mayo and other snacks. She glances over the chalkboard with its daily menu.


Old man Días twists in his chair to look at her, bushy black eyebrows standing out against his full head of white hair.


‘Ah. Was wondering about you. Haven’t seen you in a while. Took a holiday?’


Isabel scoffs. ‘Been busy.’ She stops in front of the menu. ‘What’ve you got?’ Her phone vibrates in her pocket and she tugs it out.


‘Well menina, that depends, have you eaten today?’


‘Didn’t have time,’ she says, looking down at her phone screen. Her sister’s name stares up at her. ‘And we’re on our way somewhere so we can’t stop either, it’ll have to be to go.’ She presses the ignore button and puts the phone back into her pocket.


‘Adriana,’ he calls out to his wife, who is in the middle of taking a payment. ‘Get Isabel some of the picadinho to take with her.’


Adriana looks at Isabel with a smile. ‘Anything else?’


Before Isabel can answer, old man Días calls out again. ‘And who’s that with you? New friend? No introductions? No manners these days.’


Isabel looks at Voronov, who’s been watching the whole back and forth with an amused curve to his mouth. ‘Yeah,’ Isabel says, ‘my manners. Sorry. This is Inspector Voronov.’ She slaps a hand on Voronov’s shoulder and—


—seems pretty familiar with—


Isabel drops her hand and steps back, tries not to let it show on her face as she disconnects from the unexpected flow of thoughts. ‘He’s a new face,’ she says, ‘he’ll be working with me from now on.’ Not that she has much choice in that.


Old man Días starts nodding his head vigorously. ‘Good, good. Not healthy always working by yourself,’ then to Voronov, ‘you’ll take some picadinho too. Adriana, you heard that?’


‘The whole street heard you,’ she says, rolling her eyes before smiling at them. ‘I’ll make sure they’re ready to go. What else did you want?’


They walk out of there with two tubs of picadinho, Isabel’s mouth watering from the smell of stewed pork. On top of that, they have a huge fresh bread omelette sandwich each, a slice of tortilha for Isabel and a box of assorted cakes on top of that. Two coffees and bottles of water rustle in the plastic bag old man Días has given them. Voronov looks stunned by the amount of food Isabel is cradling to her chest as he unlocks the car door.


The car, when they get in, is freezing and does nothing to help with the pulse at her temples. But Isabel is more concerned about how Voronov’s thoughts had just slipped into her mind. She’d forgotten herself. The pill holds a lot of thoughts back, but touch is like a conduit and still allows things to slip into her head if she doesn’t actively have her walls up.


Isabel shuts the door in a hurry and sets the food on her lap. The heat of the containers imprints on her thighs and the smell of the food fills the car.


‘Here,’ she says, handing Voronov his, along with the plastic cutlery. She sets aside the rest. ‘Adriana was born in Madeira. She makes the best picadinho.’


‘Yes, I could tell,’ Voronov says. ‘The accent.’


‘Hmm. As for the food,’ she gestures at her bounty, ‘I’m not sure how much you know about Gifted but some of us burn through a lot of energy when using our Gifts. I’m normally quite good about getting fuelled up but didn’t get a chance today because of, well, you know.’


Voronov watches her peel the lid off the food; the smell of the pork and mushroom sauce becomes stronger. ‘How fast do you usually burn through it?’


She shrugs. ‘I’ll need to eat again in a couple of hours. Longer if I don’t use my Gift for the rest of the day.’ She shoves a forkful of fried potato chunks drowned in sauce into her mouth and groans in bliss. ‘I recognise your name,’ she says. ‘But I can’t place it. Want to tell me where I know it from?’


‘You could’ve asked the Chief.’


Isabel doesn’t say anything right away, letting the sound of the car heater fill the space instead. She’s now realising how cold her feet were before. She wriggles her toes in her trainers as warmth bathes her ankles and begins to rise steadily. ‘Doesn’t sound like the best way to start a new partnership with someone.’


Voronov looks at her, head tilted, considering. He’s got his own tub on his lap. ‘No,’ he says and gives her a slow nod, ‘I appreciate that. And if you want to look into my history, that’s fine by me too.’


But you’re not going to tell me, she thinks and gives him a wry smile. ‘Fair enough. Tuck into that before it gets cold. You’ll ruin all of Adriana’s hard work.’
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