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Praise for The Chemical Detective


SHORTLISTED FOR THE SPECSAVERS DEBUT CRIME NOVEL AWARD, 2020


‘Action, intrigue and a stonkingly modern heroine. It’s a blast.’


Sunday Times Crime Club


‘Intricate, seductive and thrilling. Erskine’s writing glows with wit and danger. And can’t help reminding you, with every page turned, of how close we all are to detonation.’


Ross Armstrong, author of The Watcher


‘A very readable debut thriller with a feisty and likeable heroine.’


Irish Independent


‘Just the right blend of suspense and tension… I recommend this original and compelling debut novel for fans of mysteries and thrillers, as well as for those looking for a credible female protagonist in a genre dominated by male superheroes. Already, I am looking forward to reading the next instalment in this series.’


Forbes, Editors’ Pick


‘Explosive science, strong women and snowy landscapes, all within a gripping, smart, fast-paced read.’


Helen Sedgwick, author of When the Dead Come Calling


‘Imagine the love child of Jack Reacher and Nancy Drew…a delicious cocktail of dating and detonations. Call it Mills and Boom.’


Evening Standard


‘A stunning, cinematic debut that’s going to land on the 2019 thriller scene like a half-kilo of silver fulminate.*
*stuff that goes bang.’


Andrew Reid, author of The Hunter


‘[An] excellent, high-octane thriller…featuring the brilliant, kick-ass, female protagonist Jaq Silver. Who knew chemical engineers could be so cool?’


Trevor Wood, author of The Man on the Street


‘A fantastic read!’


Mary Loudon, author of My House Is Falling Down


Praise for The Chemical Reaction


SHORTLISTED FOR THE STAUNCH BOOK PRIZE 2020


‘No one else writes with the knowledge or brio of Erskine.’


Literary Review


‘The book keeps the reader guessing throughout… The fast pace of the thriller makes it difficult to put down.’


The Chemical Engineer


‘This is a whip-smart, action packed, intriguing read that has the reader rooting for Jaq, a thoroughly modern and engaging warrior.’


Mystery People


‘A globetrotting action-fest.’


Peterborough Times


‘A convincing thriller with an unusual edge.’


Crime Review


Praise for The Chemical Cocktail


A FINANCIAL TIMES BEST SUMMER BOOK OF 2022


‘What sets The Chemical Cocktail apart…is that Erskine has applied the intellectual and scientific rigour of her writing to a high-speed, gripping and fun story.’


E&T


‘A terrific read.’


Literary Review


‘The plot is tight and after a luringly steady start the final hundred pages explode with twists and turns…an action-packed adventure perfect for any thriller-lover ready for a modern heroine to blow their socks off.’


Swansea Bay Magazine


‘Fast-paced, roller-coaster ride.’


Financial Times




‘Revenge is an act of passion, vengeance of justice.
Injuries are revenged; crimes are avenged.’


Samuel Johnson
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To my beloved Aunt Alison – you were ahead of your time.


The Death of Uncle Joe (1997)


The Portingale (1976)


The Trusted Servant (1972)


The Jesuit (1972)


The Muscovite (1971)


No Need of the Sun (1969)


The Heretics (1965)


Thank you for the stories, the inspiration and all your kindness.


Alison Selford née Macleod


(1920 – 2022)




Mensagem


Valeu a pena? Tudo vale a pena


Se a alma não é pequena.


Confie primeiro no espírito santo


Com anel, nome e número do canto


Desmonte a caixa com gaveta falsa


A chave para o oriente, esconde na alça


As mapas poente, cobre entre aço e couro


Mas tenha cuidado, nem tudo que brilha é ouro


Deus ao mar o perigo e o abysmo deu,


Mas nelle é que espelhou o céu.


Fernando Pessoa and Isabella Ribeiro da Silva (with sincere apologies to the poet)


The Message


Was it worth it? Everything is worthwhile


If the spirit is versatile.


Trust first in the holy spirit


With ring, name and verse implicit.


Take the box with fake drawer, dismantle


The key to the east hides in the handle.


Between leather and steel, western maps unfold


But be careful; all that glitters is not gold.


God gave the sea danger and the abyss, why?


For it is a mirror to the heavens above the sky.


Translation Jaq Silver




Cast of Characters


Main characters


Jaq – Dr Jaqueline Silver (née Maria Jaqueline Ribeiro da Silva). Born in Angola to an Anglo-Portuguese mother and Russian father. UK-trained chemical engineer with expertise in explosive safety


Graça – Graça Neves. Trainee Federal Police Agent attached to the Financial Crimes Division based in Curitiba, Brazil


Friends


Marina – Marina Queiros (née Paulo Santos). Aeronautical engineer, pilot and inventor. Chief Technical Officer Áerex, Chief Concept Officer Transform


Carmo – Maria de Carmo Centeno. Portuguese lawyer based in Lisbon


Xavier – Portuguese kite-surfing champion and environmental activist with ECPOTO


Enemies


Frank – Frank Good. Director of the Clean Energy Division of Zagrovyl


Crazy Gloves – Raimundo Elias. Head of Ecobrium


Colonel Cub – Head of RIMPO


Beefcake – Oskar Guerra. RIMPO assassin


Family


Isabella – Isabella Couto Roubado Ferreira Ribeira da Silva. Jaq’s grandmother (Angie’s mother), now deceased


Angie – Maria dos Anjos Couto Roubado Ferreira Ribeira da Silva. Jaq’s mother, now deceased


Sam – Manolo Samuel Ribeira da Silva. Jaq’s brother, now deceased


Anton – Anton Oleich Sakoshansky. Jaq’s father, now deceased


Other


Yuko Nakamura – Owner of a bio-ethanol factory in Ituverava, São Paulo, Brazil. She reached an out-of-court settlement with Hélio TV after claiming that an actor impersonated her missing father in the reality TV show The Missing


Éder – Security guard at Florianópolis airport car park


Zélia – Zélia Neto. Boss of Agent Graça Neves at Financial Crimes, Curitiba, Brazil


Carlos Raposa – Lawyer for Pelupent, Brazil


Clara – Clara Sousa. General manager of Zagrovyl, Brazil


Salty Walter – Walter Salgado. Director of Exploration Africa, Cuperoil


Major Moura Gomes – Head of army base, Florianópolis


GG – Grandmother of Graça Neves


Roberto Covelli – Chief prosecutor with Federal Police Financial Crimes, Curitiba, Brazil


Hugo Gao – University researcher


Kléber – Police officer, Florianópolis


Marcia – Cleaner, Florianópolis


Alfredo – Gardener, Florianópolis


Nick McLean – Anti-corruption lawyer working for Pelupent


Graham – Graham Dekker. President of Global Operations, Zagrovyl


César – Reality TV show host of The Missing


Gilda – Maria Beatrice. Assistant presenter on The Missing


Karina, Lucas and Noah – Reality TV participants on The Missing


Chico – Security Guard at São Paulo apartment complex


Bruno – CEO of Tecnoproject, consulting engineers based in São Paulo


Marco – Salesman at Tecnoproject


Deborah Ives – Director of Corporate Integrity, Zagrovyl


Pedro Carmargo – Head of private banking at the Bank of the Holy Ghost, Rio de Janeiro and ‘guest’ of Colonel Cub


Maria, Luis, Chica – Family of Pedro Camargo


Busco – Private investigator, São Paulo, Brazil


Aline – Aline Aldo. Maid, musician and undercover federal police agent


Fergus – Fergus Podger. Australian geologist consulting in Brazil


Cândido – Driver for Fergus


Luis – Mining engineer, Iron mine


Tiro – Blasting technician, Iron mine


Amado – Assistant blasting technician, Iron mine


Lars – RIMPO assassin, Europe


Advogado Castanho – Elderly lawyer in Salvador, Brazil


Advogado Nogueira – Junior lawyer in Salvador, Brazil


Rafael Barata – Clerk in Banco Espirito Santo, Rio de Janeiro


Dr Rao – Head of Emergency Medicine at Blessed Martyrs Hospital, Rio de Janeiro


Professor Jean Parker – Toxicologist


Mercúrio – Code name given to an actor hired to impersonate Jaq’s son


Organisations


ÁEREX – An aeronautical engineering innovation and test centre in São José do Campos, Brazil


CASTANHO E NOGUERIA E ADVOGADOS ASSOCIADOS – Salvador Law firm


CUPEROIL – A state-owned oil and gas company and one of Tecnoproject’s main clients


ECOBRIUM – Ecology Brazil. A direct-action environmental protection pressure group known to employ violence and take illegal action


ECOPTO – Ecology Portugal. An environmental protection pressure group that remains within the law


HÉLIO TV – Brazilian TV company, producers of The Missing, Surf Rescue, Love on the Beach


JALI – Jardinagem e Limpeza. Florianópolis Cleaning and Gardening Company


OPCW – Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons


PELUPENT – International anti-corruption NGO with headquarters in Cambridge, England


RIMPO – A paramilitary organisation set up to support the artisanal miners, the garimpeiros


SUCOBRAS – Agrochemical complex, sugar and ethanol


TECNOPROJECT – A firm of consulting engineers based in São Paulo who employ Jaq in Brazil


TRANSFORM – A high-technology shoe company


ZAGROVYL – A multinational chemical company. Jaq’s previous employer
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Brazil imports more silver than it exports. In 2012, 200 tonnes of silver were produced with an estimated value of US$ 150 million.


Most silver is produced as a by-product of copper, gold, lead and zinc refining.


The precious metal is used in solar panels, water filtration, electrical contacts and conductors, as a catalyst for chemical reactions, in photographic and X-ray film, as disinfectants and microbicides, and in currency, investments and jewellery.
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2,000km from the gold mine, Ituverava, São Paulo State, Brazil, February


The attack comes at the end of the day when I am least expecting it.


Steam billows from the top of the factory chimney, casting a living shadow onto the footpath. Swirls of black and grey, constantly moving, create a negative map of the white plumes rising behind me. The smell of sugarcane, a foetid mix of sweetness and rot, lingers in my nostrils. The machinery noises: mills rumbling; conveyors clattering; molasses slurping in huge metal vats fade to the thrum of traffic as I walk from the main office block towards the exit.


The factory owner leaves first. Yuko drives an open-topped sports car towards the main gate as I approach the security office. She raises a hand in farewell.


‘Good luck!’ she calls as she passes.


I don’t believe in luck. It’s the choices we make that matter. After what Yuko told me, I may have to rethink some of mine.


The barrier opens and Yuko speeds off down a dusty road. Only directors get to park inside the perimeter fence. My car is on the other side of the factory gates, in the visitors’ car park.


Inside the gatehouse, I unclip my pass and push it over the counter to the sleepy security guard. He opens the SucoBras logbook at today’s date and runs a finger down the page searching for the right entry.




Nom/Name: Dr Jaqueline Silver


Empresa/Company: Tecnoproject


Função/Occupation: Chemical Engineer





Officially, I came to conduct an energy efficiency audit of the sugar-to-ethanol factory. In truth, that was just a ruse, an excuse to speak to the owner, Yuko Nakamura. To find out how far I’d been duped, to winnow the chaff of lies from the grains of truth.


It’s hot; I am distracted by Yuko’s disclosure, the conspiracy she claimed to have uncovered. Little black flies buzz around my ears, but it is the swarm of contradictions inside my head, the dissonance clamouring for attention that dulls my senses.


‘Doutora?’


The security guard hands me a pen.


I sign out, return the pen and pass through the turnstile. The staff car park is almost empty; the day shift must have left while Yuko and I were talking. A skeleton staff keep things running overnight.


Fields of sugarcane surround the ethanol factory, a patchwork of green stretching as far as the eye can see. The plants yet to be cut tremble in the slanting sunlight, a light breeze caressing the fronds. The cane stumps of the recently decapitated bleed and shrivel in the summer heat. A combine harvester trundles into the aural landscape, and a freight train hoots in the distance.


Time to get away from here, to find somewhere quiet to reflect on what I’ve learned.


I pass the employee bike shed. It’s empty of push bikes, but a few motorbikes have muscled in. A pang of longing grabs me by the throat. I borrowed a Harley Davidson from my absentee landlord not that long ago, enjoyed a glorious spell of freedom as I meandered down the coastline from São Paulo to Florianópolis, following the surf. That motorbike caused a great deal of trouble in the end, attracting far too much attention from the police, but I miss it now.


I’m almost at the visitor’s section of the car park when I hear boots on gravel and turn to see that men are following me. One is tall and bald, wearing jeans and a floral shirt, another is short and wide and dressed like a soldier, the third has red hair and wears loose grey overalls. The three men break into a run. Call me suspicious, but I don’t think they’re rushing to make friends.


I’ve made a few enemies since I came to Brazil, that’s the trouble with inheriting a gold mine you don’t want. Others do. Some will stop at nothing to gain control. Some for political reasons, some for greed.


Whoever these gentlemen represent, I don’t like the look of any of them.


I have a choice.


I can go it alone, make a run for my car, lock the door, press the gas pedal to the floor and unleash the power of fermented sugar.


Or I can seek safety in numbers, return to the factory, duck under the security barrier, rattle the turnstile of the gatehouse, pummel the safety glass window and hope that the dozing security guard lets me back in.


And what then? Is this ambush a coincidence? Or has someone at SucoBras tipped them off, told them where to find me?


Who?


When I think of all the people who’ve betrayed me, it has often been those I’ve liked, loved even. Yuko? Was that why she opened up to me? Because she knew I wouldn’t live to tell the tale?


I stopped trusting other people a long time ago. The only person I can rely upon is myself.


I make a dash for my car, fumbling in my bag for the key, almost at the driver’s door, when the taller man grabs me, pinning my arms to my sides while another presses a damp cloth to my mouth and nose. I smell the sickly sweet anaesthetic and try to hold my breath, kicking at the shins of the man behind me then raising a knee to attack the one in front. The red-head steps to the side, releasing the pressure on the anaesthetic pad long enough for me to take a breath. My ears start buzzing. My head is swimming.


I close my eyes and force myself to go limp.


It works. Carrot-top drops the pad and takes my feet.


My heart races, my thoughts chaotic and movements clumsy. Think. Make your brain work. Keep the grey cells awake. Was it chloroform, oldest of anaesthetics? Surely nobody used trichloromethane any more? Not that these thugs cared about side effects. Ether then. Yes. Diethyl ether is faster-acting than alcohol, but the effects don’t last as long. My head is becoming clearer. The longer I breathe fresh air, the sooner I’ll get my coordination back.


The men are carrying me away from my car. I don’t dare open my eyes for fear that they’ll apply more ether and knock me out properly, but I can tell where we’re going by the sounds and scents of the factory. The hot treacly smell of burning bagasse suggests we are near the utilities section where the waste from the sugarcane is used to generate electricity. The whoosh of steam and psst-psst of condensate traps confirm my hunch. We must be skirting the perimeter fence, outside the factory, heading to the back gate and the goods yard, the place where lorries and vans make deliveries to the stores.


Or take away waste.


I need to escape from these goons before they bundle me into a van and drive me far away.


I am not as strong as any of these three men. I don’t stand a chance in a fair fight, but I understand the principles of physics. Energy is force times distance. My legs are the longest levers I have. Power is the rate of energy transfer. I can’t rely on a single kick; I need to deliver frequent blows. Momentum is mass times velocity. I am lighter, so I have to move faster.


I wait until I hear Shorty rattling a set of keys. I open my eyes in time to see him unlock a white van. Baldy still has a tight hold on me, but his red-haired accomplice drops my feet. I remain limp, all my weight carried by a single captor as Carrot-top opens the rear doors and bends to lift my feet. I kick him in the nose with all my might. Crunch. He recoils, hands flying to his face and my next kick lands where it hurts the most. Thank heavens for safety boots.


Shorty runs at me, raising a fist for a punch, but I duck. His momentum drives him forward and he hits Baldy in the gut. I twist my leg round their tangled limbs, causing them to fall and smash head-first into the van doors, slamming them onto the legs of Carrot-top who was perching on the rear hatch platform and howling.


I only have a few seconds before they gather what wits they have left.


They are fighting for gold. I’m fighting for something much more precious.


I didn’t come to Brazil because of a gold mine. I came to this country to find my son. I thought he was dead. Yuko’s revelation gives me a reason to fight on.


If I perish here, now, in the goods yard of a sugar-to-ethanol factory in the farmlands of Brazil, I will never understand what happened to him, I will never uncover the truth.


I can’t give up now.


The wail of a police siren gives me a rush of hope. Did the security guard spot the assault, call for help?


The men are moving again. I can’t wait here to be rescued. I need to defend myself, and I know exactly where to find the most effective weapons.


I run towards the factory.


The back gates from the goods yard to the sugar factory are chained closed, but a pedestrian gate has been left slightly open. I make a dash for it.


I run past the stores and enter the power plant, sticking my fingers in my ears against the din, the rumble of mills grinding the solid biofuel, the roar of the burners, the whoosh of steam, and the turbines spinning copper coils in magnets at 3,000 revolutions per minute. Like most modern power plants, it appears unmanned, everything regulated by intelligent sensors driving automatic valves, supervised by a small number of human technicians in a central control room.


That’s where I’m heading, but I only get as far as the evaporators before I see the reflection of Shorty in the shiny aluminium cladding. He’s moving fast, gaining on me. Quick, I need a weapon, something to slow him down. Think!


I feint a right, weaving between the vacuum ejectors before making a left, towards the feed tanks.


The raw cane juice, garapa, is treated with sulphur dioxide. Sulphur removes impurities, including the chromophores that colour the sugar crystals and spoil the bright white we associate with purity. Sulphur destroys the bacteria, putting a stop to their competing fermentation routes that would reduce the yield of ethanol.


Sulphur, administered in the form of sulphur dioxide gas, is also highly toxic to humans. It smells vile, causing your eyes to stream, your chest to tighten until it’s hard to breathe. I may not be as strong as my assailants, but I’m smarter. I can deliver a chemical punch to the solar plexus without raising a fist. With the added advantage that a release of SO2 will set off the toxic gas alarm and alert the night-shift technicians, forcing them out of their comfortable control room and onto the factory floor.


Of course, there is a risk. A risk of death. High concentrations of SO2 cause pulmonary oedema, death by drowning in your own fluids. The factory workers should be OK, they’re trained and have emergency breathing apparatus to protect them while they find and fix the leak. I intend to remain upwind. But there is a risk of death to the men trying to kill me.


Seems fair to me.


I grab a spanner and screwdriver from the shadow board. In three anticlockwise twists, I detach the hose manifold from the SO2 cylinder and with one jab, I ram the point of the screwdriver into the flow-limiting safety device.


The screech of high-pressure gas almost drowns Shorty’s screams as he runs into a face-high jet of freezing poison. Almost, but not quite. The toxic gas alarm blares into action, yellow light flashing and 100 decibels of warble drowns his last gasp as he collapses to the floor. My eyes begin to water as the foul gas flows over him and creeps along the basement.


I’m already on the stairs, racing up above the catastrophe. I burst into the control room, the one section of the factory guaranteed to be manned overnight. Alarms shriek, lights flash and three emergency breathing sets are missing.


The control room is empty.


The night shift has either run away or are out tackling the crisis I created. I grab the emergency phone and scream at the gatehouse to call an ambulance. Then I vault over the control desk and grab a spare breathing set. Struggling with the fittings designed for male facial geometry, my ears ringing from the alarms, I don’t hear the men creep up behind me. Baldy slaps the mask from my face and catches my arms, pinning them to my side. Carrot-top wrenches the air cylinder from my back and throws a hessian sack over my head and shoulders, winding a rope round and round, tighter and tighter, trapping my arms inside.


I shout for help, but my pleas are muffled by the thick fabric of the bag.


When we start to move, it’s away from the emergency. I let them drag me along until I detect the distinctive smells of the fermentation hall. On the open grating, I stumble and feign a fall, freeing myself from their grip. I’m on my feet in an instant, running for my life.


I have a bag over my head, my hands are trapped under the rope that coils around my waist. There’s no time to free myself.


For a few seconds I think I might make it as far as the laboratory, might manage to barricade myself in before my assailants catch me. Might concoct a new chemical weapon until help arrives.


But the men are too fast for me. One of them grabs me and together they drag me away.


Fresh air tells me we’re outside. My legs are struggling to keep pace with my captors. I need to conserve energy. I can tell where we are going by the changing tone of machinery. We pass the rumbling mills at a gallop, the swish-swish of the cutting knives is getting louder and louder. I have a sinking premonition where they’re taking me.


The threshing machine.


Was this always part of the plan? Were the factory staff in on this?


Would Yuko really want my flesh and bones to mix with her sugar? How would the carefully selected strain of yeast, Saccharomyces cerevisiae, optimised to turn sugar molasses to ethanol, react to my blood and bile? How would it cope with the competing microbiota from my body? Actinomyces viscosus, lactobacillus iners, candida albicans. Would there be enough sulphur to counteract human contamination? No one at SucoBras would willingly take such a risk, deliberately introduce sixty kilograms of concentrated biohazard into the fragile fermentation process.


These men are improvising. They just want me dead.


But I’m not leaving this life until I know the truth.


Is my son still alive?


As we reach the steps of the threshing machine, the sweet smell of macerating sugarcane is almost overpowering. My feet stop moving. I refuse to climb to my death.


I hook my feet around the handrail. Mistake. A pair of strong arms lifts me bodily, slinging me over a broad shoulder, carrying me towards the platform, to the hopper above the machine with rotating blades. High-speed threshing knives that can slice through sugarcane will mince flesh and shatter bones.


It’s two against one now. The tall, bald one carrying me, slung over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and the red-haired one in front. I can hear his footsteps running up the metal stairs to the platform, breathing hard.


‘Mexa-se,’ he shouts ‘Pressa!’


Hurry up! Easy to say when you’re not the one carrying a struggling captive.


The squeal of metal on metal as the safety gate is raised sends my heart in the opposite direction. This is it. I’m out of time. Do something. Anything. I go limp, wait until we stop climbing and get my sense of direction from the sound of the accomplice’s low chuckles. Monstro. I lift my knees, fold them up into my stomach and then kick out and back. I make contact, hear the scream as the man swings on the safety gate, suspended over the threshing machine. I scissor my legs, wrapping myself around the face of my abductor. He curses and falls backward. I roll over him, down the metal stairs. A corner of the sugar sack catches and tears and I can breathe again, see again.


I hear a cry.


The safety gate wasn’t designed as a swing, it is bending under the weight of the man, and the chuckling Carrot-top is chuckling no more. He’s dragged in shoes first. The worst way to die. First the feet, then the ankles, the shins, the knees, the thighs. Bones are tougher than sugarcane – the machine groans and the man screams as he descends into the rotating knives, the smell of a burning rubber belt mingling with the metallic scent of blood. The motor races and the belts slip, but the drive train has been sized to handle anything. The victim shrieks as the knives reach his groin, his hips, his torso. A final gurgle and then he’s silent. The machine chomps on. I turn away before the crunch of his skull.


There were three men. Now there is only one. The bald survivor stands open-mouthed in a state of shock.


I run.


Terrible noises follow me as the threshing machine crunches through the remnants of the man who tried to kill me. His grisly end was exactly what he intended for me. I feel no remorse, for this death at least.


My hands are still bound; the rope around my waist secures a sugar sack over my head. I gulp for air through the tear in the hessian, extend it with my teeth so I can see where I’m going. I can’t look back; I don’t dare look back.


I run to the nearest row of sugarcane and dive in head-first, momentarily glad of the rough fabric that protects my face and arms from the worst lacerations. I wriggle like a worm, twisting through the dense stalks, using my knees and toes to push forward, loosening the rope as I go.


I pause to listen. Where’s the other man? Is he coming after me? Will he wait until heat and thirst drive me out? Are there others coming to back him up? I can’t risk going back to my car.


The mournful hoot of a locomotive gives me an idea.


My progress through the dense crop of sugarcane is slow and painful, but it’s easier once I’ve wriggled free of the rope and removed the sack. I can’t cut straight through the field; I keep to the edges where the planting is thinner. If these canes were fully grown, ready for harvest, I wouldn’t stand a chance. As it is, I can just about squeeze between them. There are other creatures here that move more easily. Lizards and snakes, rats and mice. And flies, so many flies.


I hear the hum of resonating steel rails, then the click-clack of advancing wheels. Nearly there. By the time I emerge into the culvert, the diesel engine has already passed. The wagons follow. I start to run. Clank, clatter, clank clatter. It’s too fast. Usain Bolt managed a top speed of 27.78 miles an hour in the 2009 World Championships in Athletics. Florence Griffith-Joyner ran 100m in 10.49 seconds, that’s what … 21.3 miles an hour? I’m fit, but no Olympian. If I sprint, maybe I can reach fifteen miles an hour for a short burst, but this locomotive is travelling at more than twice that.


I look for something to catch, something to grab on to, but the chains between the wagons are fastened tight, and even if I did manage to reach one, chances are it would wrench my arm out of its socket or drag me under the wheels.


The immensely long train trundles past; I watch the last wagon with a sinking heart.


I’m ready to give up when I hear the interplay of horns. A call and response. Toot and an answering toot. There’s another train coming in the opposite direction. But this is a single-track railway. Where’s the passing place? At the screech of metal on metal, the squeal of brakes, I break into a run. The smell of hot iron gets stronger as I race round the bend. My train is continuing but there’s a second train in a siding, on the other side of the tracks. I cross the empty track and duck down as I pass the engine. The driver doesn’t notice me, he’s watching the long train go past. I grab hold of a chain, pull myself up onto the bogie between wagons and, with one last effort, hurl myself up and over into the first truck.


It doesn’t matter where this train is going. I just need a safe place to think about what Yuko told me.


If it’s true, it changes everything.


Until I understand how I got here, I will never be able to move forward.


I need to go back to when it all went wrong.


Back to Christmas Eve.
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Brazil’s production of chromium, 336,000 tonnes in 2012, was worth about US$ 120 million.


Chromium is mainly used in electroplating and to make stainless steel.





Six weeks earlier, Florianópolis, Brazil, December 24th – Christmas Eve


Graça loathed multistorey car parks, hated the low ceilings, dim lighting, tight curves, narrow ramps and sudden slopes. Concrete pillars jumped out at her from unexpected angles, dark shapes slithered in the shadows as the walls closed in. Taking a deep breath, she gripped the wheel. Federal Police Agents – Agentes de Polícia Federal – were meant to be able to go anywhere, do anything. As she rounded the final corner, her headlights caught a flash of chrome.


Gotcha!


The motorbike was partly hidden, tucked behind a concrete pillar, hard up against a breeze-block wall. Graça got out of the car and ran a flashlight over it. The registration checked out – SAL·1064 – as did the description: wasp-shaped with the teardrop end of the petrol tank pointing to an oval leather seat. The chrome gleamed in the torchlight. The bike might be old, but someone had lavished it with care and attention. Not the most recent rider though.


Graça crouched down to inspect it more closely. Sand between the spokes and wheel rims, mud under the seat. A helmet dangled from the handlebars, the fingers of a pair of gloves creating a leather fringe. She extended a hand and then pulled back.


Don’t touch the bike.


Stay with the bike.


Those had been her instructions, and she wasn’t about to disobey.


Graça exited the multistorey and parked up outside the security office. The door was locked, but, peering through the grimy window, she could see the back of a man with his feet up on a desk, a heavy-set middle-aged man in a security uniform. On the TV monitor in front of him, a sallow-faced military man emerged from the jungle to a split screen with the studio titles of the hit reality-TV show The Missing.


She’d planned to watch the Christmas Eve special at Grandma’s, curled up on the sofa with a tray of hot, sweet rabanadas. But the best laid plans were no match for the demands of police work.


Graça jiggled the door handle. Locked. She banged on the window.


The man inside the office glanced over his shoulder and pointed to a sign in the window. Fechado. Closed.


She banged harder until he got to his feet and lumbered to the door.


‘Can’t you read?’ he shouted through the glass. ‘The office is closed for Christmas.’


‘Do you have CCTV on the entrance to the car park?’ she shouted back.


‘Who’s asking?’


Graça flashed her badge at the window. ‘Police.’


The key turned in the lock, and the door opened a few centimetres, restrained by a heavy chain.


‘Show me your warrant card.’


Graça removed the plastic card from her wallet and passed it through the gap.


‘Curitiba?’ he handed the card back. ‘A Paraná cop has no authority in the state of Santa Catarina.’ He tried to close the door, but Graça had anticipated his next move, thrusting her foot in the doorway.


‘Federal police,’ she said. ‘Brazil-wide jurisdiction.’


He pushed the door hard against her foot.


Standard police-issue boots were robust, but a misguided revolt by a group of fashion-conscious female police agents had led to the introduction of a raised-heel court shoe, a lighter option which had neither style nor substance. The pressure against the pad of her big toe was beginning to hurt.


‘Let me in,’ she said.


‘Not without a warrant.’


He opened the door a little and then slammed it against her foot. She yelped at the sudden pain in her little toe and stepped back.


The door closed, the lock turned, and a blind rattled down over the window. Footsteps plodded over ceramic tiles followed by the whoof of a heavy body lowering itself onto a padded seat. The TV volume rose in time for the dramatic music that signalled another success for The Missing.


And another failure for trainee investigator Agent Neves.


Graça limped back to her car. She took off her shoe and rubbed her toes. Nothing broken. She started the engine and reversed the car to the barrier, swinging it round so that it was blocking both entrance and exit to the car park. She locked the doors, turned up the music and opened the glove box to extract a box of treats picked up from the pastelaria.


When the car horns started blaring, the door of the security office flew open. The security guard, dressed in a shabby uniform that didn’t fit him, waddled towards the car blocking the access.


‘Move,’ he yelled. ‘Now!’


Graça ignored him.


‘Oi!’ A good-looking young man, about the age and build of her youngest brother, leaned out of the passenger side of a ramshackle car with a yellow surfboard on the roof. He tapped his watch, miming the words I’ve got a plane to catch.


The security guard reached Graça’s car and banged on the windshield.


‘I’m calling the police.’


She rolled her window down a few centimetres. Her music blared out. A bossa nova from Sérgio Mendes’ album Timeless.


‘Go right ahead.’ The Curitiba office had already been in touch with the military police at the Floripa station and they had shown zero interest in her mission. She raised the paper box of uneaten pastries. ‘Fancy sharing? These would go down much better with some CCTV footage.’


‘You’re causing a disturbance.’


‘No, you are.’ Graça smiled. ‘All you have to do is let me in to your office and I’ll move out of these good people’s way. It would be a shame to ruin their Christmas.’


‘Causing an obstruction at an airport is a serious offence …’ he began.


‘You a lawyer?’ she asked.


No reply.


‘An ex-cop?’ she tried.


No reply.


‘Strikes me you know a little too much about the criminal justice system for a night-shift security guard in this little backwater. So maybe it’s best not to attract more interest from the police than necessary.’


His flush told her she’d struck gold. She turned down the music.


‘Look, mate, it’s Christmas Eve. Neither of us wants to be here. I just need to look at a few CCTV tapes and then I’ll get out of your hair. Give me a break?’


He sighed. ‘You’d better come in.’


Graça followed the security guard in her car, driving it onto the pavement directly outside the office, continuing after he opened the door and stepped inside, leaving a narrow corridor between metal and breeze block, just enough room for her, but not quite enough for him to escape.


Inside the office, the TV was still blaring. She could hear the presenter, César, through the open door.


Christmas is a time to be with family …


Well, it might be for some, for those who don’t get landed with the shitty jobs.


She wound up the window and squeezed through the gap between car and building.


César was in full flow now.


Hold them close, for you never know what is around the corner.


Grandma would be upset if she didn’t make it back in time for church tomorrow. Every year GG claimed it would be her last Christmas; every year she was proved wrong.


Graça slipped through the office door.


And to all of you out there with a loved one who is missing …


Grandma would be missing her, the only one who would even notice her absence. The rest of the family disapproved of her career choice. Her older brother objected so violently that family reunions usually descended into bitter argument.


The guard motioned for her join him at the single CCTV monitor.


… have faith, get in touch. This year alone we reunited hundreds of families who had given up …


She placed the box of pastries on the desk. The guard reached forward but she drew it back.


‘What’s your name?’


For a moment she thought he was going to refuse to answer. She kept her face impassive as he wrestled with his animosity. What had the police done to make him hate them so? The scent of nutmeg and caramel broke through his reserve.


‘Éder,’ he growled.


‘Turn off the TV, Éder.’


He pressed the remote and the dramatic theme music of The Missing was silenced.


‘And now, load up the CCTV,’ she ordered.


‘What date?’


She checked her notes. ‘Let’s start with December 22nd and work back.’


Once the tape was loaded, she opened the box of pastries, and he grabbed a pastel de nata.


‘Take a seat.’ He nodded at a battered metal chair. ‘What are we looking for?’


The CCTV was grainy, poor quality. Car after car pulled up to the barrier and took a ticket. Graça was beginning to give up hope when she spotted the bike.


‘There!’ she shouted.


Leaning forward, she jabbed a finger at the screen.


‘There – see?’


Éder grabbed the keyboard and pressed pause, then edged back, frame by frame.


There was no mistaking the distinctive wasp shape of the Harley Davidson Knucklehead. Graça noted the time stamp. 06:08 December 19th. Five and a half days ago.


‘Can you get a better shot of the rider?’


A woman – no doubt about it. Underneath the leather motorcycle jacket, she wore a summer dress and sandals.


He inched the tape further back and then forward.


‘There!’


In jerky frames, the rider glanced up at the camera. She wore an open-face helmet, her dark hair caught in the chin strap framing a honey-coloured, heart-shaped face with full lips, large eyes and a small, straight nose.


A face that was curiously familiar.


Where had Graça seen her before?





South Atlantic Ocean, December 24th – Christmas Eve


Where am I?


Splish.


My hand is wet. Why is my hand wet?


Not just my hand, my arms, my shoulders, my neck, my hair.


Splash.


I can hear it now. The water. Moving all around. And I’m moving with it. Bobbing up and down. Up and down. Up and down.


Why is it so dark? Is it night already? Or are my eyes closed?


Splosh.


I wave my head from side to side to clear my thoughts. My thoughts don’t clear. My head is full of mercury. Why mercury? Because mercury is liquid like my surroundings? Because it is heavy like my limbs? Because it’s silver like me?


Silver. Jaq Silver. At least I remember who I am if not where I am. Or why.


I raise my head and force my eyes open, lashes tearing, eyes stinging.


Everything is blurry, as if I’m in the middle of a monochrome set, floating in a blue-grey mist. Am I underwater? I raise a hand and open my fingers, bringing the palm down with force. Splash. There is definitely an interface. I take a long breath. Air above, water below. Sea and sky all around.


How long was I asleep? What day is it?


We wish you a Merry Christmas. The song arrives unbidden from my memory, the music of a light breeze, the rising wind clearing a space in the mist. We wish you a Merry Christmas.


Christmas Day?


Not yet.


Christmas Eve perhaps?


That’s not quite as daft as it sounds. Christmas is a time to avoid other people. Every year I find a place to hole up and hibernate for a couple of nights. This particular location seems a bit extreme, but there’s a familiar twisted logic here.


But where?


The water is cool, but not freezing cold. Too mild for Europe in December. If this were the north-east coast of England, or even the Western coast of Portugal, I’d be dead by now. Could it be Africa? My childhood was spent splashing in vast, temperate seas. But I am no longer a child. So, Asia then? No, there’s a faint moon and it’s upside down. Southern Hemisphere. South America? Yes, of course. Brazil.


I’m in the middle of the South Atlantic Ocean on Christmas Eve. Alone.


Alone? Not quite.


Porra!


Something is floating beside me.


Splash. Splash.


As I move away, it follows. Ghostly shapes flutter all around me. Are attached to me.


Hahahaha!


It’s a dress. A summer dress. I’m wearing a summer dress with a wide skirt. In the middle of the ocean. I laugh out loud with relief as my flowery skirt billows around me. Flowery? When do I ever do flowery? What’s got into me?


At least I have a lifejacket on. That’s sensible. I pat the collar until I find the whistle. I bring it to my lips and blow.


Fweee.


Pathetic. The noise is lost amidst the waves and wind. Try again.


Phweeeeeet.


Better.


Longer and harder this time.


Phfffwheeeeeeet!


Silence.


Just the swell of the ocean, the swirl of breeze and splish-splash where they connect.


There’s no one to hear.


No one is coming.


Silence.


The shivering starts and builds momentum.


I don’t want to spend Christmas alone again.


I want to spend it with you.


Mercúrio.


As the full horror comes flooding back, grief overwhelms me and the salt from my eyes spills over to join the salt in the sea.





Florianópolis, Brazil, December 24th – Christmas Eve


Graça left the security office, got back in her car and followed the road to the back of the airport car park. She found a spot where she could remain partially hidden while maintaining a clear view of the multistorey exit.


Stay with the bike.


The bonus was a view of the airport runway through a chain-link fence and three bars of phone signal.


Graça called Zélia.


‘Hi boss. You still in the office?’


‘Where else would I be? It’s my shift.’


Tell that to her colleagues who’d all knocked off early on Christmas Eve.


‘I’m sending a photo from the CCTV.’


‘Motorbike man?’


‘Woman.’ Graça clicked send. ‘Tall, dark-haired, Caucasian female.’


Ping.


‘Hmmm, let me see.’ Zélia’s nails clattered on the keyboard. ‘Not sure it’s clear enough for an ID.’


‘Cross check with passengers on flights out of Florianópolis after 7 a.m. on December 19th,’ Graça suggested. ‘If you’ve got access to security footage, she’s wearing a summer dress, sandals and a leather motorbike jacket.’


‘I’m on the case. Anything else?’


Graça sucked air through her teeth. ‘What’s all this about?’


‘Way above your pay grade.’


‘So is being sent to Floripa unsupported. C’mon Zélia – how am I supposed to do my job if I don’t know what my job is?’


‘I can’t share the file without permission.’


‘Who can give permission?’


‘Only the chief investigator.’


‘And where is he?’


‘On holiday.’


‘And his deputy?’


‘On duty, but conspicuous by his absence.’


‘You’re the only one in the office on Christmas Eve?’


‘More fool me.’


‘Then you’re in charge.’


‘I wish!’


‘Please.’


A pause and then the click of a file being sent.


Ping.


It was a lawyer for Pelupent Brazil, an anti-corruption organisation, who’d called it in.


Carlos Raposa had been trying to return a hire car after a surfing weekend when he noticed something in the basement of the airport car park. A keen biker himself, he recognised the Harley Davidson as one of only a few civilian bikes made in the early 1940s before US manufacture was diverted to military requirements. The fully restored twin-engine Knucklehead was worth a fortune, so he was astonished that there was no immobiliser, not even a U-bolt or a chain lock in sight. Even the helmet was unsecured, dangling from the handlebars with a pair of gloves stuffed inside. Something tugged at his memory; he took a couple of photos on his phone – position, numberplate and chassis – before checking the time and hurrying away.


Back in Brasília, the bike preyed on the lawyer’s mind. Or, rather, a connection to the bike that floated in his memory, just out of sight, just out of reach. He zoomed in to the photo of the chassis and looked up the frame number. The last time that particular Knucklehead had changed hands was at auction in a rare lot of three bikes, including a 1952 Vincent Black Lightning. They sold for an undeclared sum to a mystery buyer in Brazil. The same secretive buyer who’d come to the attention of those investigating international money laundering when he imported millions of dollars’ worth of European art.


Carlos called his friend in Blumenau, 150km from Florianópolis, a man who had no interest in motorbikes, but had access to the full database of all vehicles registered in Brazil. The registration document for the motorbike with licence plate SAL·1064 was not for an antique Harley Davidson Knucklehead, but for a six-year-old Honda 120, one of the cheapest and therefore most popular bikes in Brazil. Interesting. When the name of the registered owner appeared on the screen, alarm bells started ringing all the way to Curitiba, 250km further north.


By the time the right department – the financial crimes division of the federal police – received the message that a valuable asset belonging to a person of interest had been spotted, apparently abandoned, in a Floripa airport car park, it was Christmas Eve, and all the senior staff were heading home to their families.


The first responders filed the report in pending. Interesting but not urgent. Any investigation could wait until after the Christmas break.


Zélia, who had pulled the short straw and was working over Christmas, disagreed with their assessment. She thought it unlikely that the bike would remain unclaimed. What if the owner had intended it as a gift for someone else? And when did people normally exchange gifts?


At Christmas.


Her bosses prevaricated. There was no honour among thieves, they said. The bike had probably been stolen.


If the bike had been stolen, Zélia countered, why would the thief leave it to rot in the basement of an underground car park at a small regional airport? More likely it was payment for something. Someone was waiting for a quiet day to go and recover the asset. A day when there were no flights in or out of the airport.


Christmas Day.


The bike was unlocked. How likely was it that it would still be there when the financial crime investigators came back from their holidays? This was a job that couldn’t wait.


They told her that if she felt so strongly about it, she should organise the investigation herself. Organise, that is, without leaving Curitiba where she was on duty, and good luck getting an officer to cancel their Christmas plans and go on a wild goose chase to Florianópolis.


So, Zélia handed the job down to a junior police agent, a trainee still on probation whose prearranged leave could be cancelled without explanation.


Graça Neves.


And here she was.


High in the sky a plane began its descent into Florianópolis airport. It looked like something from another planet; an alien spacecraft, a twin-bodied, silver-skinned glider.


Graça peered up from her phone, shading her eyes against the sun as the plane landed and taxied across the shimmering apron towards her, coming to rest on the other side of the fence from where she sat in her car.


A domed hatch, like the top of an egg, opened and the pilot clambered out of the futuristic plane, shaking out her long hair.


Was it a her? The mysterious motorbike rider from the CCTV footage? A spark of excitement fizzled out into disappointment as the pilot on the other side of the fence strode past the floodlights. Her hair was much longer, fairer and curlier, her skin colour was lighter, between porcelain and vanilla, her face broader and squarer and her cheekbones sharper than those of the suspect.


Graça finished reading the file from Curitiba before calling Zélia.


‘Any luck on the ID, boss?’


‘Patience, my child, patience. Visual searches take longer.’


‘I read the file.’


‘What file?’


Graça laughed. ‘The file I’m not allowed to see.’


‘Keep it to yourself, OK?’


‘Who owns the motorbike?’


The notes hadn’t named anyone, referring to the person of interest being investigated by the Curitiba police only by codename NaCl.


‘Who’s NaCl?’ Graça asked.


‘I can’t possibly reveal that.’


‘The chemical formula for salt, so I’m guessing it’s your old friend, Salty.’


‘Smart arse. Did you study chemistry or something?’


‘Pharmacy,’ Graça replied. ‘So it’s Walter Salgado?’


‘I’m not saying anything.’


‘But you’re not saying no.’


‘Interpret that any way you wish.’ Graça could hear the smile in Zélia’s voice.


Walter Salgado, nicknamed Salty Walter, was a director of the exploration arm of the state oil company, Cuperoil. A Brazilian national working in Angola, with a net worth many, many times what you might expect from his official salary and bonuses. And therefore, a person of interest to the financial crimes unit. And to Zélia in particular.


‘So, the motorbike rider is Salty Walter’s girlfriend?’ Graça asked.


Zélia sighed. ‘Whoever she is, why did she leave such a valuable bike unlocked?’


Graça thought back to the CCTV images of the rider.


‘In a hurry? Distracted? Forgot?’


‘What could be so urgent that you fail to lock a motorbike worth millions of reais?’ Zélia sounded positively angry about it. Which was understandable given the value of the toys cast aside by the super-rich in comparison to the size of the federal police budget. The Brazillionaires and their hangers-on had no idea how hard it was to live on a police salary or how rarely it was paid on time.


‘It’s an old bike.’ Graça said. ‘Maybe she didn’t know how much it was worth.’


‘Or maybe it was deliberate, an act of revenge.’


Zélia liked that idea. Graça could tell by the change of tone. Her boss’s long-term partner had walked out on her after eighteen years, and Zélia was still hurting.


‘Nice move,’ Graça said to be supportive, but she was unconvinced. If you wanted to dispose of your boyfriend’s prize possession in his absence, Floripa seemed a long drive when you could sell it in São Paulo, city of 20 million people and a good proportion of the nation’s crooks.


‘We’ll find her and bring her in,’ Zélia said. ‘If she’s angry, she might be happy to testify against him. This might be the missing link we need.’


‘You want me to leave the bike and go look for her?’ That sounded a lot more interesting than being stuck behind a multistorey car park on Christmas Eve.


‘No. Stay with the bike. Don’t touch the bike. I’m sending reinforcements.’


The sky darkened before night fell, the clouds gathering. With a flash of lightning and a crack of thunder, the heavens opened.


Graça sat hunched in her car, listening to the rattle of raindrops on the metal roof, her stomach rumbling.


Why had she left the box of pastries with the security guard? Éder had eaten most of them, but there was a Pãu de Deus – a yeasty bun with a sweet coconut topping – that she could murder right now.


She was going on a diet after Christmas. Or maybe the new year was a better time to begin, although that was also the start of her summer holidays, so perhaps she’d wait until after Carnival. But it certainly hadn’t started yet, and if she was going to be stuck here much longer, she’d need something to keep her energy levels up.


The evening flight was late, perhaps hovering above the storm. It wasn’t until the rain eased a little that Graça saw the lights emerging from the dark sky.


She turned her attention to the runway as the plane landed, the wheels bouncing on the tarmac and little puffs of black smoke following on their heels. A whiff of burnt rubber reached her as the plane taxied past the silver glider and turned towards the arrival building. The engines stopped, the wheels were chocked, and mobile stairs wheeled out to the front and back. Graça scrutinised the passengers as they disgorged under floodlights. None looked remotely familiar. Once the plane was empty of passengers and their hold luggage, the fuel tanker trundled up. After refuelling was completed, it was the turn of the cleaners and finally the catering truck.


Fifteen minutes after landing, the car park came to life. A sports car approached the barrier, a hand stretched out to present a ticket, the barrier rose, and the car roared off into the night. Graça turned the key in the ignition and leaned forward, listening out for the throaty growl of a motorbike, ready to set off in pursuit of whoever picked it up. Twenty-seven cars later, silence returned.


Graça checked her watch. There were still a few hours before the night flight came in. The diet book said it was a false move to skip proper meals. If she was going to get dinner, now was the best time.


Don’t touch the bike.


Stay with the bike.


She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. Orders were all very well, but then don’t send a lone police agent on a mission that needs back-up.


She grabbed her water bottle and drank until it was empty.





South Atlantic Ocean, December 24th – Christmas Eve


Swim


right arm


kick and kick


left arm


kick and kick


breathe


rest


Swim


so thirsty


the water is cool and salty


salty


wait


stop


STOP


salty means seawater


sodium potassium magnesium boron strontium


carbonates chlorides sulphates bromides fluorides


too much salt for the kidneys


fastest way to dehydrate


water water everywhere but not a drop to drink.


Swim


right arm


kick and kick


left arm


kick and kick


breathe


rest


Pitter-patter, plish-plosh


rain


head back


mouth open


sweet, sweet raindrops


gulp


gulp


not enough of them


slow down, let them collect


Swim


right arm


kick and kick


left arm


kick and kick


breathe


rest





Florianópolis, Brazil, December 24th – Christmas Eve


As night fell, the rain hammered down with renewed intensity, and Graça could no longer ignore the need to pee. The closest toilet was in the multistorey. She locked the car and slipped in through a side entrance.


The place felt eerily empty. Her footsteps rang out, echoing between smooth concrete walls. She cursed the stupid police shoes; it would be soft-soled boots next time.


The ground-floor toilet was disgusting. She retched at the filth, fought the urge to vomit, turned round and walked away. Maybe there was another one in the basement?


The ceilings seemed to get lower as she descended. She turned on her flashlight and focussed on the concrete walls. There was no toilet in the basement, but the whole floor stank of urine. If you were a man, every wall was a toilet. Could she go here, in the corner? Even the thought of it made her blush. She walked over to the bike.


They said don’t touch the bike, but no one said anything about the helmet. She reached inside. A pair of black gloves nestled under the chin strap, hand in hand. She picked them up for inspection: nice quality leather with a silk lining, female size. As she brought one up to her nose she caught a whiff of petrol, a darker note of machine oil and something else, something lighter, vaguely floral. Under the gloves lay a patterned scarf made of something soft, silk perhaps. The scent of jasmine was stronger here. She brushed the scarf against her upper lip, the section of skin just under her nose, and breathed deeply.


Graça pushed her fingers back into the helmet, probing under the protective padding and fished out a key. An ordinary key, like her grandma’s house key. Checking that no one was looking, she slipped it into the ignition. A perfect fit. She moved it a quarter turn and the lights came on. She turned the bike off again, returned the helmet, scarf and gloves to the handlebar and added the key to her keyring.


This bike wasn’t going anywhere.


Time to find a clean toilet and something to eat. Graça turned round and walked out into the rain.


She drove to a fast-food take-away on the other side of the airport and ordered a meal deal to get the free soda and hot apple strudel.


The toilets were bright and clean, and she took advantage of the hot water and clean paper towels to freshen up.


‘Agent Neves? Supersized cheeseburger meal?’


‘That’s me.’


‘Merry Christmas.’


Graça grabbed the food and drove back to her stakeout, settling down to dinner with a view of both the multistorey exit and the airport. She ate the food while it was hot. Once she’d finished, she walked to the multistorey, removed the key from her keyring and returned it to the helmet of the bike.


The airport floodlights came on ten minutes before the night flight appeared in the sky. Graça scrutinised the passengers as they disembarked. Not one even vaguely resembled the motorbike rider.
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