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Chapter One

 

Avery entered the brilliantly sunlit reception area of the police department in Brook Hollow, Massachusetts, and stuck her sunglasses on the top of her head. An officer looked up from the papers he was rummaging through on the reception desk, checked his watch, and gave her a bland smile. “Help you?”

“You’re Officer Downey.” It was a statement rather than a question since his name was clear on his tag. She held out her hand. “I’m Avery Kale, the agent from the Solar Oversight League.”

His expression brightened. “Oh, right! SOL. You’re here for Billy. I’ve got your transfer paperwork right here.” He slid a folder from a stand at the side of the desk and laid it on the counter for her, pointing out where to sign. “Didn’t expect you so early. Sun’s barely up.”

“Long drive. The earlier we get on the road, the better.” She scrawled her signature on the first page and flipped to the second.

“I’ll go get Billy-Boy.” Downey headed to the back of the station and she made quick work of the stack of papers, keeping her copies—and laughing at the carbon-free duplicates she didn’t think anyone used anymore.

He was back in moments, accompanying Avery’s prisoner. The petty thief sulked but didn’t resist, even as Downey tested the handcuffs binding his wrists behind his back.

“I don’t need the cuffs, thanks.” Avery nodded at them. “You can remove them.”

Downey scowled. “Agent Kale, I have to seriously caution you against transporting this prisoner unsecured. I know he isn’t much to look at, but—”

“It’s fine, Officer Downey. I’m very familiar with Mr. Wharton’s history.”

He rolled his eyes, which didn’t seem to reassure the officer.

“I don’t want to take your equipment.” To ease his mind, she slid her hand around Billy-Boy’s upper arm. He tensed, probably thinking she needed to touch him to take control. She didn’t, but there was no point in revealing that unless he tried to run. She gave an encouraging smile and nod to Downey, who reluctantly came forward. He glared at Billy, then circled around him to unlock and remove the cuffs. Avery thanked him and marched Billy out of the station to her car, a modified Prius.

He tried to stop short. “Aw, man. We hafta drive?”

She shoved him forward. “What, you think you rate a plane ticket?”

“Nah. I thought you’d fly us down yourself.” 

She snorted and opened the back door.

“What? The legendary Agent Kale isn’t a windrider?”

She didn’t bother answering. She was no legend, despite her rare ability to detect solars and even rarer ability to suppress their powers, and besides the fact that she wasn’t a windrider, even those who were couldn’t go far or carry other people with them. Billy was just being a snot. She was used to it.

He grunted and climbed into the back seat, buckling himself in. Avery got into the front and made sure the rear locks were engaged and the cage was secured. She peered over her shoulder, through the grate that separated her from Billy.

“Make yourself comfortable. It’s a long drive.”

“Can I make a phone call?”

“Yeah, right.”

“No, I mean it.” His sneering tone had disappeared. “I need my wife to meet me there for processing.”

“I’ll have the office alert her.” This wasn’t Billy’s first transgression, and he wasn’t going to be processed and released like he would have been before. But he did have a right to have someone on site with him, and if he wanted it to be his wife, she had no reason to deny him. She sent the text and put the car in gear.

“Thanks,” Billy reluctantly grunted. Then he slumped to rest his head on the back of the seat. He folded his arms and closed his eyes, and within ten minutes Avery had to put up the soundproof divider to block his snoring.

Several hours later, she was just coming into Laurel, Maryland, a few miles from SOL on the edge of the Patuxent Wildlife Refuge, when her phone rang.

“Agent Kale.”

“Hello, Agent Kale, this is Agent Kale.”

Every muscle in Avery’s body softened at the warm, rich tones of her husband’s voice. “Reed.” She glanced at the clock. It was hours before their regular call time. “Where are you?”

“Still in Indiana. This kid’s got powerful ability, but no control and a helluva lot of attitude. I’ll be here a while.”

A spurt of panic shot through her. “How long is a while? Solstice is—”

“I know,” he soothed. “I’ll be home. I’ve never missed it, Avery.”

“I know, but…” She didn’t bother to finish the sentence. Neither one of them had ever missed a solstice, the two most important days of the year. But for some reason, this year’s summer solstice felt more important. The vague sense had increased as it got closer.

“Don’t worry. Sorry I called so early—am I interrupting anything?”

She slowed for a light, then goosed the gas again when it went green. “No. I’m transporting a rogue to SOL. Routine stuff.”

“What’s this one do? Dangerous?”

Avery smiled at his careful-yet-concerned tone. “Typical hijinks. He flashes sunlight into clerks’ eyes so he can rob convenience store registers.” The control of the sun’s light was the most basic of a solar’s powers. But most didn’t use their powers to break the law. The ones who did found Avery, or one of her team, on their doorstep sooner or later.

“So not as fun as the last one,” Reed observed.

She laughed. “No.” The last one had given her a sprained wrist after three weeks of chasing him down and two separate fights. Reed had wanted her to call in assistance, but she loved the challenge. At least she had control over something in her life.

“So what are you doing tonight that you had to call now?” She turned down the narrow road leading to the office and glanced in the rearview mirror at Billy, who was awake now and staring sullenly out the window at the forest.

“A sundown exercise. I’m not sure we’ll be done in time, and his mother wants me to come to dinner tonight. So…”

“I understand. I’m here, though.” She pulled into her parking spot to the side of the nondescript brick building and turned off the car. Billy straightened in the back seat, looking around the shadowy parking lot.

“Okay. Take it easy getting him into the building.” His voice deepened when he said, softly, “I miss you, Avery.”

“I miss you, too.” She blinked against the sting in her eyes. It had been four months since they were together at the winter solstice, and June twenty-first was still eight weeks away. Forever, despite her panic at Reed’s delay. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Love you.”

“You, too.”

She hung up and pushed out of the car, determined not to let emotion get the best of her. After four years they were solidly into her plan to keep them both alive, and it shouldn’t be such a battle. But it was, and she hated it.

“Is she here?” Billy demanded as soon as she opened the back door.

“I don’t know.” She didn’t bother taking his arm this time, without having to put on a show for anyone. Plus, she didn’t think he was going to try anything, distracted as he was.

“Didn’t they text you back?”

“I didn’t check. I was driving.” 

They started across the pine-needle-strewn dirt lot toward the front of the building. The visitor’s lot was empty, and Billy slumped when he saw that. A few steps later, still a couple dozen yards from the entrance, he darted left, then whirled and threw out his hands toward Avery. Nothing happened. He frowned down at his hands, then up at the bright sky.

“That’s why I don’t need cuffs.” Avery waved him toward the building. “Now quit screwing around and get inside.”

He grumbled all the way through the double set of entry doors and scuffed his feet on the ceramic tile surrounding the mahogany front desk. She had just nudged him toward the locked half wall separating reception from the receiving area when the door opened behind them and a young woman rushed in.

“Billy!”

A relieved breath gusted out of him and he grabbed her tight when she slammed against his chest, burying his face in her hair. “I’m sorry, babe.” Whatever he said next was too soft for Avery to hear. Tears pooled in the woman’s eyes. She didn’t look at Avery or the desk guard who stood at the locked entry gate but pulled Billy with her away from them, toward the corner. He cupped her face in his hands and dropped his forehead to hers, closing his eyes while she gripped his shoulders, talking earnestly but very low.

“I promise.” He bent to kiss her, and tears dripped down both of their cheeks. The woman eased back and put her hand against his jaw, smiling sadly when he turned to kiss her palm. Then she pressed that palm to her heart, lifted his hand, and kissed it. He echoed her gesture.

Well, hell. That had stabbed right through Avery’s notorious hard shell and pierced the heart some people claimed she didn’t have.

“Nice.” 

Avery turned to the grizzled man with close-cropped hair and a nearly gray beard, who was smiling at the couple. She raised one eyebrow, but he saw through her.

“Don’t even try to deny you’re not moved by that.” He unlocked the gate and opened it for her.

“Okay. Come on, Billy. Time’s up.”

He kissed his wife again and pulled away. Their hands slid down each other’s arms, fingertips clinging, and she watched from the doorway as Billy walked over.

“Thank you,” he told Avery.

She didn’t say anything. She respected the emotions between the couple, but he was responsible for their separation. He’d made bad choices. Other people didn’t have any choice at all. People like her and Reed.

“Gary,” she said. “Billy Wharton.”

“Got it. I’ll take him back.”

“Thanks.” She stopped at the main desk and accepted the clipboard handed to her by Simone Undermeyer, her best friend and the operations manager of SOL.

“You brought him in in record time,” Simone observed, watching Avery set the clipboard on the counter and start scribbling information on the processing form. “Easy catch?”

Avery snorted and checked off a few boxes. “Yeah, since the police got to him first.”

“How did that happen?” Simone asked with surprise.

She shrugged. “He’s dumb? I don’t know, he tripped or something coming out from behind the store counter and hit his head. The clerk recovered enough from the temporary blinding to hit the panic button, and the cops were just around the corner. Small town.”

“Apparently.” Simone adjusted her headset and reached for the phone console. “You’ll have to tell me how you got him away from the cops. Good afternoon, Solar Oversight League.” She listened a moment. “One moment, please.” She pressed a series of buttons. “Jonas, Senator Franklin on line one.” Turning back to Avery, she quirked a well-groomed eyebrow and pushed her heavy fall of hair over her shoulder. “So?”

“The officer didn’t even blink when I mentioned SOL. I thought I’d have to pull out the FBI card, but he must know a solar.” She signed the form with a flourish and handed it back to Simone, along with the papers from Brook Hollow. “Wanna go out tonight?”

“God, yes.” With efficient movements, Simone filed the form and replaced the clipboard in a standing holder. “I’m dying for buffalo wings. Frandy’s?”

“Sure. I’ll be out in half an hour.”

Simone buzzed Avery into the interior of the building, and she followed the maze of hallways back toward her office. More of a cubbyhole, size-wise, it was her haven with a door she could close—a perk of her job as head of the Rogue Recovery Division.

She’d barely had time to sort through her messages before the parade started. First came David Alphens, chair of the registration committee.

“Avery, got a minute?” It was a standard question, and he was one of the few who waited in the doorway for her to nod before coming in. He didn’t close the door, so she knew it was a courtesy visit.

“What’s up?” She set aside the messages, none of which were urgent, and gave David her attention.

“You missed the staff meeting.” He sat in one of the chairs in front of her desk and flipped his loosened tie out of his way.

“I was picking up a rogue.”

“Yeah, an easy one, from what I heard. Why couldn’t one of your agents do it?”

She smiled. He was big on management delegation, but she liked the field and went out every chance she got. “They were all on assignment.” All being a misleading term, since the eastern division only had five other agents. Solars were rare in proportion to the general population, and rogue solars even more so.

“That’s happened more lately, hasn’t it?”

She released her smile. “I guess. I’m behind on my reports.”

David snorted. “What else is new?” He pulled a sheet of paper from one of the file folders in his hand. “I’m not. And take a look at this.”

The graph at the top of the page showed a steadily climbing line. Avery examined the chart below it and realized it depicted the number of new solars they’d registered to SOL over the last six months.

“Seriously?” There were only a few thousand known solars in the United States, so an increase like this was significant.

David nodded. “I checked the archives. There’s never been a spike like this before. If it is a spike, as opposed to a trend. Might explain why you’ve been busier, too.”

“You do any hiring?” A bigger, more efficient staff could explain a spike in registrations, as more paperwork was being processed faster, but probably not this big an increase.

“Nope. I may have to, soon, though. Simone’s been helping.”

“What else do you have?”

He held his hand out for the paper, then dropped a different folder on her desk. “Demographics. Where they’re coming from, ages, family backgrounds, etcetera. No specific groupings. That’s your copy.” He stood. “We’re still working on cataloging powers. I want to see if there are changes there, too. You’d expect some things to be more common with a spike like this, but I’m looking for new or unusual stuff.”

“Yeah, I’ll be interested in that data, too.” New powers could definitely impact her department. Thanks.”

“Just bringing you up to speed. I’m gonna talk to Jonah about exploring why. If there are more actual solars or just we’ve gotten better at public relations. You going to Frandy’s after work?”

“How do you always suss that out?” Avery grinned, and he grinned back.

“Buffalo wings, baby. Part of my talent.”

She laughed and waved him out, pulling his file of data toward her. His real talent was management and direction. His solar abilities were basic and universal, nothing extended. All solars had a connection to the sun and its cycles, a sensitivity to sunspot activity, mild ability to interact with anything the sun affected. They could redirect the wind, have empathy for animals and plants and, to a mild extent, people. The rare talents, like Avery and Simone, could do a variety of extra things.

Two of her agents came in to report, interrupting her reading of David’s information, and a third checked in by phone to say he had a lead on his rogue, a bastard who used his ability to start fires, mostly in unoccupied office buildings. They’d been chasing him all over the country for a month. After reassigning a central region agent to back him up, she tried to tackle the e-mail that had come in while she was gone. She’d barely started when the phone rang again. She was going to glue the damned thing to her ear.

“Hello?”

“Hey, sis!”

Against her will, she relaxed and smiled, pushing her chair back to recline. “Alec. What are you doing, calling me during work hours? Don’t tell me you got fired again.”

“Hell, no. I’m working nights now. It’s a good job.”

Judging by his tone, she didn’t want to know what it was. “What do you need?”

“I don’t call you just when I need something.” For a lot of little brothers, that statement would be untrue and said with false hurt feelings. But Alec was hardly a screw-up, even if he did change jobs frequently. His intolerance for injustice got in the way of gainful employment when it meant the customer wasn’t right.

“Okay, sorry. How’s everything?”

“Everything’s cool. Mom and Dad are in Bolivia right now.”

“I know, I talked to Mom a few days ago. Are you house-sitting?”

“Nah, it’s too far from work. I got an apartment in Georgetown.”

Avery whistled. “That’s pricy. I guess your job is a good one.”

“Yeah, I don’t even need a roommate. So Mom’s friend Alice is house-sitting. She wanted to get away from her kids.”

“Kids? They’re both back home?”

“Did we have any doubt they would be?”

They chatted a little longer about inconsequential things, Avery waiting the whole time for the point of her brother’s call. But it never came.

“Well, I’ll let you go. Just wanted to check in, catch up. We should do lunch next week or something.”

“Sure.” She paused, considered his wrath, and went for it anyway. He wasn’t very powerful. His punishment wouldn’t hurt that much. “Are you sure that’s the only reason you called? You don’t need anything?” His silence told her she was right. “Come on, Alec.”

“All right, fine. I wanted to chat. But I wanted to chat because we’re over halfway between solstices.”

“What?” That was the last thing she expected him to say. “What’s that got to do with anything?” Anything with him, she meant. Her whole life revolved around those two dates.

“You just get a little down around now. I was checking on you.”

Avery melted. “Sweetie, you are the best little brother anyone ever had.”

“Baby brother, not little brother. I’m six inches taller than you.”

She laughed, thanked him, and after assuring him she was doing okay, was able to get back to her paperwork with a slightly lighter heart.

Simone came in at six, startling Avery.

“You ready?”

“Yeah. Sorry. I got engrossed.” She dropped her feet from the top of her desk and checked her watch. “Damn it, it’s an hour past when I said.” At least she’d managed to keep her mind on her work and not her husband, even after watching Billy’s tender moment with his wife. She usually didn’t let those kinds of things get to her. So they could get close without risk. Most people could, and wallowing in self-pity because of that was top of the list of Things to Avoid if This Marriage Was Going to Work. But lately, it was getting harder to ignore the pain and longing.

“It’s all right, Wilson just got here. His wife got stuck in traffic on her way home.” Simone and Wilson were nulls, having the ability to dampen all solar talent within the building. When there were rogues on site, one of them had to be here at all times. Avery felt better.

“David wants to join us, if that’s all—”

“Agent Kale.”

She froze at the sight of her burly boss leaning through the doorway, his big hands braced on either side of the door frame.

“Yes, Jonas?”

“Glad I caught you. My office, Monday morning, nine sharp.”

“Sure. Can I ask what for?”

“New assignment.” Her boss’s voice was so much like the angry sergeant of buddy cop movies that she always expected him to start yelling. But he never raised his voice, in fact had a reputation of being a pussycat, though there were rumors and theories about how that could change when he was pushed too far. Apparently, Avery had never crossed that line.

“Ah, sure. I’ll be there.” She gave a tiny shrug at Simone, who gave Avery a “what the hell?” look. Jonas’s job was complicated, requiring sensitive communication with government on one side and local authorities on the other, people who sometimes had little if any awareness of the existence of solars in the general population. He rarely got into the day-to-day activities of SOL.

“Good. Have a good evening.” He disappeared down the hall.

Simone jumped to close the door. “What’s that about?” she whispered eagerly. “When did he last give you an assignment?”

“When he promoted me to this office.” Avery pulled her purse out of her bottom drawer and pressed the “out of office” button on her phone. “I don’t know any more than you do, so let’s go.”

“But aren’t you curious? I mean, it’s got to be something big.”

She pushed her friend out the door and down the hall. “You’re way too professional for unfounded speculation, Sim. Grab David and I’ll meet you out front.” She continued out the front door, halting only when she reached the open clearing around the building. Simone’s nullification dulled Avery’s senses just like they dulled everyone else’s. She managed to ignore it while she was inside, that feeling that she moved within a tight, airless bubble. But once she decided to leave, her body was like a horse sensing home, craving the outdoors, the reconnection with the sun, wherever it might be in relation to her. 

She closed her eyes and inhaled, realizing as she did that it had rained while she was inside. The light was dim for this time of day, and the air smelled moist and clean, cooler than when she first arrived. She lifted her arms. The trees, the ferns in the underbrush, even the small animals seemed to connect to her with a click, though she couldn’t sense them individually the way she could with people. The way she could when Simone and David crept out of the building silently, moving up behind her. She waited until they were inches away before she spoke.

“About time. I’m starving.”

“Dammit.” Simone stamped her four-inch heel and pouted. “I’m a null. You’re not supposed to sense me.”

“I wouldn’t if you didn’t shut it off as soon as you left the building.” Avery headed toward her car. “You want to ride with me?”

“It’s habit.” Simone sighed. “And yes, please. Mike dropped me off this morning. David?”

“I’ll meet you there.” He headed for the parking lot in the back of the building.

“So why does Mike have your car?” Avery asked as she started hers.

“His is shot. It needs a new radiator or something, and it’s not worth the cost, but he hasn’t had time to shop for a new one. His partner’s been picking him up every day, but he couldn’t today so he drove me in here early.” She adjusted her seat belt and sighed. Her husband, not a solar, was a detective with the DC police. “He’ll meet us at Frandy’s. What about Reed? Stupid, never mind, I can’t believe I said that.” She shook her head. “It just popped out, like it was automatic, but it hasn’t been in years.”

Avery managed a tight smile and kept her eyes on the road. If she looked at Simone she’d see compassion and sorrow on her face, and that would spring the tears free, and dammit, she didn’t cry over this! Not anymore.

“It’s okay. The four of us have done Frandy’s plenty of times.” But not for nearly four years. Not since Avery had come close to killing the man she loved more than anything. Odd, though, for Simone to say that today, when Avery was feeling especially raw about their distance. Maybe she was picking up on her mood.

At the main road, she signaled a left turn and headed for their favorite restaurant/bar. The owner, Peg, was a windrider who ran her place like a biker bar despite the clientele being mostly white-collar desk job types. Tonight, as they walked inside and she surveyed the Friday-night crowd made up of more couples than anything else, it made her feel lonelier than ever.

She had her friends—great friends—and their meals here went a long way toward filling out her life. It kept her from being all about work, overly focused and dedicated. Which kept her from stressing. But there was a gigantic hole that couldn’t be filled by anyone but her husband, and he could only do it twice a year.

By your decree. It had seemed the only way to protect him—protect both of them—without leaving each other completely. And it worked. She didn’t understand why it chafed at her so much now.

“This summer makes four years,” she told Simone after they’d greeted half a dozen people they knew, grabbed a table for four, and put in their drink orders.

“Four years for what?”

“Since…the rift.”

Simone frowned at her. “What—oh. Why are you suddenly calling it the rift?”

Avery lifted a shoulder. “How do you label being allergic to your own spouse?” God, she sounded morose. It was stupid. They’d lived with this reality for almost a decade, even though they hadn’t known it to be potentially fatal until four years ago. That discovery had ripped a chasm between them, something she’d have sworn from the first day they met wasn’t possible. They’d overcome it, found a way for their marriage to work despite having to keep their distance. And by many accounts, it worked better than a lot of normal marriages.

“Forget it. I’ve been feeling sorry for myself.” She held up a hand as David entered the pub. He spotted them and smiled, stopping to slap a few shoulders as he made his way toward them.

“That happens.”

She said it so matter-of-factly that Avery sighed. “You’re the second person today to tell me that. But it feels worse this time.”

“Maybe you need to plan a nice anniversary surprise,” Simone suggested. “Give you something to do between now and then. What are you planning so far?”

David swung a chair around backwards and straddled it. He’d removed his tie in the car and now wore his shirt with the collar open, a black leather bomber-style jacket over it. His hair was damp, and Avery guessed it had started raining again.

“They’ll do the same thing they always do,” he offered, scooping up a handful of honey-roasted peanuts from the bowl on the table. “Have bring-down-the-ceiling sex for three hours, eat, then start on bringing down the walls.”

“Shut up.” Avery blushed, but didn’t deny it.

“Of course they bring down the house.” Simone skimmed the menu, then slapped it onto the wood-plank table. “You would, too, if you could only touch twice a year.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Avery said, but of course that fell on deaf ears.

“I don’t know.” David munched some more peanuts. “You’d think they’d do more than have sex. Talk. Cuddle. Shower together. Do housework.”

“They talk every day.” Simone waved impatiently at the server, who was collecting their drinks onto a tray at the bar. “Cuddling is overrated. They have a housekeeper, and they do shower together.” She winked at Avery. “That’s when they shatter the floor.”

“Enough about my sex life, please.”

“Yeah, it’s making me horny,” David complained. “And unlike you two, I have no significant other, which means I don’t get any at all.”

Simone slapped his arm with the back of her hand. “Have some sensitivity. Twice a year isn’t exactly frequent. You hook up more than that.”

“More often, yeah, but they still have more sex.” He twisted to look over his shoulder at the people lining the bar, probably assessing his prospects.

Avery was relieved when the server finally made it to their table. They abandoned the topic to order hot wings—arguing, as always, over exactly how hot—chili cheese fries, and fried zucchini, their one concession to something “healthy.” Mike arrived just as the server moved away, but Simone had ordered his Manhattan-neat and told him he’d have to suffer through their meal choices.

“That’s fine.” He kissed her tiredly and shucked his jacket. “Hey, Ave. David.” The recessed lighting glinted off the badge on his belt as he dropped into a chair. “Where’s Reed tonight?”

“Indiana, still.”

He nodded and pulled Simone’s chair around the corner of the table, closer to his. “When’s he comin’ back?”

“He didn’t know.”

“Miss him. It’s been a while.”

“I know.” They shared a smile, acknowledging Avery’s loneliness in a different manner from Simone and David’s banter. Avery knew that if she was out of town and Reed was in, he would be the one here.

And she was sick of dwelling on it. What was wrong with her today?

“You seem pretty worn out,” she observed. Mike nodded and sipped his drink.

“Rough case. She tell you about it?” He put his hand on his wife’s back, then slid it up to wind in her hair.

“No.” Simone arched her neck like a sleepy cat, caught Avery watching them, and stopped. “I wasn’t sure I was supposed to, and she’s been out of town for two days, anyway.”

“It’s no big secret. Ever hear of Paul Adranian?”

David shook his head, but Avery remembered reading about him in the Washington Post and latched onto the distraction from the big bruise her heart seemed to have become. “Entrepreneur, right? Venture capitalist?”

“Stuff like that, yeah, legitimate. Lots of charisma, well loved by the charitable community ’cause he gives a lot of money. But we think he’s into something more. He runs a group of high-class revue joints. You know, where couples can go watch male and female dancers take off their clothes.”

“Fronts?”

“Yeah, we think. The joints are legitimate by themselves, but there’s something goin’ on there. We’ve got three potential missing persons associated with the clubs.”

“Hard connections?”

“Not all of them.” He sat back while the server set two platters of wings and a heaping plate of chili fries on the table.

“I’ll be right back with your zucchini,” she said, and Avery noticed a bit more sway in her hips as she walked away, like she knew David was watching her. He turned back around, caught Avery’s look, and grinned unrepentantly from under the shock of blond hair that didn’t fall over his eyes when he was in the office, but somehow always came loose when they were out.

“Think she’ll go home with me?”

Avery rolled her eyes and turned back to Mike. “So you can’t pin anything on Adranian.”

“Not even close. One of the women worked for a temp agency that staffed the kitchen when they were short. One was a dancer. The third one has a sister who dances at the oldest of the clubs and she’d applied for a job, too, but hadn’t been hired. It’s the only thing we’ve found in common among them.”

“And let me guess.” Avery forked up some fries and paused. “The media got hold of it today.”

Mike lifted his drink to her. “Got it in one.”

They spent some time bashing the media, who made everyone’s jobs harder, and ordered potato skins and shrimp cocktail as the conversation turned to other things. A couple of hours later, Avery said goodbye to her friends and drove home to her apartment in Wheaton.

Vert, their fluffy white-and-gray cat, greeted Avery at the door, purring as she wound around her legs. She bent to stroke her back as she glanced at the antique clock on the wall, then her phone on the counter before she remembered she talked to Reed early today. Early, and for far too short a time. She wondered how late he’d be at the farm and if he’d call when he was done. Probably not. He’d assume she’d gone to bed. She was definitely a morning person.

She fed the cat, washed and moisturized her face, and skimmed the shows recorded by the DVR before turning off the light and wondering why her bed felt so damned empty when that was how it always was.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Ten Years Ago

 

Avery pounded down the dirt trail through the woods, her breathing heavy but rhythmic, her body avoiding roots and stones and ducking low branches while her mind ran through the rest of her day. Despite the early hour, kids from the youngest cabins were shouting on the playground, waiting for the mess hall to open for breakfast. Her junior counselor would be starting to herd their campers back from the bathroom when Avery got back there, and after breakfast they had swimming tests for initial placement.

A breeze swept across her face, bringing the familiar lake-scented air that had filled her summers since she was six. Her heart swelled and then panged with sorrow that this was her last one. A lot of solars went to camp only as long as they had to. Camp Soleil helped them figure out their abilities and how they could use them. Most went on to live normal lives and work regular jobs, and maybe once in a while used their abilities as enhancements. But others made a career out of being a solar, and that was going to be Avery. She’d known, from her first day here at Camp Soleil when she was six, that she’d work for the Solar Oversight League, the organization that kept track of solars and their abilities. Especially the “extra” talents that went beyond the abilities of most solars. Hers was sensing a solar’s power, the presence and strength of it, which always pissed off her younger brother when they played hide and seek. She could also take control of their power, prevent them from using it. They’d found that out when her mother tried to ripen the pears on their tree faster and Avery, who hated pears, stopped her. Then she came to Camp Soleil, found out how unique her abilities were, and knew immediately what she was destined to do. SOL had a rogue recovery division, and she was going to be a rogue recovery agent. Stop bad people from doing bad things. Rogues ran, and so Avery did, too.

Good thing she loved running as much as she loved summer camp.

She slowed a little as the trail curved around the vegetable garden, where solars who had an affinity for plants did their training and development. And then something hit her. A couple of paces before she cleared the corner, her awareness flared so hard it might as well have been a physical blow. All her muscles tensed against the wave, throwing her off stride. Throwing everything off.

He stood by the side of the path, panting, obviously having just finished his own run. He was tall, a few inches taller than she was, and rangy but with enough muscle that she guessed he did more than run for exercise. He bent to scoop a water bottle off the ground and shook his dark hair back from his face as he straightened. 

She slowed to a stop and watched him. His hands were broad, strong, and long-fingered, one wrapped around the water bottle as he tilted it back to drink. With hands like that, he had to play a sport, and for a second she imagined a football beneath spread fingers. Only an instant, though, because he started to swallow, his arched throat pumping, and it made her own mouth dry. Her chest ached, and she realized she was holding her breath.

God, Simone was going to freak. Her best friend razzed her constantly for caring so little about relationships. But now…oy. Avery had never felt so much like a teenage girl.

He spotted her now, bright blue eyes landing on her, and slowly lowered his bottle. Avery strolled toward him, pretending to be finished with her own run even though she’d intended to go another mile.

“Hi.” Hunky Guy smiled, and Avery’s heart seemed to expand.

“Hey.” She walked in a little circle, then bent at the waist to start her stretches. “You new here?” Brilliant start, Ave.

But it was a start. “Yeah, first time. I never knew about any of this.” He waved a hand to encompass the camp and everything that went along with it.

“Seriously?” Avery stared as he lunged to the left to stretch his legs. That’s rude. She flushed and bent to touch her toes, not sure if she meant her reaction or her staring. “Your parents just…what? Kept you home?”

“They didn’t tell me anything until last year.”

“But what about the stuff you can do? They didn’t explain it?”

He shrugged and lifted his foot to stretch his quads. Avery unconsciously mimicked his motion.

“They pretty much hoped I’d never notice. And it’s not like I’m Superman or something.”

She couldn’t imagine it. Even if her parents hadn’t used their abilities, she and her brother had made sun manipulation part of their routine play. “What do you do?”

He shrugged again. “From what they tell me, I got the basics but we haven’t figured out if I have any stronger abilities or anything.”

Wow. Avery could remember being a toddler, standing in her crib, giggling as the cat chased a sunbeam around her nursery. A sunbeam she herself moved around the floor. She felt sad, suddenly, that it was something this guy had never experienced. And then she felt ashamed. She had no idea how his life had been, with or without the sun.

“I’m Reed, by the way. Reed Kale.” He held out a hand. She slipped hers into it. There wasn’t a spark or a jolt or anything like in romance novels. Just his really warm, callused skin scraping hers, his long fingers wrapping around her hand, and a bone-deep sense of rightness.

And that awareness. Even after the initial impact faded, it remained constant, though she wouldn’t say he was more powerful than average. It just…connected them. She’d be able to tell where this guy was in any size crowd, from the furthest edge of her range. It buzzed inside her, generating an anticipation equally as strong as the one she had for her career.

“Avery Ross.”

“Nice to meet you, Avery Ross.” He smiled again, and this time she smiled back, despite the pressure in her chest.

In silent accord they turned toward the main area of the camp and started walking. Slowly.

“So are you a counselor here?” Reed asked.

“Yeah, second year. I was a junior counselor for a year before that, and before that, I came as a camper for about a decade.”

A kid on a bike raced down the path toward them. Avery started to get behind Reed, but he caught her hand and tugged her close to his side, turning slightly to give the bike room. She shivered and tried to hide her disappointment when he dropped her hand and the kid skidded to a stop next to them.

“Hey, Ave.” He flipped his hair back. “Who’s your friend?”

“Move along, Alec.” She scowled at her younger brother. He was as much of a pest as he’d ever been, maybe even more since he’d turned sixteen and thought he knew it all.

“You’re in my cabin,” Alec said to Reed. “You making time with my sister?”

“I just met her.” Reed’s reply was easy, without challenge, but his gaze was steady on Alec’s. 

“But you’re in my cabin,” her brother said again. “Do you know my sister’s almost twenty?”

“Get out of here, Alec!” She took a threatening step forward. The brat laughed, but hopped back on the dirt bike and plowed on, whooping as he caught air on a small bump.

Avery turned back to Reed, trying not to let her brother’s interruption fluster her. “Sorry about that.”

“No problem. You said you’re a counselor now and were a camper. So you know the ropes.”

“Yep. You need someone to show you around, I’m your person.”

“I could use a person.” His eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. “It’s kind of rough being the only eighteen-year-old camper.”

“You’re eighteen?” He looked so much older!

“Yeah, a couple of months ago.”

So he was nearly two years younger than her. She was going to turn twenty in December. She’d always liked that her parents didn’t put her in kindergarten until she was six, and that it made her older—and therefore arguably wiser—than most of her classmates. But now she hated it. Fiercely. 

Now that was logical—not. If her parents had started her a year earlier, she’d be interning at SOL or something this summer instead of being here, and she’d never have even met Reed.

Her lips parted on a tiny sigh. Reed. Well, his name sounded grown up, anyway.

The bell in the main courtyard rang, signaling ten minutes to breakfast. She had a dozen sixth-graders to hook up with.

“I guess I’ll see you later.” She started down the path toward her cabin but turned to walk backwards, still looking at Reed, who stood at the fork.

“You free after dinner?” he asked.

“Um…well, no, I’m supposed to take my kids to the movie in the sun hall.”

“Good. I’ll be there, too.”

He looked so mischievous Avery was sure he had some kind of rule-breaking in mind. Two years ago she’d have been all for it, back before she became “responsible.” Maybe she could get Simone to help cover for her. She only had six eleven-year-olds. She’d love combining the two groups if it meant Avery was sneaking off with a guy.

“Okay, yeah, I’ll see you there.” They waved, and Avery turned and broke into a run. She was sooooo late. If the head counselor found out, she’d be written up for sure.

But man, was it worth it.

 

* * *

Present

“The pot roast is wonderful, Mrs. Abernathy.” Reed dragged a piece of meat through the scoop of creamy mashed potatoes and forked a couple of green beans with it. Mrs. Abernathy’s look of approval as he ate it all amused him, compared to the sour, pinched expression she’d worn since he arrived six weeks ago. They ate in silence for about ten more minutes. Reed wondered why they’d bothered inviting him to dinner. Scott’s parents had extended zero social niceties since he arrived and didn’t seem to have changed their minds about his presence. He understood why. They weren’t happy their son had been “outed.” Reed hadn’t told anyone else that Scott was a solar, but that didn’t matter. He’d shattered the illusions they’d held all Scott’s life.

“The crops are looking good,” he tried. Mr. Abernathy looked startled, even afraid, and Mrs. Abernathy gave him a death glare. So he was right. They eschewed their powers but used them in secret. At least the husband did. Reed understood that, too, even if he didn’t think it was a good way to live.

“He ain’t goin’.”

Reed sighed and set down his fork. “Scott has made tremendous progress, Mrs. Abernathy. He’s accepted his abilities and wants to strengthen them so he can use them here, on your farm.”

“Mister. Kale.” Mr. Abernathy put down his own fork and wiped his mouth. “Our son is seventeen years old. How he feels doesn’t matter.”

Reed tightened his jaw. It’s not the same, he told himself, but of course it was. He’d been lucky. He hadn’t had someone like himself to draw him out of his suppressed, fearful existence into the life he was supposed to be living, but his parents hadn’t had the intolerant, desperate attitude of the Abernathys, either.

“I’m not trying to take Scott away from you,” he tried. “Denying who he is—denying him the opportunity to explore it—won’t make it go away. He may still be a minor, but he’s old enough to make his own choices.”

“He ain’t goin’ off to that hellhole of a city and hookin’ up with loose women and drug dealers.”

“Camp Soleil isn’t in the city, ma’am.” Reed added the “ma’am” to try to suppress his need to laugh. He hadn’t thought people like this really existed anymore, but he supposed stereotypes developed for a reason. The problem was that Scott looked excited by the prospect of loose women. At least, Reed hoped it was the women and not the drugs.

His phone rang Jonas’s triple-note ringtone. He turned off the ringer and kept his focus on the Abernathys. “The camp is very encapsulated. No one leaves except in a group overseen by a counselor. Scott will work with different trainers to see where his strengths are and which talents can be developed. He can focus on the ones that will be most beneficial here on the farm.”

“I really want to come back,” Scott chimed in finally, his plate clean. “I’m not abandoning you guys.”

“That’s not the issue,” his mother said, but it clearly was one of them. Reed resumed eating and let them argue, biting his tongue when she started in on the “it’s not natural” part of it. He had already provided plenty of documented science, written for the non-scientific community, but she didn’t care. So he would stay silent, at least for now. Scott had to persuade them, because Reed was the enemy. He had enough experience to know he’d never convince them differently.

Some people who resisted could be talked around. When Reed first started this job, every mind he couldn’t change had been a personal failure. He’d made it his mission to find every outside solar and bring them into their world. Avery had tried to tell him it wasn’t going to be that easy. It had taken three years to modify his idealism, and considerably longer for him to accept that sometimes it was best not to even try.

He’d gotten much better at assessing situations. A few, very rare solars were better off not knowing about the wider world they could belong to. Most of those went on Avery’s watch list as potential criminals, though some were just oblivious and happy to be that way. A larger group needed to know their options and then be left alone. Reed had the most difficulty with those. He always wanted to push them, lead them, guide them. Even if they didn’t want it.

Scott was part of his favorite group. Those who, for one reason or another, were completely unaware of the source of their abilities, of the training and education they could obtain, of the connection to people like them that could mean the difference between lonely depression and belonging. Scott was one of them. Reed knew it, felt it deep, where his own abilities were rooted. Scott could be one of those on Reed’s list of successes, if only they could convince his parents to temporarily let him go.

The argument lagged. Scott slumped in his chair, looking defeated. But on the opposite side of the table, his mother sat rigid with her own defeat, and his father glowered at his plate. This was it. The moment that would define Scott’s future. And Reed was in control of it.

“Not to speak in clichés,” he said softly, “but do you recall the saying about loving something and setting it free so it will come back to you?”

All three looked at him. Scott head on, Mrs. Abernathy with a half turn of her head, Mr. from under his eyebrows.

“You’ve raised Scott well. He’s responsible and trustworthy, and he loves you both. If you let him do this, you’ll be rewarded for it. If you try to stop him, it will breed resentment and you’ll lose him anyway.” He placed his napkin on the table and rose. “I think you know this, behind your very natural fear. You’ll make the right decision.

“Mrs. Abernathy, it was a wonderful meal. Thank you for having me over.” He sketched a short bow at her. “Sir, I appreciate that you’ve allowed me into your home and listened to what I’ve had to say.” Mr. Abernathy nodded once, sharply, still glowering but with a very different quality. “Scott, I’ll see you tomorrow. I can see myself out.”

His footsteps echoed in the silence behind him as he strode from the dining room through the living room and out onto the front porch. He paused, struck by the purity of the sunset in front of him. The sky was layered in color, the sun a coral orb just touching the horizon and casting the barn and silo in solid silhouette. A horse walked slowly across the paddock, grazing, and lifted its head as if watching the beauty, too. Reed inhaled deep, pulling the peace into his lungs and letting it expand through him. 

He wished Avery could see this but then realized she had, many times. Not this specifically, but she’d had moments of beauty appreciation. She’d even talked about them. But they didn’t have shared moments, not in four years. It was one more thing to add to the list of reasons their situation was not working for him anymore.

The door opened behind him and Scott came out.

“They’ll let me go.”

“That’s great!”

“Dad’s annoyed because it means hiring someone to help through the summer, but I’ll be back for harvest.”

“He’s putting it on to hide his emotions,” Reed said. He slid his hands into the pockets of his jeans and leaned his shoulder against the post at the top of the steps. “He hasn’t mentioned needing help as an obstacle this whole time. He’s just trying not to let you see how much he’ll miss you.”

Scott snorted. “Anyway, thanks for convincing them.”

“I didn’t.”

“Course you did. They weren’t gonna give in until you said that freedom thing.”

“It was just the finishing touch,” Reed insisted. “Your passion and honesty were all they needed. If they weren’t going to be convinced, they wouldn’t have let me stay all this time.”

“They did that because they knew I needed help, not because they were so open-minded. You convinced them then, too.” They stood for a minute, watching the sun sink.

“So what happens next?” Scott asked. “I mean, will you hang around for a while?”

“You don’t really need me to. We have some paperwork that will take a couple of days—registration with the league and the application for Camp Soleil, and a special consideration form since it’s your first year at the camp—but that’s all. Then I’ll be going on to the next person.”

Scott looked down at the porch floor and scuffed a piece of hay over the edge. “Can I, like, call you and stuff?”

“Sure.” Reed always told his own story early, so they knew he understood what it was like to be an outsider, new among dozens or more who’d always known what they were. Adjusting was harder for some than others, and he often fielded late-night phone calls from the older kids and adults he brought into SOL.

His phone rang again. He pressed the volume button to turn it off, but Scott pushed away from the rail.

“You better get that. Your boss, right?”

“Yeah. Boss’s boss, actually.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then. Thanks again.” They shook hands, and Reed went out to his car. He debated whether to call Jonas back now or wait until he got to his hotel. A tone signaled that Jonas had left a voice mail message this time, so he rolled down the window and dialed his mailbox.

“Reed, you’re needed for a meeting Monday morning. I’m recalling you to Laurel now. Call me when you have travel plans.”

Reed cursed and deleted the message. That gave him tomorrow to wind things up here and Sunday to travel. The last-minute planning and remote location meant that was going to be a hell of a travel day. He’d get in late Sunday, probably too late to bother Avery. His apartment was two down from hers, to keep that buffer she insisted on. He could just let her know once he got in, unless she was already asleep by then. Otherwise, they could connect at the office. They’d discovered early on that the presence of a null, whether Simone or Wilson, did nothing to prevent their symptoms from triggering, but having offices on opposite sides of the building was enough. Maybe he could talk her into two minutes in the break room. God, he missed her.

He pulled out onto a long, empty road, a metaphor for the rest of his life, and tried not to think how much easier it would be to just let it happen. To be with her. Until they both died.

No matter how short a time it ended up being.

* * *

Avery slept poorly and woke cranky on Monday morning, after a weekend of cleaning and paperwork. She tried not to take her mood out on the cat, who might deserve it some days but not today.

She’d just gotten out of the shower when Simone called, asking for a ride to work. Mike needed her car again and didn’t have time to take her in—there’d been a development on his case and he had left at five.

Avery didn’t mind, of course, but it threw off her schedule significantly. She left her hair wet and settled for a swipe of mascara and lip gloss before she dashed out the door and headed toward the city to pick up her friend.

Halfway there, she remembered the meeting.

“You look like crap.” Simone glided into the car, her silk wrap dress and fancy shoes making Avery feel like a shlub in her old dress pants and spring sweater.

“Thanks.”

“Sorry. What’s going on?”

She shrugged. She had no idea, but maybe that was the problem. Nothing was off, really. She hadn’t spoken to Reed since Friday, but they’d texted. He was traveling, but hadn’t given her specifics. They usually made arrangements to see each other outdoors or for brief moments at home or work. She assumed he didn’t want to commit to anything if there was a chance of missing a flight or something. No big deal, but it felt like she was convincing herself.

Then there was this meeting with Jonah, which was also out of the ordinary. He’d been casual about it, but overly casual? As if trying to hide how important it was? She didn’t understand what would cause him to do that, but then, there were all kinds of potential problems that were above her pay grade. Maybe it had something to do with David’s data. Whatever it was, it felt like a clock ticking down to a deadline she didn’t understand.

“What happened with Mike’s case?” she asked.

Simone bit her lip. “I don’t know. He didn’t have time to talk about it. But it was bad.”

“I’m sorry.” She squeezed her friend’s hand.

They drove the rest of the way in silence and arrived at the office with just enough time for Avery to tidy up before the meeting. She popped into her office to grab her leather folio and a pen, then strode down the main hall. But when she rounded the doorjamb into Jonas’s office, she was surprised to find it empty. Her watch said she was right on time. Was the battery dying? Before she could get to Jonas’s desk to check the clock, he called her name from down the hall. She stepped out to see him leaning through the conference room doorway.

“We’re down here, Avery. Don’t worry, you’re on time.” He frowned at her empty right hand. “Get yourself some coffee. This will be a while.”

We? We who? “Uh…okay.” She hesitated, but he drew back into the conference room and she heard multiple voices, unsettling her even more than she already was. She wanted to go right in, but they were expecting her to bring coffee now, and she’d look stupid if she didn’t have any. So she turned around and retreated to the break room, grateful Simone and David were in there fighting over the last cream donut.

“What the hell is going on?” Avery angled between them and grabbed her mug from the drainer. “Who’s here?”

“I don’t know, I was with you,” Simone pointed out. She abandoned the donut. “What’s the matter?”

“There’s a whole crowd of people in the conference room with Jonas. He didn’t tell me the meeting wasn’t only with him.” She quickly poured and doctored her coffee, flicking a glance at David. “You see anyone come in?”

He shrugged. “I got
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