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WATCHED

“You always like to spy on girls while they sleep?” Iris asked the darkness. The shadow moved and walked toward the pen.

“I’m sorry,” said the man, quiet. “But I was only trying to help. You shouldn’t be here. Not like this.”

“And you’re my protector?” Iris tilted her head. “I can take care of myself.”

She thought he smiled. “I guess that means you’re bulletproof then. Nice talent to have.”

“Yeah,” she replied, standing. “I’m remarkable that way.”

He was lean, with broad shoulders and narrow hips, garbed in clothes with dark clean lines that looked highly tailored and expensive. Good taste, if nothing else. A man who was primed and ready for a night in a high-end yuppie club, a martini—shaken, not stirred—in his large elegant hand.



“A lover doesn‘t figure the odds.”
—Rumi (1207–1273)




CHAPTER ONE

The package sat on the damp concrete of the Jakarta alley for almost thirty minutes before anyone inside the warung food stall made an attempt to retrieve it. Smaller than a lunchbox, brown, and completely unassuming, placed just beside a stack of dirty pans that no one inside the plastic tent felt like washing, it was passed over, ignored, and forgotten by everyone except Blue. A fact that made him very uneasy.

It was the rainy season—miserable and humid, the damp only worsening the terrible suffocating heat inside the tumbling slums of Indonesia’s capital. No cool showers, just dirty water hurtling from the sky in terrible sheets, pounding the blue tarp roof and tied-down walls of this transient eatery—here today, gone tomorrow, to another alley or parking lot or street corner; the tables at which Blue and others sat would be easy to fold and load into the three-wheeled cart parked behind the portable stove at the back of the tent. The owner, a thickset woman only a shade browner than Blue, worked furiously over a cutting board, wielding her cleaver in hard bursts of frantic chopping. No knife fights with her; Blue knew who would win.

He also knew better than to complain about the food. Easier just to ignore the paper plate of nasi goreng sitting in front of him. The fried rice was too greasy, the shreds of chicken unquestionably raw. Blue had an iron gut—which was currently growling and hungry—but no time for stupid risks like making himself sick on a toilet. If he could even find a toilet. His hotel was on the far side of town, a fine and glittering oasis just begging for his return. Cold air, cold showers, cold bottled water …

Stop it. Get your head in the game. You didn’t come here for a vacation.

Right. Because if Blue had wanted a break he would be in Colorado on some mountain, sitting his ass down on a cliff to watch the sun dip low on an empty, silent world, instead of here now in Jakarta, surrounded by thirteen million people scratching out an existence in an impoverished city that teetered constantly on the edge of racial and religious unrest. And he would not be sitting in a dirty transient café, sweating, filthy and tired, risking his life, his sanity, for just one glimpse of a quite possibly fruitless clue, some connection that would finally set him upon the path of a man who needed to die.

Yeah. All in a day’s work. Too bad he had a conscience. Even worse that he was in a position to follow his conscience. Being a good person was a hell of a hard way to live, though he could not truly complain. He had chosen this life for himself, after all. And as an agent of Dirk & Steele, he had the resources and skills to go where others could not—to be an asshole of mighty proportions when the bad guys got out of hand. No trading that privilege for the entire world.

Like now, when he was so close. It had taken money and patience for Blue to cultivate his current network of informants; the latest had given him the time and date of a drop-off—promised that it would be a special delivery, straight to the hand of the big bad man himself.

Plastic rattled; Blue tilted his chin, and from the corner of his eye watched as a woman ducked into the tent, rain dripping from her face. His breath caught when he saw her—she was just that unexpected: a tall drink of water, leggy, wearing a sweat-soaked tank that showed off her sinewy arms, smooth skin tanned to a deep gold that was almost as rich a color as her short blond hair. Large sunglasses obscured most of her face, which was strikingly angular and sharp. A little too sharp for his taste—far too hard—but oh, what a body. She stood out in this crowd—and that was a problem.

It was damned hard not to stare as the woman passed his table, but self-preservation limited Blue to nothing but a quick glimpse. That was more than enough to revise his first impression. From a distance he had guessed she was in her thirties; up close, he saw the wrinkles around the blonde’s mouth, the leather of her taut skin, the streak of silver hiding in her hair. Fifties, maybe. A really great fifty.

She took a seat near the food cart, easing gracefully onto a collapsible plastic stool that wobbled on the uneven alley concrete. Her pants were loose, her feet clad in sandals. She acted too confident to be a mere tourist, but her clothing was inappropriate for the locale; Indonesia was predominantly Muslim, and though Jakarta claimed to be cosmopolitan, women—foreign and local—were encouraged to be … modest.

But the woman seated in front of Blue did not appear concerned, and not one of the men in the warung paid her the slightest attention. Again, odd. Besides himself, the woman was the first foreigner Blue had seen on this side of town all morning, and in this area, with her looking the way she did, people would have almost no choice but to stare. No way around it. Hell, even he got looks, and he was trying to blend in.

So she lives here. The people are used to seeing her.

Or perhaps Blue was paranoid for a good reason.

The woman did not look at the menu written in permanent marker on the tarp behind her; she simply sat drumming her fingers on the table. She did not speak; nor did she appear to make eye contact with anyone inside the warung. Yet, less than a minute after her arrival, the elderly owner of the food stall delivered a glass of teh talua, yellow with egg yolk and batter and sugar. The blonde woman did not thank her. She did not smile. She did not pay. She picked up the glass and tossed back the drink in one long swallow.

A painfully skinny boy dressed in shorts and nothing else ducked around the back end of the tent. He was soaked, dripping—but the owner, who had gone back to her cutting board, did not spare him a glance. Instead, her gaze flicked to the blonde, whose fingers still drummed, unpainted nails click-click-clicking on the plastic, like a drumbeat to a song.

Same as the blonde, the boy did not speak or place an order. He stepped near the dirty pans—careful, hesitant, his bare foot nudging the brown paper package. Testing the waters. Blue did not react. No reason—not yet, not until he was sure. The hunt had already been difficult enough without mistakes; he could not afford impatience, haste.

But Blue’s hand was forced all the same. The boy kicked out his foot, the package popped into the air, and quickly, almost a blur, he caught it in his small palm and turned on his toes, whirling like a dancer on the run, and Blue thought, Good, that’s good, kid. You run. Run, run, run. All the way to your boss.

And the boy did. For all of two seconds. The elderly owner of the warung, who up until that moment had completely ignored him, stepped out from behind her workstation and slapped the flat of her cleaver against the boy’s chest, spraying garlic and onion as she stopped him cold. The child cried out, staggering backward …

… right into the blonde, who’d shot up from her stool, moving with incredible speed across the small confines of the warung to catch the boy as he fell away from the cleaver. He tried to escape her touch—moved like it burned—but she held on tight. The boy cowered, staring up into her sharp, tan face with his eyes rolling white, mouth all twisted like he was ready to scream or cry.

The woman’s lips moved. Blue could not hear her voice, but the child dropped the package into her outstretched palm and shuddered. Game up, game over.

Blue got ready to move, but the woman did not hurt the boy. She pushed him away—a shove toward the fluttering plastic exit—and the spindly child ran as if death were on his heels, a big, bad death, and Blue thought he just might be right.

He did not allow his gaze to track the child. He watched the woman instead, studying with new eyes the lines of her body, checking for any bulges beneath her clothing that might be something other than muscle or bone. The woman saw him watching and tilted her head. A smile played along her lips and it was sharp like her face, with just a hint of teeth. Blue did not allow his gaze to falter, but all around him he felt movement: men sliding quietly from their seats, sidling away from tables and unfinished food, slipping like ghosts from the damp shadows of the warung.

Time for the reckoning. Blue did not blame them for not wanting to stick around. He wanted to run like hell. Run far and hard, away from the nightmare of this place that had already sunk too deep into his skin—like a tattoo, like the worst kind of mark on his soul. The things he had seen in this city, the things he had seen that had brought him here …

The woman did not approach Blue, but she held up the small brown package, perching it on the tips of her fingers. Her nails were extraordinarily long.

“So,” she said, in a voice that was softer than her face, with a gentle lilting accent that Blue could not quite place. “You thought this was cleverness, yes? You, here, tracking this small bit of nothing?”

“I suppose,” Blue said. He was alone now. Even the warung’s old owner had disappeared, though her cleaver now rested on the work surface directly to the woman’s right. Blue thought of his pistol, holstered at the small of his back. He was not comforted.

You should be. Forget the gun. You could stop her heart if you wanted to. Just one thought, and dead, gone.

Not that he would ever really let himself consider that possibility.

The woman tossed the package to Blue. He caught it with one hand, but it was heavier than he expected, and he had to fumble to keep from dropping it. The woman laughed—again, soft, oh, so gentle—and said, “Did you really think we would not notice that someone was making inquiries? Did you truly believe we would lead you to our employer or send anything of importance to this place, knowing that you were tracking us?”

“I’m losing my touch,” Blue said, staring into her sunglasses, fighting for his poker face. He set the package on the table. “I wasn’t always this obvious.”

“Perhaps,” said the woman. “But I am very good at my job.”

“Protecting an animal. You know what Santoso does, how his entire family makes their fortune.”

“Flesh.” The woman’s smile did not fade, but it turned brittle. “Flesh and blood and the sale of such things. Yes, I know.”

She unzipped the bag hanging at her side. As she lowered her head, Blue glimpsed a hint of the eyes beneath the rim of her sunglasses. Large, full of shadows. Maybe beautiful, maybe not. It did not matter either way.

“I believe this is what you think you are looking for.” The blonde removed a small steel canister from her bag. It was just a little larger than her hand, and almost the same size around. A digital display blinked at one end. Like she had with the little brown package, she perched it on the tips of her fingers like a jewel or bauble. Blue wondered just how strong her hands were.

Strong enough to hurt you, he told himself, and let down his mental shields. Just a crack, a fracture, a tear inside his head—

—and the city roared through his mind, dripping with power, razing his skull with hard currents as every surge of electricity within a half-mile radius touched him for one brief, blazing moment. An old pain which was part of his gift: Blue’s ability to control electronic devices simply by focusing his thoughts.

He bit the inside of his cheek, tasting blood, and that was enough to keep him from being overwhelmed by the initial rush of power. He rode the fire of Jakarta’s electronic soul, feeling the burn in his buzzing bones, and though the pain dulled to a simmer, a stream of cold sweat broke out between his shoulders, and he wondered—don’t look back, do your job, live for now or nothing—how long he could keep doing this and stay sane, whole, healthy—because the heart ran on electricity, too, and one day his was going to give the hell out.

Blue focused on the canister. He sent his mind through its metal surface, sinking into that place where his eyes could not follow, searching electronics, tasting voltage, the thrum of heat in current and wires, and there—familiar—he found the pump, the heartbeat, and he imagined fluids sloshing, hypothermic perfusion sending that chemical solution into the central chamber like blood, and by God, it was small—the smallest such device on the private market, easy to mistake for a bomb.

Blue had seen something similar only once before: in an illegal backwater operating room in Cairo, where a small boy lay near death on a kitchen table while some butcher with a medical degree removed both his kidneys. And there, a transport container like this one, or its larger cousin, had been the first and only clue that had brought Blue on a hunt around the world. Something so distinctively ingenious could be designed by only a handful of people. Parts, too, had to be bought. Manufacturers hired. Paid.

So. Three months searching, requiring long trips overseas, tapping wires, conducting surveillance, bribing people to talk face-to-face. Blue’s own private mission—and only because he could not stand to see such terrible arrogance, such blatant cruelty—could not bear to stand by when it reminded him so much of his own flesh and blood.

His diligence had paid off, though, leading him straight to Santoso Rahardjo, the richest man in Indonesia. So rich, in fact, that his family owned the national bank. And, by extension, the government.

Which was exactly why, against the better wishes of his boss, Blue had come here without a partner. Too dangerous. More than one foreign man asking questions would certainly draw attention.

Although, apparently, Blue had managed to do that just fine on his own.

So why am I still walking free? It would be easy enough to bribe the police to arrest me, to haul my ass down to some prison where an inmate could stick a knife into my gut the moment I step into a cell. Problem solved. No more questions asked. At least, not by me.

Though the other agents at Dirk & Steele would certainly take matters into their own hands. They would swarm like a sign of the Apocalypse, because hell had no fury like gun-wielding psychics pissed off and hungry for revenge. Not where his friends were concerned.

God. He loved his life.

“What you think you are looking for,” Blue repeated, the memory of the woman’s soft voice distracting him from his mental search of the canister. “Carefully chosen words.”

The blonde smiled and, in an astonishing show of agility, twirled the canister on the tips of her fingers like a basketball. She walked toward him as she played with the transport device, and Blue fought the distraction of spinning steel, keeping his focus on her face, on her free hand, which hung close to the open mouth of her bag. He stood slowly from his stool and stepped back, placing the table between himself and the woman. Her smile widened.

“You act as though I am dangerous,” she said, the canister still dancing over her fingers. It looked as if it were floating, but Blue could feel the faint charge between her skin and the steel. No magic, no telekinesis. Nothing more than impossible reflexes.

Blue did not return her smile. The woman stopped at the edge of the table and placed the canister back into her bag. She pulled the zipper tight and let her hands hang loose and empty at her sides. Sweat glistened over her skin, softening the hard lines of muscle. A burst of wind cut through the warung, shaking the plastic tarp, making her tank top cling even tighter to her perfect body. Blue watched a strand of silver hair touch the corner of her mouth.

“You want me,” said the woman. “I can see it in your eyes.”

“I’m a man,” replied Blue. “But don’t mistake attraction for action. Or trust.”

“Oh, never.” Her smile faded, her gaze flickering to the brown package sitting between them on the table. Blue spread his focus, widening the crack in his shield, and was not entirely surprised to find an electric current hidden beneath the simple paper wrapping. He had anticipated another kind of transport device. Only, after a moment, he realized this felt slightly different. Less complex than that canister again resting snugly inside the woman’s bag. Less complex but more dangerous. Blue’s breath caught.

“You see,” said the woman, narrowing her eyes as she backed away. “I knew you would. Consider it my gift to you. My warning.”

Blue watched her turn slowly, as if the air around them were thick as tar, as if she were begging for capture, and though he wanted to follow, to run and run and never mind the questions and answers or that enigmatic smile, he did not. He watched the woman disappear around the wrinkled tarp and closed his eyes, closed them tight, and threw his mind into the device in front of him.

The bomb was easy to disarm. No remote. All it required was a simple disruption of electricity into the timer. Nothing that Blue had not done a thousand times before during his stint in the navy. Nothing that should have been a real threat, given his skill with electronics.

Only this time, something still felt wrong.

He opened his mind wider, casting out his senses, searching hard for another trace, a whisper of dangerous currents, but there was too much around him—cell phones, televisions, cars, radios, power lines, even human bodies—and his mind drowned in the sensations. His bones rattled with them. Blue turned—

He felt the explosion inside his head before the blast wave hit him. His feet left the ground. He learned how to fly.

Later, Blue remembered screaming. He remembered the scent of smoke and blood and, somewhere near, a child wailing as if its heart were breaking, broken, gone. He remembered sirens, shouts, the sensation of needles in his arms. Another voice, a woman’s voice, soft and gentle.

He also remembered guilt.

But that was later. Blue slipped away and lost track of his life.

The world changed. Blue felt the difference while still unconscious, trapped inside his dreams—dreams that were unending, a plague upon his soul, which tossed and turned inside his body, fighting to crawl from his flesh. He did not want to stay in darkness. He did not want to see what his memories showed him again and again. But he was slow to wake. A sluggish process, a struggle into awareness.

He noticed his skin first, because he felt movement on it—gentle, a warm breeze maybe—and he heard the rustle of leaves, smelled flowers and ocean salt and vanilla bean. At first he thought those scents and sensations were part of another dream, but only because they were quiet, removed, deliciously low-tech. Nothing electric touched his mind. And that, in this day and age, was quite unnatural.

Blue opened his eyes. A white canvas ceiling stretched above him, shadows flickering on its pale surface. He stared, orienting himself, trying to remember—Why this? Where am I?—and he heard paper rustle.

His gaze slid left, and images passed through his brain—flapping blue tarps, rickety tables, sweaty men—as he looked at a long wooden table covered in thick white candles, backpacks overflowing with bottles of water and food. Again he heard a rustle, this time of cloth, and he looked past the table and flickering points of flame at … a woman in sunglasses, sharp, with—No. Not her. But blond hair, yes. Blond hair that framed a lovely round face, a face he recognized. Blue felt a laugh rise up his throat, though the only sound he made was a dry croak.

“Dela,” he said. Delilah Reese. Artist, weaponsmith, best friend, and one hell of a woman. What a sight for sore eyes. Her hair had grown out, and her clothing hung dark and loose. Bands of leather covered her forearms; steel glittered. Throwing knives.

She grabbed a bottle of water before approaching his bed and held it to his mouth. Blue was not quite certain he was not thirsty, but at that first touch of water to his lips he felt the cracks, tasted the blood, the dry thickness of his tongue and throat, and latched on like a baby, gulping down great painful swallows. Dela reached under his head, cradling him close and steady as he drank the entire bottle.

“You want more?” She shook the last drop into his mouth. Blue glanced past her and saw mosquito netting instead of walls; beyond, darkness.

“No.” He tried to wipe his face. His arm worked, barely. His muscles felt weak. He also had a short beard, which was a shock. “What happened to me? And why are you here?” Why, when Dela and her family were supposed to be in California on their mountain ranch, not in Indonesia …?

Unless he was not in Indonesia anymore.

Again, Blue pushed outward with his mind and caught the edge of nothing. No electrical devices, no wires, no batteries or engines. The silence made him uneasy. Made him feel as though he was caught in a void, like there was a muffler wrapped tight around his head. Under any other circumstances, great, relaxing—but this was not a good time for unexplained surprises.

Dela smiled sadly. “Do you remember anything, Blue?”

“I …” He stopped, heart sinking. “Yes. Yes, I remember.”

Remembered in a flood, a rush, one fat gag of sound and pain that made him close his eyes and fight down vomit. He held on, on and on, and after a moment felt the warmth of Dela’s body as she leaned close. She touched his hand.

“How many died in the blast?” he asked.

Her fingers tightened. “Three. All men.”

“There was a child….” Blue swallowed hard. “I remember a child screaming.”

“There were some injuries. Nothing fatal. This was not your fault.”

“Of course it was. What happened afterward?”

Dela hesitated. Blue peered at her knives. Danger, danger, and more dangerous, still—Dela did not go armed unless she thought there was a need for it.

She tossed the empty water bottle on the ground. “We’re not certain what happened after the explosion. Roland received a message saying you had been hurt, but no location, no contact information, nothing. He had Dean do a remote viewing. Found you in a run-down medical clinic by the quay. Only patient, no doctors to speak of.”

“You shouldn’t have come. Santoso might have had his people watching me.”

“And leave you dead or dying? Right, Blue.” Dela shook her head. “Hari and I were in India, so we got tagged. Roland filled us in on what and who you were hunting, so we came prepared for anything.”

“And your son?”

“Mahari is safe. He’s back home in California with my grandparents.”

Blue slowly released his breath. Yes, Dela and Hari’s small child would most definitely be safe with Nancy Dirk and William Steele. The elderly founders of the agency still had sharp teeth—and vast resources to match.

Dela reached for another bottle of water and lifted it up to Blue’s mouth. “I think we got there just in time. Whatever hit you was from a high-order explosive. The shock wave alone caused abdominal hemorrhaging, and that doesn’t include the crush injuries or the burns. You’ve been in a coma for almost two weeks.”

Blue choked on his water. “Coma?”

Dela grinned. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have sprung that on you.”

Blue pushed her hands away. A coma. Abdominal hemorrhaging. Crush injuries. Blue knew exactly what a high-order explosive could do. But here he was, still able to move. He could feel his entire body. Wiggle his toes. He ached, but not horribly. Not enough to believe that he had lingered near death, that he had suffered injuries that might debilitate him for years to come.

“How?” Blue asked. How am I still functioning?

Dela sighed. “Elena and Artur arrived not long after we did.”

Which was all she needed to say. If Elena Baxter-Loginov was involved, anything was possible. The former Wisconsin farmer might not be an agent of Dirk & Steele—not yet, anyway—but she was married to one of the agency’s most valued members, and was, hands down, the most powerful psychic healer Blue had ever encountered.

As in, start up your own revival, Mrs. Miracle Jones.

“Where is she? I need to thank her,” Blue said. Maybe get down on his knees and kiss her feet.

A faint flush touched Dela’s cheeks. “She and Artur already left.”

Blue frowned, but before he could ask where they had gone, and why Dela could no longer look him in the eyes, her hand fluttered over his chest, down his arm. “As soon as she stabilized your body, we got you out of Indonesia. Had to take a boat to do it because of the effect you were having on certain … electrical devices … but we managed the trip. We’re in Malaysia at the moment. My grandmother owns an estate here, though we’ve set up camp about a mile from the main house.”

“Good accident prevention,” he said, though it bothered him that extreme measures had been necessary. Years since his last exodus, a forced retreat into the mountains, far from the modern world. Alone for six months, just to rest his mind, and since then other similar trips—brief sojourns in his remote Colorado cabin. Precautionary measures, enough to keep him from running too close to his breaking point.

You’ve pushed yourself too hard over the past several months. And now you’re paying for it.

Him and anyone else in his vicinity. He was not entirely certain he wanted to know how bad it had been. Blackouts? Communication failures? Car accidents and chaos and the international news?

“Dela,” he began, but she shook her head.

“The trouble was localized,” she said, though her voice was uneven, rough. “It took city officials only an afternoon to restore power to the affected areas.”

One afternoon. Lucky break.

“You weren’t followed here?” he asked.

“Not to our knowledge, but we doubled security. Hari and I have also been taking shifts.”

“Making sure no one finishes the job, huh? I’m flattered. You’d think, though, that if Santoso or his crew really wanted me dead, they would have killed me when I was alone and helpless.” Blue tried to sit up. “I need to get back there, Dela. I have to finish what I started.”

“Two weeks out of the game? You must be joking. Santoso won’t let you get close, Blue. I don’t know why his people didn’t finish the job the first time around, but they won’t make the same mistake twice. You step foot in Indonesia, and we’ll never find your body.”

“Dela, there are people dying because of that man. Every day, people die. And those who do are probably luckier than the ones he leaves alive. Santoso is a harvester, a flesh peddler. He strips people of their vital organs to sell on the black market, and then ditches the leftovers, breathing or not, in some gutter to rot. I’ve seen it with my own two eyes.”

His own eyes, his own hands, in Egypt and Brazil, the Philippines and Vietnam—hands covered in blood, trying to hold together the wounds, shouting for help, shouting his throat raw, and no one for miles willing to step in because it was just business as usual, good money, and why rock the boat, why help when you could be the next target?—and he could not shake it. He could not stop hearing the stories, the crying, could not stop seeing the dead and dying—young men, young women, too many children—giving up their lives for the promise of cold, hard cash. And even that, a lie.

Blue could still feel the blood beneath his nails. “I can’t walk away, Dela. I won’t.”

She might have responded, but her gaze flicked right, and he followed her line of sight to the loose walls of mosquito netting. Beyond, in the darkness, he sensed movement. Felt on the edge of his mind a flicker of bioelectricity, a heart-charge. Dela’s hand crept to her knives. Blue lowered his shields even more, but sensed nothing mechanical.

The netting pushed inward. A giant stepped into the tent, seven feet of hard muscle and bone, wearing loose linen pants and nothing else. Blue almost expected to see the hilt of a sword behind that broad scarred shoulder, or some other arcane weapon close at hand. Not that the man needed them. It was easy to see the tiger in his body, the shape-shifter he had once been still humming beneath his skin. Magic; another marvel to add to the miracles in Blue’s life. Which, despite all its gifts and resources, was still not enough to stop one man from committing mass murder.

The giant paused on the threshold of the tent, ignoring everything but Dela, and Blue watched that hard golden gaze drink in her face and body as though she were a lifeline—the perfect embodiment of breath and heartbeat. Blue wished he could be anywhere but there, caught between them. It was too intimate, and he felt like a stranger to those kinds of emotions. Nothing so deep, not ever. No passion for just one.

Blue suffered, for one instant, a pang of jealousy that this man should have found that kind of connection with another human being, that at any time he could simply reach out and … there, love.

“Hari,” Blue said, forcing himself to speak. “Hari, it’s good to see you.”

Hari tore his gaze from Dela. His eyes were grave, and when he spoke, his voice rumbled low like thunder. “The same to you, my friend. It is good you are awake. Had you still been unconscious … “He hesitated.

Dela stood. “What is it? Have we been compromised?”

Hari shook his head. “I was just up at the house. Roland called. He had … news from Blue’s mother.”

“My mother?” The rush of fear that swept through Blue was as crippling as any bomb blast. Goddamn. If Santoso had kept him alive only to go after his mom …

He tried to sit up, but Dela pushed him down, made soothing noises. Hari crossed the small distance and knelt beside the cot, placing one massive hand on Blue’s shoulder.

“No,” he said quickly. “No, Blue. She is fine. Unharmed. She simply had news, that is all. Bad news.”

“Bad news,” Blue echoed dully, barely able to hear himself over the hammering in his chest. What kind of bad news could possibly compel his mother to call the office? Dear God. The woman had practically refused to pick up the phone during her last heart attack. She hated asking for help.

“Hari,” Dela said sternly, and Blue thought, Just spit it out, tell me now, don’t make it linger, don’t make it hurt worse than—

“Your father has died,” Hari said.

It took a moment to sink in. And when it did …

Blue broke out laughing.


CHAPTER TWO

Death was an inconvenience that Blue could have done without, and if it hadn’t been for the two highly moral individuals breathing down his neck, he probably would have pretended amnesia and simply ignored the news. After all, he was practically an invalid, newly awakened from a coma. Barely out of the bomb-blasted woods. He had an excuse. And for Christ’s sake, if his father was dead, there really wasn’t much that Blue could do about it now.

No such luck, though. Three days later Blue found himself bundled onto a commercial airliner, flying solo to San Francisco. He was the only person seated in the first-class cabin—not a surprise, knowing Dela and her credit card—but Blue did find it rather disconcerting to discover that the flight crew had been given instructions on how to handle him.

As in, with kid gloves. Which meant that for fourteen hours straight, Blue found himself under the carefully pressed and brightly smiling care of three women, who—though he objected strenuously—showered him with books, magazines, hot towels, a private DVD player, and one very large box of chocolate-chip cookies that resembled, in the vaguest way possible, large and bloated zoo animals. Blue felt like a stinking-rich twelve-year-old being sent on his first airplane ride. The only thing missing was a tour of the cockpit and a pair of those little plastic wings. If kids even got those anymore. Airlines were turning into cheap bastards.

More unfortunate than all of the unwanted attention, however, was the fact that the flight gave Blue a lot of time to think. As in, about all the different ways he was fucked till Sunday. Going home to his father’s funeral was just the icing on the cake. And so very convenient.

Convenient enough that he briefly considered the possibility of a conspiracy between his mother and Roland. Something—anything—to keep Blue from running away to continue his now fruitless hunt for Santoso and the core leaders of that organization. His mother, God bless her, was capable of such deception, and Roland … well, he was a master at games of manipulation, especially for good causes. Like keeping his people alive.

Because Dirk & Steele is a family, Blue thought, hearing the echo of Dela’s voice inside his head. All we have is each other.

Misfits, outcasts—even some pillars of the community—hiding in plain sight, brought together by an uncommon bond formed by nothing more than the odd genetic quirk and an unbending devotion to helping others. Living lives less ordinary—off the beaten path inside another world where telepaths and telekinetics and honest-to-God shape-shifters rubbed elbows with the mundane. Secret lives standing in line at the grocery store, at the gas station, sitting on the toilet in the stall next door, flying in an airplane—this freaking airplane—concentrating the entire time to prevent an accident, a short in the system, one tiny glitch that might send everyone down in a massive ball of flames.

Breathe, Blue told himself, gripping the arms of his seat. Breathe in, breathe out. Relax. Just … relax. Your mind knows what to do. This is nothing. Nothing.

Yeah, and there was nothing like thinking about nothing to make a person fixate utterly and completely on something.

He was so screwed.

And yet, halfway into the flight, with the lights turned down low, he finally began to relax. His shields felt strong, solid and tight, and though he could feel the hum of power surrounding him like a cocoon, it did not rattle his bones or buzz his tongue. Everything was quiet inside his head. Safe and very still.

And feeling very safe, and very still, he began to think again of Santoso Rahardjo. And of the woman who worked for him.

Blue’s gut ached, as did his ribs and right leg. His knee popped when he straightened it. His left hand was weak. The backs of his eyes felt odd, which coincided with the occasional bout of stars bursting in his vision. No complaints, though. He was still walking, talking, and if he had his way, he would be doing more than that in no time. Because even though Dela and Roland had assured him that someone was going to take over his investigation—that all his work ferreting out the hierarchy of body parts and money would not go to waste—Blue was not going to be satisfied until he was back in the game, danger or no.

You’re a control freak. A micromanager. Trust your friends. They know how to do their jobs.

And if they got hurt? Better him than them. Besides, it seemed to Blue that despite his miraculous survival, there was still a big, fat target painted on his head. And sooner or later, someone—probably that blonde—would come and finish the job.

Stop it, he told himself, digging into the box beside him for a cookie. Focus on now. On what you have to do when you get home.

Which was very simple. Heal up, take care of his mother—if she would let him—and attend a funeral where no one would know his name. Easy as pie.

Or not. Because soon after landing in San Francisco and hobbling through customs, Blue encountered a long row of mounted television monitors, all of them tuned to CNN, and it was like watching—in awful visual stereo—one long eulogy. He did not notice at first—he was too busy trying to act as if he weren’t in pain—but through the chatter and crush of the airport crowd, the background noise crept in. A woman with a deep, pleasant voice. Blue heard her say the words tragic loss and a great man, and then, quite suddenly, there was a name to go with those adjectives, a memorable name, a name Blue knew as well as his own, because it was his own.

Felix Perrineau. Dead at the age of seventy. Heart attack in his sleep.

A long time since Blue had heard that name spoken out loud, and though the announcement was no surprise, it triggered something inside of him: not laughter, but something worse …

The lights in the terminal flickered. Blue clamped down hard on his emotions, fighting himself, but it was too late: Sparks shot from the ceiling fixtures, the electrical sockets, raining down as people ducked and shouted. Static leaped like baby lightning bolts from the carpet.

Blue said nothing. His hands curled into fists. He closed his eyes.

The lights did not go out.

But a moment later his cell phone began to ring.

The call was from a stranger, a man who knew his real name. Blue did not like that, but he agreed to meet the fellow because he also knew Blue’s mother’s name—and he had a message from her. In her native language.

The stranger’s Farsi was bad—or maybe it was the cell phone connection—but Blue caught enough, and all the worry he felt for his friends transferred in one gut-wrenching second to his mother.

“Sleep,” said the man, his voice cracking, his accent poor. “Sleep, my son. I wish that sleep come to your eyes and you will sleep like a stone in the water.”

Words from an ancient lullaby, one that Blue had not heard for years on end. His mother did not sing anymore. She did not speak her language. She did not do anything that reminded her of Kandahar, of Afghanistan. Too much pain. Her sisters had died there.

But if his mother had shared that lullaby with a stranger—a song Blue knew meant a great deal to her …

Something’s wrong, Blue thought, dialing her home number. And it sure as hell isn’t grief.

She was not at the house. She was not at the law office, either, and her secretary was no help, confessing only that Mahasti had been gone for the past several days, away on a family emergency.

Some emergency. Blue tried her cell phone. No luck there, either.

Limited options. No time to call in the agency. Damn. What a time for an ambush.

And if it is Santoso involved? If this really is a ruse?

Time for a fight, then. No holds barred. No misguided ethics or hesitation. No tricks or subterfuge, either. Blue gathered up his strength and walked through the airport terminal. He did not try to slip away without being seen—or better yet, wait out the stranger and follow him. Instead, he marched straight into baggage claim, searching for an older gentleman wearing a blue suit and purple tie, as he’d been instructed.

Blue found him easily, the man standing out like a diamond in the slag of straggling airport humanity. Tall, elegant, and lean, he was waiting quietly beside carousel one, all easy strength, easy class, good breeding oozing from his pores. The man’s silver hair was thick and full, his jaw set, his keen eyes a very bright shade of silver. He looked remarkably like Blue’s father.

“You’re family,” Blue said to him, when he was close enough to say anything at all. Introductions on his part, he thought, were completely unnecessary—and somewhat of a relief. Because maybe Santoso wasn’t involved, after all, and this was just what it seemed to be: a family matter, overdue and difficult. Nothing Blue needed to fight over. Not yet, anyway.

The man did not smile. “My name is Brandon. I’m here to take you home, Mr. Perrineau.”

Mr. Perrineau. Blue could not remember the last time he had been addressed by his given name. He thought perhaps never.

“You can call me Blue,” he said cautiously. “That’s good enough.”

“Good enough,” Brandon echoed, mouth crooking upward. “If you like. Though I can assure you there’s no need to hide from the other. It is your legal name.”

“Really.” Blue tried not to laugh. “If you spent any time around my father, Brandon, I think you would understand why it would be totally … inappropriate for me to take his name.”

“Bygones,” murmured the man, and pointed toward the double doors leading out of the airport. “If you don’t have any bags …”

Blue did not. What he did have was a burning desire to go home to his apartment and get his gun.

“Where are we going?” he asked, unmoving. “And why would my mother pass on a message to you instead of calling me herself? Where is she?”

“At your father’s house.” Brandon walked slowly backward, toward the exit behind him. “She is safe, she is healthy, and the only reason she did not call you herself is that she wanted to make a point. Something that would make you … sit up and listen.”

“My mother doesn’t need messengers to make me sit up and listen,” Blue replied sharply. “Something else is going on here.”

“Of course,” Brandon said. He turned and walked through the exit. This time Blue followed.

It took them two hours to drive to his father’s estate, a rambling drive over winding roads that curled and curled into the mountains. Blue occasionally caught wild glimpses of the sea, heard the cries of gulls mixing with the rasp of ravens. The air was sweet. Beyond the confines of the Audi, his mind encountered only silence.

Brandon did not talk; nor did Blue encourage him. No energy to waste. Blue’s body hurt. He could not stop thinking about his mother. Santoso was there, too, but more distant. For the first time since waking up in Malaysia, Blue was ready to hand the case off to his friends.

“We’re close.” Brandon’s posture was relaxed, his voice easy and deep. The road ahead cut through deep forest, shrouded from the sun.

“Are you his brother?” Blue asked, because sitting beside Brandon was like being next to his father, and that was more disconcerting than he wanted to admit. Even more so than the sudden spike of electricity buzzing in his brain. Close, yes. Damn close.

“Does it matter?” Brandon replied. “I thought you wanted nothing to do with the family.”

“I don’t believe I ever had a choice. I know my mother didn’t.”

Brandon said nothing. He merely tapped on the brakes, slowing the car to a crawl until he pulled onto a narrow turnoff that appeared, quite suddenly, on the far side of a massive cedar. Blue glimpsed a blinking red light—some laser sensor set in the ground—and knew that ahead of them, someone had been alerted to their presence.

“This is your first time here,” Brandon said.

“Yes,” Blue lied.

Brandon glanced at him, and for a moment Blue wondered if he knew the truth. But all he said was, “Your mother arrived several days ago. I promise you she’s safe.”

“Safe’s not enough,” Blue said, clenching his hands. “She’d better be healthy, happy, ready to dance the tango—because if she’s not any of those things, if my father has hurt her, all of you are fucked, and good.”

“So little trust?”

“No trust. At all.”

Brandon’s only response was a grim smile—which Blue did not find comforting in the slightest.

The house looked the same as he remembered: a mansion made of logs, some California dream of rustic wonder that had always caused Blue to speculate how a man like his father—who had a heart as small and hard as a hollow walnut casing—could possibly appreciate—or even want to live in—a place of such wild beauty. The mind boggled.

Men in dark clothing moved along the periphery of the house, deep in the woods. Blue saw some of them with his own eyes, but there were others waiting out of sight. They carried radios, earpieces, Tasers; Blue could feel the electrical currents in his head. He thought about shorting them out, but held back. Later, maybe.

Brandon parked the car in front of the house. Blue glimpsed movement behind the windows. He began to open his door, but Brandon caught his arm and said, “Careful now.”

Blue stared at his hand. “I thought this was supposed to be safe.”

Brandon released him, but his eyes were hard. “For your mother,” he said, and Blue could not read the terrible emotion that swept his face. “But for you? Be careful.”

Blue heard the crunch of gravel; Brandon looked away and quickly got out of the car. Blue stared at his back for one brief moment, gave up the question on his lips, and, gritting his teeth, opened up his own door to follow. His knee popped; the entire right side of his body felt stiff. His confinement to the plane—and the car—had not done him any favors. He tried not to hobble.

A security guard stood nearby, rifle in hand, a pistol strapped to his side. Blue thought about shattering the man’s eardrum—one high-voltage shock from the radio device in his ear would do it—but again, control won out. Caution, be prudent. Timing was everything.

Brandon gestured to Blue, and together the two of them walked up to the house. The front doors—carved and embedded with stained glass—opened wide as they neared. Inside were shadows, the outline of hardwood furniture. No lights. The curtains were drawn. Blue caught the edge of movement, and a woman stepped into the light.

“Mom,” Blue said, and his relief was nothing less than a sucker punch. He forced himself to breathe.

“Felix,” she said. Her voice was soft but firm, no sign of fear or weakness. She wore a dark gray gabardine suit, closely tailored to her full figure. Her thick black hair—courtesy of a good dye job—curled in smooth waves to her shoulders, framing a round face that might have been sweet if her eyes had been as soft as her body. Instead, her gaze was black, sharp, narrow—closer to an eagle than a dove—and Blue did not miss the shadows in her gaze, the appearance of a new wrinkle in her forehead.

Mahasti glanced at Brandon. “Did you explain anything to him?”

“Of course not,” he replied. “It wasn’t my place.”

“Not your place,” she echoed sarcastically, and shook her head. She held out her hand to Blue. “Come here. Let me look at you. Your employer said there was an accident.”

“Mom,” he said firmly, ignoring her scrutiny. “What’s going on?”

“Your father,” she said, and the disgust in her voice was profound. “Your father and his tricks.”

“He’s dead,” Blue said, searching her face. “Tricks are for the living.”

Brandon stepped past them and entered the house. The moment he disappeared around the door, Blue moved in close and grabbed his mother’s shoulders. She was a short woman; he had to bend over to peer into her eyes.

“We can leave right now,” he told her quietly. “Say the word and we’re out of here. No one will be able to stop us. I won’t let him ruin your life again.”

“Ever the optimist,” she murmured, looking away. “I am so sorry, Felix. So very sorry. If it were just myself involved, I would never have allowed this to go so far. Would never have agreed to anything. But it is not just me, and I cannot … I cannot find a way out. Not this time.”

“Mom.”

“No.” She pulled away from him. “I am a poor mother. I am a terrible mother for this. A mother who cannot protect her child …” Her mouth tightened, and the fear that Blue had pushed away returned again, hard and strong.

They entered the house. It was not the first time Blue had been inside his father’s mountain estate, but the previous occasion had been uninvited, of the breaking-and-entering kind. Under the cover of darkness—a teenage exercise—creeping through the woods, disabling security measures with nothing but a thought. Shutting down the grid for a mile around. A reckless act, but one that Blue knew could never be traced back to him. No fingerprints, no tools, no explanation. Just a faulty system. A glitch.

Nothing had changed. Blue felt the security cameras tracking their movements as they walked through the main living area—an open space divided by pieces of expensive furniture and sculpture, vases and statues that were distinctly Asian in origin. They looked very old. Illegal acquisitions, probably. Blue had learned more about that sort of thing over the past three months than he had any interest in knowing, but a man had to be polite, and his best friend was newly married to an archaeologist who had strong opinions on the theft and sale of ancient artifacts on the black market.

Better rocks and glass than flesh and blood, Blue thought. Better those things any day.

Their footsteps echoed; the house appeared empty, but Blue felt security lingering just out of sight. An odd feeling began rumbling through his gut; a terrible suspicion. He said nothing, though, simply watched his mother walk with a straight spine, watched as she turned her head to stare at Brandon, watched as Brandon slowed to look back at her with an expression that could only be called unhappy. It was a look of familiarity, as though Brandon had known his mother much longer than a simple handful of days.

And it made Blue nauseated all over again, a sensation that worsened as he pushed his mind ahead and found a fat wad of electricity—a collection of circuits and power so concentrated, so tangled and twisted, his teeth buzzed with the energy. Close, so close—they rounded a corner in the hall, a hall with only one door, and Blue thought, You’re there. Goddamn it, but you’re there.

Brandon did not hesitate when he reached the door. He opened it, and there on the other side was an electronic fortress, a web of wires and monitors and flashing screens, which provided the only light in the room: a blue, shimmering glow. The monitors surrounded, covered, and were suspended over a giant bed dressed in creamy satin sheets and overstuffed pillows. And on that bed, snug within the cocoon, lay a familiar man who was, unfortunately, very much alive.

“Huh,” Blue grunted, staring at his father. He looked the same as his pictures, and almost the same as the last time Blue had seen him. Only thinner, with more hollows in his face. A fine resemblance to Brandon’s aged elegance.

The old man did not look at him. His fingers skimmed the keyboard in his lap, his gaze flickering over the screens in front of and above him. His mouth moved; he spoke silently to himself. Off to the side, a flat-paneled television broadcasted a muted CNN. Blue saw his father’s picture flash briefly, followed by overhead shots of a funeral in progress. Men in dark suits were carrying a casket. Blue recognized the faces of several heads of state.

“I’m being buried in France,” his father suddenly said, voice low and sardonic, still with that elegant edge he remembered so well. His fingers never stopped moving and his eyes remained trained on his computer screen, which cast a blue glow on his face. “Nice little show, isn’t it?”

“Only if you’re psychotic,” Blue replied. “But oh, wait. You are.”

Perrineau smiled. “I prefer being referred to as complex. Besides, a diagnosis of actual psychosis is dependent on the perceived normalcy of the rest of society. And to everyone outside this house? I am—or rather, was—as sane as apple pie.”

And richer than God. Which, in Blue’s opinion, mattered more to most people than morals or loose marbles.

“Felix,” Mahasti said, stepping toward the bed. “Don’t play word games with your son. I want this over and done with.”

“My son,” murmured the old man, finally looking at Blue. His eyes were small and hard; the dim lights of the room only accentuated the shadows on his pale skin. His fingers stopped moving. “I don’t believe he ever wanted to be my son.”

“I had a good reason,” Blue replied, refusing to look at his mother. “And even if I didn’t, I don’t believe you ever wanted to be my father. I wasn’t … white enough for you.”

Perrineau narrowed his eyes. “God doesn’t love whiners, boy. I love them even less.”

“Felix,” Brandon murmured.

“Felix,” Perrineau mimicked. He tossed aside his keyboard, but it did not land far. Not for any lack of effort, either. Blue was surprised at the show of weakness, but before he could comment, the old man said, “Wipe that look off your face, boy. I didn’t bring you here to gawk.”

“Could have fooled me. But since we’re on the subject, why did you go to all the trouble? Because pretending to be dead? That’s rather … extreme.”

“Maybe I want to reconcile,” Perrineau said, but there was a sly glint in his eye, and Blue shook his head, folding his arms over his chest. His ribs ached. His heart ached, too, and that was unexpected.

You should have been cold to this. Should have expected it. You can’t let it bother you anymore. Not after all these years.

Years spent telling himself he did not need a father, that his mother was enough, that his friends were family and that nothing else mattered. But here, now, a mouthful of words and the old storm was back, with all the same disappointment. It made Blue sick with anger.

“Forget this.” He reached for his mother’s hand. “We’re out of here.”

“You leave, you pay,” Perrineau said immediately, voice hard. “Trust me when I say the price will be steep.”

“You better not be threatening my life.”

Perrineau smiled. “And your mother?”

Brandon made a small sound. Mahasti pulled her hand away. Her eyes were hooded, dark.

“Do not use me against him,” she said to Perrineau. “Felix, I thought we had an understanding.”

“You’re a lawyer, my dear. And I fucked you. Surely you know me better than that.”

Blue’s hands spasmed into fists. “Don’t talk to her like that.”

“Or what? You’ll kill me?” Perrineau bared his teeth. “Good boy. You be good and do that. See what it gets you.”

A one-way ticket to hell and back, Blue thought, forcing himself to breathe. He uncurled his fists, but that was all; the knot in his chest simply got tighter and harder, like some bitter plug pushing up against his heart. Blue tested his shields; they were still strong, but much more of this and that could change. And if it did, with his temper running so high …

He felt his mother watching, her careful mask fracturing, the cool woman beginning to fear. She knew. He could see it in her eyes. Blue wondered if she still remembered the feeling of the shovel in her hands, digging those graves.

“Boy,” Perrineau said, drawing out the word, saying it like a slow hammer fall. One word, one statement, one question—all of which demanded a response.

“Yes,” Blue said, swallowing his pride.

His father relaxed against his pillows. “Better. No room for indulgence here. No room for anything of the sort. You come here, you listen, you do as you are told. If you don’t, I have a remedy. I have an answer. Might be I’m dead to the world, but that doesn’t mean no one will hear me. I’m a Perrineau, boy. I’m the goddamn Good Samaritan. People think angels kiss my ass.”

Blue said nothing. His mother did not move. Brandon stood near, a shadow at her shoulder.

Perrineau looked him dead in the eye. “I have another son. Did you know that? He is twenty-seven years old. His mother was a waitress in one of my New York restaurants. She was beautiful and stupid, and I married her because she looked like she would be a good mother. And she was. Very good. My son? His name is Daniel. Thanks to you, Felix was already taken. So, there. Thanks to your mother, you have another piece of me. Blood and a name. Felix Junior.” He shook his head, smiling. “Your brother, though, is legitimate, legal, and my heir. The only problem is that he doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

“Smart,” Blue said, fighting his emotions, schooling his face—trying not to reveal how shaken he was that he had a brother. He glanced at his mother, but her mask was back in place: cool, quiet. And, he thought, unapologetic. She did not look at him, which was a clue—but Blue was in no position to pin her down. He could feel his father watching, resting still as a corpse, and it almost seemed as though his pale skin glittered beneath the light of his electronics, sharp as diamond. Cold and perfect.

“Daniel is smart enough,” Perrineau finally replied quietly, his gaze unflinching. “Smart enough to evade me for the past six months. I kept his existence a secret, you know. Until now. I worried about enemies, kidnappers, bounties. A rich man’s son is never safe. Never really himself until it is time to take his father’s place.”

So what does that say about me, you son of a bitch? What does that say about how you feel toward me?

A whole damn lot.

“So you lost him,” Blue said. “Another son went bye-bye. So fucking what?”

“I need to find him. Right fucking now. I’ve certainly poured in enough money. Hired all manner of discreet professionals. A wasted effort. If his mother were still alive, I might have some control over him. She was not the running type. As it is, though, Daniel is … slippery.”

Slippery enough to make his father desperate. Very truly desperate. Reckless, even. For a moment all Blue could do was stare, wondering if the sudden chill on his skin was a sign of hell freezing over.

“You staged your own death to draw him home,” he murmured. “All of this … just to lure him out into the open. Goddamn. You are crazy.”

“Maybe,” Perrineau said, just as softly. “But it hasn’t worked. Which implies that my son either hates me more than I thought, or he isn’t in any position to return.”

“If he’s dead, you mean.”

The old man narrowed his eyes. “I’ll be dead soon enough, and that’s no lie. So if Daniel is gone from this world, and I join him …”

“Brandon will be a very rich man.”

His father laughed. “Clever. You don’t even act tempted.”

“Because I’m not.” Not tempted in the slightest. Blue did not want his father’s money. He did not want the power or the name. All his life, struggling to be his own man—I don’t want your place, never, not ever—and he was not about to turn and tuck tail now.

Blue glanced at his mother. Mahasti was not a timid woman. She was not shy or easily cowed, and even now when she returned his gaze, he saw that her fire, her sharpness, had not dulled in the slightest. Yet still, silence—and he could not imagine it, even if Felix had threatened her.

We could leave here, he thought again, ready to tear down his shields. To disable the network, the grid, and if anyone tried to hurt them—

No. Blue clenched his jaw. No, not that.

But still, escape. The problem was what to do afterward. His mother had a life. She had a career, friends, a home she had paid for after years of hard work. Her freedom meant everything to her, was a testament to everything that had been denied the family left behind in Afghanistan more than thirty-five years before. Live life on the run? Never.

Blue looked at Perrineau. “What do you want?”

His father briefly shut his eyes. “Isn’t it obvious? I want you to find him. I want you to ferret out your brother and bring him home.”

“And you think I can do it?”

Perrineau laughed. It was a weak laugh—a choke, a gasp—and the slight undertone of a wheeze sounded sick, tired, as if there were not enough breath left in his lungs for anything so strenuous.

“What is wrong with you?” Blue asked softly.

“Age,” Perrineau replied flatly.

“No,” Blue said. “No, it’s more than that.”

“More is not your concern,” the old man snapped, spittle flecking the sides of his mouth. “As I said, I want you to find your brother.”

Blue said nothing.

Perrineau sneered. “Your silence is no denial.”

“I know you can. I know you can and I know you will, no questions asked.” Perrineau shoved his hand beneath his pillow and pulled out a thick brown file. He tossed the paperwork to Blue, who caught it against his chest and flinched. More cold swept over his skin.

He opened the file. Read the first line, Regarding the operation of Dirk & Steele, and stopped cold.

His father began to laugh. Mahasti stepped in front of Blue and pulled the file from his numb fingers. She flipped through the pages and returned it to his hands, pointing. Blue saw his name and a candid shot of his face. Below the picture was his military history, age, and address—as well as some speculation, but no conclusions, about his “paranormal ability.”

“He knows almost everything,” his mother murmured. “There are dossiers on your friends. Pictures, too. The proof is all there. I examined it myself.”

“Impossible,” Blue hissed. “Most of what we do isn’t visible to the naked eye.”

His mother stared. “There is photographic evidence of a man turning into a crow. And another, a cheetah.”

Blue tasted blood—the inside of his cheek. He looked over his mother’s shoulder at Perrineau. “No one will believe this. No one. They’ll accuse you of falsifying the pictures.”

“Certainly,” said his father. “If I intended to disseminate them to the general public. Fortunately, I have better contacts than that.”

Blue’s vision blurred; he could barely see past the stars, the spinning. He bit down on his tongue, hard, and tasted more blood. The pain helped. “And if I find your son—my brother? What then? You won’t share the pictures? Forgive me if I don’t trust you.”

His father’s smile widened. “I must admit, the temptation is considerable. I have never in my life considered the
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