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Chapter 1

‘Merda,’ Inspector Isabel Reis mutters, hand cupped protectively over her mouth as she strides up the stairs ahead of her partner, Inspector Alexander Voronov.

The perp they’d arrested and brought back to the Anjos precinct is still yelling the place down as uniformed officers drag him away to get booked. He’s calling her every name under the sun, spittle collecting in the corners of his mouth, veins popping in his neck. His anger is a gnarled thing, rusted red and filling the room. There’s no coherency to it, no thoughts clinging to it.

She’d known in the moment they’d answered the call – pulling into a gated community, the neighbours gathered outside trying to intervene – the rage spilling from him had an amplified sharpness to it that had left Isabel dazed for a moment. It had made sense when they’d managed to get their hands on his ID. The man was a level-five Gifted.

It had thrown Isabel for a second. Just a second. That had been enough for him to clock her in the face with his elbow.

Isabel pokes gingerly at the inside of her lip and winces. At least she can’t taste blood anymore. The cut is there though, a split that feels a little wide to the tip of her tongue and the swell of her lip is still growing. Her cheekbone is a bright spark of pain. She’s going to have a black eye tomorrow.

This one had been an accidental blow. Nothing compared to his girlfriend who had tentatively opened the bathroom door to them, neck a rainbow of colours and eyes nearly swollen shut. Isabel makes a mental note to check in on her later.

She hopes the girlfriend presses charges. But she’s not hoping too hard. She knows how these things go.

The late summer heat is still going strong with forecasts predicting that it may last long enough to tip over into October. Isabel’s hair is up in a haphazard ponytail, but tiny curls have already escaped from its hold. She can hear the velvety whirrs of multiple fans doing nothing but circulating warm air around the open space of their floor. Despite that, if it weren’t for the building lights, the inside of the building would be in shadows. Clouds had settled early in the morning, blanketing the whole sky.

It feels oppressive.

Isabel stops at the top of the stairs. She hears Voronov calling her name from behind her.

She takes a deep breath and with that sinks inward.

A couple of months ago, she would have had to start from the beginning, finding the quiet in the space of her mind and slowly, painstakingly, build a wall to protect it from other people’s unwanted thoughts. Now the wall is there, tall, heavy, a circle of protection around her mind. Not perfect. She sees where the cracks are, little lines that glow white in her mind’s eye.

It feels like minutes, rather than seconds, as she seals each and every one of those cracks until there’s nothing but a seamless barrier.

Getting knocked by another Gifted person’s power had unbalanced her for a moment, just enough to leave a few chinks in her armour. Nothing she can’t overcome with more time and practice.

There’s a presence at her back.

Isabel stiffens. Eyes straight ahead and still unseeing.

The presence stretches, unfurling and yawning open behind her.

‘– bel—’

Isabel yanks away from the soft touch to her arm and whirls, jaw set.

Voronov stills, hand still outstretched.

The presence she’d felt lingers for a moment longer then dissipates.

‘Sorry,’ she says, ‘I was just in my head.’ Her heart is still racing, like the quick pitter-patter of a frightened rabbit’s.

‘It’s fine,’ he says.

‘I’ll be there in a sec,’ she says, jerking her chin in the direction of their section. ‘I need to take care of this.’ She gestures at her mouth and cheek.

Before Isabel can follow through, she hears the sound of fast-clipped steps and spots Carla Muniz coming straight towards them.

‘I thought I saw you both arrive,’ Carla says, as she stops next to them.

Carla is a petite woman with short, straight, dark hair and a strong nose. She’s always dressed professionally, even in weather like this. Case in point, her buttoned navy shirt and grey trousers topped off with a classy thin gold watch on her wrist. Not a hair out of place.

‘Are you okay?’ She frowns, eyes widening as she takes in the sight of Isabel’s face properly. A junior inspector at the precinct, Carla’s partnered with Inspector Daniel Verde, a long-time colleague and friend. Recently, along with Senior Crime Scene Specialist Jacinta Cacho, they’d all grown closer as a team, having worked two significant cases that caught the attention of the media and, unfortunately for their chief and Isabel in particular, politicians.

‘Fine,’ Isabel replies, straightening.

Voronov steps back from Isabel.

‘How are you not sweating in that?’ Isabel asks.

Carla waves hello to Voronov. ‘I’m used to it,’ she says, ‘I wasn’t just stalking you guys by the way; Chief Bautista is looking for you.’

‘Did she say what it’s about?’ Voronov asks.

‘No,’ Carla says, ‘but she has someone with her. Not police.’ She gives them both a look. ‘I think she’s government.’

When they reach their section, Carla hangs back. Isabel catches sight of Daniel’s close-shaved head peering over the divider at them, lifting a hand in greeting as he watches them head down the hallway towards Chief Bautista’s office.

‘Someone from government?’ Voronov says, voice low.

Isabel pulls an ice pack away from her face. There’s a bloom of rusted red spotting the paper. She prods at the inside her lip. The metallic taste lingers. ‘I hope not,’ she mutters.

When they reach the chief’s office, Voronov knocks quickly before opening the door.

Chief Bautista looks up at them, doing a double take when she catches a glimpse of Isabel’s face. The woman sitting across from her is dressed in a sharp, pale-blue suit, black hair pulled into a neat bun at the nape and a visitor’s lanyard hanging from her neck.

‘Inspector Reis, does that need to be seen to?’ As always, the chief’s voice sounds as if she’s knocked back a drink of something that could strip paint and followed it up with twenty-four hours of straight chain-smoking.

‘No, Chief, I’m fine. You called for us?’ she asks as Voronov closes the door behind them.

‘Good. Reis, Voronov, this is Milena Amorim,’ she says, ‘she’s a representative from the government’s Consular Affairs Department.’

Isabel nods a quick greeting at the woman. Next to her, Voronov greets her more politely with a handshake.

Milena Amorim is sitting very upright, but her fingers are locked tight around the strap of the bag resting on her lap.

‘Senhora Amorim has come to us with an unusual situation and their department has requested our assistance.’

‘Our assistance with what, exactly?’ Isabel asks.

Chief Bautista gives a heavy sigh, and then right there, in front of the representative, she pulls out a packet of cigarettes from her pocket. She slides one out and lights it up. Amorim wrinkles her mouth in distaste.

The chief strokes a thumb over the arch of her eyebrow and blows out a curling stream. The smell of smoke taints the room. She rests her hands on the desk.

‘I’m sending you both to London.’





Chapter 2

‘How long will you be there for?’ Sebastião asks.

Her brother’s eyes are a little bloodshot and the skin beneath them is darker than usual. He stands next to his car, watching her saying bye to her dogs. She rubs her hands over Tigre and Branca’s heads, leaning down to give them kisses and ignoring the tight feeling in her throat.

‘I’m not sure,’ she says.

He looks over her shoulder at Voronov waiting a little further away, giving them space to have a private conversation. His travel bag is down by his feet.

Sebastião sighs, running a hand over his head. He’s recently shaved it, leaving nothing but a short stubble in its place. He’s in casual clothes, jeans, and a T-shirt. She’s lucky he hadn’t been delivering a service at his church this morning. He holds the hat he’d been wearing in his hand. Once upon a time it had been black but had been rendered a very dark shade of grey by multiple wash cycles.

‘I wish you weren’t going right now,’ he says, quiet enough that it almost gets lost in the sound of traffic. He gives her a wry smile, sadness rounding out its edges. ‘You haven’t talked to me in a while.’

Isabel drops her gaze to the floor. Her mouth and eye are still throbbing, and every small move of her head makes her wince. ‘We talk all the time.’

Sebastião watches her quietly for a moment. ‘I didn’t know you were on sleeping pills.’ At her sharp look, he shrugs. ‘They were on your bedside table. I packed them too.’

Isabel rubs at the bridge of her nose. ‘It’s nothing for you to be worried about.’

‘I’m not used to you lying to me. Or avoiding me.’ It’s not said with censure, but the quiet disappointment in the words cuts her quicker than anything else could have. Embarrassment and guilt are quick to tangle together and send a hot flush up her throat.

How do you explain to your big brother that someone you were responsible for putting in jail almost a year ago has found a way to literally get inside your mind? And that every night you’re too scared to close your eyes to sleep because you don’t know if you’ll hear their voice in your head again? Speaking to you. Trying to draw you out.

The feel of plastic sliding over the bridge of her nose has her jerking her head up in surprise and flinching at the quick flash of pain at her mouth. She instinctively puts a hand up only to realise that Sebastião is sliding his own shades into place over her eyes. He follows it up by tucking his cap over her head too.

‘There,’ he says, ‘now you don’t have to worry about people staring as much.’

Right. Although the pain is very much present, Isabel forgot that her face looks as if it’s been used as someone’s punchbag.

Sebastião tugs her into a hug.

Ah, maninha, you worry me. Be safe. Lord, please keep her safe.

His thoughts slip in, carrying the same warmth as his hug. Isabel closes her eyes and allows herself this. A moment of accepting comfort and reassurance from someone she loves. She hugs him tight and ignores the stinging in her eyes. She feels a desperation and a craving for reassurance that has nothing to do with her leaving right now and everything to do with what’s in her head.

She hears Branca and Tigre whining and shuts her eyes tighter because it’s making her feel like hands are squeezing around her heart.

‘Isabel?’ Sebastião asks, easing back from her a little. ‘Belinha?’

In that small space, tucked away in her mind, shrouded in shadows, a presence shivers and unfurls.

It’s as if someone spills a line of ice water down the centre of her back.

Isabel jerks back, breaking the hug.

She can hear Sebastião saying her name. She’s still holding on to him, hands squeezing his arms tightly. Even through the panic she registers the skin-crawling sensation. Sebastião cups her shoulders, concern slanting his eyebrows.

Tigre and Branca’s whines rise in pitch and passers-by shoot glances over at them, their attention going from the dogs to her face, to the two men standing near her.

Isabel pulls in a calming breath and lets go, steps around him to kiss the dogs’ heads, giving their wriggling bodies a few last scratches.

‘Thank you,’ she says. She forces herself to meet Sebastião’s gaze. ‘I’ll let you know when we arrive.’

‘Call tia, too,’ he says, ‘she’s already upset that you haven’t been by to see her lately. And stop stalling and speak to Rita. I know things are difficult between you right now but she’s our little sister. It’s about time you both resolve this, don’t you think?’

There’s a lot Isabel can say to that, but now isn’t the right time. She wonders how much Sebastião knows about what took place. So, for now, it’s easier to say nothing. ‘All right.’

Knowing that he won’t get much else out of her, Sebastião gives a strained smile and then waves at Voronov. ‘Safe flight.’

‘Thanks,’ Voronov says.

With one last wave and with the dogs in the back still whining, Sebastião gets in his car.

Isabel watches him drive off, joining the queue of cars ready to leave the drop-off area before grabbing hold of her luggage and turning to head inside.

Voronov falls into step with her, as silent as her.

 

The airport has enough activity going on to set Isabel’s teeth on edge.

People are walking around, dipping in and out of the shops surrounding the seating areas, others charging their electronics and the majority clustered around the food places further back, queuing to grab something to eat before settling in and spending the rest of the time checking the monitors for their flight gate.

It’s easy for Isabel to spot Voronov’s head towering above other people’s, even from her seat on the floor a little further away from all the bustle, her back to the wall, bags set next to her. It’s not like she can avoid the crowds entirely. The airport is one of those spaces where there is no escaping the people, the loudness, the crowding of emotions all overlapping each other in a cluster of colours. Even with a decent wall up, it’s hard for Isabel, as a telepathic Gifted, to manage. So, she’s put as much distance between her and them as she’s able to.

Besides, the chief had told them there was something they needed to look at so she’d wanted a space where she could ensure there would be no one peering over her shoulder.

Isabel is itching to see the file now, but neither she nor Voronov have seen it, so she forces herself to wait till he returns.

She hadn’t been lying to her brother when she’d said she didn’t know how long they would be away for. The chief hadn’t been able to tell them. In fact, the chief had told them very little. Amorim had been practically silent in that room. Considering Isabel and Voronov were being sent to London at her department’s request she could have done them the courtesy of giving them actual solid information.

The feeling of heading to a different country with barely any basics doesn’t sit well with her. She’d attempted a quick internet search to see if anything relevant popped up but there was nothing. It doesn’t help that Isabel, or her team haven’t had the best of experiences with government officials in the last few years.

‘There’s been an incident at the Portuguese Embassy,’ the chief had said, and gestured to Amorim who had shifted in her seat to face both Isabel and Voronov where they stood by the door.

‘Inspectors,’ Amorim addressed them, ‘at around 7.30 this morning, Emanuel Francisco, our London ambassador, was in a call with our Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs and Cooperation, Rogério Pessoa. And something . . . unusual took place. We tried to get hold of the London embassy for a solid twenty minutes, but they were unresponsive. Eventually we called the authorities in London.’

‘What did they find?’ Voronov asked.

‘There was no response.’

Isabel had stared at her, confused. ‘What about when they gained entry?’

Amorim brought her hands together and sat straighter, the motion almost prim. Isabel got the sense that she was about to hear something irritating. ‘They can’t enter the premises without the permission of the ambassador.’

Isabel looked at the chief. There was a scowl on her face and she was taking a drag from her cigarette.

‘Okay,’ Isabel said, ‘but the ambassador was inside. He’s part of the reason why they need to enter the premises. You can’t grant them permission?’

‘This is a potentially sensitive situation,’ Amorim said, ‘we want our own people there to supervise the entry of the British police into the premises and keep us apprised of any updates.’

What?

Before they could ask anything else though, Chief Bautista cut in. She stood up, throwing an A4 envelope, unsealed, on top of the desk. ‘Those are your tickets. Grab what you can, you’ll need to head straight to the airport to make your flight. We need you there as soon as possible. I’ll send you what we have so you can view it en route, call me when you get there.’

That had been that.

‘Here.’

Isabel glances up.

Voronov eases himself down beside her, holding out a lidded paper cup and a bagged baguette.

‘Thank you,’ she says, taking them both from him.

He settles down beside her, arm pressing alongside hers. She expects him to shift away but all he does is set his own coffee on his other side before peeling the paper back from his sandwich and settling down to eat.

‘Do we have it?’ he asks.

‘Yeah,’ Isabel says. She settles the baguette on her lap and logs back in. ‘It’s a video.’

She plugs in her earphones and holds an earpiece out to Voronov. She brings up the video on the screen and clicks play.

The image that fills the screen is a typical video of a conference call.

Two windows: on the left-hand window you can see one man in the frame, with bookshelves at his back. He’s wearing a jacket and tie, his grey hair neatly combed back from his face. The folds of his neck spill over the tight white collar of his shirt. In the frame on the right is another man, long and thin of face, with thinning hair, set against a white wall. Their names are displayed at the bottom of their own frame. Rogério Pessoa and Emanuel Francisco, respectively.

The two men are discussing something. Francisco seems tense and keeps wiping at his hairline, dotting at the shining drops clearly visible there.

They can’t hear the words, but it’s easy to see from their body language that whatever they’re discussing has them both heated. There’s a lot of gesticulating, slashing of the hands and huffing, but there’s absolutely no sound coming through the video.

‘Why no sound?’ Isabel murmurs. Voronov hums in agreement.

Emanuel Francisco, the thin man, is mid-word when he stops moving.

Is the laptop or the app glitching?

Francisco’s mouth is open, and his gaze has dropped to the surface of the desk. His shoulders are hitching in an odd pattern, almost like he’s hiccupping, but no sound carries other than Pessoa’s increasingly urgent voice, asking if Francisco is okay.

That’s when Isabel realises that where there had been silence, now they can hear Pessoa’s voice and Francisco’s desperate inhalations. Isabel narrows her eyes. Someone deliberately removed the sound from the earlier part of their conversation.

Then Francisco’s body jerks, his breathing becoming shallower and shallower. Isabel stares, waiting for someone to come in and intervene.

Pessoa curses and stands before disappearing from the screen.

What follows is an eerily still scene broken only by the sound of Francisco’s desperate attempts to draw in air, his upper body collapsed against the desk, lifting jerkily with each attempt. Echoes of Pessoa’s voice filter in through the connection, yelling in the background.

Francisco gulps for air again and slumps. He is still. His eyes are open and fixed on a point they can’t see.

The numbers along the top of the call continue to tick away, only Pessoa’s window frame flashing every time the off-screen yelling reaches the computer, muted by distance. The video stops at 7.47 a.m.

Isabel stops the video. She pulls out the earbud.

‘That’s it?’ he asks.

She nods. ‘That’s it.’

His gaze flicks up from the screen to meet hers. ‘Why are they sending us?’

Isabel sighs and glances back down at the screen. ‘I’d like to know that too.’





Chapter 3

They arrive at London Heathrow airport a few minutes shy of 5.00 p.m.

There’s a young man in arrivals in police uniform holding a white placard with the names Reis and Voronov written in thick black marker. It helps considering he’s tightly packed in by dozens of people on either side. There are balloons and even an overexcited chihuahua on a leash waiting there to welcome their person. The policeman is standing sharp and to attention. His gaze slides over them once or twice, clearly trying to guess who he’s been sent to pick up.

Isabel walks a few steps behind Voronov, pulling her cabin luggage behind her, one of the wheels sticking every few seconds. She doesn’t use it often and is always putting off getting a replacement, so she has to put up with it. She dreads to think what’s inside it. Poor Sebastião had had to pack for her in a rush before grabbing the dogs and meeting her at the airport in Lisbon.

Isabel and Voronov had sat on opposite ends of the plane on the flight to London.

She wants food and painkillers. The whole flight had been a constant stream of thoughts and conversations, all circulating within the tight confines of the plane with nowhere to run off to. She’d been tense throughout the two-and-a-half-hour flight, unable to let her concentration slide because she’d known the onslaught of voices would have overtaken her if she had.

The man spots the two of them heading his way and eyes them with interest. Isabel adjusts the cap over her face. The pain of her lip and face has died down enough that she hasn’t been wincing every time she so much as twitches. She’s grateful for the sunglasses and hat that Sebastião had given her though.

‘Inspector Reis and Inspector Voronov?’ the officer asks when they reach him. He’s got big brown eyes and a short ginger afro. He has light-brown skin and a smattering of freckles along his cheeks and neck. His voice is surprisingly deep.

Both Isabel and Voronov take out their IDs and the officer gives them a quick once over, lingering only for an extra second where Isabel’s Gifted designation and telepathic affinity are listed. His smile has a nervous edge to it. ‘I’m Detective Constable Duncan.’

Voronov smiles. ‘Inspector Voronov,’ Voronov says, reaching out a hand for him to shake.

Isabel stays where she is, one hand tucked into her pocket. She’s too on edge for skin-to-skin contact right now. Still, she manages to put a smile on her face – then immediately regrets it when it reopens the split on her lip, making her hiss in pain and reach for it automatically.

DC Duncan steps forward, hand lifting as if to help. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Sorry,’ Isabel says, her English coming easier than expected considering how long it’s been since she’s spoken it properly. Like Voronov’s, it’s marked by a heavy accent. ‘I’m Inspector Reis. Unfortunately, I had a struggle during an arrest this morning.’ She gestures at the glasses and hat. ‘It’s still very fresh.’

‘Oh, right.’ He blinks at her, not seeming to know what to do with that information. ‘Well, um. We need to get going. I’ll be driving you both to the embassy.’ He lowers his voice and comes closer to avoid being overheard. ‘The boss wants to get in there quick. They’ve been waiting for hours.’

It’s not hard to read between the lines. Isabel would be pissed off too if instead of being able to access the premises right away, she was made to wait for some outsiders to come and let her in.

‘Lead the way.’

The sooner they get inside that embassy, the sooner Isabel can be on a plane back to Lisbon and trying to figure out the mess her life is currently in.
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