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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 10

Instead of calling, Isabel texts her sister. Rita messages her back asking her to please come to dinner because she has ‘important news’. Isabel replies, agreeing to go, and doesn’t check her phone again until she’s out of the shower and settling down to a bowl of hot bean soup and buttered toast. She really needs to go and buy some food for the house. She pulls the booted-up laptop onto her lap and types Gil’s name into the search page.

Most links that come up are related to scientific journals and studies and papers. As one of the heads of NTI, he has weighed in on a lot of things related to Gifted history and evolution. There are reams of pages of that, and some YouTube videos of him speaking that Isabel watches a couple of minutes of before clicking back out when it doesn’t turn up anything too important.

Ah. There.

An article on a joint project between NTI and the university, involving Professor Julio Soares. Isabel clicks on it.

It’s about a study to determine whether the ability to reduce or increase a Gifted’s level would be beneficial to the control and mental and emotional well-being of Gifted individuals.

Isabel arches a brow at that and scans the rest of the page.

They’re working with a new trial drug and documenting the results, with the aim of modifying Gifted classifications. According to the article, they think that the difficulties experienced by Gifted individuals are because anything below or above a number five classification creates an imbalance in brain activity, which can lead to mental and emotional complications. They use the components of the S3 pill as their starting point.

S3 – Isabel’s own regular not-so-miracle pill, designed to suppress someone’s Gift.

The idea makes Isabel’s skin crawl. Interesting that not one of the people heading the project is a Gifted individual themselves.

She comes off that page and searches for Gil and events.

She gets a couple of talks and lectures, a science convention that he’d been due to attend as a speaker. There are a few other things, some charities and funding parties. Nothing that brings up where he might’ve been going this morning. Not that Isabel had expected to find that online. They’ll have to check if he has any other computers or laptops he used, speak to his colleagues and to Mrs dos Santos, see if the computer is a company asset. He might have another one that’s personal.

Isabel makes a mental note to check on all of that tomorrow.

She watches a bit more of another video of Gil talking. He hadn’t been the best speaker but clearly knew his stuff. She’d heard him on the news a couple of times and it had always left her cold listening to him talking about Gifted as subjects rather than people. Although Gil dos Santos claimed to have their best interests at heart, he had treated Gifted more as a problem that needed to be fixed.

Isabel finishes her soup and toast, sets it aside and sits for a while before going at the search again.

Aleksandr Voronov.

She stares at the headlines that fill the screen. They’re all from three years ago.

Ah. So, that’s where she’d recognised it from.

 

Aleksandr Voronov testifies against Gifted partner!

 

Criminals infiltrate the PJ: Gifted Police Officer turns back on PJ as his role in organised crime ring is exposed by partner.

 

In one article, there’s a picture of the courthouse, crowded with journalists and police officers trying to hold them off. That might be the back of Voronov’s head going into the courthouse. She can’t tell for sure. Too many other people in the photo.

Aleksandr Voronov had been a celebrated name by the Regulars in society when the news had broken. A Gifted officer, Mario Seles, had been turned in and, after an investigation by the Internal Investigations Unit, was found guilty. All the evidence had been provided by Voronov.

It had been big news at the time. Isabel had been in her first year as Inspector. She remembers she’d felt grateful for having already passed her exam. The board of examiners have since used Seles’ case as a point of reference for all Gifted.

There’s a picture of Voronov coming out of the courthouse on the day he’d been in to give evidence.

What isn’t mentioned is the rumour that had spread like wildfire through all the Lisbon departments, a rumour that the evidence had been bullshit and Voronov had turned on Seles for being Gifted, that it had all been yet another thing done to discredit the Gifted community.

Isabel sits back and stares at the article until it blurs.

What she knows for certain is that the Chief isn’t a bigot and fights tooth and nail for the people who work under her, no matter who or what they are. But no one is right all the time. And now Isabel’s going to be stuck with a partner she can’t trust.

It’d be easy for Isabel to get her back up and put Voronov in his place. But fair is fair, and since there’s a chance that Voronov isn’t a rat, then Isabel is going to do her best to make sure they work well together. She’s going to have to be smart about it and watch her own back until she knows one way or the other.

She glances back at the screen. There are no mentions of him in anything else. Not for the past three years, nothing after the case that ended with his partner being put away.

Isabel closes her eyes and lets her head fall back. It feels like the blood is pumping through her head in time with the headache, throbbing badly at her temples. It hasn’t improved. She hasn’t even had the smallest reprieve. Normally it abates by the time the pill’s effects begin to run out but this time it remains, steady and rhythmic, until Isabel feels like hitting her head against a wall a couple of times might be a great alternative.

She kneads at her right temple, where the worst of the pain is collecting, and forces herself to open her reports folder. She still needs to finish off the report for the case she was working on before Gil dos Santos died and set in motion a series of events that Isabel isn’t feeling particularly eager about seeing through.

Nothing good can come of a case where the son of a right-wing politician who has made his contempt for Gifted well known gets thrown into the ring of the investigation.


Chapter 11

THEN

Isabel watches the other children waiting just like her.

The sterile smell of the reception area isn’t nice; it makes her stomach swoop down and she has to swallow over and over as her mouth fills up with saliva. She feels like she’s going to be sick. But she doesn’t want to do that. Her dad is still inside the room with the doctor lady who had taken Isabel through her tests and Isabel doesn’t want to make a mess.

The others are sitting with their parents and waiting to be called in by one of the doctors. They are all here for the test results.

Her mum hadn’t been able to come because Rita’s sick, and Sebastião, their brother, had exams this week, so Tia Simone hadn’t let him come either. But that’s okay; Isabel told him it was fine because she’s strong. And she is. That’s what Dad always tells her.

Isabel looks at the table in the middle of the room. It’s covered with kids’ books and magazines and, on one side of it, colouring-in pencils with broken leads and felt tips with missing lids. There are a lot of yellow pencils and some of the markers have had their tips squashed. Isabel hates it when that happens. It’s why she doesn’t like Rita playing with her pens at home; she always presses too hard and breaks everything.

The door opens and Isabel looks up.

Her dad shakes hands with the doctor lady. Dr Carvalho, she’d told Isabel her name was. She looks over at Isabel, giving her a gentle smile and a wave.

Isabel doesn’t smile but she waves back. She hopes they can go home now. The tests had been long and scary. And she’s hungry. It’s been so long since they were last given a snack. She hadn’t been allowed anything else because they said it could ruin the tests.

Something odd happens to her dad’s face when he turns to look at Isabel. It’s like his face breaks for a second, and Isabel stands, hands fisting at her sides, because it looks like Dad is going to cry.

Isabel swallows again and rubs her hands over her jeans. Her mum had said she was allowed to wear her favourite clothes for this, so the jeans she’s wearing are her best ones. They have flowers on the pockets and her top has a picture of her favourite sailor moon.

But then Dad smiles and walks over to her. Dr Carvalho calls out the next patient’s name.

‘You okay? We didn’t take too long did we?’ Dad asks, patting her head and picking up her bag. They’d asked them to bring comfortable clothes for the test and Mum had packed up Isabel’s favourites for that too. Her dad takes her hand.

Isabel shakes her head. ‘Did she say something bad?’ she asks. She holds Dad’s hand tighter. Her heart is beating so fast and it scares her.

Dad kneels in front of her, smiling and shaking his head. Isabel loves it when her dad smiles like that.

He brushes her curls away from her face.

‘You did fine. The doctor was just explaining to me what the results mean.’

‘Is it bad?’

‘No,’ he says, ‘but remember what we talked about?’

Isabel nods. ‘Yes. You said we needed to know where the voices were coming from. If I was special.’

He nods. Dad has dimples. Sebastião and Rita have them too. Isabel doesn’t, but she doesn’t mind. Mum says Isabel has Dad’s eyes. Isabel thinks she’s right. When Isabel looks in the mirror they’re big and soft brown just like his.

‘Okay.’ He takes out a paper from his pocket and unfolds it. It’s pale green and when he opens it up Isabel sees the same symbol on the top of the page that she’d seen on top of the building when they’d walked in yesterday morning. ‘This says that you’re Gifted.’

Isabel feels her whole body flush cold and then hot. She stares hard at her dad, can’t even open her mouth. She squeezes his hand tight.

Because she hadn’t wanted that. She hadn’t wanted that. No one wanted to be Gifted. She doesn’t want to think about what her friends will say.

‘Dad,’ she says and her voice is weird. Her throat hurts. It feels too tight.

Dad takes her other hand and rises so that he can take the seat next to hers.

‘Então, Isa,’ he says, voice gentle, ‘you don’t have to be scared. Okay?’

She can’t look at her dad then, she’s so scared. She’s so scared and her heart won’t stop beating so hard.

‘People don’t like Gifted,’ she says. ‘They don’t like them.’

Her dad ducks his head a little to look at her. ‘Do you not like people who have different Gifts?’

‘Everyone at school said it. And Mãe sometimes . . . when they talk about it on TV.’ Isabel’s mouth feels so dry and her chest hurts. ‘Mãe – is Mãe going to be upset?’

Her dad sighs and then hugs her. He’s warm and smells nice. Sebastião had taken Isabel with him on Father’s Day and they’d picked a cologne for their dad together. Dad wears it all the time.

‘It’ll be okay. You’ve just been given a gift, that’s all,’ her dad says, ‘it’s going to be fine. We’re going to learn more about it together, okay? I bet you’re going to think it’s really cool once you know how to use it properly. I promise I’ll help, okay?’

She nods against his shoulder, doesn’t want to look up yet.

‘You’re a gift to me Isabel, understand? You’re a wonderful gift to me.’

But then seven months later her dad is dead, and Isabel’s best gift is taken away from her.


Chapter 12

Portugal’s NTI headquarters is situated on the outskirts of Lisbon. Every Gifted who’s been registered and has received their classification has passed through here. That is its main function.

The walls surrounding the building need a new coat of paint. The graffiti stands out, words in bright pink and blue bubble writing, caricatures of politicians, contorted in angry expressions and waving their fingers in the air. Whoever threw up the graffiti is amazingly talented. Isabel’s not so impressed by what’s in the speech bubbles though: We don’t endorse abominations!

 

Isabel looks away, rolls the stiffness out of her shoulders and fixes her gaze straight ahead as Voronov drives through.

They’re met at reception by Célia Armindas herself.

Célia Armindas, now the only head of the NTI, is a tall woman with elegant wrists poking from the sleeves of her pristine lab coat, wavy white hair parted in the middle and sensible shoes. A gold watch dangles from her wrist when she shakes Isabel’s hand.

‘Inspectors,’ she says, shaking Voronov’s hand as well, ‘you won’t mind if I ask to see your badges.’

‘Of course,’ Voronov says. Armindas’ eyes flicker over his behind the wire rims of her glasses. She then takes Isabel’s in hers, focusing on the classification printed there.

She gives Isabel a tight smile. ‘Inspector Reis, you’ve spent more time inside our walls than your partner here.’

Isabel smiles back, polite, even if her teeth are gritted and she’s not sure if it comes off looking like a grimace. ‘That was a long time ago.’

‘Of course. Would you like to follow me to my office? I’ve had some refreshments sent up for us.’ Her smile falters. ‘Though I understand this isn’t exactly a social call. Please.’ She turns on her heel and leads them in.

Isabel wants to turn right around and walk back out but follows, walking a little behind Voronov and forcing herself to look around.

It hasn’t changed much. More security measures in place, but the smell is the exact same and it makes the sandwich Isabel ate for breakfast turn in her stomach.

She remembers it too well. Her first glimpse of it. She’d been on a school trip. They’d taken a coach and she remembers the long ride, the wrapped sandwiches her mother had made, the stickiness of the peach juice she’d spilled on the way over. The second they had walked into the reception area, led by their teachers, the place had smelled like everything had been washed in antiseptic from top to bottom. It had left her feeling off.

Of course, they hadn’t got to see anything important then. They’d been taken into a cool room that had shown them an animated explanation of the differences between Gifted and Regulars, and about the test. They’d made it sound so non-threatening.

It’s what comes after classification that they don’t tell you about. The video didn’t cover that part.

Isabel’s second time in this building had been for the test. There weren’t as many test centres back then and the bulk of them took place right here at NTI.

They call it a test as if it’s just the one thing, but there are three stages. The first one determines whether a person has an ability and, if they test positive, they get put through the second test. Officially, there are two categories that Gifted fall into, telekinesis or telepathy. Officially, because the whispers that there might be other categories have never been proven. Just urban legend, according to scientists.

As soon as they know an individual’s classification, they take the subject into the third round to determine their level.

Isabel had tested as a five. The first time.

She prefers not to think about those hours. They aren’t her best memories.

Dr dos Santos hadn’t been the head of NTI at the time of her test, but he’d risen to the position soon after. He’d also produced a lot of research on suggested treatments for Gifted who couldn’t control their powers, and for those Gifted who belong to the higher classification, eight through to ten.

Higher-classification Gifted are few in number. Most think that’s a good thing. They don’t get to stay out in general society for long enough to alarm the public before they’re taken away by Monitoring. For many years it was a flawless system.

Then Colombo happened. The Gifted girl in question had been seventeen at the time and was apprehended a few days later, neutralised with tranqs like an animal and hauled away. The trials had been kept out of the public eye. No one had seen or heard of the girl since the day of her arrest.

The building is huge and quiet. The route they take to Armindas’ office is the tourist version. Not the one Isabel had seen when she was younger.

In no time, they’re sitting in a plush office with a gorgeous view and a sofa area for guests. As promised, there’s coffee at the ready, a tall jug of water, and cakes that some poor soul had been sent to get.

The sofa Isabel and Voronov sit on is a bit on the small side and Isabel tucks herself closer to the arm. Voronov, like most men, seems to take up more room than necessary. She feels the weight of the headache, a shadow of a thing tucked in tight behind her eyes.

‘Coffee or water? I can have something else brought in if—’

‘No, thank you,’ Isabel says. She doesn’t glance at the offerings. Doesn’t consider it, doesn’t trust it. Voronov also declines.

‘Oh, well, please help yourselves if you change your mind,’ Armindas says and pours herself a coffee, leaves it black and cradles the delicate cup in both hands. A thick gold band on her left thumb winks in the light. ‘Forgive me but I feel like I need a bit of extra energy.’ She drains it in one before setting it down and pouring another. ‘Your colleague explained your visit over the phone. Are you sure it’s Gil?’

Well, that’s to the point.

‘We believe so, yes,’ Voronov says. ‘You two were close?’

Isabel forces herself to concentrate as the headache builds. She finds herself squinting at the other woman. It’s a bright, spacious room and, despite the dark sky outside, the overhead lights are strong enough that it’s starting to feel like sharp little pinpricks are jabbing at her eyes.

‘We’ve worked together for a long time,’ Armindas says and tucks her wavy white strands behind her ear, ‘a very long time. We both started working here in the same year, for the same team. I made head first, if you can believe it. Gil followed shortly after. Gil was an extremely intelligent man; he did great things in his time here.’ There’s a pause. She takes another sip of her coffee. ‘He was certainly a good friend.’

There.

Isabel tilts her head, like a dog catching a scent of something. Something not quite right. But she can’t pinpoint what it is with the constant pulse of the headache muddying everything for her.

‘Can you tell me what happened to him?’ Armindas asks.

‘I’m afraid we can’t disclose that at this time. We’re trying to find out a bit more about Gil, about his life, if there’s anything that may have happened recently that may have caused him to feel under pressure maybe?’

Armindas is quiet for a moment. Isabel can see the wheels turning.

‘No. I can’t say that there’s been anything that has stood out. It’s that time of year when we start prepping for the January tests, there’s a lot to get done and it can get stressful. A lot of administrative work and of course, implementing changes to the tests as we evolve. There have always been some adjustments to make and countless reviews of the changes to make sure they’re safe to go through with.’ Armindas sighs. ‘After Colombo last year, the whole system has had new regulations implemented.’

‘You’re referring to the young Gifted woman who lost control at the Colombo Shopping Centre?’ Voronov asks.

‘Yes. It was a great tragedy. The government were keen for us to look into preventative measures.’

Isabel keeps her face blank even as she feels those words crawl under her skin and leave a bad taste in her mouth. ‘Preventative measures and new regulations, you say. What kind?’

‘Just in regard to classification levels,’ Armindas quickly moves on, waving the question away, and Isabel has to physically keep herself from grinding her teeth at the dismissal.

‘But aside from that,’ Armindas continues, ‘there weren’t any issues that I know of, or that he’s discussed with me.’

‘Personal projects? Things that he might have been working on outside of the scope of NTI?’

‘No. Not that I know of.’

‘When did you speak to him last?’ Isabel asks.

‘Day before yesterday. He had a meeting the next morning, and we had a call scheduled to go over some of the data.’

‘Who was the meeting with?’

‘The European Gifted Union. We meet and present to them any major findings or incidents that have occurred. It’s a standard thing, happens twice a year.’

‘And he sounded normal, nothing out of the ordinary that you could tell?’

Armindas shakes her head. ‘No. We went over everything and made the necessary changes to his delivery but it was all fine. I’m sure he told me he’d be having an early night because he was getting the first morning train to make sure he arrived on time. It was a normal conversation, there was nothing wrong that stood out to me.’

‘And around what time was this?’ Voronov asks.

‘I was still in my office and left around eleven thirty that night. We were on the phone for a while. I think we finished our call around eleven ten?’

Voronov nods and notes it down. ‘You said he was working on something with you over the phone, do each of you have company assets that you take home? Computers, tablets etc?’

‘Yes, we do. We each have a laptop to work from home on NTI matters; our tech team has ensured secure servers. We deal with a lot of sensitive information, so we’re not really allowed to use anything else.’ After a pause, Armindas licks her lips, a small nervous tic. ‘Inspectors, I’m sorry, but these questions . . .’ She spreads her hands, ‘they’re making it seem like maybe there’s more to this. That you don’t think this is an accident.’

‘We’re investigating all possibilities, that’s all, Ms Armindas,’ Voronov says, ‘at the moment this is as much as we’re able to give you.’ He glances at Isabel, eyebrows lifting. ‘We saw that in Gil’s diary there was an entry marked under yesterday’s date that said “HSL”. Do you know what that could be? Do you know if Gil had any other work or personal engagements after his presentation?’

‘No.’ She frowns. It calls attention to how wide and thin her mouth is. ‘No, I’m afraid I don’t.’

‘One more thing,’ Isabel says, ‘what can you tell us about Julio Soares? Do you work closely with him?’

Isabel feels the uptick of something from Armindas, a feeling that’s instantly caught and tamped down before she can identify what it is.

Armindas works her shoulders in a small circle, head tilting with the movement as if trying to work a crick in her neck. ‘Yes. He’s a long-time contributor to our studies here at NTI. He has one of the sharpest minds I’ve seen in a long time.’

‘According to Mrs dos Santos, he and Gil were having some issues. Would you know anything about that?’

‘No, Inspector, I’m afraid I don’t know anything about that,’ she says, and there’s a touch of defiance in the uptilt of her chin.

‘Hmm. Thank you. In that case, could you take us to Gil’s office? We’d like have a quick look.’

Armindas sits back in her chair, twisting the ring on her thumb round and round. ‘You won’t be able to take anything.’

Isabel arches an eyebrow at that. ‘We weren’t planning on it, Ms Armindas. But rest assured, should we need anything from his office we’ll be sure to get a warrant first.’ Isabel stands and motions ahead of her. ‘Shall we?’

She wants to get into that office and get out. She needs cool air and a dark space to get control of this thing. Then she’ll have to figure out what it is about this case that has sent her stress level spiralling enough to trigger a reaction of this nature.

 

The blinds in Gil’s office are drawn. They block out all but slivers of pale white that cut through the room, wall to wall in perfectly even lines.

Isabel scans the wall for a light switch as Voronov strides into the room.

Armindas’ assistant hovers outside, hands clasped in front of her. She’s been put on watch duty. If the intent was to make Isabel and Voronov feel uncomfortable then Armindas is going to be disappointed.

Isabel finds the switch and flicks it on.

Voronov stops in the middle of the room and looks around. He looks over at Isabel, as if to say ‘well?’ Isabel shrugs and turns her attention to their surroundings.

The room itself is smaller than Armindas’, not as grandiose, but it’s super-sleek. It smells of air freshener and the worn scent of coffee. The entire left wall is floor-to-ceiling shelving, packed tight with books.

No seating areas. Just two chairs on the other side of Gil’s desk. A lamp hovers over the computer monitor, and when Isabel rounds the desk, there are Post-its stuck along the bottom of the screen. She ducks her head to read over the scrawled notes. Gil had a doctor’s handwriting. Which is to say, very beautiful but near illegible.

Post-its aside, Gil’s desk is neat. Everything in its place, pencils clustered together and sharpened to tidy points, black pens together, blue together. Everything has its place and even the mug that’s on the desk is washed and set upside down, gleaming under the light.

‘Tidy,’ Isabel says as she takes a closer look at the Post-its.

Voronov hums in agreement.

A few reminders that are nothing special. A phone number with what looks like an English area code, someone’s name scrawled beneath it. A neon green Post-it has a note relating to his wife; what looks like the name of a restaurant, along with a date and time a few weeks ahead. Celebratory dinner of some kind maybe. Isabel notes it down and looks at the last one.

HSL – 14.15 It’s followed by yesterday’s date and nothing else. Isabel plucks it away from the monitor and it unsticks loudly. Voronov comes to peer over her shoulder at it.

‘Yesterday?’

‘Hmm,’ Isabel says. ‘This was what we saw in his diary too, wasn’t it? What do you think?’

‘Wife didn’t mention anything. Neither did Armindas,’ Voronov says and shifts to block the assistant’s line of sight before taking the note from Isabel.

HSL. Someone’s initials? A place?

The day before, Mrs dos Santos’ depiction had been one of a happy marriage. Maybe it was happy because Gil was having additional needs met elsewhere. It happens. Or it could be something completely different. Maybe Julio Soares might know what it stands for. That would definitely be an interesting interrogation.

Voronov tucks the Post-it into his notebook. ‘Don’t think we’ll be able to look through much with the assistant watching us like a hawk,’ he mutters, glancing around. ‘And we’ll need a warrant for his computer.’

Isabel digs her thumb into her brow, pressing against the throb there. ‘Yeah. Let’s get out of here.’

The less time she has to spend in here, the better.


Chapter 13

‘Are you okay?’ Voronov asks.

Isabel glances over at him.

He’s got a thicker coat on today, the inside fleece turned out at the collar where it cradles his neck. His hands are easy on the wheel as he navigates the early morning traffic back into central Lisbon.

The rain has arrived, drops peppering the window and the roof of the car. Isabel wants to close her eyes and go to sleep. If she managed a full hour of sleep the previous night, she’d be surprised. Right now though, as the clouds open up and load down on the city, she finds herself wondering about the two strays and how they’ll fare. Neither dog had returned, or at least she hadn’t heard anything for the rest of the night. In her hurry to get ready and leave this morning, she’d forgotten to pop her head out of the window to see if at least the food was gone.

‘I’m fine,’ Isabel says.

‘Okay. These headaches you have, are they normal?’

She cuts a look at him.

Voronov calmly shifts gears as he coasts into another lane. ‘I understand it being none of my business, but at the very least I need to know if they’re bad enough that they’ll affect you while we’re out on the job.’

Isabel huffs. ‘It’s fine. It won’t hinder anything.’

Voronov’s silence is the equivalent of telling her she’s full of shit. And if he wasn’t maybe a little bit right, then she’d rake him over the coals for it; but the truth is that although she’s used to coping with the headaches, they’ve been off-kilter lately, and the way her Gift had leaked yesterday even while under the effect of the pill worries her too.

‘What did you think of Célia Armindas?’ he asks, breaking through her thoughts.

‘I think that she’s a smart lady with a cool head. She’s going to play her cards close to her chest, which doesn’t bode well for us – but hopefully we’ll be able to find enough pieces on our own.’

‘Maybe she’ll feel differently about talking to us once we have more to go on.’

‘Yes. There were a few moments in there where I felt something . . .’ she says, ‘no thoughts or anything, but a spike when we brought up Julio Soares. These are powerful people. She was nice enough today, but she’ll turn if we start getting in her face too much. I don’t want them to start talking about lawyers. They’ll block us and then we’ll have no room to move.’

‘When you say they, are you thinking about Julio Soares too?’

‘Oh, absolutely. And getting an appointment with him isn’t going to be easy. The Chief is going to love this.’

 

‘Julio Soares?’ the Chief asks.

‘Yes,’ Isabel says and winces when the Chief yanks a drawer open and pulls out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. She pops one of them between her lips, fiddling with the light to get a flame going long enough for it to catch. ‘Chief . . . you’re not supposed to smoke in here any more.’

The Chief keeps trying to light it. ‘Who’s going to report me, Reis?’

‘Not me.’ Isabel pushes up from her seat. ‘Anyway, I’m going to see if I can get something booked in with him sooner rather than later. If Julio is anything like his father, I don’t want to agitate him any more than necessary. Oh, hope it’s okay but I’m ducking out for a couple of hours, got a medical today. I’ll come straight back to the station after.’

‘Isabel.’

She stops, hand already on the door handle, cursing her shitty luck. ‘Yes?’

‘Voronov. Any thoughts so far?’

Isabel pauses, wondering how frank she should be. ‘It’s only the second day. I’d be lying if I said I feel comfortable with having him at my back given his history. I guess time will tell.’ Despite wanting to get the call to Soares out of the way, she turns to look at her boss. ‘I’m curious as to why him of all people, what with his record and all the rumours.’ She kind of expects to be told to fuck off.

The Chief gives her a sober look. ‘Because I don’t think the rumours about him are true.’

Isabel’s not sure what to say to that.

They’ll have to wait and see.


Chapter 14

The day has turned sunny and sharp and the tourists are out in full force.

The emotions that drift towards Isabel aren’t too intrusive; pure bubbles of excitement tinged with anxiety here and there, but nothing more than that. Isabel breathes a sigh of relief. She was feeling oversensitive from the headache that plagued her all night. Emotions she can handle; as long as their thoughts stay out of her head right now, then she’s good.

The pill always brings with it a sense of claustrophobia, as if she’s choking off a part of herself. In a way, she is – it’s a form of walling a part of herself in, a reminder that what she does to keep her power manageable isn’t the natural way of things. But right now, having the barrier it provides in place is the only thing allowing her to get through her morning. Even if she’s going to pay for it anyway. A vicious circle.

Isabel stops for a coffee and her eye catches on the newspapers displayed on the nearby kiosk. She grabs her drink and heads over.

‘Bom dia,’ she says, and reaches for the newspaper, fishing out a euro from her pocket. ‘’Brigada.’

The man tips his head to her. ‘Have a good day, menina.’

Isabel doesn’t look at it until she’s on the metro and by then she thinks she shouldn’t have bothered paying for it – she can see the same headline staring at her from all around the carriage. Despite the protection of the pill being in place, she pushes her natural walls higher, just in case, brow puckering with the effort. She glances down at her own paper as it shakes and shivers with the movement of the metro.

 

DR GIL DOS SANTOS, HEAD OF NATIONAL

TESTING INSTITUTE, DIES IN ACCIDENT

UNDER INVESTIGATION BY POLÍCIA JUDICIÁRIA.

 

‘Well, that didn’t take long,’ Isabel mutters and scans the rest of the article briefly to see if anything else has made it on there, but luckily no one’s managed to get a hold of hers or Voronov’s names yet.

That should improve the Chief’s mood.

Isabel tucks the paper under her arm and closes her eyes, breathing out.

 

The clinic is quiet when Isabel walks in. It’s mid-afternoon and there are a few people sitting in the waiting room, some flicking through magazines. A couple of older ladies have their romance novellas out for the wait.

The receptionist, a young woman called Susana, looks up from the computer and smiles at her in recognition.

‘Inspector Reis, how are you? It’s been a while since we’ve seen you.’

Isabel smiles back. She’s always liked Susana. ‘Thanks Susana, I’m doing well. What about you? They made you the boss of this whole thing yet?’

Susana laughs. ‘Not yet,’ she says, wry. ‘Though you’d never guess if you saw what I do around here.’

‘I have,’ Isabel says, ‘and I believe you. Is Michael busy today?’

Susana glances down at the computer. ‘He’s booked up, but he should be on break right now.’

‘Should I call ahead and come back some other time?’ Isabel doesn’t relish the idea of going back to work like this, but she might not have a choice.

‘No,’ Susana says, ‘go ahead. I’ll buzz him to let him know you’re on your way.’

‘But if he’s on break—’

Susana waves that away. ‘You know he always makes time for you.’

Yeah. Isabel forces a smile to her face.

When she gets up to Michael’s floor, he’s already at the door, waiting for her.

Michael Campos, Isabel’s personal doctor. Also, her ex-boyfriend of two years.

His effect is instant, her body becoming stiff in her awareness. She can’t be at ease in his presence. Not any more. If she had a choice, she wouldn’t be here at all. He’s in his white doctor’s coat. He’s not much taller than her, short and messy light brown hair, large hazel eyes and dimples that flicker gently as his eyes light on her.

‘Hey,’ he says, and waits at the door until Isabel reaches him, hand warm on her upper arm as he leans in to kiss her on either cheek.

Isabel stands there, awkward and wanting to step away but not wanting to be rude. Although the break-up hadn’t been pretty, they hadn’t walked away hating each other either. It had been two years. They’d now been apart as long as they’d been together.

‘Hi,’ she says, stepping in when he moves back, ‘sorry to come in without calling.’ Her gaze flicks over the desk that sits by the windows and at the half-eaten sandwich on it.

Michael closes the door behind her. ‘I don’t mind.’

Isabel doesn’t comment, going to one of the chairs on the other side of the desk that Michael keeps for his visitors and patients.

‘It’s not like you though,’ he says, going around to his side and sitting down, ‘are you okay?’

Isabel eases back in her chair. ‘Yeah. I have a bit of a situation happening. I don’t think S3 is working as it should.’

She takes him through it all, explains that her dosage is up to three or four pills a day and about the crushing headaches, how they’d been manageable before but that now they’re even bad enough that her partner has started to pick up on them. ‘I can’t have people at work thinking I’m not okay. You know that’s a dangerous situation for me.’

‘No, of course not.’ He leans forward on the desk, eyes tracking her face, concern clear there. ‘Are there any other symptoms? How bad are the headaches?’

She takes a deep breath and shrugs. ‘Six on a good day. Mostly a seven.’ She’s learned to function through it. ‘It’s not tamping down my Gift like it was before. And HR is on to the Chief about my retesting.’

He nods and stands up, tugging at the stethoscope around his neck. ‘All right, we’ll do some quick checks and make sure it’s not something else throwing the S3 out of whack.’

‘Okay.’

‘You’ll need to lose the coat.’

Isabel turns her face away as she shrugs out of it, irritated that she has to be here at all.

‘Are you taking anything for the pain?’

‘Aspirin, but it doesn’t work.’

‘I’ll ask Susana to schedule in a retesting to make sure it’s on file in case anyone comes sniffing around.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Can you face me for a bit?’

Isabel hates this part, but stays still while he shines a light in her eyes and checks her ears, manages not to fidget when he takes her wrist in his hand for her pulse.

‘I’ll need to listen, now,’ he says, touching the stethoscope.

Isabel twists in the chair and stares at a point over his head as he lowers himself in front of her, fitting the earpieces of the stethoscope into his ears. She braces herself and lifts up her top.

The stethoscope is cold when it presses against the bare skin of her chest. She ignores it, focusing on his quiet instructions on her breathing. Then she stands so he can put it to her back. The cold air makes the hairs on her back rise, she can feel the sensation. He’s too close. She can feel the heat emanating from him and for a moment, she thinks she feels him breathing against her hair and instinctively pushes her walls higher.

‘All right . . .’

Isabel steps away and tugs her top back down. She sits down and starts rolling up her sleeve without making eye contact. When she sticks her arm out and he doesn’t automatically move to take her blood pressure, she forces herself to look at him again.

He’s already turning away from her though, jaw locked tight.

‘So. You have a partner now?’ he asks, getting the cuff out and wrapping it around her arm. ‘When did this happen?’

Isabel shrugs. ‘I’ve just been paired up with him for a new case. Don’t know if the Chief wants us to keep working together after that.’

‘Do you get along with him?’

Surprised by the question, she looks at him. ‘It’s early days.’

Michael nods and starts the pumping. She feels the cuff tightening on her arm. ‘And he’s okay about you being Gifted?’

She thinks about the Chief and can’t help smiling. ‘I suppose he’s getting as much choice in the matter as I am. Whether he has an issue with me being Gifted, well he hasn’t shown it yet.’

When she looks back at him, Michael is watching her with a peculiar expression.

‘Okay, I think we’re good with this.’ He unwraps the cuff and tugs it off.

Isabel rubs at the spot where the cuff had been, trying to get rid of the sensation of tightness still on her skin before rolling down her sleeve.

‘Have you spoken to your sister lately?’

Isabel pauses in shrugging her coat back on and frowns. ‘Rita? Why?’

Michael puts everything away and shrugs his shoulders.

‘You’ve been talking to Rita?’ she asks, unsure of what she’s feeling.

‘We’ve bumped into each other a couple of times,’ he says and sits back down, scribbling something down on a notepad that already looks filled with other little notes.

‘No. I haven’t seen her in a while. I’ve been busy.’

‘Right. Work.’

It’s the way he says it.

It brings with it echoes of bitter silence and passive-aggressive doors shutting in the quiet of her apartment.

And this is part of why they were here, like this. Too many scenarios like this one, as well as his inability to understand that sometimes she needed to be alone. To breathe and not have someone else’s thoughts pouring into her head in the middle of the night. He’d always taken it so personally. Her work, her need to have a day off from everything and everyone. Attempting to explain had always ended up in these silences.

Imagine if he knew just how clearly she could hear him in those moments when her wards slipped and there was no pill to keep his thoughts out.

‘Look, I’m clearly taking up your time. What should I do about this?’ she says, getting to her feet and tapping her head.

Michael doesn’t look up. ‘Your vitals seem normal. If anything, you just seem tired. I want you to keep a diary for me of the headaches. Jot down your log times for the S3 and the times the headaches start, when they intensify, when they calm down, when they go away.’

‘Okay.’

‘We might have to mess around with your dosage. I don’t want you taking more than you have to.’

‘Okay. Are we changing it right away or . . .?’

‘Let’s give this two weeks. Come back then, we’ll look at your log and see what we can do. But if it gets worse, don’t wait, just come back. It might be a bit risky, but if we have to, I can arrange for off-the-record tests.’

‘All right. Thanks. I know—well. Anyway, thanks. I’ll let you get back to your lunch.’

Michael nods and leans back in his chair, watching her walk to the door. ‘It was really good seeing you, Isa.’

Her mouth tightens at the nickname. ‘You too, Michael.’ She doesn’t look back again as she leaves.


Chapter 15

When Isabel gets back to the station and the case room, she finds Voronov sitting in her chair and rifling through papers.

‘What’s up?’ Isabel tosses her bag under her desk, motioning for Voronov to lean forward so she can drape her coat on the back of the chair. She casts her eyes over what he’s looking through and relaxes when she recognises them as the little documentation they have so far.

‘We’ve had a witness come forward. The owner of the bag. Carla got her settled in interview room three, sweet-talked her into waiting to speak to us.’

Isabel’s mouth forms a small O of surprise. She hadn’t expected anyone to come forward. Despite the constant pressure of her headache, curiosity gives her some much-needed energy as they head to the interview room.

 

Luisa Delgado is a curvy young woman in a flattering yellow dress that clashes with the weather outside. She tucks her brown hair behind her ear as her gaze darts from Isabel to Voronov. She’s got her bag back already and is clutching it to her chest like they might yank it out of her hands again. The coffee she either requested or was offered sits on the table in front of her, still full.

‘I’m Inspector Isabel, this is my partner Inspector Voronov, thank you for your patience. We really appreciate you taking the time to speak to us.’ Isabel holds out a hand and continues speaking as Luisa starts to reach out to shake it. ‘I want to make you aware that I’m Gifted, but please, understand that I’ll respect your boundaries. I gain nothing from something that is not freely given in this scenario.’

Despite her words, there’s a hesitation on Luisa’s part before she forces a tight smile to her face and shakes Isabel’s hand.

Isabel wasn’t lying when she told Luisa she wouldn’t poke into her head, but she isn’t above using the short contact to get a deeper read on the woman’s emotions. Nervous. Uncomfortable. Luisa doesn’t want to be here.

Not unusual for people who aren’t used to being in a police station. It never helps when a short trip where you just expected to grab your bag and leave turns into being asked to wait and interviewed as a witness. Probably the last thing this woman had wanted.

‘Miss Delgado,’ Voronov says reaching across the desk too.

‘Are you also Gifted?’ Luisa asks.

‘No, I’m classified as Regular.’

Luisa nods but doesn’t say anything else.

‘Miss Delgado – or would you prefer Luisa?’

‘Luisa is fine, thank you.’

‘No problem. Luisa, we’ll be quick. We understand that you were sitting near the victim during the incident that occurred early yesterday morning at Gare do Oriente.’

‘I was by the window,’ Luisa says.

‘Okay. Did you notice anything out of sorts before the incident took place? Anything that seemed strange to you?’

‘No. I had my earphones in. I didn’t realise anything was happening until the young man got up to try to subdue him.’

‘You didn’t by any chance see the victim take anything? Drink anything or use any kind of substance?’

Luisa shakes her head.

‘May I ask where you were headed?’

‘It was my day off. I work at a bank in Lisbon. I’m a manager there. Days off are a little scarce right now. I was going to spend the time with some friends who live in Coimbra.’

‘Luisa,’ Voronov says, scooting forward in his chair. His voice is kind and the frosty blue of his eyes seems to warm. ‘What happened after the incident? You weren’t with the other witnesses.’

Luisa swallows and starts fiddling with her bag handle. ‘I panicked. When the other young man started to try and hold him back, the train was still on the platform and I ran. I didn’t even realise I didn’t have my bag until I tried to get a cab home. I had my phone in my coat pocket and I contacted my boyfriend to pick me up. Luckily, he was in the city and came to get me right away. I’m sorry I didn’t come forward,’ she looks from one of them to the other, ‘but I really didn’t see anything suspicious before . . . before.’

‘Of course. Luisa, can I ask you one more thing?’

Luisa’s grip on the bag tightens but she motions for Isabel to go ahead.

‘Normally in that kind of scenario it’s hard to remember everything in detail. Things can get quite confusing and what we’re able to recall isn’t always accurate. It’s the same for everyone. Our mind does what it has to do to cope with the situation. Would you be open to letting me look at your memory of that morning? It’d be helpful to us, I could maybe spot something that’s buried just a little deeper than what your mind picks up when it’s remembering.’

Luisa’s face pales and she sits back from them. ‘I’m really sorry’ – she licks her lips and shakes her head – ‘but I don’t think I can do that.’

Damn it. ‘That’s fine too, I understand. But if you change your mind, please contact me. Memories get fainter with time, so it’d be useful to take a look as soon as possible. But as I’ve said, we won’t force you, of course. It’s completely up to you.’ Isabel pulls a card out of her pocket and hands it over. ‘This is my contact number, both at the station and also my working phone. It’s always on me, so if you remember anything, have any questions or change your mind, feel free to contact me on those numbers okay?’

Luisa takes the card from Isabel’s fingers and shoves it into her pocket. ‘Thank you, I will.’

Voronov stands when Luisa does. ‘I’ll show you to reception so we can get you signed out.’

‘Thank you,’ Luisa says, then, giving Isabel another one of her nervous smiles, ‘thank you again, Inspector.’

Isabel nods at her and meets Voronov’s eyes before he opens the door and leads her out.

As soon as Isabel senses they’re out of earshot, she groans and rests her head on the table. She’d been hoping for a little more from that. Their meeting with Armindas earlier that morning hadn’t produced as much as she’d hoped either. They know Gil was headed to a morning presentation with the European Gifted Union. They know that Célia Armindas had spoken to him the night before but experienced nothing out of the ordinary. But that spike of emotion during their interview with her hadn’t felt normal and had left Isabel wanting to pick at it a little more. And then they have HSL at 14.15 and that Julio Soares was possibly the last person to speak to Gil alive.

One of those has to bear fruit.

A rap on the door makes her look up. Daniel’s leaning against the doorframe. ‘Some good news for you.’

‘Really?’ She sits up.

‘The witness didn’t pan out?’

‘Couldn’t wait to get out of here.’

‘Isn’t that most people who come in?’

‘True. Anyway, what is it?’ Isabel stands and tucks the chair back in. No point staying here.

Daniel walks out with her. ‘Julio Soares’ PA got back to us. You guys have a date with him tonight.’

Isabel stops. ‘Tonight?’

‘Yes. Apparently, there’s some kind of a fundraiser function he’s attending. His diary is booked up for the rest of this week and next week so this is the only point where he can fit you guys in. Try to get there early. He made sure to stress that he wants to get this over and done with before his speech.’

Isabel rolls her eyes. ‘Of course he does.’


Chapter 16

The event turns out to be not too far from the police station.

The university’s Social Sciences and Humanities building is still fairly new, and boasts one of the best rankings in Europe. Its glass front that would normally allow a visitor to see into the building shows nothing but the reflection of the setting sun.

It takes Isabel and Voronov fifteen minutes to find a parking spot among all the BMWs and Mercedes. The place is littered with luxury cars there for the charity event.

‘Looks like it’ll be a bit high-profile,’ Isabel says.

‘Looks like,’ Voronov says.

The reception area is empty apart from the security guard. He’s dressed sharp; suit black and bow tie neat and stiff at his neck. He must have been employed just for the event, Isabel thinks. She doubts that the university generally employs people to stand at the door and bow people into the building. He opens his mouth, and then shuts it again when they show him their badges.

‘Have a good day, Inspectors,’ the guard says and steps aside, holding open the door.

Right at the entrance, there’s a huge A3 programme on fancy paper with fancy writing, detailing the times and the names of speakers and other entertainment. The first speaker is scheduled for 6.30 p.m.; in about fifteen minutes.

We’re going to stand out like a sore thumb, Isabel thinks. Going by all the cars outside, this is probably nothing less than a black-tie event.

‘And to think, I have a new dress sitting in my wardrobe that would’ve been perfect for this occasion,’ she says, tone dry as flaking paint.

Voronov snickers but doesn’t say anything as they ascend the steps, following the helpful arrows telling them where the ball is taking place. ‘Maybe next time,’ he says.

They’re not even halfway up the stairs when the thoughts start to batter against her wall. She can feel the protection provided by the pill creaking under the weight of them. Too many people, too many thoughts in one place. Maybe a few months ago she wouldn’t have felt a thing after taking the pill, would have been sealed off from all the thoughts around her, but now she can feel it strain. It’s as if she’s standing at a door between her and all these thoughts, hands pressed to its surface, and against her palms, where she once would have felt nothing, the door vibrates under her fingertips with the thrum of all the voices clamouring to flood in.

She knew they were going to be in a place packed to the gills, but it’s not like she can pop a pill every hour, not if she wants to remain a functional human being. Isabel stops at the top of the stairs and takes a moment, closing her eyes and centring herself. In her mind’s eye, she’s standing, bare feet digging into warm sand, on an island only large enough for one. That island is surrounded by nothing more than green-blue waves and a velvet black sky.

A touch to her elbow makes her blink back into the room.

Voronov is looking down at her, a crease on his forehead. ‘Are you all right?’ He drops his hand from her arm.

Isabel nods and taps her temple. ‘Sometimes it’s better to take a moment to prepare before going into a room like that,’ she says, jerking her chin in the direction of the noise and music that’s now humming along the corridor.

Voronov doesn’t say anything for a moment. ‘Is there anything you need me to do?’

Isabel glances at him. She hadn’t been expecting any gesture of support. Yes, he’s her partner but as far as Isabel is concerned, she is still watching out for her own back. And there’s a long way to go before she even feels comfortable considering trusting this man, with his history.

She shakes her head. ‘No, thanks. I’ll be fine. But I think, once we locate Julio Soares,’ she says, considering, ‘it might be a good idea for you to take the lead.’

He tilts his head in question.

‘He might be more forthcoming if he’s not being questioned by a Gifted inspector.’ She’s fully expecting to meet with hostility the second she shows him her ID.

‘All right, I have no problem with that.’

The main event is in a large hall that looks as modern as the building’s exterior. They’ve built in a temporary stage where the band is situated. The music is slow jazz. There’s a microphone stand too, but at the moment the space in front of it is empty. A woman in a sweeping black dress and a man in a tux stand off to one side, speaking to each other. They’ve both got large cards in their hands. They’re probably the masters of ceremonies for the night.

Men and women in crisp white blazers cut through the swarm of people here and there, drinks and canapés balanced perfectly as they circle the room.

‘Hmm. This won’t be a quick find,’ Isabel mutters. Now that she’s in the room, she can feel the walls of her defence shake under the onslaught. She can’t hear their thoughts. Not yet. But she can feel them. It’s not unlike a stampede. The vibrations of it are there underfoot.

‘Should we split up?’ Voronov asks.

‘Yes, I’ll call you if I find him.’

He moves off in the opposite direction, tall form disappearing quickly into the crowd.

Isabel braces herself and does the same.

The close proximity of so many people makes her grit her teeth, but Isabel forges on, keeping her face blank as her eyes do a sweep of every face she sees, trying to pinpoint where the man they’re looking for might be. She’s seen a photo of him. A quick search of the university website had turned up a picture, which she and Voronov had agreed would do the job.

Professor Julio Soares, well known not just for his politician father but also for the strides he’s made working in partnership with NTI and his research work in the Gifted field. There is an entire section on the university website dedicated to his achievements. It’s an impressive work history for someone only in their early forties. Useful.

Isabel picks up conversations here and there as she squeezes past people, paying attention to anything that might be of use.

The music continues, mixing in with the buzz of a hundred conversations happening at the same time. Isabel can feel the pressure of all the thoughts swirling in the room, the way they crowd around her, butting up against her walls looking for a crack to slip through.

Isabel’s been circling for a few minutes when the song ends. There’s a brief vacuum of silence before the rush of applause swallows it whole. The woman who had been at the side of the stage is now standing in front of the mic. She’s wearing a big red smile, clapping too despite the cards she’s holding. Her salt and pepper hair is swept to the side in an elegant up-do, her long neck draped in a glittering necklace.

‘Thank you, thank you, don’t we have
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