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Chapter One

 

 

“Why won’t you just come work with me at SOL?”

Alec sighed and flipped the cover over the screen of his tablet, then slid it into the open bottom drawer while he threw a stress ball at his sister, who had just walked into his office. She deflected it, using the sunbeam streaming through his window, and it bounced off his forehead. He closed his eyes and counted to forty. When he opened them again, she was slouched in the comfortable visitor’s chair, her feet up on the uncomfortable one.

“Because the Solar Oversight League is too much bureaucracy for me, and you know it.” He laced his fingers across his abdomen and leaned back, giving her the stink-eye. “You only start bitching at me to join rogue recovery when Mom gets on you about me working here.”

Avery sighed. “Well, yeah. You’ve gotta admit, you set her up for disappointment.”

“How?” he asked. Because he never tired of hearing the rundown of his crimes. Yes, that was sarcasm, but it was a necessary game he played. To protect his cover, he had to not only tolerate but even generate that layer of negativity.

“Come on, you know how. After almost eight years of drifting about with no ambition, you enroll not just in college, but in Georgetown. You get a business degree in three years, showing me up for the first time in your life, practically—”

“You’d better add that ‘practically’,” he cut in. “Don’t forget—”

She cut him off, talking louder. “But then, after raising our hopeful mother’s expectations to stratospheric heights, you buy this place.” She threw her arms up and out.

“This place” was Red Lightning, an exotic club considered to be at the classy end of the scale, as such things went. Avery knew very well what kind of place it was. It had belonged to Paul Adranian, a guy she went undercover to investigate five years ago. His six—now five—clubs catered to couples, with high-end food and drinks and dancers of all genders and identifications. Working for Paul had allowed Alec to get his degree in three years. Well, to get it at all. And when he started, owning a business had been his goal.

He couldn’t admit to anyone, never mind Avery and their parents, that Red Lightning hadn’t been his intention, or that it was secondary to his real job. His employer thought the club was a perfect cover. Buying it from Paul had been smooth and easy, operating it second nature and leaving him free whenever he needed to be. And no one would question what he did for a living if they thought he was following an expected path, even if they didn’t actually like that path.

The truth was, he’d never been as aimless or ambitionless as his family thought. He’d always worked hard and saved plenty of money. They just weren’t career-type jobs, and he hadn’t climbed any kind of ladder because he hadn’t found the ladder he wanted to climb. 

His parents were do-gooders who had spent half their time on missions around the world until their recent retirement. Avery’s job at the Solar Oversight League allowed her to use her inborn abilities in ways that benefited their community, not just herself. Reed, her husband, was even worse. Or better, depending on how you looked at it. He was a teacher, helping the neediest kids. Some solars didn’t come into their powers until they neared adulthood, and plenty didn’t even know the community existed before that. Reed had been one of those kids, and now he helped others adapt and find a place to belong. It was a lot to be compared to.

The irony was that now that Alec had found his purpose, his passion, he couldn’t tell anyone about it.

He raised his eyebrows at Avery when she didn’t continue berating him. “Is that it?”

She shrugged. “I did my duty. Honestly, you know I don’t mean any of it. You supported me and Reed when everyone else tried to break us apart, and you made it possible for us to be cured and start having a normal marriage. Now we support you.”

“Don’t oversell it,” he protested. “I read schedule data to you and called nine-one-one. You guys did everything else.”

“Whatever.” Her blue eyes pinned him in place. “Are you happy?”

It was always good when he didn’t have to lie. “I am.”

“He’d better be.”

Avery sat up abruptly as the redhead came through the door, around the desk, and perched on the arm of Alec’s chair. His heart pounding, he forced himself to stay casual even as his hand rested on Delta’s back.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Delta said. “Tim said I could come in. This is your sister?” She twisted to look down at Alec. The move shifted her snug shirt upward so his hand landed on skin, distracting him even as he felt pinned again, this time by eyes he’d never been able to get a handle on. He avoided her gaze. Getting lost in trying to figure out what color they actually were had been a big problem early in their partnership.

“Uh, yeah. Delta, meet Avery Ross Kale, the bossy older sibling in our family. Avery, this is Delta Verrett.”

Delta leaned forward, her jeans riding just low enough to give him a glimpse of the edge of her thong.

Her thong. She was killing him.

“Hi, Avery. I’m Alec’s girlfriend.”

“Oh.” Avery took Delta’s hand, looking impressed at the force of her shake. “Nice to meet you. Alec hadn’t told me—any of us—that he had a girlfriend.”

And she’d no doubt noticed that he hadn’t introduced Delta as such. Hopefully, she would think he was deferring to her, letting her dictate how his family saw her. Not that he had much choice. Deferring to Delta was part of his job description.

“It’s still pretty new,” Delta offered. She swept her long hair off her shoulder, and a wave of her creamy-spicy scent slapped him in the face. His hand tightened involuntarily, his fingertips breaching the edge of her jeans and pressing her hipbone. “You know how it goes. He’s a playboy, I’ve been burned. No point bringing anyone else into it until we know how it’s going to go.”

Maintain the cover. He blinked to focus, bit back a suffering sigh, and smiled fondly up at her. She smiled back, then leaned down to kiss him, her hand caressing his cheek. It was fast and light and totally freaked him out. He’d never been this close to her, touched her this much. Instead of wanting to get away, though, he wanted to pull her closer, get more hands and stuff on her. And that was not okay.

Avery’s phone went off. She hit a button on the side, and the chime stopped. “That’s my cue. I have a meeting. Timing sucks, because I want to hear more about this.” She pushed to her feet and came around the other side of the desk, reaching for Alec. He nudged Delta off the chair—damn her for not moving and making him reposition her by the waist, that perfectly curved part of her awesome body—and stood to hug his sister. 

“Thanks for coming by. We’ll talk more later. And just assure Mom that everything’s fine, will you? We’re making a good profit. I’m paying off my loans. She should be happy.”

“I’ll do my best, but you know her.” Avery waved and headed for the door.

“And Ave?” Alec called after her, waiting for her to look back. “It’s abuse of authority to look Del up in SOL’s database.” He glared when she smirked.

“It’s shirking my duty as a sister if I don’t tell Mom and Dad you’re seeing someone. I’ll give you one.” She lifted a finger. “You pick.”

He growled and glowered and she went out laughing, closing the door behind her.

As soon as the latch clicked, he spun on Delta. “What was that?” he demanded. He dropped back into his chair as his partner’s entire demeanor shifted. Her posture tightened up, her open, inviting expression flattened, and her hair was suddenly caught in a twist at the back of her neck that seemed both messy and immovable at the same time. He swore he hadn’t even seen her do it. She didn’t take the chair Avery had left but stood in the middle of the floor, feet braced, arms folded, and angled so she could see the door in her peripheral vision.

“What? You know our cover is to be a couple when it’s necessary.”

Which it had never been and in his opinion, still wasn’t. “You didn’t have to come in here until she left.” He bent to pick up the stress ball Avery had hit him with and chucked it into the open drawer. “Now I have to deal with sibling and parental scrutiny for something that doesn’t exist.”

She shrugged. “It seemed time. It’s been two years. I wanted to meet her.” She gazed at the door, her mouth forming a thoughtful moue he wanted to bite.

No, dammit, he did not want to bite her moue. He did not love the scent of her hair. The shape of her waist was not relevant, and he should lose his job for noticing what kind of underwear she wore.

“She and her husband really almost killed each other, huh?”

He blinked. “How do you know that?”

One side of her mouth stretched with a know-it-all slyness she’d earned and wore as well as she wore her jeans and sweater. “Come on, Ross, I know everything there is to know about you. Part of the job.”

She didn’t, but he didn’t argue. There were things no one knew and were therefore impossible to learn. “Yes, my sister and her husband were allergic to each other, a rare solar condition that almost killed them. But they’re cured now.”

“Right. Adranian funded that cure, and in the five years since he’s helped three other couples. Big investment, low return,” she mused, “but I guess the same could be said about anything related to solars.”

He nodded. The population of people who had abilities related to the sun wasn’t vast. It was big enough that they didn’t bother fighting to keep it a secret. There were no rules about “fraternizing” with regular people. But their community was also small enough that most cost-benefit analyses would come down on the negative side. “They’re preparing to market the cure,” he told her. “It works for other solar-related conditions. Scaled fees,” he added, because Paul was a friend and the opposite of greedy, at least when it came to this.

“So what was your sister doing here today?”

“She was saying hi.” His tone clearly indicated he wasn’t discussing Avery any further. Delta had no problem detecting nuance, so the fact that she kept going meant she was ignoring it.

“Weird time to come say hi. Middle of a Monday morning. I’d have thought her job kept her busy.”

He shouldn’t have let go of the stress ball. “I haven’t told her about my job, Delta.”

“You sure? No hints? Not even vague references meant to get your mother off your back over buying this place?”

That was it. He shot to his feet and pressed forward, his fists against the top of the desk. “No. No hints, no references. And you should damned well know better than to ask.”

Her ever-changing eye color shifted, darkening with a swirl of gray, a clear shot of approval rising in them. “I do. Sorry. I just didn’t expect to see her here. You’ve managed to keep things separate all this time, and—”

She stopped when his hand went up. “You know my sister and I have always been close. She’s had my back my entire life. And yes, it’s tough not sharing the most important thing in my life with her. But I knew it had to be this way. I made the choice willingly. And you never have to question my integrity.”

She sighed and dropped into the chair Avery had vacated. “Of course not. That’s not why I was asking. She’s just very smart and direct.”

“Very much like you?”

She smiled. “Yeah, maybe. And that would make it harder to keep things from her. That’s all. Okay?”

Disgruntlement clung, but he forced his jaw to unclench and sat down. “Fine. What’s your status?” 

She grinned. “I’m in.”

His blood ran cold, but that wasn’t completely bad. He retrieved the tablet he’d hidden from his sister and opened the lid, attaching it to a small keyboard. “That was fast.”

“And thank god it was. My ‘recruiter,’ Oscar?” She used air quotes because she’d been assigned to cultivate a relationship with this guy while making him think the opposite was happening. “He told me their first move is coming in a matter of weeks. If I want any chance of being part of it—and therefore stopping it—it had to be now, or I’d never earn enough trust to get the intel.”

“What were the magic words?” She was trying to infiltrate a scary organization they had little information on that probably wouldn’t take just any wide-eyed recruit. She had to have something to offer, and they’d had a few options to try. The problem was that once she used one, if it didn’t work, she couldn’t really change it up to something else. Another agent would have had to take the next attempt, and they’d have lost their advantage.

“I told him I knew Yamini Oyoshi.”

“Wow. I’m impressed.” He watched her, wondering at the coincidence of his sister being here today and Delta using his sister’s scientist, the one who had cured her and Reed of their allergy to each other, to get in with the bad guys. “So he thinks you could get her for them?”

“He might have that impression.” She smiled. “It was enough to make him chatty. Most of what he told me is meaningless, but there could be some nuggets in there for the research team.”

“All right. Tell me what you’ve got so far.” He engaged the encryption on the tablet, then reached under the desk and pressed the button that turned on the scrambler. His office had basic soundproofing, not surprising in a club that pumped music at deafening levels during all its open hours. But the scrambler kept anyone from using powerful surveillance tools to listen in. It created the kind of interference easily blamed on the nearby manufacturing plants. Clever technology: one of the things he loved most about his job.

They spent an hour transcribing Delta’s recorded conversation with Oscar and flagging the small references that could lead them to something meatier. There weren’t many. But this was just the first step to getting her inside. 

As they worked, his heart fell into a calm, steady rhythm. He’d been a member of Pax Solis for nearly two years. Recruited right before he graduated college, he’d been skeptical about the organization at first. With his sister, brother-in-law, and friends all working for the Solar Oversight League, he’d thought he knew everything there was to know about solars. And the league existed to keep order. Why would another organization be needed for their small, though scattered population?

Convincing him hadn’t taken much. It had only taken Delta.

 

* * *

Nearly Two Years Ago

Alec leaned against the corridor wall, watching his classmates quietly freak out and trying to remember when he was ever that…okay, young. Stupid thing to think when he was only twenty-nine, though he supposed sixteen-year-olds had similar thoughts about middle-schoolers. But still. The guy nearest him had smoothed his tie four times, retied it twice, and even tried tucking it into his waistband. Several feet away, a girl—woman, he corrected himself. Even though he was eight years older than most of the graduates, they were still adults. The woman several feet away kept jerking her head, her mouth twitching rapidly as she muttered to herself, probably repeating answers to questions she assumed they’d ask inside the conference room.

One side of the double doors opened, and eighteen spines jerked straight. A smallish head with a neat haircut and gold wire-rims poked out and looked around. “Donna Nguyen?”

The muttering girl brushed her hands down her skirt and gave a sharp nod before striding confidently through the door. When it thudded closed, a gush of air filled the hallway after all the waiting interviewees released the breath they’d held.

Alec understood the tension. This internship could set up their careers. Paid, with housing provided while you worked for a year in every department of one of the most successful non-conglomerate hotel franchises in the country. Travel, interaction with some of the best-known names in the business world. It was the Holy Grail for business management majors, and the internship was open only to Georgetown students because that was the CEO’s alma mater.

It was tension Alec didn’t share, though, and he wasn’t sure why. He wanted it. If he got this, his mother would forever be off his back about his supposed laid-back approach to life. He’d have something to talk to his father about. And he’d live up to his sister’s example. Kind of. He’d be contributing something positive to society, at least. But he wasn’t all tied up in knots like the girl who kept rubbing the back of her neck or the guy who’d run to the bathroom four times. He’d either get it or he wouldn’t, and it wasn’t likely. He had good grades and the respect of his professors but didn’t do a lot as far as extracurriculars. It made him feel too creepy. And his job was bartending for a group of strip joints. Even though Paul had given him management duties, and the clubs really were at the classy end, it was hardly the kind of thing to impress people.

A smaller door opened down the hall, past all the gathered candidates. A woman with sunset-red hair swinging from a huge ponytail stepped out and eyeballed him. “Alec Ross.” It wasn’t a question.

He pulled away from the wall and glanced around. No one else had seemed to notice that he’d been called out of order. He shrugged and headed her way. She didn’t smile or present welcoming body language that would put him at ease, just held the door open until he’d walked through, then closed it behind them both.

Alec halted two steps inside the dim storage room that was lit only by natural light through a high window. “What the hell is this?”

“Your interview.” She stepped around him and faced him squarely, folding her arms and staring directly at his eyes with a pair that were…not blue, not green, not mixed enough to be called hazel. There was a glint of gold, but then he swore they looked silvery and what the hell was he doing? He stepped toward the wall and tucked his thumb under the strap of his messenger bag, ready to fling it off if he needed to defend himself. From what, he didn’t know. But he did know this woman was not part of the hotel company, and he knew she was dangerous.

When he didn’t say anything else, satisfaction flashed in those indefinable eyes. “What’s in here?” she asked.

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Without looking around, tell me what stuff is in this room.”

She was testing his powers of observation. But why? He gave it a few seconds and decided there was no harm in playing along until he figured out what was happening. “Metal shelving holds office supplies. Reams of paper—”

“How many?”

“I don’t know. Fifty-ish white copy paper, half a dozen different colors, two reams of card stock.”

She nodded for him to continue.

“Ink for three different models of inkjet printers, two types of laser cartridges, and what’s probably a big-ass copier. Four boxes of pencils, ten of pens—blue, black, and red, with one package of colored glitter pens that were probably a mistake.” This was the business department, not the art wing. “Back wall has a table with a few abandoned computer monitors, one dusty tower, four or five corded keyboards, and two laptop cases that probably hold laptops.”

“Why probably?” Her voice was on the deeper side with a very slight roughness. She wielded it with more matter-of-factness than his sister, and Avery was a master of matter-of-fact.

“The shape indicates they’re not empty. They look solid. But it’s impossible to know that it’s laptops and not, say, books or notebooks without looking.”

“What else?”

He rattled off a list of janitorial supplies and the types of odds and ends that wound up in space like this when no one knew what to do with them. When he ran out of things he’d spotted or could see within his range of vision, she nodded again.

“The people in the hall. One woman was wearing a bright red suit. Shoes?”

Power of recall now. “Low heel, sensible-looking, same color as the suit.”

“Why is that easy to tell me?”

He was starting to get annoyed. What did this have to do with anything? “I don’t know, because it’s red and draws attention? I assume that’s the point.”

“But?”

“But what?” He controlled his volume with effort.

“But what do the shoes tell us in contrast to the suit?”

Do not roll your eyes. “She’s ambitious but also practical? How do I know? I wear the same damn shoes with everything.”

Her eyes flicked down to his brown chukkas, and he could have sworn there was amusement in them when they rose back up. “Okay. What about the guy with the striped shirt?”

“There were six striped shirts out there. Which one?”

“How about all of them?”

It went on like that for a few more minutes, with Alec guessing when he didn’t know immediately. He alternated between enjoying the challenge and verging on pissed off but kept playing along, curiosity driving him. Somewhere at the end of this would be some kind of answer.

“What do you think of the internship offer?” The woman had relaxed her stance throughout the interrogation and now rested against the table holding the computer stuff, the heels of her hands braced next to her hips.

“It’s a great offer. Whoever gets it has a fantastic opportunity to set up their career.”

“How do you feel about it for you?”

He lifted a hand, palm up. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want it.”

“But?”

He shrugged. “If I don’t get it, I’ll find something else. There are a lot of opportunities out there.”

“One last thing. Do me.”

He blinked. No way she meant that the way every hetero male on the planet would take it. Powerful. Confident. You don’t care about convention or you’d be in a suit—pants suit, not skirt—instead of jeans and a V-neck sweater in a shade of purple that in no way helps me figure out the dominant color of your eyes. Those boots are full-on functional, not stylish, probably super-light but capable of kicking in a door on the first try. Natural redhead. I think. Care to prove it? Holy freaking shit, would he be dead if he shared any of that. 

“No way. You’re terrifying.”

She laughed and stood, facing the blank wall opposite him and saying, “We’re ready.”

A low hum sounded, more felt than actually heard, and a panel slid open. He would never have thought it possible in standard drywall like that. The woman disappeared into the rectangle of darkness, her voice coming back to him oddly, as if she was slowly dropping down inside the wall.

“Come on, if you want to find out what this was all about.”

He stared at the space for about five seconds. His scalp stung where, in his imagination, his sister slapped him upside the head for even considering it. But then he followed his interrogator, because fuck yeah, he wanted to find out. For the first time, his heart rate sped up as he stepped through the doorway. Whatever this was, it was going to be big.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Delta crossed the Georgetown University campus, tugging the zipper of her anorak up higher against the early December wind. Her phone buzzed in her back pocket, the vibration bouncing insistently off her glutes, but she pretended she didn’t feel it. Her mother used that excuse all the time, rarely questioned even by her bosses. The same leaders at Pax Solis that Delta was on her way to meet. Because she was heading for that meeting, she needed time to purge herself of the aftereffects of being with Alec. Of kissing him and then acting like a moron afterward.

She’d been attracted to her handler from day one, when she vetted him outside the “visitor’s entrance” of Pax Solis, á la Harry Potter’s Ministry of Magic. She’d dismissed it immediately. He wasn’t the first guy she’d been attracted to on the job. It sometimes came in handy and she was too dedicated, too professional, to ever let it interfere. Attraction faded, and if never acted upon, it often left a new bond, a sustainable relationship, whether working or friendly. But Alec was different. He always smelled amazing, like spice and oil and silk. Not stuff you wanted to eat, but stuff you wanted to wrap around yourself. To breathe, and take into your body. Being around him changed her. She never let it show, but the longer they spent in the same room, the more the ways she could take him in swirled around in her brain. Her body, which she was always highly attuned to because of her job, went all hot honey, from the blood in her veins to other, more obvious parts.

Blocking that runaway locomotive in her brain had gotten harder over the last two years, rather than easier. But Alec was the best handler she’d had. They had absolute trust between them, and getting romantically involved wasn’t just a bad idea and against Pax Solis’s semi-strict rules, it was likely to destroy that trust. Look at how close it had come today. She’d gotten jealous. Of time he spent with his freaking sister. 

The way that made her treat him had been completely unfair. Somehow, training and sparring hadn’t prepared her for acting like his girlfriend, and even though she’d given him that unnecessary kiss to sell the surprise relationship to Avery, it had backfired, throwing them both off. She’d overcompensated for the shock of it with an interrogation, much more in her comfort zone. 

But she knew how dedicated he was. His mistakes ran toward not foreseeing every possible obstacle she might run into as opposed to making decisions based on poor judgment or emotional compromise. He would never reveal Pax secrets just to make things easier on himself. 

Her phone buzzed again. Cursing, she pulled off her glove and lifted her jacket to dig into her pocket so she could check the screen. Four calls, but not from her boss, as she’d assumed. Her mother. Four times.

The frigid air seemed to escape her lungs and fill her chest, solidifying as her return call went through. Her mother answered immediately. 

“Delta, finally.”

“Mom. What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

“Of course I’m okay. What’s got you all worked up?”

Her lungs unseized, the ice shards stinging her throat as it all left. “You called me four times in the last fifteen minutes. I thought it was an emergency. Like, a life-or-death emergency.”

Rho laughed. “Like I’ve never done that before.”

“You haven’t.”

“Oh.” A beat passed. “I’m sorry. I understand why that would work you up. I’m fine, everyone’s fine. But it is an emergency. I needed to warn you before you go into your meeting.” 

She stopped talking. There was no hiss to indicate the line was still open, no rustle or murmurs like she’d been interrupted by someone.

“Mom?”

A few clicks came over the line. Keyboard? Or phone tap?

“Sorry, Delta. More information just came through. It contradicts what I learned earlier, so I need to vet it. I’ll call you later.”

She stopped at the bottom of the steps up to the main entrance of Pax Solis, also known as the creepy old building at the corner of campus where no one ever had classes. “But you said I needed the information before my meeting.”

“Not if it’s wrong. It’ll be fine. Call me later.” 

The call disconnected.

“Well, great.” She hated going into meetings blind. Doing anything blind, actually. She was supposed to be presenting the plan she and Alec had just developed for the next step of her infiltration of Helios. The information her mother was now holding back might change that plan. Even if the information conflicted, Delta wanted to have it. But there was no point in calling her mother back. She wouldn’t answer when she was on a trail. Ever since her dad left and her mother withdrew from field work, Rho’d had a single-minded focus that made her the best at her job but very hard to get through to.

A cloud moved away from the sun, the light filling the courtyard and turning the creepy old building into a quaint historical highlight. She turned her face up and absorbed the sunshine, literally. She shouldn’t need the extra energy in a meeting with her bosses, but it couldn’t hurt to juice up her batteries.

With a clank and a creak, one of the massive wooden doors opened and two people came out. Delta quickly jogged up the steps to where they’d stopped at the top to wait for her.

“Hey, you two. I didn’t think you’d be coming in this soon.” She pulled her gloves back on over stiff fingers and shoved her hands into her pockets.

“Finished the job,” Teo said with a hint of arrogance. “On to the next mission. Word is you haven’t achieved your objective, primo.”

“I’m in,” she countered with the same phrase she’d given Alec. “Plus, my assignment is a lot harder than yours.” She had no idea if it was true, but she and Teo had a mock-tense—usually—competitive friendship. Whereas her relationship with Star was a lot more, say, maternal, despite them being the same age. And if by “maternal” you meant “drill sergeant.”

As usual, Star dragged her dark-brown, all-seeing gaze down Delta’s body. “Your hair is too long, Verrett. I keep telling you to cut it off. And why are you so bundled up? It’s not that cold out here.”

“I like my hair long, and it’s colder than you think.” It wasn’t. It was just a big contrast to how hot she’d gotten in Alec’s office. 

“All someone has to do is—” Instead of stating it, Star reached out, grabbed Delta’s ponytail, and yanked downward. Delta ducked and spun so the hair wrapped around the back of her neck and over her shoulder. She couldn’t grab Star’s tight black curls—that was the point—so she instead gripped her wrist, twisted, and came around behind her colleague, who had no choice but to let go of Delta’s rope of hair. She released Star before she reached the point of hurting her, and they resumed their previous positions, all laughing.

“That was better than the last time,” Star admitted. “You’re welcome.”

Delta blew out a breath and rolled her eyes. “I’m not thanking you for ambush training.” She glanced at her watch. “I’d better get inside. Meeting’s in five, and I need coffee.”

“Pot’s broken,” Teo warned her. “And Nolasco is in rare form. You’ll be in there a while.”

“Great.” She yanked the zipper of her jacket down. “If I’d known that, I would have stopped for some.”

“Sorry.” He clapped her on the shoulder. “Good luck.”

“Yeah, thanks.” They headed down the steps and she went inside, pausing in the foyer to shuck her coat and gloves and hang them in the hidden closet across the foyer. The elaborate carvings in the wood along the wall disguised the chamber, which was only used for outerwear. Their operations chief, Mrs. Beasley, went full headmistress if anyone defied her organizational rules. They all complained, but Nolasco said a neat, organized headquarters wasn’t a bad thing. Plus, he had it bad for Mrs. Beasley. No one was sure of the nature of it, but everyone had experienced its effects at one time or another. It was usually easier to just toe the line. Even if the heat in the old stone building was kept at “fresh produce” levels and she’d have preferred to keep her jacket on.

She walked into the meeting room just as the old clock over the mantel chimed the hour. Nolasco was already there, but Tevins and Sinimon, the mission chiefs, entered behind Delta. The three of them sat on one side of the table, leaving her alone on the other. She glanced longingly at the coffee bar, where the drip machine sat cold and empty, and considered settling for a cup of tea. 

“Let’s get right into it.” Nolasco opened the black leather folio containing his tablet and crushed her dreams of a hot beverage. “How is your relationship with Oscar Garcia progressing?”

“Phase one is complete. He’s taking me to a Helios mingle on Friday.”

“Mingle?” Sinimon raised eyebrows that reminded Delta of seal fur. Sleek and shiny and smooth. Her makeup was just as flawless as ever. It stayed that way because the woman never smiled. Or frowned. Her ability to remain expressionless could be bottled and sold for a fortune ten times over.

“That’s what they call it. Oscar wouldn’t tell me why when I asked, but judging from the stern way he repeated the word, it’s a way to cover what they’re doing. I think they pretend to be a social club or something. He’s super cagey.”

“Why is he recruiting you?” Tevins joined in. “What does he think you know?”

“The truth. He knows I want power and think he’s the key to getting it. That I heard from my cousin who heard from his buddy at the gym who knew this guy who said Oscar hooked him up with these people who know how to become solars.”

Tevins drummed his fingers on the table. “I thought we agreed not to mention that word when approaching Garcia.”

“I didn’t. He did. And I let him lead me after that. My mother’s ‘friendship’ with Yamini Oyoshi sealed the deal.” She told them about Oscar’s allusion to a big move coming within weeks, and her plan to burrow as deep as possible into Helios before it happened.

“What’s the big move?” Sinimon asked. “Did he describe it at all?”

“No. He was excited, but wouldn’t tell me anything.”

“All right. Here’s what we’ve learned so far.” She held out a hand, and Tevins put a stapled sheaf of papers into it. “We’ve been running down details of the few facts we had. You know where we started, two weeks ago.”

Delta nodded. Pax Solis had been created to deal with the secret, often darker side of solar existence. Most solars had the same basic abilities. They connected to the sun and were affected by its cycles. They could interact with anything the sun affected. Redirect the wind, have empathy for animals and plants and even people. A lot were farmers or gardeners or landscapers, helping humanity exert control over the wildness of nature. Many with some level of healing ability entered the medical or veterinary fields. Rogues tended to be petty criminals, using their abilities to steal or mess around. Those were the kinds of people SOL usually dealt with, and Alec’s sister, Avery Ross, was in charge of rogue recovery. Her team worked with local authorities—legal and judicial—to deal with solar-related crimes.

Then there were people like Delta. Solars who had abilities beyond what many even believed could exist. She could draw in energy from the sun and harness it for her own use. That wasn’t too unusual. But she could also store it, and it gave her endurance and strength. Not superhuman, but if she had enough exposure she could go days without sleeping, climb a mountain without breaks, and win any fight she got into just because she didn’t get tired. It had made her an ideal agent for Pax Solis, because she was also good. Not everyone with strong solar abilities was.

A young organization, relatively speaking, Pax Solis had two divisions. The public face, Solis Relations, kept a low profile while they fostered relationships between SOL’s bureaucracy and governing bodies in the regular community. They kept the general public believing that solars weren’t all that different from regulars. 

Pax Solis, the secret division, tracked and dealt with solars who had rare and potentially dangerous powers. Their founder had been a president of the university and the brother of a solar who could accelerate decay. He’d made a great deal of money on environmental cleanup but when he’d started making even more working for organized crime syndicates, his brother intervened. He’d recognized that SOL had limits and that learning of the rare danger a single solar could pose to the general public could turn the masses against solars in general. He’d convinced his brother not only to reform but also to use his ill-gotten gains to invest in Pax Solis.

Pax’s mission had been focused and minimal in the early days, growing as society grew. While still president of the school, their founder found a way to bestow this building to them. His brother’s investment and the funds from other investors had created a trust that paid their operating costs. In the decades since, they’d protected the world from dangerous solars, as well as protecting powerful solars from those who would target or use them.

In recent years, the solar population had grown faster than ever before, with new abilities and more people abusing those abilities. Abuse that Pax Solis had taken charge of addressing. Agents like Delta worked undercover to find those people and stop them early, before they got hurt or hurt others. When possible, those they found went through an educational and training program. The enforcement division handled those who’d crossed too far over the line.

Avery and Reed Kale’s undercover job, the one she’d mentioned to Alec today, had been exhaustively studied within Pax. It should have been their mission, not SOL’s. But the DC police detective leading the investigation was married to a solar, and Pax had barely learned of the situation with no time to mobilize before he’d gotten SOL involved. The murderer, Heather Bryant, had a slew of undocumented abilities. Avery could detect solars, but she’d never detected Bryant, who could also store the sun’s energy and then heat things with it. Things like people. It was the worst documented case of solar-gone-bad, but Pax Solis couldn’t assume she would always hold that record. In fact, they had to assume she was just first in line, and they wanted to be prepared for the danger that came next.

Instead of a solar, though, the next big threat was Helios, and the solars appeared to be the ones in danger.

The briefs said Pax first heard of the group from one of their edgier assets, a regular guy who used to befriend solars, use them for their abilities, and then dump them, usually holding the bag for something that could ruin their lives. Once he’d paid his “debt to society,” he’d agreed to run his connections to help Pax Solis find others like him. Two weeks ago, he reported rumors of an organization that was well-funded, well-organized, and determined to steal solars’ powers for themselves. No one scoffed at the possibility. They spent too much time discovering things they didn’t know.

Immediately, Pax began investigating. They ran the minimal early data through Zen, their database of all the knowledge they’d ever collected, and followed new trails to new potential connections. One of those trails led to Oscar, Delta’s “in” and her current mission.

She waited patiently for Sinimon to continue. The woman was reading the papers Tevins had handed her, as if she didn’t already know what was on them.

Finally, she laid them down and folded her hands on top of them. “We believe we know who runs Helios.”

Delta kept her shock from showing. “That’s surprising.” That was one of her primary directives in infiltrating the organization. First, find out what they were planning so it could be stopped. Second, find out who was in charge so they could be stopped.

“The phrase ‘follow the money’ exists for a reason.” Nolasco’s mouth twisted with distaste. “And we have some very good experts on our payroll. They traced payments to your contact, Oscar Garcia, and the trail…” He sighed and mirrored Sinimon’s pose. “It complicates things.”

“In what way?”

“We believe the founder of Helios is a Ross.”

Delta didn’t get what he was saying. Then it rattled her jaw, it struck so hard. “A Ross? As in Alec Ross?”

“Yes.”

She shook her head. “No way. He works for us. He’s a solar. His whole family are solars. His sister is Avery Ross-fucking-Kale!” A little of the fangirl she denied existed infused the last words, which rose enough to bounce off the high ceiling of their room.

None of her bosses seemed surprised at her reaction. She grabbed equilibrium and logic and calmed down. “Alec’s family is not wealthy. We investigated them as thoroughly as we do everyone else. His parents are solidly middle class. Upper middle, maybe, but they cycle through saving their money and then traveling all over the world with an international mission.” Her mind raced just ahead of her words, pulling details to decry their implication. “Their abilities are nothing extraordinary. Their finances are all in line. And nothing in the family history contributes any kind of logic to this. Avery heads SOL’s rogue recovery division. Her husband teaches new solars. They’re good people, and they want to keep our kind safe.” She was arguing too vehemently and decided to stop there. Her case had been made.

Or so she thought.

“We are aware of all of those details,” Tevins said. “Your mission remains unchanged. However, I’m sure you understand why you need a different handler as you strengthen your connection to Garcia.”

“No way.” The reaction was spontaneous, and she cursed herself. That wasn’t her. “Alec is not part of Helios. I don’t care who in his distant family might be connected. He’s been my handler for two years. I trust him. And no one else could get up to speed by Friday. Our plan and operations structure is sound.”

But all three of them were shaking their heads. “It’s unacceptable. You know the danger is too great.”

Tevins glanced at Nolasco. “We can send another agent in your place,” he told Delta.

She didn’t bother dignifying that offer with a response, and they didn’t bother pushing. 

“All right. Let’s go through the details of your plan, and after our adjustments, you can meet with your new handler and do the necessary work.”

“Who is my new handler?”

“It will be Nina Sadler.”

Delta bit her tongue, but even as she began explaining the plan to them, she was thrown into the past, to the day she recruited Alec—and Nina closed the deal.

 

* * *

Nearly Two Years Ago

Delta listened for Alec’s footsteps above her. The darkness at the top of the stairs was deliberately intimidating. When they brought in recruits like this, someone bent the sunlight from the room above so it didn’t penetrate the landing. It was all a little overly symbolic for her, reeking of the self-importance of other secret societies. But Pax Solis didn’t exist for the gain of its members. Its purpose was protecting the innocent. And the case had been made, many times, for the sense of crossing thresholds to new worlds.

There. He’d stepped onto the wooden floor at the top of the stairs. She paused, one foot in the air, to keep from making any noise he could follow. He didn’t call out, in general or to her specifically. His presence didn’t feel nervous or afraid. But he didn’t descend the steps. She fought disappointment. She’d been sure he had more curiosity than that. More courage.

And then sunlight shot past her in a narrow beam, like a flashlight. It hit the stone at the base of the stairs, then glided backward to show him the steps. She snickered. You would think more people would do what he’d just done, redirecting light from the window to shine down here. Generally, when asked, they said they felt it would undercut whatever they were being tested for. But that wasn’t the main focus, especially for handlers, researchers, and catalogers, who made up the bulk of Pax Solis’s small roster. Being able to think for themselves, to gather information and make smart decisions, was paramount. And knowing where you were going didn’t undercut anything. Plunging blindly into the darkness was stupid.

After an hour interrogating Alec, she’d landed on the side of rooting for him. He could control his emotions. He engaged in balanced thought. And he smelled really good.

Put it away. She didn’t normally have to order herself to do that. A little thrill zipped through her middle, almost making her shiver. She put that away, too.

Finally, a light tap told her Alec was coming down. He followed her silently to the bottom, then through the stone tunnel. She used a real flashlight, because there was no danger here and the rough-hewn passage had some toe-jammers that could send the most agile person sprawling. Not that she’d sprawled, but stumbling was bad enough.

At the end of the passage, she paused and shone the light up onto her face. “Know where we are?”

“I’m guessing under that creepy building on the edge of campus that has a surprising amount of traffic for being marked as closed.”

She rewarded him with a grin. “Excellent. Let’s go up.”

These stairs were concrete with metal rails, much more like an office building stairwell. Delta waited for Alec to ask questions or make a comment, but he didn’t speak. They got to the top, and she turned the handle to the regular wooden door and pushed it open, letting Alec go ahead of her.

The room they emerged into was just as small and dull as the storage room they’d interviewed in, but without the storage part. A TV screen filled the wall opposite them, and two padded chairs sat in the middle. There was another door to their right. As Delta closed the door behind her, the screen came awake to display a white sun on a black background, filled with symbols that historically represented peace.

“I’m here on behalf of an organization dedicated to peace between solars and non-solars. The biggest threat to that peace is rare and dangerous abilities being used inappropriately—either by the solar or by regulars targeting or taking advantage of them.”

For the first time, she saw a flicker of reaction in Alec. It wasn’t visible. He didn’t tense or shift position. He continued gazing at the Pax Solis logo, but his eyes hadn’t locked onto it. No, this was more of a change in the air. An emotional response, but one so deep and controlled that she couldn’t tell the nature of it.

“So you’re like the black ops version of SOL.”

“Basically. But it’s usually not that wild.” She patted the back of a chair. “Let’s sit.”

They watched a video that made Alec smirk a lot, at least during the cheesy narrative parts. It was a throwback, for sure, and like watching a mandatory safety video for a regular job. But then they got to the archival footage. It was only one case, featuring a windrider. That ability wasn’t uncommon, simply catching a gust of air and letting it carry them over a short distance. A couple of people had been known to be able to detect patterns and currents and go further than a few yards. But the woman in the video did more than catch a breeze. She harnessed the wind, repurposed and concentrated it, and drove it through the house of the neighbor she was feuding with. As in, blowing apart the house like the wolf in the three-pigs fable.

The video stopped. The TV went blank. And before Delta could say a word, Nina walked in.

“Hello, Alec.” 

Nina was about eight inches taller than Delta, and the similarities stopped there. Nina’s smile was fragile, her handshake so delicate Alec took her hand in both of his when she reached out.

“Nina Sadler. That was my house.” Her lips trembled with her brave strength, and Delta rose to pat her on the shoulder. Alec gave her an approving glance, which only fed the smoldering resentment Delta preferred to pretend wasn’t there.

“That must have been horrible.” Alec motioned for Nina to sit. She did, drawing Alec down next to her and leaning in so close his breath lifted fine strands of her short, lemony-blonde hair. Delta retreated to the side and took her usual position, Nina’s melodious tones fading out as she described coming home from school with her mother to find their house demolished and her father injured inside.

It didn’t bother her that Nina had moved in on Alec. Well, not moved in on. They weren’t in a bar. Recruiting was a responsibility they all shared, with the goal of both ensuring the candidate was a good fit and convincing them, if they were, to join up.

Her hands bunched under her folded arms at her continued annoyance, and she dragged her eyes away from the couple—no, the two people sitting in front of her—to stare at the blank TV screen. She’d heard Nina’s side of this a million times. She’d been prime material for Pax Solis, almost losing her non-solar father because a dispute over fallen leaves escalated under the power of a souped-up windrider.

“Now I’m dedicated to finding people like her and making sure they don’t harm anyone else. Or that they use their abilities in good ways, like the people here in Pax Solis do.”

Alec hadn’t stopped holding her hand, Delta noticed, even though the tears had resorbed and her voice had stopped trembling.

“You go out and find people like that?” He tilted his head at the TV.

Nina gave her bell-like laugh, evoking “little fairy” even though there was nothing little about her.

“Oh, goodness, no. Delta’s a field agent. I’m a handler. I help people like you do your job.”

Except Alec hadn’t become a field agent, either. He and the training team had decided his observational excellence and attention to detail would make him a superb handler, and they had. He’d been Delta’s partner ever since, and she’d stopped thinking about her uncharacteristic jealousy and even forgotten about Nina’s effect on Alec thanks to the relationship she’d built with him. 

A relationship Nina was about to take over.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

Delta ignored Bartender Tim’s greeting as she strode past the empty stage at Red Lightning, heading toward Alec’s office for the second time that day. She’d tried to call her mother several times on the walk over. The urgent intel had to be about the Ross connection. Which meant the contradictory information should also be about the Rosses. She really wanted to know before she got to Alec, but her mother could spend days digging before she came up for air. Delta couldn’t wait. She was going undercover on Friday, and Alec had to be her handler.

“Delta!”

She spun on her heel. “What!” Uh, that was not very “sweet fun girlfriend of Alec” behavior. She shifted onto one foot and cocked her hip hard. “Sorry, Tim.” She pressed her hand to her forehead, not needing to take much effort to appear distressed. “I don’t know where my head is. I didn’t even hear you. That’s so rude.”

“It’s okay.” He gestured toward Alec’s office with a pen in his hand, peering over reading glasses that made him look adorable. She didn’t know he was old enough to need reading glasses. “He’s not here, is all. Wanted to save you the trip.”

“Thanks. Do you know where I can find him?” Her thumbs were already all over her phone screen, typing a text. A tracking app would be handy. He had one for her. But he was a handler, so it had never occurred to anyone that he’d need to be tracked.

“Not exactly. I think his mom called?”

The metal back of her phone warmed suddenly. No, that was her fingers going cold. “His mom?” That was weirdly coincidental.

He shrugged, attention floating back to the papers on the bar. “Sounded like. You know how she is.”

She didn’t, really. She knew facts about Alec’s family from when they first vetted him. Aside from their volunteer work, his dad had never displayed any remarkable talent and worked in a manufacturing position until he retired recently. His mother sold fruit from her own small orchard, her affinity for growing things also not extraordinary. They had been decent parents, financially stable, mild vices, no abuses. His mother would have been called a helicopter parent if the kids had been born a little later, and she wanted more both from and for her son than he was currently giving and taking. As far as she knew. But Tim made it sound like something else.

“Is everyone okay?” was a good, girlfriendy question. This was straying outside the norm. Her last—and only—handler hadn’t had any outside ties she had to interact with, and her undercover work was rarely this benign.

Tim shrugged. Delta sighed and headed back out the main door, checking her phone. It hadn’t buzzed, but sometimes it didn’t if a text reply came quickly. But there was nothing.

Dammit. She had to talk to Alec before the council did. Maybe Star or Teo could help her track his GPS. He might be pissed, but circumstances—

Bzzzz. The vibration hadn’t stopped before she’d swiped to answer the call and had the phone at her ear. “Alec?”

“Yeah, sorry I didn’t answer your texts sooner.” His voice was tense, distracted. “What’s up?

“Something serious. Where are you? We need to talk.”

She felt his focus shift, lasering in on her. “What’s wrong?”

“Not on the phone. I’m at the club. How far away are you? We can meet if—”

“I’ll come back. Ten minutes.”

Ten minutes was a lifetime. She couldn’t stop pacing and wondered if she was overreacting. This wasn’t like her, giving in to agitation. She took information, processed it, and acted on it. Even if action had to wait, like now, she didn’t get worked up about it.

It’s because it’s Alec.

Yeah, but what about Alec? Was he a threat to her and to Pax Solis, or were they a threat to him? Did he know his family was involved in Helios? If that was even true. God damn her mother for leaving her hanging!

That was the problem, though, and putting a finger on it stilled her feet. She was afraid. Afraid Alec was going to betray her. She’d been thinking of nothing but warning him, of pushing him into doing something to protect himself, but what if it wasn’t necessary? What if this came as no surprise to him? Seeing that truth on his face would kill her.

She sighed and leaned against the club wall next to the door, a sense of dark inevitability pressing on her. For ten years, she’d managed to avoid stuff like this. Emotional entanglement was destructive to people who worked in their profession. Her parents were proof. But sometimes the harder you tried to avoid something, the more likely it became. So it wasn’t a conscious effort, just something she internalized and let feed the way she operated. She cared about Star and Teo but wasn’t close to them outside of the job. Wasn’t close to anyone, actually, including her own mother. She knew Rho loved her, and she loved her back, but arm’s length allowed rational operation and successful missions. Delta’s last handler had been excellent at his job, preparation and insight his greatest skills, but when he retired she never even knew where he went afterward.

Somehow, her relationship with Alec had become something different.

A shiny black car rolled down the street and slowed at the entrance to the parking lot. Her agitation settled, and she concentrated on the immediate issue. Maybe he was going to shatter the trust they’d built between them, mere hours after demanding it from her. But at least she’d know.

He climbed out of the car, long and lean
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