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      Joanna Wilcox glared at the collapsed section of the split-rail fence that enclosed one of her alpaca pastures and held back a curse. It seemed as though she’d spent the last year fixing one spot, only to have another come falling down. Most likely, she needed to have the whole thing replaced, but she didn’t really want to think about how much that would cost. She had a rainy day fund for those sorts of things, true, and yet she didn’t know whether an amount that had once seemed like a comfortable cushion would cover installing brand-new fencing to enclose her five-plus acres on the northeast edge of Flagstaff.

      And she had a feeling that the unusually snowy winter they’d all just lived through hadn’t helped matters, either. Not that the winter had started out that way, but once Addie Grant had managed to break down the blocking spell a couple of witches up in the Seattle area had cast, storms had filed into northern Arizona one after the other, like jets coming in for a landing at Phoenix International Airport.

      In a way, that was a good thing; Flagstaff needed the tourist dollars a good winter skiing and snowboarding season would bring. On the other hand, though, near record high amounts of snow had given the city’s infrastructure a beating.

      Including her fences.

      Since there was no one around to hear it except Daisy and Lola, two of her alpacas who munched on the hay she’d scattered in the next pasture, Joanna allowed herself a sigh. But that was all she’d allow herself. There was work to be done.

      Repairing the fence was a bigger job than she could manage on her own. Several times over the winter, her cousin Jasper had come over to help her whack things more or less into shape, and so she figured she’d give him a call now. While no one in the Wilcox family was exactly hurting for cash, thanks to the monthly stipend they all received from a general fund, Jasper didn’t have a regular job, unlike most of the other Wilcox clan members. He was usually up for making a couple hundred bucks here and there in exchange for taking on the occasional odd task.

      His phone rang several times, and she worried that either he was somewhere out of range or maybe had a bad connection. He lived on the west side of the San Francisco Peaks, in a small cabin on Forest Service land, and his phone service could be pretty spotty.

      But then he picked up. “Hey, Joanna.”

      “Hey, Jasper,” she replied. “It looks like another chunk of my fence has decided to give up the ghost. Any chance you could come by to lend me a hand with it?”

      A pause. Then he said, “I wish I could. But I already promised Connor that I’d go down to his place and do the monthly inspection there.”

      Damn it. Connor, the clan’s primus, didn’t live in Flagstaff full-time, and generally spent the winter months — except for a chunk of Christmas week — down in Jerome, where his wife Angela had grown up. In a little more than a month, they’d be back in Flag to spend the summer in their house at that city’s more comfortable elevation, but in the meantime, Jasper had the task of going by their home in Forest Highlands every month to make sure everything was still safe, secure, and running smoothly.

      “That’s okay,” she replied, even as she mentally ran through a list of other people in the Wilcox clan who might be able to give her a hand. Problem was, there weren’t many of them, since it was a Wednesday morning, and most able-bodied people with the right skill set were at work.

      Maybe she could manage the project by herself. The poles were heavy, and trying to leverage them into place on her own wouldn’t be easy, but better that than cramming all her alpacas into one pasture while she tried to get this one in order. And Elspeth and Polly were due to drop their babies any day now….

      Before she could continue, however, Jasper said, “I think I know someone I can send over. Let me give him a call. And if he’s not available, I can try to come by late this afternoon. We wouldn’t be able to get it all done, but we’d be able to make a start.”

      “Sounds good,” Joanna told him, even as she wondered who he planned to send as a replacement. She opened her mouth to ask the question, but then the call ended.

      Scowling, she stared down at the phone, not sure whether Jasper had hung up or whether the connection had simply dropped out. With Jasper, it was hard to say. He could have taken her response as a signal that it was all settled, and therefore they didn’t need to hash out anything else.

      Or, because he lived in the back of beyond, Verizon could have hiccupped at exactly the wrong moment.

      Since her phone remained silent, she guessed it was probably the former.

      At least he was sending someone over.

      Which meant she might as well get as much prepped as she could. She’d already moved the alpacas out of the pasture with the damaged fence, but she knew she could save some time by transferring a bunch of replacement rails out of the shed where they’d been stored all winter and over to the spot where the repairs needed to be made. At least her fences were made with eight-foot lengths rather than the more unwieldy eleven-footers, and so she hoped she could manage them on their own.

      A frown pulling at her brow, she made her way down the muddy path to the shed. Inside was the trailer and little Polaris Ranger she used for most of the lighter hauling jobs on her ranch. She had a vintage Chevy Silverado for the heavier stuff, but since the weather had finally warmed up, melting snow had turned most of the lanes on her property into veritable mud baths, and so she liked to use the Polaris for getting around.

      Loading up the replacement rails took her about twenty minutes. By the time she was done, she’d gotten hot enough to take off the down vest she’d been wearing over her flannel shirt. She tossed it onto the passenger seat of the Polaris and carefully pulled out of the shed, towing the trailer back to the spot where the damaged fence waited for her.

      A man stood by the fence, apparently inspecting it more closely. Since his back was to her, she couldn’t tell who it might be. He didn’t seem familiar, though; even from the back, she could see his hair was medium brown, not the usual near-black of most Wilcox family members.

      Who the heck had Jasper sent over to give her a hand?

      At the sound of the Polaris approaching, the stranger turned. Piercing, pale blue eyes met hers, and she realized at once who the man must be, even though she hadn’t actually met him before this.

      Randall Lenz, former Homeland Security agent, given refuge with the Wilcox clan because he’d sabotaged his own project in order to free the witches and warlocks who’d been held at a government facility for testing.

      Joanna didn’t know why their paths hadn’t crossed before this. Then again, she didn’t get out much — and neither did he, from what she’d heard. He tended to keep to himself. Her cousin Lorelei had rented him a cottage on the south side of Flagstaff’s historic downtown section, and he kept a pretty low profile by most accounts.

      “Hello,” he said as she climbed out of the Polaris and came toward him. “You’re Joanna? I’m Randall Lenz.”

      He had a nice voice, not overly deep, but mellow, smooth. Supposedly, he’d grown up in Manhattan, but he didn’t have a trace of a New York accent.

      “Hi, Randall,” she replied. “It’s nice to meet you. And yes, I’m Joanna. Jasper sent you over?”

      Randall nodded. Like her, he was dressed for rough labor, in faded jeans and a flannel shirt, although he wore heavy work boots instead of the worn cowboy boots that tended to be on her feet no matter what the season. “I’ve never fixed a fence before, but I should be okay if you tell me what to do.”

      Joanna had to repress a smile. That was probably the first time she’d ever had a man actually request that she order him around.

      All right, that wasn’t exactly what he’d said. Still, she was a little impressed that he was okay with letting her take the lead. Too many men she’d known wanted to act as though they were the expert, no matter what the subject at hand.

      “It’s really not that hard,” she said. “Mostly, we just need to lift these new rails into place to replace the ones that got cracked or broken over the winter. In a few spots, we’ll need to install new posts, too, but at least the footings are already there and we won’t need to pour cement or anything.”

      Randall looked a little relieved at that explanation. Although he appeared lean and fit — and a quick glance at his hands told her they weren’t the soft hands of a guy who’d spent his entire life at a desk — Joanna guessed he’d never had to do much in the way of manual labor. Why would he, when he’d spent years and years working for Homeland Security? It wasn’t like he’d been a ranch hand before he showed up in Flagstaff.

      All the same, she was a little surprised by how good a worker he turned out to be. He followed her lead and lifted rails and held posts without comment, never asking to take a break, never even seeming to break a sweat. In fact, he was so quietly efficient that she began to wonder if maybe he had done this sort of thing before, as implausible as that notion might seem.

      When she asked, though, he shook his head. They’d taken a break to have some water, and he allowed himself a large swallow before saying with a faint smile, “No, I was a city kid. I had the obligatory summers at camp — my parents didn’t want me staying in New York for my entire summer breaks — but I don’t think canoeing or learning to build a campfire exactly qualified me to rebuild split-rail fences.”

      His words made her realize how completely different his upbringing must have been from hers. True, as the adopted child of civilian — nonmagical — parents, he hadn’t even known about the powers that lay hidden within him, whereas Joanna had been raised by a witch and a warlock, well aware of her place in the Wilcox clan.

      She wondered if he would be troubled by the realization that most of the Wilcox clan knew his personal business. Connor wasn’t the type to gossip, but he’d relayed a few details about Randall Lenz’s background, just so people would have a better idea as to why he’d come to live in their family’s territory.

      And Joanna had to admit that she’d thought she knew where she fit in with her own witch clan…until her weather-working powers began to surface, and her parents feared that the clan’s former primus, Connor’s older brother Damon, might use those powers for ill. They made the difficult decision to split up, and Joanna’s mother Naomi — a Navajo herself — had taken her live on the Navajo reservation up near Kayenta, far away from the Wilcoxes…and their clan’s scheming leader.

      The stratagem had been necessary, Joanna supposed, but at the same time, she knew being raised for a good chunk of her life among her mother’s people rather than the Wilcox clan had made her feel forever apart from them.

      Just like the man standing before her now, she didn’t quite know where to fit in.

      “Well, you’re helping me make great progress,” she told Randall Lenz. “Another day like this, and I think I’ll have it all handled — as long as Addie doesn’t send any more massive snowstorms our way.”

      Something flickered in his cool blue eyes. Belatedly, Joanna remembered that Randall had been responsible for the death of Addie’s mother, even though the whole thing had been a terrible accident. Even so, she knew the two of them had done their best to avoid one another ever since he’d come to live in Flagstaff. Probably, it hadn’t been very tactful to bring up the subject of Addie Grant.

      However, Randall’s voice was calm and unruffled as he said, “I think we’re in the clear. At least, the forecast says we’re coming into a warming trend, and I doubt she’d tamper with that.”

      Most likely not. Addie, just like Joanna herself, didn’t tinker with the weather any more than was strictly necessary. All the storms that had descended on Flagstaff this past season really weren’t any of her doing. She might have removed the stopper from the bottle, so to speak, but it wasn’t as if she’d spent all winter calling snowstorms into the area. From what Joanna had been able to tell, her clan’s other weather-worker was as sick of continually having to dig herself out of the snow as anyone else.

      “No, probably not,” she agreed. Even as she spoke, though, an odd little thought flickered through her mind.

      She liked standing there and talking to him. And it wasn’t just being able to take a break after a few hours of some pretty hard labor. No, she liked the clarity of his eyes, so different from the dark eyes of the Wilcox men. She liked the sound of his voice, smooth and deliberate…the way she could see the muscles in his throat move as he took another swallow of water from the bottle she’d provided.

      Why hadn’t anyone told her that Randall Lenz was a very attractive man?

      Well, it probably wasn’t the sort of thing that Addie would have even noticed, for a variety of perfectly understandable reasons. And no one else in the clan had had much contact with him, after all. If Joanna had been the type to meet up for coffee and gossip, maybe she would have heard something from her cousin Lorelei, who’d rented Randall the house where he now lived. She didn’t know Lorelei well, but she knew the other woman was the chatty type.

      Joanna, on the other hand….

      Maybe because she’d spent a large chunk of her formative years being sheltered from the Wilcox primus, she’d never been the type for confidences. Her mother had raised her to take care of herself…along with being circumspect to the extreme…so she’d never been as much into the whole clan-togetherness thing as most of her cousins. She went to the holiday parties that Connor hosted, because avoiding those would have been horribly antisocial, but mostly, she kept to herself.

      Anyway, if she’d kept her toe in the waters, so to speak, possibly she would have heard that Randall Lenz was something of a looker. Older than she was, true, maybe by as much as ten years. Not that it really mattered.

      It shouldn’t matter at all, she told herself. He’s here helping you out, not looking for a hook-up.

      And neither was she. Her dating life was as fractured as her fence. She’d had only two romantic relationships in her life, one with a distant Wilcox cousin, the other with a civilian. That one had lasted a little longer, but when he’d started pressuring her to make things more serious, she backed out. At the time, she’d told herself it was only because she hadn’t felt enough for him to tell him who and what she really was — what being a Wilcox really meant — but even then, she’d known there was a lot more going on than that.

      She just hadn’t wanted to make herself vulnerable. Ever since then, she’d kept to herself. It was easier that way, even if it sometimes got lonely in the big ranch house all by herself, with only her cat and the alpacas for company.

      If Randall noticed the odd pause in their conversation, he didn’t show any sign of it. He drained the rest of the water in his bottle, then set it on the ground a little ways away from where they’d been working. Before they’d taken their break, he’d shoved his work gloves into the pocket of his jeans, but now he pulled them out and put them back on again.

      “Ready to get to work?” he asked.

      She nodded. Randall Lenz was definitely all business, and she liked that.

      With any luck, it would make things a lot less complicated.
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      The setting sun glared into Randall Lenz’s eyes as he pointed his truck toward the house south of Route 66 he’d been renting for the past nine months. His muscles ached, but in a good kind of way, telling him that he’d put in an honest day’s labor. Two large sections of fence had basically been rebuilt, and the repairs that remained weren’t quite as extensive. He and Joanna should be able to get those taken care of by mid-afternoon tomorrow at the very latest.

      Joanna.

      He didn’t know what he’d been expecting to meet him as he drove out to her property, but he knew that Joanna Wilcox was not it. When she’d gotten out of that Polaris and walked toward him, he’d had to keep himself from staring at her in shock. No, Jasper hadn’t said much about his cousin, had only said she owned an alpaca ranch out on the northeast edge of town, but still, Randall supposed he’d imagined her in his mind’s eye as a rough, outdoorsy sort of person, maybe around his own age.

      What he hadn’t expected was a goddess.

      Her silky black hair had been pulled back in a ponytail, but the day’s fresh breeze had still caught it, playing with the ends, showing that it fell nearly to her waist. The eyes that met his had been as dark as her hair, slightly almond shaped in a perfect oval of a face. Although he didn’t know anything about her, the analytical side of his mind had catalogued her features and surmised she was probably part Native American. Not a huge surprise, since he knew that the Wilcoxes had a fairly large Navajo strain running through their clan.

      His training had kicked in, and he’d managed to keep himself from gaping at her. Honestly, he didn’t even know why he’d experienced such a strong reaction to that first glimpse. While he’d abandoned any attempt at having a personal life years earlier, he still had met plenty of beautiful women over the course of his life. It wasn’t as though he was some sort of inexperienced kid who’d never seen someone so physically perfect.

      Now, as he pulled into driveway of his house — the one-car garage housed his beloved Audi, which he couldn’t quite bring himself to sell — he could only shake his head at himself. While he hadn’t exactly taken a vow of celibacy or anything, he also hadn’t done much to disrupt his current extremely solitary life. Some might have called it penance for what he’d done to the witches and warlocks who’d been held for so many months at the facility in Virginia he once commanded…or maybe it was his way of trying to atone for the death of Addie Grant’s mother.

      Either way, he’d kept to himself since arriving in Flagstaff. Trying to explain his situation to a civilian would have been nearly impossible, and he wouldn’t have felt right about forming a relationship with a Wilcox witch. Not that many of them were available; those who hadn’t yet married were far too young, in their early twenties for the most part, and the few who were closer to his age and who’d ended up divorced — although divorce appeared to be very rare in witch clans — hadn’t evoked much interest. Maybe it was only that he didn’t think he was emotionally able to take on someone with the baggage of children and a failed marriage, not when he had so much baggage of his own. He still felt like a fish out of water in Flagstaff; he’d never been the type to care much about fitting in, and yet he couldn’t deny that there was something almost alluring about the idea of a clan, of being so intimately connected to one’s family. His parents had given him every advantage, and yet underneath his overall contentment with his life had always been the wish that he could have known where he’d come from.

      And now…Joanna.

      She’s way too young for you, he told himself as he got out of his truck and let himself into the house through the back door. Although he could have used his witchy inborn gift of being able to unlock doors with a thought, he always used a key.

      Some habits were hard to break.

      At least, he thought Joanna was too young, even though she possessed a self-assurance that was often rare in those under thirty. He couldn’t detect any true signs of age in her face, however. Maybe the faintest hint of laugh lines around her eyes, although he wasn’t entirely sure of that.

      But even if she was thirty, that still made him ten years older than she.

      And she hadn’t shown the slightest sign of interest in him. He’d taken his cues from her and had been matter-of-fact and brisk, and she’d seemed just fine with that. As he should be. He shouldn’t even be thinking about getting involved with a Wilcox witch.

      Just the mere fact that his mind had decided to take him in that direction told him how much of an impact she’d already had. He was used to looking at women as coworkers, sometimes allies, sometimes adversaries, and not much more. Physical attraction had never overwhelmed him like this before.

      Which meant exactly what?

      “That you’re losing your grip,” he said aloud. He went to the refrigerator and steadfastly ignored the six-pack of Kiltlifter Ale that sat there, and instead lifted out the pitcher of water inside and poured himself a glass.

      The cool liquid on his throat felt good. Joanna had given him plenty of water to drink, and it hadn’t been a warm day — although he’d definitely gotten heated up as he worked — but repairing fences was thirsty work, no matter how you looked at it.

      And they still had more to do.

      Which meant he’d be back the next day. Even if nothing happened — and he had no reason to believe it would — the prospect of spending a few more hours in Joanna Wilcox’s company made him much more cheerful than he’d been lately.

      If nothing else, he’d get to see her, hear her throaty laugh. Small things, he supposed, but these days, he had to take what he could get.

      Or at least, take what the universe offered him.
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      Another stroke with the hairbrush, and then Joanna forced herself to pick up the elastic band that lay on the vanity and pull her hair back into it. Part of her had wanted to leave it down, to let it fall to her waist so Randall could see what it looked like when it wasn’t confined to a hair band, but the rational part of her mind told her that was a stupid idea. How the hell could she get any work done if she had hair flying every which way?

      Honestly, she didn’t know what was going on with her brain. Their parting the day before had been prosaic enough, with her thanking him for coming out and him confirming that she wanted him back at ten the next morning. With that arrangement agreed upon, he’d gotten into his dusty Nissan pickup truck and driven down the lane that connected her property with the highway.

      But she’d stood there for a long time after he was gone, staring after the disappearing truck. It was far too muddy for the little Frontier to have left a trail of dust behind it, but she still fancied something of him lingered in the air, a hint of his presence that couldn’t be erased.

      Eventually, though, she’d gone into the house, fed the cat, and fixed herself a bowl of soup. She tended to make big batches of soup or stew or chili at the beginning of the week so she could feed herself off that for days, but that night, the minestrone had lost most of its charm. Even as she ate, she found herself wondering what Randall Lenz was up to, what he was having for dinner. Did he cook for himself, or subsist on takeout? And if he did live on restaurant or fast food, would he appreciate a home-cooked meal?

      Maybe she should invite him over for dinner.

      No, that was a bad idea. She didn’t know why she found herself so attracted to him. All right, he was objectively good-looking, with those piercing eyes and those regular, chiseled features. The little hint of gray at his temples just made him that much more handsome, in her opinion. She could tell he would probably age well.

      Planning on growing old with him? Joanna mocked herself, although that inner voice didn’t have quite as much bite as she’d hoped, as if it, too, was sort of curious as to where things with Randall Lenz might end up.

      They weren’t going to end up anywhere. He was going to come back and help her fix that remaining stretch of fence, and then he’d be done and would leave her life as quickly as he’d entered it. End of story.

      And she needed to make sure she paid him. The day before, she hadn’t been able to think of a way to bring up the subject without sounding horribly awkward, but she knew that today she needed to hand him a check as she thanked him for all the work he’d done. She’d heard through the family grapevine that Connor had given him a stipend, just as though he was another member of the Wilcox clan, and so Randall couldn’t be hurting for money too much. All the same, she was not the sort of person to expect someone to work for free.

      Joanna got her checkbook out of her desk drawer and wrote out the check. If Jasper had come and done the same work, she would have paid him five hundred dollars, and so she guessed it would only be fair to pay Randall the same amount.

      When she was done with that task, she folded the check in half and stuck it in the pocket of her jeans. Resolutely, she forced herself away from the mirror instead of taking one last look at her hair and her lip gloss, and headed downstairs.

      Five minutes until ten.

      Stupid to feel this anxious about him coming over. Even if she had to admit to herself that she found Randall attractive, she also needed to recognize that he wasn’t the world’s nicest person. He’d shot Addie’s mother. He’d rounded up all those orphan — that is, clan-less — witches and warlocks and kept them imprisoned at the SED facility in Virginia. True, he’d apparently seen the error of his ways and freed them all, sacrificing his position with Homeland Security in the process, but the man was no angel. And —

      Someone knocked on the front door.

      Joanna hurried to answer it. Standing outside on the porch was Randall Lenz, dressed much the same way as he’d been the day before, only now he wore a pair of mirrored aviator sunglasses that shielded his eyes from the morning glare.

      He looked almost unspeakably hot in those sunglasses.

      “Come in,” she said, finding her voice. “There’s still some coffee. Do you want any?”

      “No, I’m fine,” he replied as he stepped inside.

      That’s for sure, she thought.

      It was impossible to miss the way his gaze quickly roved the living room, assessing his surroundings. That was the look of someone taking note of exits and windows, she realized, not necessarily appraising the interior design.

      Which was probably just as well. Joanna loved her house, loved the warm wood walls and the heavy beamed ceiling overhead, the substantial river rock fireplace, but she knew it probably wasn’t going to win any design awards.

      “I went ahead and brought the poles around to the work site,” she said quickly, not wanting an awkward silence to develop. “I figured that would save us some time.”

      He nodded. “Then we might as well get to work.”

      His comment closed the door on the possibility of any small talk. Joanna told herself that was probably for the best, since she’d never been much good at chitchat anyway.

      “We can go through the kitchen,” she told him. “It’s faster, since it faces out toward the pastures.”

      Without waiting for a reply — and good thing, because she didn’t get one beyond a faint head tilt — she led him from the living room, past the dining area, and on into the kitchen. The back door opened onto the porch that wrapped around the entire house, and she descended the stairs so she could follow the path as it wound its way back toward the pastures.

      The day promised to be bright and sunny, and because there hadn’t been any rain or snow for more than forty-eight hours, some of the mud was finally starting to dry out. And thank God for that, because even as a weather-worker who could appreciate all four seasons and their infinite variations, she’d never been a huge fan of the gluey mud that inevitably resulted from springtime snow melt.

      They got to work at once. Because they’d already gone through pretty much the same process the day before, they didn’t have to waste much time on strategies or planning, only setting the rails in place and making sure the footings on all the posts were secure.

      From the next pasture over, the alpacas looked on with interest. Since they tended to be placid creatures, Joanna knew she didn’t have to worry about them getting too cranky about being all clumped together like that, although they’d obviously be happier when they had more room to spread out. Luckily, at the moment they seemed inclined to watch the goings-on from where they stood, rather than try to roam a little closer.

      When she and Randall paused to take a water break a little before noon, however, his gaze strayed to the cluster of animals watching them from a few yards away. “Why alpacas?” he asked.

      Well, at least that was an easy enough question to answer. “They came with the ranch,” she said, then sipped some water from her bottle. “I wanted to buy a place with some land, and the couple who owned the property were retiring and moving to Tucson. So, instead of trying to find new homes for the animals, I took them along with the house. I actually got a really good price because I was buying the whole thing as a package deal.”

      Randall appeared to consider her reply for a moment, still with that slightly narrow-eyed, speculative expression on his chiseled features. “Some might say that was a lot for one person to take on.”

      Joanna shrugged. “I needed to have something to do with my time. I really didn’t want to get a normal job the way most Wilcoxes do. But having the alpacas gives me a decent income stream, and keeps my civilian neighbors from wondering how I earn a living.”

      “There’s a lot of money in alpacas?”

      She could tell he was asking from a place of genuine curiosity, and not because he was trying to dig into her finances, so she didn’t take offense at the question. “More than you might think. Demand for alpaca wool always outstrips supply, and because my alpacas are from very good stock, the weanlings are also worth a lot.”

      Randall absorbed this information before asking, “And it’s not a problem keeping them outside all the time? This past winter seemed fairly harsh.”

      To someone who’d spent the past ten years or so living in Virginia, Joanna supposed it probably had. Even compared to New York City, Flagstaff could be damn cold. “Alpacas evolved in a place that has twice the altitude of Flagstaff. This is nothing to them — they actually have a harder time with hot weather than they do with cold. They have a shed where they can hang out on the really sunny days, but they like the shade from the trees better.”

      The property’s former owners had planted a variety of trees around the pastures — oaks and maples and sycamores. Aspen trees ringed the house itself and provided an extra measure of privacy. Actually, it was partly the trees that had made Joanna decide this place needed to be her forever home. Growing up in Navajo territory, she hadn’t had many trees around except some scrubby juniper. She loved the shade the trees on her property provided, loved watching them through all the seasons of the year, even in the winter when they lifted bare, graceful branches to the sky.

      Not that she would tell Randall Lenz anything like that. It would be far too personal a confession.

      He smiled then, the shift in expression lighting up his icy blue eyes and showing a flash of white teeth. She got the impression he didn’t smile like that very often, which was too bad. It made him seem much easier to know.

      “I suppose I wasn’t expecting to find a witch who raised alpacas when I came to Flagstaff,” he said, then drank some more of his bottled water. “But I’m finding that you Wilcoxes are a diverse lot.”

      On the surface, Joanna wouldn’t have thought so, since the Wilcox clan tended to present a fairly uniform appearance — tall, dark-haired, dark-eyed, good-looking people. There were variations, of course, but they still tended to share a certain look.

      On the other hand, they were just as individual as any other group of a similar size, each with their own talents and strengths, foibles and failings. Because she’d been raised away from the clan for a good chunk of her life, Joanna thought she could be a bit more objective when it came to appraising the Wilcox family. All the same, she was proud to be one of them. In the past, there might not have been quite as much to be proud of, but a lot had changed since Connor took over from his late brother.

      She kind of doubted Damon Wilcox would have allowed someone like Randall Lenz to settle in his territory.

      “We try to be,” she said lightly.

      So many questions crowded her mind, but Joanna didn’t think it would be appropriate to ask any of them. She and Randall barely knew each other, after all, and so she doubted he’d appreciate her inquiring whether he’d made any effort to locate his own clan, or if he’d done any experimenting to explore the limits of his own gift. According to Addie and Jake, Randall’s talent was luck. Joanna’s cousin Lucas had a similar gift, although he didn’t do much with it beyond letting it enhance his life in a myriad of subtle ways.

      Did Randall think he was lucky? On the surface, it might not look that way, considering he’d lost his job with Homeland Security and been forced to resign in disgrace. He’d been successful in his former life, had a big house in Virginia and an important job, and now it seemed as if he didn’t have much of anything.

      Then again, maybe he considered that a fair trade-off for discovering he was actually a warlock, and not just an ordinary man.

      He didn’t say anything, only swallowed some more water and then set the bottle down on the passenger seat of her Polaris, which she’d parked a few feet away from the section of fence they were currently working on. Since she could tell he wanted to get back to work, she also set down her bottle and picked up one of the rails that were lying on the ground nearby.

      “Let’s get to it,” she said.
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      A few hours later, they were done. The job had taken a little longer than Joanna had expected, but still, it was barely two in the afternoon, leaving Randall plenty of time to do something else with his day if he was so inclined. He stood and surveyed their handiwork, then gave a satisfied nod.

      “It looks good,” he said. “But I think the fences in the next pasture down probably need some attention, too.”

      “They do,” she admitted. “Or at least, they probably will sometime in the next six months. They’ll hold for now, though — these were the ones that needed the most work right away.”

      Joanna stopped there, since part of her wished she’d asked him if he wanted to go ahead and fix the fences in the third pasture. If nothing else, that would have kept him around her property for a few more days.

      But she had a feeling he would have seen right through such a ploy. Better to let it go. She couldn’t deny that she’d liked having him around the past couple of days, and yet she knew that pushing for anything else would be a mistake.

      Randall didn’t seem inclined to argue with her. He pulled off his work gloves and shoved them into his pocket, then nodded. “Well, if there isn’t anything else you need help with, I guess I’ll be going.”

      Damn. She didn’t want him to leave, but any excuses she could come up with as reasons to stay would sound pretty feeble. “Thanks so much for all the help, Randall,” she said. “I really appreciate it.”

      “It’s no problem,” he replied. “I liked being able to work out in the fresh air for a bit.”

      That probably would be a nice change after spending all those years working behind a desk. Then she realized she’d almost forgotten something. She scrabbled in the front pocket of her jeans and pulled out the check she’d written earlier that morning. “Here you go,” she said, extending the piece of paper toward him.

      He stared down at the check as though he’d never seen one before in his life. “What’s this?”

      “A check,” she said, even as she wondered whether she’d made a serious misstep. “You didn’t think I was going to make you do all this work without paying you for it, did you?”

      A long moment passed as he gazed back at her, expression impassive. For the first time, she could see why Addie had found Randall Lenz so intimidating…and scary. Those blue eyes of his might as well have been chips of ice.

      When he spoke, though, he didn’t sound angry. No, his tone was almost amused.

      “I didn’t come here to help you out because I expected to get paid,” he said. “I owe the Wilcox clan a debt of gratitude for giving me someplace to land. This was just part of repaying that debt.”

      Oh. She supposed she should have guessed he’d look at the situation that way. While she could appreciate such a stance, she still hated the idea of making him spend two days performing back-breaking work with not much to show for it.

      Well, she’d just have to come up with some other way of saying thank-you. An idea occurred to her almost immediately, but she wasn’t sure if she dared…especially since she knew deep down that her motivation sprang from something more than merely wanting to show her gratitude for all the work he’d done on the property.

      Still, she also knew that if she didn’t blurt it out now, she might not have the opportunity — or the courage — to do so again.

      “If you won’t let me pay you, then will you at least let me make you dinner tomorrow night?” she asked. “This isn’t a Wilcox clan thing…just a me trying to say thank-you thing.”

      He was silent for a moment, expression still unreadable. Had he developed that poker face while interviewing all the “orphan” witches and warlocks he’d collected?

      Then he inclined his head ever so slightly and said, “I’d appreciate that, Joanna. I’m not much of a cook, so it’s frozen food when I’m not getting take-out or things from the deli at Sprouts.”

      “Well, then,” she replied, relieved that he hadn’t shot her down…but also wondering just what the heck she’d gotten herself into. “It’s time you had a home-cooked meal. Any dietary restrictions I need to know about?”

      “No.” A small glint had entered his eyes, as if he’d wondered whether to make something up, just to make things more difficult for her. “No food allergies, nothing I need to avoid. You just make what’s easiest for you.”

      Oh, she’d do a lot more than that. Since he hadn’t given her any restrictions, she’d make sure she’d prepare something that would knock his socks off. Maybe not a standing rib roast or anything quite that fancy, but the nights were still cool enough that she could put together something hearty and fun. Coq au vin…lamb stew…possibly elk tenderloins if she could lay her hands on some.

      “I’ll figure it out,” she replied, glad that she sounded casual and not at all as though her brain had suddenly switched into overdrive as she tried to decide the best thing to make for their dinner. “Tomorrow at seven?”

      A corner of his mouth lifted. “Tomorrow at seven,” he echoed. “See you then.”

      He tilted his head toward her, then turned and headed toward his truck, which he’d parked over by the detached garage. It was hard not to stare at his rear end in those faded jeans, because they definitely were filled out nicely.

      Then he was safely inside the vehicle and beginning to move down the lane that led to the highway. A moment later, and he was gone.

      Joanna let out a breath…and hoped she hadn’t made a huge mistake by asking him to dinner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Randall fiddled with the collar of his shirt and wondered if he’d overdone things. No, it wasn’t as if he’d put on a tie or anything — ties were one part of his former life that he’d been all too happy to leave behind — but Joanna had only seen him in flannel work shirts and his most worn-out pairs of jeans. For their dinner, he’d put on a gray button-up and a newer pair of jeans, thinking he didn’t want to look as if he’d showed up to help her clean out the tool shed or something, but now he found himself worrying that he might come off as trying too hard.

      Because this wasn’t a date or anything. It was just Joanna feeding him dinner because he wouldn’t take her money.

      In the moment when she’d extended the check to him, he’d experienced a flash of resentment before he realized she wasn’t trying to condescend to him. No, she’d only been attempting to show her gratitude for the work he’d done. Sooner or later, he hoped he’d figure out that the world he moved in now was very different from the one he’d lived in for most of his adult life, but he still hadn’t quite shaken some of the reactions that had been ingrained in him over the past decade or so.

      At least, he hoped it wasn’t a date.

      No, scratch that. Part of him very much wanted this dinner to be a date…even as at the same time he knew that getting involved with a Wilcox witch wasn’t in the program. He was supposed to be living a quiet life here in Flagstaff, not attracting any attention, not making waves.

      True, that restriction was one he’d put on himself, because neither Connor nor Angela — nor anyone else in the clan — had told him he couldn’t have a personal life. But Randall knew he didn’t want that sort of complication. He’d been granted a second chance…something that very few people ever truly got…and he didn’t want to make a hash of things.

      As usual, he was probably creating complications where there truly were none. Joanna wanted to cook for him because doing so would be an easy way of repaying her debt. And obviously, she’d guessed that he probably hadn’t been getting many home-cooked meals lately. The last one had been Christmas dinner at his mother’s home in Manhattan, although the rest of the time he’d been in New York, they’d gone out to eat. Barbara Lenz was a good cook, but she’d wanted to give her son a chance to get some of the food she assumed he must have been missing during his exile away from what she regarded as the “civilized” world.

      Not that she knew too much about what was going on in his life. He’d told her he was in Arizona, but he hadn’t said precisely where. “I move around a lot,” he’d said vaguely, implying that he was living a vagabond existence, hopping from Airbnb to Airbnb while he tried to get his life figured out. She hadn’t been happy about that, but she also hadn’t pressed him. His mother possessed a lot of wonderful qualities, and discretion was only one of them.

      When he’d first come to Flagstaff, he’d made a day trip to Phoenix to set up a mailbox at a UPS store there, and also to establish an account at a bank far enough away from his actual home base that it should be safe. He needed a place where his official mail could be delivered, and also an address where his mother could mail him Christmas cards and other correspondence if she was so inclined, and to his relief, she hadn’t asked too many questions. Maybe he was taking too many precautions, but he felt that keeping his actual location something of a secret was best for everyone involved.

      Whether such caution was truly necessary, Randall had no idea. He’d taken those steps to distance himself from the Wilcoxes just in case some part of his past reared its ugly head. After everything they’d done for him, the last thing he wanted was to bring any trouble to their part of the world. True, thanks to Jake Wilcox’s hacker brother, any connection between Randall Lenz and Flagstaff, Arizona, had been effectively erased, but it still seemed better to play it safe.

      At any rate, he figured he’d go to dinner, thank Joanna for the meal, and cut things off cleanly there. She would have no reason to see him after tonight — well, at least not until she decided to make the repairs on the remaining pasture fences on the property.

      That would be some time in the future, though, and there was every likelihood that she’d call her cousin Jasper to assist her rather than reach out to him again. Randall didn’t know whether he really enjoyed that prospect, but there also wasn’t much he could do about it. In general, Jasper handled that sort of thing, and it was only because he’d been busy with another job that he’d called Randall in to lend a hand.

      Since there wasn’t much he could do about his outfit except take everything off and change it out for something that might look a little less formal — and because doing so would make him late for dinner — he shrugged at the mirror and got his jacket from the hall tree that stood in a corner of the small living room of his rented house. The place was so tiny, it didn’t have a coat closet. Not that it really mattered, since he was the only one living there anyway.

      The drive to Joanna’s house took about fifteen minutes. He hadn’t been there after dark before, and he almost missed the turn-off to the small private lane where her property was located. Luckily, he caught himself in time and turned onto the road with only a small scatter of gravel.

      Lights shone from almost every window as he pulled up and parked in his usual spot by the garage. The place looked homey and welcoming, a refuge from the harshness of the world.

      And that, he told himself as he got out of his truck and walked toward the porch, was laying it on a little thick. Joanna’s place was a house and nothing more.

      But he had to admit that it was sturdy and well-built, obviously constructed to withstand the worst that Flagstaff’s winters could throw at it. He’d taken note of the stacked logs in the bin on the back of the porch when they’d walked out to the pasture the day before. Clearly, Joanna was prepared in case a spring storm came along and buried everything in a few feet of snow. Randall knew that was always a possibility, since he’d been warned Flagstaff could get snow as late as Memorial Day…although he had to hope that wouldn’t be a problem this year.

      The door opened within a moment of his knock. Joanna gazed out at him, looking truly spectacular in a simple black dress and shiny black cowboy boots, with turquoise gleaming at her neck and ears and wrists.

      So much for worrying about being overdressed.

      “Hi, Randall,” she said. Her tone was almost a little too casual, but maybe she also felt awkward about dressing up for dinner after the work clothes she’d worn to repair the fences. “Come on in. I just have a few last-minute things to do in the kitchen, and then we’ll be ready to sit down.”

      He nodded and entered the house. Whatever she was making, it smelled incredible — warm and somehow spicy at the same time, redolent with garlic and basil and something else he couldn’t quite identify.

      “Here,” he said, and handed over the bottle of wine he’d purchased earlier that day at Vino Loco, a wine bar and shop in downtown Flagstaff. “It’s a cab. I hope that works.”

      “It’s perfect,” she replied, looking both startled and pleased at the same time. “I made beef ragout, so that’ll go great.”

      Since he’d had an inkling she would make some kind of beef dish, he’d gone for the cabernet. Good to know that his instincts still seemed to be intact…or maybe it was just his gift of luck kicking in at exactly the right moment.

      “Do you need help with anything?” Randall asked. It might have been a while since a woman had invited him over to her house for dinner, but the manners his parents had ingrained in him hadn’t deserted him completely.

      Joanna smiled. Was that a hint of amusement in her tip-tilted dark eyes? “No, I’m good,” she said. “But you can open the wine. There’s a corkscrew on the table.”

      That he could manage. He nodded at her and went into the dining room while she headed back to the kitchen. The corkscrew was fancier than he’d expected, a waiter-style piece with a polished wood handle inlaid with turquoise. He wondered if she’d gotten it in Navajo country somewhere.

      Opening the wine only took a moment. Randall set the bottle back down on the table, noting the heavy earthenware dishes with their warm red glaze, the equally rustic place mats done in shades of red and brown and cream. In the center of the table, a trio of pillar candles sat on black iron holders.

      In all, the table looked just as welcoming as the house itself had appeared to him as he drove down the lane a few minutes earlier. The knot of tension that seemed to have taken up permanent residence at the base of his neck loosened slightly, even though he thought he should be even more ill at ease, considering that he didn’t quite know how he should behave around Joanna Wilcox.

      How about you relax and go with the flow for once? he asked himself, although the question was mostly rhetorical. He’d never been the type to go with the flow about anything.

      But he didn’t have time to worry, because Joanna returned carrying a large bowl of salad, followed by a basket of rolls, and then another big bowl, this one filled with the ragout. The aroma that drifted from it was so savory, Randall’s mouth actually began to water.

      “I think that should do it,” she said as she put the bowl down on a potholder she’d set out to protect the tabletop from the hot ceramic.

      “It looks wonderful,” he responded.

      “I hope so.”

      She went ahead and sat down, and Randall, who’d been hovering next to the table the entire time, followed suit. This show of gentlemanly behavior earned him the faintest lift of an eyebrow, as if Joanna wasn’t convinced that he needed to be quite so polite.

      Again, that was how he’d been raised, and he didn’t see any reason to change his behavior now. He picked up the cloth napkin at his place setting and put it in his lap, and Joanna spread her napkin over the skirt of her dress.

      “To getting it done,” she said as she lifted her glass.

      There was a nice, neutral toast. Or at least, he assumed she was referring to the work they’d performed while repairing the fences, and nothing more than that.

      “To getting it done,” he repeated, and dutifully clinked his wine glass against hers.

      For a few moments, they were silent as they dished up their food. The salad looked beautiful as well, with grape tomatoes and freshly grated parmesan cheese and croutons that turned out to be homemade.

      “Oh, they’re easy enough to make,” Joanna told him in response to his question. “I don’t like store-bought ones very much. So I made those, and the rolls. The salad dressing, too.”

      This revelation made Randall look at her in surprise. “It sounds like you should be running a restaurant, not raising alpacas.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, I like to cook, but I don’t have the right disposition to be in the restaurant business. One obnoxious customer, and I’d be telling them to their face what I thought of their one-star Yelp review.”

      He couldn’t help smiling in response to that statement. True, Joanna Wilcox didn’t seem like the sort of person who would suffer fools very well. And nor should she. Since he had very little use for idiots himself, Randall thought that was just one more thing he liked about her.

      Not that there had been a shortage to begin with.

      The food tasted even better than it smelled. Although he’d been subsisting mainly on takeout, he couldn’t really claim that he’d been deprived of great cuisine, since Flagstaff had a surprising number of very good restaurants for a smallish city. However, the ragout and the rolls and the salad were still better than anything he’d gotten from any of the places in his usual rotation.

      “This is all wonderful,” he told her, and she gave a small lift of her shoulders, as though the only response she could think of was to be at least partly self-deprecating.
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