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      “I don’t think the weather is going to change just because you keep staring out the window,” Jake teased me, and I turned away from the window in question and gave him a wry smile.

      “Probably not,” I replied.

      Of course, the joke was that, under normal circumstances, I probably could have changed the weather if I’d wanted to. That was my talent, after all — controlling the weather, summoning storms and rain, even using lightning as a weapon if I had no other choice.

      Problem was, even I needed something to work with, and the skies over Flagstaff had been blindingly, achingly clear for the entire month of December. I could push clouds from one place to another as long as they weren’t too far away, but with the nearest storms way off in the Pacific Northwest, there didn’t seem to be much of anything even my particular magical gift could do to change the current situation in my adopted hometown.

      “Look at it this way,” he said. “At least you don’t have to go tromping through snow drifts to do your Christmas shopping.”

      That was Jake — always trying to see the bright side of any given situation. In this particular case, though, I had to admit he had a point. I’d had to cram all my shopping into the few days between the end of the fall semester and Christmas Eve, now only four days off, and the task would have been a lot more difficult to manage if I’d been trudging through the snow to buy all those presents.

      Being so extravagant for Christmas was definitely a new experience for me. Growing up, I’d never had much money. But my recent entry into the Wilcox clan had also been accompanied by a large inheritance from my birth father, a man I’d never met but who had once been in charge of the whole family. The inheritance I’d received was so enormous, I still didn’t quite know what to do with it.

      So, I’d gone Christmas shopping. Presents for Jake, of course, and for his younger brother Jeremy and his girlfriend Sloane. And for Jake and Jeremy’s parents, Raymond and Theresa, and for my half-brother Connor and his wife Angela and the nieces and nephew I hadn’t even known I had until the past summer. The joy of being able to shop however I liked had been shadowed by the knowledge I wouldn’t be able to share the holiday with my mother, but I’d promised myself that I would do my best to let the sorrow go and concentrate on my current happiness.

      All the presents I’d purchased were now piled under the enormous Christmas tree that took pride of place in the living room of the big Victorian house Jake and I shared. Looking at all those brightly wrapped presents and festive gift bags, I wondered if I’d gone a little overboard.

      But hey, it was my first Christmas with my new family, and with Jake. I supposed I’d be forgiven for being just a wee bit extravagant.

      If only it would snow.

      Jake came over to the window and wrapped his arms around me. I snuggled against his shoulder, breathing in the warm scent of his skin and the woodsy aroma that always seemed to drift from his thick, dark hair. “It does this sometimes,” he said, his voice a warm murmur at my ear. “We’ll get one storm to tease us, and then it’s clear for weeks. Our heaviest snowfalls come in January and February.”

      Which I knew was only the truth, since I’d looked up records of snowfall amounts in the Flagstaff area, just to reassure myself that this sort of cold, dry weather wasn’t all that unusual. Still, I’d really wanted my first Christmas with my new family to be a white one, just because my vision of an ideal holiday included snowy winter landscapes and soft flakes drifting down outside the windows of my house. I’d had visions of the San Francisco Peaks crowned with snow, of the streets in the city’s pretty downtown area coated with a blanket of white.

      And okay, there actually was some snow on Mt. Humphreys and the other mountains that towered above the town, just because we’d had a storm right before Thanksgiving that dumped nearly a foot in the lower elevations and almost twice that much on the peaks themselves. It hadn’t warmed up enough for the snow to melt all the way, so it wasn’t as if the mountains were bare rock. Still….

      “Maybe if we all thought good thoughts,” I said, only halfway joking, and he kissed the side of my neck, sending a delicious thrill through my body. You’d think after living with him for almost six months, I’d be a little more used to his presence, but that didn’t seem to be the case. My pulse still sped up every time he touched me, and it was probably a good thing that I’d had such a heavy academic load the past semester. Otherwise, the two of us would have spent way too much time in bed.

      “Good thoughts are always appreciated,” he replied. Although he stood behind me and I couldn’t really see his expression, I had a feeling he was smiling, brown eyes showing their usual crinkles of amusement, handsome features lit up with affection. “Anyway, we need to head out, or we’re going to be late.”

      “Right.” I closed the blinds, and Jake stepped away from me and went and performed the same task with the window coverings on the other side of the room. The rest of the house had already been closed up — dusk came early at this time of year — but I’d left the living room blinds open so I could look outside on the off chance that the weather might suddenly change.

      No such luck, though, and I supposed it was just as well. The house Jake and I shared was only a few blocks away from our cousin Laurel’s apartment in downtown Flagstaff, and since the weather appeared to be holding, we’d planned to walk over there rather than fight for parking. Temperatures would be bitterly cold, well below freezing, but I’d bought myself a couple of good coats and accompanying scarves and gloves and hats, so I figured I’d survive the walk.

      Jake and I suited up, and I wound a plaid cashmere scarf around my throat as he jammed a knit cap down on his head, smashing his dark brown hair.

      “You’re going to have hat hair,” I warned him, and he grinned.

      “I’m not trying to impress anybody.”

      No, probably not, since almost everyone at Laurel’s party would be a Wilcox, with maybe a sprinkling of McAllisters who’d decided to make the drive to Flag for the evening. Why she was even throwing a solstice party, I didn’t know for sure; the Wilcoxes weren’t practicing pagans like the McAllister clan. Most likely, Laurel had gotten the idea from something she’d seen on Instagram or Twitter.

      But after keeping my head down all semester and working my ass off so I wouldn’t be too behind after switching majors, I wanted a party just as badly as anyone else. The reason behind it didn’t matter so much. And it should be pretty informal, since Laurel had only invited those of her cousins who were around our age or a little younger, all the twenty-somethings who weren’t yet married and starting families.

      I wasn’t sure I really wanted to think about that, however. Not that I had any interest in having kids yet — I had way too much schoolwork ahead of me — but Jake and I had been living together since the end of June, and he hadn’t yet said one word about getting married. Maybe he assumed I wanted to wait on making things formal until after I graduated, and yet…

      …and yet, I really wished he would ask, if only to make things feel a bit more settled between the two of us. I couldn’t imagine my world without him…didn’t want to imagine a life that didn’t have Jake Wilcox in it. I loved him no matter what, but I also found myself wondering what he was waiting for.

      But we were on our way to a party, and I certainly didn’t want to be brooding over such a fraught topic. As best I could, I pushed my worries to the back of my mind, following Jake outside so we could head down the front steps and start making our way to Laurel’s place.

      The raw night air bit my face almost as soon as we hit the sidewalk, but I was used to it. Honestly, Flagstaff really wasn’t much colder than some of the places I’d lived in Wyoming and Colorado, and by this point, I’d become accustomed to the chilly weather.

      Jake’s gloved hand stole into mine, and I wrapped my fingers around his, glad of the steadiness of his grip. Since no snow had fallen for weeks, I didn’t have to worry about ice so much, but there were still places where the sidewalks were less than even, and it helped to have him to hold on to as we walked in the darkness.

      Then again, I probably would have been just as thrilled to have his hand in mine if the sidewalks had been perfectly smooth and we’d been walking in blazing daylight.

      Neither of us spoke, which was fine. I liked it that Jake didn’t see the need to fill silence with chatter, that he was comfortable enough in my company that we could simply be quiet and enjoy being with each other.

      Besides, it was probably going to be plenty loud where we were going.

      My suspicions were confirmed when we reached Laurel’s building and began climbing the stairs to her loft apartment. Down below was an art gallery that Connor owned in addition to the loft Laurel was renting, along with a coffee bar that had been a recent acquisition when the previous business, an outdoor supply company, folded and closed up shop. As we got closer to the door of her apartment, the sound of a pounding bass line greeted us, overlaid with the babble of what sounded like dozens of voices.

      Inwardly, I quailed a bit. Over the past six months, I’d met a good number of my Wilcox cousins, but by no means all of them. I still couldn’t help experiencing butterflies in my stomach at the thought of having to face a whole batch of people who were strangers to me, although I told myself to suck it up. Whoever was in there, either they were actual relatives or, in the case of any McAllister witches and warlocks who’d come up to Flagstaff for the party, at least still witch-kind. Laurel had told me that she didn’t plan to invite any civilians to her solstice get-together.

      “I mean, it’s not like I don’t have civilian friends,” she’d said quickly after making that confession. We’d been sitting at the coffee bar downstairs with Jeremy’s girlfriend Sloane, having a cup while the guys were off doing their Christmas shopping — presumably for our presents, since they hadn’t wanted us anywhere around them. “But it’s so much easier when we don’t have to watch everything we say, you know?”

      Sloane and I had both nodded. She was a gorgeous girl who was about a million times more sophisticated than I could ever hope to be, but we had one thing in common — we were both “orphan” witches who’d been raised outside our clans, and so we’d experienced very recently how difficult it could be sometimes to make sure not a single betraying syllable about the witching world escaped our lips when civilians were around.

      At any rate, I knew I wouldn’t have to worry about guarding my tongue at Laurel’s party. As for the rest — well, I’d survived meeting dozens of Wilcox relatives so far. A few more couldn’t hurt.

      A wall of sound greeted us as soon as Jake opened the door. I tried not to wince, but I had a feeling I didn’t entirely succeed, judging by the quick flash of a grin I spotted on his lips. Without saying anything, he led me over to the coat rack near the door so we could take off our puffer jackets and scarves and hats. As soon as he pulled off the knit cap he wore, he ran a quick hand through his hair and then sent me another grin, as if to show that my worry about possible “hat hair” had been completely unfounded.

      I glanced around, looking for Laurel. No sign of her at first, which wasn’t all that surprising, considering it seemed to be wall-to-wall people inside her loft apartment. It felt to me as though she had to be violating at least a couple fire codes, but I supposed that wasn’t as big a problem when you had a crowd of witches and warlocks. Surely one of them had a skill that could be put to use extinguishing fires.

      Just as my own talent with the weather had come in handy when I’d used it to put out a prairie fire in Wyoming the summer before. Of course, back then, I hadn’t thought it was quite so handy, considering my weather gifts had led Agent Randall Lenz, former head of Homeland Security’s Project Daedalus, right to my front door. In the end, though, everything had worked out. After all, if he hadn’t caught me, I would never been able to prove to him that he actually was a warlock…and he would never have made the decision to help free all the witches and warlocks he was holding at the facility he managed in Virginia.

      That one good deed couldn’t quite erase everything else he’d done. He’d sworn that his gun had discharged accidentally when he’d come to collect me from my mother’s house in Kanab, but his protestations couldn’t alter the fact that it was a bullet from his gun which had killed her.

      Needless to say, Randall Lenz and I weren’t exactly best friends. Connor had given him shelter in Flagstaff, since he’d left Homeland Security in disgrace, and it had seemed like the right thing to do at the time. Even so, I could only be glad the town was big enough that we could do a pretty good job of avoiding each other.

      And I certainly didn’t have to worry about him being at Laurel’s party. For one thing, no one there was over thirty, and for another, he wouldn’t have come even if she had invited him. As far as I could tell, Randall Lenz had been keeping a very low profile lately.

      “Addie!”

      I turned at the sound of Laurel’s voice, a smile on my lips to match the one she was wearing. She headed over toward me, red Solo cup in one hand, amber-brown eyes looking bigger than ever thanks to the false eyelashes she’d put on for the party, her long brown hair falling in loose waves. From the way she teetered in her high-heeled boots, it looked as though she had already consumed at least one drink.

      Before I could move, she’d thrown her arms around me. “Happy solstice!”

      “Happy solstice,” I responded as I returned the hug, since I didn’t know what else to say.

      “Happy solstice, Laurel,” Jake remarked, tone just a bit too ironic. “Good thing you’re not driving.”

      That comment made her raise an eyebrow. “Please. This is only my second beer. I just shouldn’t have worn these boots tonight — I’m still breaking them in.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      She disentangled her arms from me and took an ostentatious swallow of beer. “Anyway, the booze and the food are all over in the dining area, so help yourself. I know Sloane and Jeremy are here somewhere, but I haven’t seen them for a couple of minutes.”

      Which didn’t surprise me, considering how packed the place was. I nodded, and Laurel wandered off, apparently content to let us make our own introductions to any strangers we encountered. Not that there seemed to be that many — I recognized lots of Wilcox cousins, and smiled and did sort of awkward half-waves at them as Jake and I made our way over to the refreshment table.

      Or tables, actually, since Laurel had all the drinks set out on a small sideboard and the actual food was on the dining room table. Real food, too — a plate of sandwiches she must have gotten from a local deli, potato and pasta salad, and a platter of raw veggies and dip in addition to several kinds of chips and a big plate of cookies.

      She had wine and glasses set out on the drinks table, along with mixers and some hard stuff. I got a cup of wine while Jake poured himself some beer from the keg she’d stashed in the corner, some kind of lager from a local brewery instead of a national brand.

      “I didn’t know Laurel got so elaborate with her parties,” I said as Jake and I found ourselves a spot off to one side where we wouldn’t get crushed by people looking for booze or food. “Does she do this a lot?”

      “First time,” he replied. “I mean, she’s had some smaller parties here since she moved in a while back, but she’s never done this solstice thing before. I think she’s just looking for stuff to keep her occupied.”

      I nodded. Considering that Trident Enterprises — Jake’s witch-finding operation in Wheeler Park — had basically been turning up goose eggs ever since Jeremy found Sloane back in September, I could see why Laurel was doing what she could to stay busy. And their ongoing inaction certainly wasn’t for lack of trying. Every day, Jake and Jeremy and Laurel went to the renovated house they used as their base of operations and did everything they could to track down their next “orphaned” witch or warlock. But either there just weren’t as many of them out there as they’d thought, or the ones still circulating in regular society were way better at hiding themselves than I had been.

      “Sorry things have been such crap for you lately,” I said, and Jake shrugged.

      “It’ll turn around,” he said. “We all knew that having big gaps in our ‘rescues’ might happen. Just part of the territory. Jeremy and I have been keeping busier because we’re turning one of the upstairs bedrooms into a meeting room, but until he and I are done with the carpentry work and the wiring and we’re ready to paint the place, Laurel doesn’t have much to do.”

      Yes, the two brothers had decided to tackle that project about a month earlier. It was definitely plenty of work for the two of them — I was still kind of boggled that they had the skill set to take on that particular task — but it was also the kind of thing they could do while Jeremy’s algorithms were running in the background, searching for any clan-less witches or warlocks who might be out there somewhere.

      I was about to reply when Jake’s cousin Jasper came over to us. We’d met once in passing at the Trident Enterprises house, and I still couldn’t quite figure him out. He was around Jake’s age, maybe a year or so older, quiet and intense, with shoulder-length black hair he sometimes wore back in a ponytail and impressive sleeves of tattoos on both arms. Those tattoos weren’t visible at the moment, since he was wearing a black hoodie, but I still knew they were there.

      His talent was creating undetectable illusions that would last forever. Only on inanimate objects, though — he couldn’t change his own appearance or that of anyone else, but he could make a plain piece of plastic look like an Arizona driver’s license, as he’d done for me after I fled Utah without my purse and any form of identification. Eventually, I’d taken a birth certificate he’d cooked up for me and gotten myself a real license with my real name on it, but still, if it hadn’t been for him, I would have had a much more difficult time starting over.

      “Hey,” he said, nodding at both Jake and me as he held a red cup identical to the one Laurel had been drinking out of.

      “Hey,” we replied, almost in unison.

      “What’s up?” Jake continued. Obviously, he thought there had to be a reason why Jasper had approached us, since he generally didn’t seem to be the type who volunteered much. People approached Jasper Wilcox and not the other way around, which was why it seemed a little strange that he would have come over to Jake and me almost as soon as we got to the party. Then again, I hadn’t really been able to figure him out yet, so trying to decipher his motivations tended to be an exercise in futility.

      Jasper ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back away from his face so he could tuck some of the heavy strands behind one ear. “Joanna wants to talk to you.”

      “Joanna?” I repeated, giving a quick look around the packed apartment. It really didn’t seem like her kind of scene, but because it was so crowded, I supposed she could have been in there somewhere.

      “She’s not here,” Jasper said. He looked almost amused — or at least, I assumed that faint lift of one eyebrow meant he thought it was funny that I’d thought the no-nonsense Joanna, the Wilcox clan’s other weather-worker, would be attending Laurel’s kegger.

      “If she wanted to talk to Addie, why didn’t she call?” Jake asked, which seemed like a perfectly logical question to me. It wasn’t that Joanna and I were besties or anything — she was five or six years older than I, and in a completely different place in her life — but we still talked occasionally if I had a question about a particular aspect of weather control or something like that.

      Jasper shrugged. “I was over at her place helping her mend one of her fences, and I mentioned that I was going to be at the party tonight. That’s when she told me to let you know she wanted to talk.”

      “Did she say about what?” I said.

      “No. I didn’t ask. Joanna’s not the type to invite a lot of poking and prying.”

      I couldn’t argue with that statement. She always seemed fairly private, although I supposed my impressions of her could have been formed mostly from our differences in personality and nothing else.

      “Well, it can’t be an emergency, or she would have called you,” Jake said reasonably.

      True. Jasper seemed to be in agreement with that observation, because he gave another lift of his shoulders and said, “Yeah, probably. Anyway, just wanted to pass that on before I forgot.”

      He ambled off, cup still clutched in one hand. I had to hope he still had plenty of beer or whatever he’d been drinking, since he hadn’t made a move to replenish it while he was over by the drinks table.

      Jake watched him, brows pulling together in a small frown. “That was weird.”

      “Was it?” I asked, then sipped some of my merlot. It wasn’t great, but it was decent enough for party drinking. “No offense, but everything about Jasper seems a little weird.”

      That observation earned me a chuckle. “Nah, Jasper’s okay. I mean, he keeps to himself, but we can’t all be party animals, right?”

      I arched an eyebrow at him. “I wasn’t aware that we were party animals.”

      “Compared to Jasper, we are.”

      Since Jake’s comment was nothing more than the truth, I had to grin up at him. Yes, we didn’t go out every night because I was carrying twenty-four units a semester at Northern Pines University, trying to get caught up with my English lit requirements without having to go another semester or possibly a whole year, but that didn’t mean we didn’t have any kind of social life. We went to the movies and out to dinner, to gallery openings and programs at Lowell Observatory, went hiking and did day trips to Jerome and Winslow and the Grand Canyon.

      “Well, let’s go party, you animal,” I said, still smiling. “I’ll call Joanna in the morning and find out what she wants.”

      “Deal,” Jake replied.

      Another swallow of wine, and I thought I might be brave enough to meet the rest of the gang.

      Maybe.
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