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      The Fredamine Project was just the beginning. Shadow dealings and conspiracies regarding variants intertwine until Damien and his cohorts can no longer tell who the bad guys are.

      

      Several months have passed since Blaze and the infamous Variant activist Shudder McKenzie helped Damien rescue the captives of the sinister Fredamine Project. Professionally, everything's great. He's back to working with Damien again and they have a new lead on the three kids who are still missing. Personally, not so much. Blaze has made his peace with Shudder, though nothing between them has even been easy, but his relationship with Damien has taken several steps back. Blaze no longer has any idea where he stands. Adding to the tense atmosphere are the anti-Variant members of legislature who have been slowly gaining popular approval, and the cryptic messages Damien receives from an unknown source.

      

      Shudder's back to his old haunts and his old tricks, trying to raise public awareness of imperiled Variant rights—such as the draconic Horace Act that strips due process during Variant trials—and to rescue Variant kids in trouble. His almost mythical luck runs out though when he's arrested for murder only three days after the passage of the Horace Act and a whirlwind trial and sentencing lands him in the most notorious maximum security facility for Variants—San Judas Tadeo.

      

      With too many conspirators on both sides of the aisle, Damien, Blaze and Shudder no longer know whom to trust. Peeling through the layers of deceit and half-truths puts them on shakier ground with every discovery and in greater danger than ever before.

      

      Variant Configurations takes place in a future Earth where humanity is reclaiming its spot in a gradually healing world. This book contains mentions of past abuse, action-adventure style mayhem, and the sparks of a slow burn, series-spanning relationship.
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      The Wind River Range dominated the view through the windshield, a series of blunt teeth from this direction, like the lower jawbone of an impossibly huge, extinct herbivore. The evening sun tinged otherwise forbidding gray stone with carnation pink and brightened the last bits of snow on early summer peaks. Damien mentally traced the edges of pink along the western edges, snow to stone. Pink icing on pink cake.

      His thoughts snagged and he frowned. Most of the cakes in his limited experience—provided by Dr. Parma who had fostered him from age ten—had been yellow with chocolate icing. He'd loved those, so that's what she gave him, and he hadn't paid much attention to baked goods past that. "Are cakes ever pink?"

      Beside him in the driver's seat, Blaze snorted, the sun raising sparks of gold in his red hair. "Every time I think I'm starting to figure out how your twitchy brain works."

      Damien tried to smooth his frown, certain it hadn't worked. "Are they?"

      "Sure. Cake could be any color you want. Pink. Blue. Black. Some chartreuse hideosity."

      One corner of Damien's mouth tugged up as he slid into Blaze's favorite game of obsolete words. "Gingerline."

      "Sinoper."

      "Incarnadine."

      "Egregious."

      Damien slid his eyes toward the left without turning his head. "That's not a color. Or even an obscure word."

      Blaze nodded, far too serious. "I know. Just like the way it sounds. Like some big, long-legged water bird."

      "That's an egret."

      "Like some fucker who thinks too much of himself."

      "Egotist?"

      "Like that weird cream thing people pour alcohol into for the holidays."

      A choking laugh got away from Damien before he could catch it. "You mean eggnog?"

      "Ha." Blaze's grin rivaled sun on snow. "A laugh. One that sounded like the air being let out of a tire, but I'll take it."

      The warmth spreading out from under Damien's heart was familiar. Both comforting and distressing. This, driving with Blaze, the effortless give and take, was too easy to slide back into. He'd missed it with a heart-constricting ache, and he'd told himself for the past three months that he shouldn't, could not, miss it.

      And still, here we are again.

      Three months alone at his isolated cabin in Vermont. Three months to think, to process, to try to smooth out the desperate mess of his thoughts. Through the slow melting of winter and the first tentative green of spring, though, he hadn't untangled himself from the previous job—from Blaze, from Shudder, from the exhausting and knotted-up search for forty missing variant children. Physically, he had recovered. His mind hadn't managed to stop picking at all of it for more than a handful of minutes at a time.

      Not that three months was nearly enough time to forget, but he'd hoped for some distance, some clarity. One thing had become painfully clear, though— how deeply the job had affected him and disturbed his peace. Before, settling back into the rhythms of life alone had been easy, but after his last return from Raleigh, he'd been restless, both melancholy and agitated. He told himself again and again that his retreat had been for the best, but he'd no longer found any peace in solitude.

      He'd… missed things he never had before. Conversation. Touch. Companionship.

      Blaze. He'd missed Blaze and on nights when he was brutally honest with himself, Shudder, too. He'd retreated to his cabin to let go, to be sure Blaze would be able to let go, and for his part, Damien had done an absolutely terrible job, the complete opposite of letting go.

      When Dr. Parma had sent for him, he hadn't hesitated. It only made sense to have him continue the job he'd started rather than bring in someone new—and when he'd reached the conference room, there was Blaze. Big, beautiful Blaze with his cocky smile and his boots up on the table just like the first time they'd met. For three stuttering heartbeats, Damien had frozen while part of his brain tried to convince him to run away, scrabbling in the corners like a terrified rodent.

      That smile, the easy way Blaze had called him by that once-hated nickname—those had flung up an invisible barrier and prevented his flight. His heart had swelled and shattered and skittered back together in a lumpy mess of anxious flailing, and instead of running, he'd returned the smile.

      Something slid back into place that had been askew, a gear tapped back into alignment, and they'd simply started over as if they'd just said goodnight in a friendly fashion the previous evening, rather than the tense, charged farewell of three months before.

      So here we are again, though we've somehow agreed without saying so that we're being cordial but careful. He's not asking why I wasn't waiting for him in Raleigh, and I'm not asking how he's been. Quite a bit of not asking going on.

      There had been no hug in greeting, no kiss before they got on the plane to Salt Lake City, no acknowledgment of past physical closeness. Which was… good? Exactly what Damien had wanted, to end the relationship before it became any more serious. For Blaze. To protect Blaze. Though this too-careful distance made him worry over how badly Blaze still hurt or if he'd simply been angry and had already moved past it.

      Blaze startled Damien out of his thought circles. "Seems a little convenient, don't you think?"

      "The cake colors?"

      "Ah, no." The twitch at one corner of Blaze's mouth was almost a smile. "Not the cakes. The bracelet."

      "Yes."

      Blaze nodded, obviously accustomed to Damien's reversion to single-word answers. "No trails, no hint of those four kids we couldn't find, and out of the clear blue fucking sky, some informant dances into Guild Center with Hillary's bracelet."

      "Unnamed informant."

      "Right. Who just happens to know the coordinates where they found it. Pretty good odds this is a trap, Twitch."

      Damien gave half a shrug. "Maybe. We still have to look."

      "No arguments there. But if it's not a trap, I can't figure how to put the pieces together so they make sense." Blaze flicked him a look, concern lurking in his eyes. "You sure I can't give you a firearm? Something small?"

      "I'm sure. I have my shovel."

      It was a dark joke and a terrible one, but Blaze snorted in amusement. He might have been the only person alive who understood it.

      "How close?"

      Damien consulted the readout on the dash. "A little to the right. Should be just past that stand of scrub over there."

      While Damien had been born with an unusual variant talent that allowed him to track people's trails, he needed a starting point. For the first part of this job, most of the trails had started at the Western Academy, a school specifically for variant children. The kids who were still missing—Hillary, Deshaun, Maia, and Danilo—hadn't crossed or paralleled any of the other trails Damien had been able to follow. He suspected they had been heading to school and never made it there.

      If the bracelet, confirmed as Hillary's by her mother, had been found at the coordinates up ahead, there was a good chance Damien could pick up her trail. Unless someone stole it from her and lost it there.

      Unless it was planted there by a third party for some reason I can't puzzle out. Unless a crow picked it up and carried it an unknown distance from Hillary's last actual location. Unless… Stop it. Right now.

      "Twitch? You getting anything?"

      "Just an itch so far." Damien flapped a hand toward Blaze. "Slower. Slower. Wait… stop. Let me out."

      Blaze whipped his head around as he eased them to a stop. "You okay? Did somebody die here?"

      "No." Damien slid from the vehicle, realizing the answer had been too short and sharp. "Nothing like that."

      Fingers tingling, the energy of human life signatures humming in his brain, Damien hurried to the spot where the paths called to him. The sun made the day too warm for a jacket, and in only a T-shirt, he didn't need to strip down to read the trails. Hillary, yes, but the other three students as well—they'd all been there.

      "Hey?" Blaze called softly, and Damien realized he'd been standing frozen with his eyes squeezed shut for too long.

      Damien pulled in a trembling breath and eased back from the trails enough to answer as he pointed toward the west. "They came from that direction." Then toward the northeast. "And all four continue this way. If they were looking for Shade, they came too far east."

      "All right. Hell of a lot more than we had before. You need a hand?"

      Do I? While Damien's vision had blurred and his knees didn't feel reliable, he knew saying yes would be self-indulgent. Yes, he wanted Blaze to touch him. Yes, he wanted the support of those strong hands. But once he started down that road… Damien shook his head. "I'm fine."

      "Uh-huh."

      Blaze gave one of those snorts that was more exasperated than amused and stomped back to the vehicle. He didn't, Damien noted, slam the door. The anger was there, without a doubt, but muted and scrupulously reined in. In a way, he wished Blaze would stop being so careful and yell at him.

      After a few minutes silent driving in the direction Damien had indicated, he blurted out, "No Dryad."

      Anyone else would've answered with confusion or even derision. Blaze nodded, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. "Makes sense. They didn't hook up with her, so they didn't have a guide, just a rumor about a direction. Way off course to run into any of Shudder's hooligans, too."

      That Blaze hadn't said something sarcastic about stating the obvious should've been a relief. Instead it hurt. He was censoring himself, being so careful of Damien's feelings. The tiny bit of warmth from the cake discussion evaporated, replaced by frustration. Not that he had the first idea what to do about the divide between them, nor was he sure that he should.

      "At least they were together." Damien leaned his head against the window, letting the trails spool out ahead of them.

      "You can tell that? Not that they just all came this way?"

      "Yes."

      Blaze stared out the windshield, fingers still tapping. Finally, he let out a sigh. "Never mind. Maybe if Shudder was here, you'd explain. You liked talking to him."

      "I…" Now what was that supposed to mean? "I can't always explain. Not well." Damien shrugged when Blaze glanced over at him. "There are layers to things, I guess would be closest."

      "Like chronological layers? Like looking-at-rock layers?"

      "Sort of." Damien shifted, half turning toward Blaze. The trails weren't actual layers like geological strata, though. "More like carbon-dating fossils, maybe? Except I just… know when one trail is concurrent with another."

      A tiny smile tugged at the corner of Blaze's mouth. "Now there's a good word. Concurrent."

      "It's useful." Damien pointed to the right, correcting Blaze's course a few degrees along the trails.

      The rest of the day, communication pared down to immediate trail concerns— course corrections as the maglev truck whisked along over sand reed and bottlebrush, warnings about clumps of woody brush coming up, and occasional stops to avoid hitting larger wildlife, like pronghorn and buffalo. Avoidance didn't make anything less tense between them, but the longer Damien put off saying anything, the harder it became to say it.

      When they stopped for the evening, Damien slid out of the truck and wandered off to watch the moonrise from a nearby hummock that barely cleared the prairie grasses. He was being a coward. He knew it, and knowing it just tied extra knots in his stomach.

      "Come eat something," Blaze called from where he'd opened the back of the truck and was rummaging in their supplies. "I'm not picking your ass up when you pass out."

      Though you have before. He kept that to himself, letting the memory merge with the rest of the pain in his gut. One foot at a time, Damien turned and forced himself back to the truck. He clambered up next to Blaze on the tailgate, accepted a pop meal, and forced himself to eat.

      Blaze occupied a good portion of his anxious thoughts—hard for him not to, since he sat a mere six inches away—but not all of them. The missing kids occupied the rest. Were they alive? Were they safe? Too many horrible possibilities had occurred to Damien, wandering through his thoughts in an endless loop.

      They got through dinner watching a pair of jackrabbit bucks fighting, presumably over a female sensibly hidden in the grass. They stood tall on their hind legs, hopping about and smacking at each other with their forepaws like manic prizefighters. Neither wanted to admit defeat.

      "She must be a special rabbit," Blaze murmured around a bite of stew.

      "I guess she can't just say she wants them both."

      Beside him, Blaze froze in the act of scraping the side of his meal container. It was no more than a hitch, a half second before he moved again, but Damien couldn't shake the feeling that he'd said something wrong or missed a cue.

      So talk to him. This isn't going to get better. Scolding himself didn't help. No words came. He'd tried to justify his silence by telling himself once the job was over, they'd go their separate ways again, but that thought made his head ache more with each hour they spent together.

      With their bedding spread out in the back of the truck, Blaze lay down and turned his back on Damien. He hadn't even bothered to take his boots off. Now Damien's words decided to start tumbling out. Of course.

      "Blaze…"

      "Go to sleep, Twitch," Blaze growled.

      "I know you don't want me to say it," Damien went on in a rush. "But I'm sorry."

      With a put-upon, gusty sigh, Blaze rolled onto his back to stare at the headliner. "Sorry for what?"

      "For…" Damien struggled against the tide of words that wanted to burst out, trying for ones that would make the most sense. "For… not waiting. For you."

      Blaze folded his hands atop his stomach, obviously waiting for more.

      "For, um, running off. I'm sorry… sorry if I hurt you."

      The next sigh was soft and weary, matching Blaze's voice when he finally spoke. "I wanna say it wasn't your fault. But that would be stupid. You're an adult, and you make your own decisions, so me saying that would be like taking away your agency or some crap like that."

      A little hitch broke up the last word, and Damien sat still, barely breathing, willing to wait as long as it took Blaze to collect himself.

      "It's my fault, too," Blaze went on after a few deep breaths. "I pushed too hard. Expected things you… you didn't… you weren't ready to give."

      "I didn't want to hurt you," Damien whispered. "And it would happen someday."

      "Yeah. Well. Too late for that." Blaze ran a hand over his eyes. "I know that's not what you mean. But you know what? People spend enough time together, they're gonna hurt each other. Look at me and Shuds. Ha."

      Damien stared at his hands. "But Shudder would never have killed you."

      "Neither would you." Blaze reached over and poked him in the ribs. "I've seen you white out. Been right there in front of you when you go berserker. Not afraid of you, Damien Hazelwood. You hear me?"

      "I…" They'd had this part of the conversation before. It hadn't helped with Damien's anxieties then, either. "Yes."

      "Look, that's not what I meant to say." Blaze poked him again, softer this time. "I wanted to say I'm sorry, too."

      "But you didn't—" Damien broke off in confusion when Blaze stuck out a hand toward him.

      "Blaze Emerson, bad at friendships, worse at relationships. Nice to meet you."

      "I'm…" Damien shook the offered hand, warmth rushing through him when Blaze's fingers closed around his. He shook his head with a helpless smile, not sure what to do with this odd peace offering.

      Blaze kept hold of his hand gently, so Damien felt he had the option to pull away easily. "When I left Shuds this last time, we promised we wouldn't be out of touch. That we're friends again. He's still a fucking idiot, but I missed him." Blaze gave a quick squeeze. "Like I missed you."

      "How is he?" Damien chewed on his bottom lip, not sure why he'd blurted that out first out of all the things whirlpooling in his head.

      A quick flash of white teeth showed in the moonlight filtering through the truck's windows. "He's himself again. Back to harrying the establishment, last I heard."

      "Good. That's… good."

      Blaze ran his thumb over Damien's knuckles. "I don't want anything more than you can handle, right? Can we set boundaries, so we're not cut out of each other's lives again?"

      "Boundaries." Damien drew his hand away, his heart hammering with uncertainty.

      "Yeah. Obviously, we can still work together. We're doing it, and we're good at it."

      Waiting for some sort of social trap, Damien answered hesitantly. "Yes."

      "Okay. Good start. We could call each other when you're in range. You have my number. Check to see neither one of us have died and stuff."

      "All right. I… I'm not in town much, but… yes."

      "See? This isn't hard." That quick flash of teeth again, and Blaze tapped Damien's knee. "Now you ask for something. Something you want or don't want."

      Something I want? I want you. I want your hands on me. I want you naked beside me. All of that sounded too much like the opposite of boundaries, but the conflict between the habit of being touch averse and being touch starved had dug trenches in his brain and were exchanging fire. The war in his brain allowed a single word to fight its way out. "Sleep?"

      Even in the dark, Damien knew Blaze well enough to visualize a single ginger eyebrow climbing up his forehead. "You mean you want to sleep together? Just sleep and not euphemisms, right?"

      With his jaw clenched shut against the escape of more words, Damien nodded.

      "I'm good with that." Blaze tapped his arm. "Nothing you don't want. Got it?"

      "Yes." Damien let out a breath, some of the tightness easing in his chest. "Guns?"

      Blaze was already unbuckling his holsters. "Right. I'm not a comfy pillow with the weapons strapped on. I remember. Anything else?"

      "Boots," Damien blurted out. "Your feet… it's not good for them."

      The exasperated sound as Blaze unlaced and yanked off his boots seemed more for show than out of actual annoyance. He set his boots aside with a solid thump. "There. Now are we ready to go to sleep?"

      Damien scooted across the enclosed truck bed to him and gave Blaze a gentle push to get him on his back again. Carefully, as if Blaze might change his mind, Damien eased down beside him, burrowing in close so his head rested in the hollow of Blaze's broad shoulder. All of the nerve endings he hadn't realized were screaming settled as Blaze wrapped an arm around him.

      Safe, his body hummed, and guarded. Damien's head rode up and down as Blaze pulled in a deep breath that might have been relief or just him settling. Within moments, Damien had fallen asleep.
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      The sun allowed a brief appearance the next morning, already wearing a sari of thick clouds. By the time they'd packed up after breakfast and were back in the cab, the clouds blanketed the sky completely, overburdened and dark. Blaze turned the headlights on as the first tentative drops hit the windshield.

      Rain started hammering down not two minutes later. If they'd been following a dirt road or a physical trail, Blaze might have worried about any traces being washed away, but the rain had nothing to do with Damien's ability to track life trails. He gripped the steering wheel in grim determination as Damien guided them through the increasingly terrible visibility.

      His confidence in Damien's abilities didn't prevent near collisions with stands of brush or large rocks suddenly looming out of the downpour, though. The obstacles forced him to drive slowly and take the truck up a few feet to try to avoid the worst of it. By noon, his hands were shaking.

      "Five degrees to the left," Damien murmured before he glanced over. "Are you all right? Should we stop?"

      "Ha." Blaze rolled both hands over the wheel. "That's supposed to be my line. I'm okay for now."

      "You'll say? If you need to?" Damien fiddled with the hem of his T-shirt, giving away his growing anxiety.

      "Yeah, yeah, Mom. I'll let you know."

      Blaze had just convinced his shoulders to come down from around his ears when Damien bolted forward in his seat. "Stop! Blaze, stop!"

      "Fuck!" His heart trying to leap out his throat, Blaze slammed the truck to a stop, the maglev calipers squealing. "What is it?"

      Damien had already bailed out, though, boots splashing over the muddy ground, soaked to the bone before he'd gone four steps. Grumbling, Blaze secured the truck and plodded out after him, hoping the sudden stop didn't mean that the kids had died. Unlikely, since Damien became uneasy and ill well before coming to the end of a trail like that.

      "Talk to me," Blaze called out, even his words battered and left ragged by the drenching rain.

      A few yards ahead, Damien had halted, turning in a slow circle. Then he stood frozen, head cocked as if listening, and began to pace off an ever-widening square around that central point. Still silent, he strode past Blaze, back to the truck, hands held wide, fingers spread. From the truck, he started along his initial path again, this time one slow step at a time.

      Blaze could only wait now, unwilling to ruin Damien's concentration.

      When Damien reached the spot where he'd been turning in circles, he stopped again, dragged his shirt off over his head and spread his arms. Head thrown back, he might have been surrendering to the torrential rain, but Blaze knew better. Damien was searching, trying to feel his way along the life trails four kids had left. From the corded muscles in his neck and shoulders, it wasn't going well.

      Slowly, Blaze made his way over, wiping the rain out of his eyes every couple of steps. He stopped behind Damien's right shoulder—his accustomed place. Damien would know he was there, even deep in concentration. His voice barely above a murmur, unsure if his words could be heard over the rain, Blaze whispered, "Damien? What the hell's wrong?"

      Damien gasped, his eyes flying open as he whirled around. Instinctively, Blaze braced, but those dark eyes were sane enough, just anguished and confused. "They're gone."

      "They're… dead? All of them?"

      "No." Damien shook his head violently, water flying from his hair. "No. Gone. The trails… end. Just… How can that be?"

      You're asking me? Blaze's shoes filled up with water while he tried to think of possibilities. "This never happened before?"

      "Never."

      "Could a helicopter have picked them up? If they leave the ground, does the trail end?"

      Damien squinted at him. "No. Altitude doesn't change anything." Then he blew out a breath, shaking his head more slowly. "Maybe if they left the atmosphere?"

      "Yeah, okay. 'Cause kids come across space-capable rockets in the desert all the time." Blaze took in the scrub and brush around them. "Even if they did, which would be ridiculous, since nobody makes the damn things anymore, we'd see crushed plants. Maybe burn marks. Something."

      Still shaking his head, Damien began to pace a fretful, uneven circle while the rain decided it was time to escalate hostilities. The downpour came in needle-hard drops, and Blaze couldn't be sure some of it wasn't hail. He snagged Damien's arm on the next pass and marched him back to the truck.

      "Come on, Twitch. We're not getting any answers standing out here, and I think we're wet enough."

      Back in the truck, Blaze turned on the heat and the defogger because if he was cold? Damien, chronically underfed and with a hyped-up metabolism when he was tracking, was probably close to hypothermia.

      "It doesn't—" Damien's teeth chattered so hard he broke off, his jaw clenched in obvious frustration.

      There had been a time when Blaze would've reached over to wrap him up tight without thinking. Even if Damien used him as a bulwark at night to keep the nightmares at bay, that didn't mean they were back to that point. No pushing. Just no. Instead, Blaze reached behind the seat for a blanket to drape over Damien. He could still show he cared without invading Damien's personal space when he was upset.

      "I'm gonna drive a starburst pattern away from the end of the trails and back, okay?" Blaze kicked the maglev back on, half an eye still on Damien. "See if you pick up anything."

      Curled up under his blanket, eyes shadowed and distracted, Damien made a noise that could have been agreement or fuck you. Hard to say. Either way, Damien kept his attention forward as Blaze drove back and forth in his search pattern. No flinch, no twitch betrayed he'd picked up anything.

      "Nothing," Damien finally murmured when they reached the start again.

      They spent the next few days crawling along the heading the trails had taken before they'd ended so abruptly, stopping every half mile and getting out to cast around for any signs. Again and again, nothing. Unless someone had invented a matter transporter or a gate had opened up to some other dimension, it made no damn sense.

      The evening of the fourth day, Blaze called a halt. "This isn't getting us any-fucking-where. Ready to head back?"

      Damien stared at him for a few long seconds, and Blaze wasn't sure his words had gotten through until Damien shivered and shook his head. "It doesn't make sense."

      "I know, Twitch. But wandering in the wilderness getting you worn out and frustrated won't solve it." Blaze cringed as soon as he said it. He knew better.

      "I'm fine." Damien's eyes went hard, his chin tipped up in unconscious defiance.

      "Maybe you are." Blaze rubbed at the spot on his chest where a bullet had nearly been the end of him. He hadn't meant to be manipulative. It just twinged some days. But Damien caught the movement and his gaze softened to concern, possibly laced with guilt.

      "Blaze… You should've said." Damien turned him and pushed him toward the truck. "We'll go. Maybe Dr. Parma has some idea."

      At least it stopped raining for the drive back, not that it helped the awkward silence during the day and the careful distance at night.

      I thought we were doing all right. I screwed something up, or something made him skittery again. Half a step forward, two steps back again, just like it was when we first met.

      Not quite like that, of course. Now they had history together— conversations and things they'd each done that rattled around in Damien's brain. He got stuck on odd things sometimes. Blaze knew that.

      They were nearing Salt Lake City when Damien started fiddling with the truck's media unit, picking up clear broadcast signals again. Blaze left him to it until part of a name jerked him out of his thoughts.

      "Wait. Go back."

      Brows furrowed, Damien tapped back to the last signal, a news broadcast, and his tiny gasp confirmed what Blaze had feared. There on the viewer was Shudder, his blond halo of curls unmistakable. But this was far from the cheerful, irrepressible man they both knew. Shudder walked between uniformed guards, his hands secured in some sort of sheath cuffs, his head down and his motions awkward.

      "Turn the sound up," Blaze whispered, his heart banging on his sternum.

      

      —apprehended not thirty minutes ago. Once again, you're watching a live Channel QXP exclusive as Shudder McKenzie, the infamous variant terrorist, is being taken into federal custody on suspicion of murdering Science Minister Sheila Tapper. As we shared with you in the last hour, Minister Tapper's body was found beneath the remains of a collapsed wall on the outskirts of New Chicago.

      

      "Oh shit. Shuds, you didn't," Blaze murmured as they watched Shudder being shoved into the back of an armored van. He was drugged. That's why his movements looked wrong, like a puppet with tangled strings.

      Damien reached over and gripped Blaze's hand, his gaze never leaving the screen. "He didn't. He never would."

      "Yeah." No matter how many times Blaze had called Shudder a reckless idiot, he was too good at what he did to cause an accident like that and too kindhearted to murder in cold blood. Blaze stomped on the accelerator. "We really need to get to Dr. Parma. Right fucking now."
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      "Just sign here, Mr. McKenzie." A blunt finger tapped the bottom of the page where letters scrambled over each other, refusing to sit still. Reading had always posed extra challenges, but Shudder couldn't recall the last time it had been this tricky.

      He leaned forward until his nose touched the paper, but that surely didn't help. It only made his blurred vision worse, and the pounding headache moved from the top of his head to behind his left eye. At least they'd taken the cuffs off. That was nice. Too bad everything was so… so fuzzy and nothing made sense.

      "Who are you?" Shudder sat back and squinted up at the man on his left. Suit jacket. Glasses. Maybe there were no eyes behind the glasses. Pleasant thought.

      "Just sign the paper, Mr. McKenzie, and you can rest."

      "Where is this?" No one was answering his questions. Maybe his words were too slurred. Everything was slurred. He was just one big slur. The giggle got away from him before he knew he was smiling.

      "That's right." Mr. Reflective Glasses was smiling, too. "We're all friends here. Here, you can use my pen."

      Silver glinted in front of Shudder when he glanced down. "Oooh. Pretty." After three tries he managed to get his fingers around the promised pen, a sleek, expensive one. Probably even wrote upside down. Reminded him of something. His mother… golden hair… perfect hands… a pen… Not hers, though. A pen. A pen. "Attorney."

      "What did he say?" someone asked from across the room, the voice coming through a wall of cotton. Everything wrapped in cotton. Then nothing would hurt again.

      "Attorney," Shudder repeated, trying each syllable out, pulling them out like taffy. He had the feeling they had meant something a moment ago. Not that he just liked the rhythm. With the gleaming pen held between thumb and finger, he tapped it on the table rat-a-tat, rat-a-tat. "A-ttor-ney. A-ttor-ney. A-ttor-ney. A-ttor-ney."

      "Now he asks for representation. Wonderful," Mr. Reflective muttered, no longer smiling. "Go pull someone from the welfare pool. We're not having a mistrial called on something so trivial. Find out who dosed him with too much antribile. They're fired."

      Shudder put his head on the table with a little sigh, let the pen roll away, and fell asleep.

      When Shudder woke again, the headache was worse, but he could think in more than fuzzy dream thoughts. His hands were still uncuffed, but— His scalp felt oddly heavy. When he reached up to touch his hair, he encountered straps of metal. A speaker buzzed high up on the wall.

      "You need to leave that on, sir," a disinterested voice informed him. "We're allowed to glue it on if you don't."

      "All right." Shudder lowered his hands, nodding in case the audio was only one way. Great. This is just… great.

      He had a strong suspicion concerning the device on his head. But just in case, he tried to reach for the ground below the building. A small tremor. A tiny murmur. The slightest connection…

      Nothing. They'd fitted him with a variant suppressor cap—enough mu metal to interfere with variant brainwave transmissions to be certain he couldn't access his talent. He'd seen them on the news plenty of times during variant arrests and had raged at the use of them. Somehow it had never occurred to him that he might be wearing one someday. The sensation was… muffling was the closest he could come, giving everything a misty, dreamlike quality but not a pleasant one.

      I wonder what the long-term effects are and if anyone's bothered to make a study. And why am I thinking about that when I seem to have been arrested? Maybe arrested.

      He didn't think they'd moved him from the initial room, though he only recalled it in a fuzzy way. The stiffness in his back and the way his butt was half asleep told him he'd been sleeping sitting up with his head on the table. Moving him from one bare room with a single table and chair to another identical one and putting him back the way he'd been would've been a really strange waste of time and energy.

      The paper, whatever it had been, no longer sat on the table. He had a bad feeling that he knew at least the sort of document if not the specifics. None of the excessively large city enforcers who had ambushed him in a dirty alley had said, "Shudder McKenzie, you're under arrest," but it had been clear enough. The issue was that he hadn't been in New Chicago recently and had never done anything beyond minor vandalism there, so he couldn't imagine what the charges were.

      Fine. He had an overactive brain and could imagine all sorts of things, but nothing sensible.

      Aforementioned brain had just jumped to the issue of what happened when he had to pee when the door opened, and a drab little man in a brown suit hurried in.

      "Did you sign it?" The man dropped a document case on the table, glanced around the room, probably for another chair, and sighed.

      Shudder flashed his most congenial smile. "Did I sign what? Who are you?"

      "I'm your advocate, Harry Lapin." Harry stuck out his hand belatedly, his grip damp and unenthusiastic. "The prosecution has a confession they want you to sign. Did you sign it?"

      "Oh, that's what that was." Shudder dropped the smile. It was hurting his head. "No, I was drugged past my eyeballs and couldn't manage an activity as complicated as using a pen correctly."

      His advocate frowned, looking more discouraged. "Guess we're going to have to do this, then. Why don't you tell me in your own words what happened when you killed Minister Tapper?"

      Shudder heaved an extra-dramatic sigh, since he couldn't possibly take this man seriously. "And I thought you were here to help me. I'd like to call my mother, please."

      "Enforcement called your mother as next of kin." Harry pushed a sweat-soaked bit of hair out of his forehead's furrows. "She didn't want to take the call and states she won't speak to you."

      "Did she? Oh." She'd threatened it for years, but he'd never believed she'd follow through with cutting him off entirely. The money, yes, fine, he had accepted being financially disowned, but she'd always taken his calls. "Stop the nonsense and come home, sweetie," she would say. "There are better ways to accomplish things." But now she thought he was… what? A murderer?

      A hole had opened up at his feet and he couldn't stop falling. "I... what was the question?"

      Harry's sigh was all nervous exasperation, no drama. "What happened when you killed Sheila Tapper?"

      "Why do you think…?" Shudder trailed off and waved one hand over the other. "No. Wait. Question for question is a stupid game. I've never met Minister Tapper. I've never seen her in person. And I certainly would never have—did not—kill her."

      Instead of relief, Harry's frown added extra furrows. "Look, Mr. McKenzie. I'm supposed to speak for you, but I can't help you if you want to play games. They have evidence that puts you at the scene. Right there when the wall fell on her. So we need to talk strategy. Were you impaired in some way? Was it an accident?"

      "I feel like I don't understand words anymore." Shudder scrubbed both hands over his face, careful not to touch the arms of the mu-metal cap. "I came to the city in response to a request for help. No, I won't tell you who gave me the message. No, I won't tell you who the message was from. Just getting that out of the way. While walking to the meet point, I was jumped by a gang of thugs—oh, excuse me, enforcers—thrown down, sat on, drugged and cuffed, in that order. No explanations. The rest of my trip here is, let's just say, less than clear, so that's all the facts I have for you. Your turn."

      "I'm not the enemy." Harry flung his hands up and paced in a tiny circle. "All right. Fine. They have you on security vid. Confirmed by three separate recognition programs. You. Talking to Minister Tapper. What looks like arguing with her. Bringing the wall down. Running away. Does that make it clear?"

      "Harry, you have to know those can be faked. Especially if they really want me in jail, which they do. They have for a long time."

      "They have other physical evidence," Harry snapped, flapping a hand at him.

      "What sort of evidence?"

      "How would I know?"

      Shudder stared at him, wondering if his jaw had hit the table or if it just felt like it. "Because you're the advocate for the defense. They have to share whatever they're going to enter as evidence?"

      "Not since the Horace Act passed three days ago. In cases of variant violent crime, no, they don't."

      The Horace Act was stalled last time I checked. Too extreme. Should have read it more carefully, but I never thought… Someone set this up oh so carefully. All for little me. Flattering, in a way, but I'd rather they hadn't. Sticky, but Shudder wasn't doomed quite yet. They did need to allow him a phone call. He'd call Blaze, who knew people and could convince or coerce a real attorney to act as defense. "Has the trial been scheduled?"

      "Yes." Harry couldn't quite meet his eyes. "It's in three hours."

      "What?"

      "The Hora—"

      "The Horace Act, yes." Now I'm doomed. "I'm starting to get the idea."

      After another hour of useless wrangling with probably the most incompetent advocate the authorities could find for him, the guards allowed Shudder the use of a washroom under supervision. He couldn't do anything about the dirty, torn clothes or his unbrushed mop of hair, but at least he could wash his hands and face. After that, they left him alone to overthink everything until they came to cuff him and lead him off to the courtroom.

      This is it. Blazey did try to warn me, so many times, and now it's happening. I'd give anything for him to be with me now so he could say he told me so and call me an idiot. Even if he didn't feel like saying it, he could just give me that look and shake his head… This wouldn't be so scary with him here. And I
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