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  Charley Simmons, who kindly calls himself my “Number One Fan,” has encouraged my fiction writing from the beginning. Dedicating this book to him is a small way to demonstrate my appreciation for his unwavering support — even when he asks,

“How does such a nice lady come up with such despicable characters?”








  
  "I will praise You because I have been remarkably and wonderfully made. Your works are wonderful, and I know this very well."

Psalm 139:14
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Prologue


Kasenia Clarke slowed to  a jog and pulled her cell phone from her waist pack. The phone’s ringtone, one she’d snipped from her favorite Russian folksong, resounded in the quiet morning. Who could be calling this early? The sun had only moments ago begun to crest the mountain.
She glanced at the screen, grinned, and accepted the video call. “Hi, Trent.”
Trent Duran’s handsome though hazy face appeared, backdropped by rough wooden planks. “Good morning, Kasenia. Looks like you’re up with the chickens, as my grandad used to say.” He winked. “I see you’re already out on your path.”
“My path, huh?” Called The Loop by locals, “her path” circled Tucson, Arizona, the state’s second largest city. She’d run sections but never the entire fifty-four miles. Some days, she was tempted to try. Maybe then she’d outrun Brewster Wiley’s voice in her head.
She stopped to catch her breath. Perspiration trickled down her back and she hoped she didn’t look as drenched as she felt. Bending from the waist, she rested her free hand on her thigh to slow her breathing and her heart rate. “And I see you’re in your barn.” He often called from his barn, especially on hot afternoons. A morning call was unusual.
“Yep. Been here most of the night. Sorry to interrupt your run.” The light above his head accentuated his dark hair and bronze cheeks. Trent’s Spanish heritage, along with the hours he spent under the Sonoran Desert’s relentless sunshine tending his ranch, guaranteed a year-round tan.
“I don’t mind a break.” She gulped the dry desert air. “Did Princess Irina…?” Knowing this was his mare’s first pregnancy and fearing something might have gone wrong, she didn’t finish.
“Pia foaled a little filly three hours ago.” His brown eyes sparkled, despite the dark shadows beneath them.
“Oh, Trent, how exciting! I’m thrilled for you—and Pia, of course.”
Trent’s nickname for his mare amused Kasenia. Almost as soon as he acquired the horse, he’d changed her name from Sugar Pop to Princess Irina Afire. But he called her “Pia.”
“What a night you must have had.” She straightened and pushed errant strands from her sweaty forehead. “Did the delivery go okay?”
“Charlie Simons came over to help, being it was Pia’s first time. I’ve mentioned him before. He lives down the road and has sat with many a foaling mare.” Trent ran his fingers through his hair. “She didn’t give him much to do other than twist the umbilical cord and pull it apart when it didn’t separate. The foal is healthy, with coloring similar to the mare’s, except for three white socks that came from her sire.”
“I’m so happy her first foal looks like her.” Kasenia hadn’t seen the horse since the day Trent purchased her at a Shadow Ranch sale a year ago. But she remembered how her fiery auburn mane and tail offset her dark chestnut coat. “Now, you have a pretty filly to add to your Quarter Horse herd.”
His lips moved, but she no longer heard him. And then his voice came on again. “…already investigating her new world.”
A bicyclist with a handlebar headlight rounded the corner, jangling a warning bell. She stepped off the path. “Is the little one nearby? Can you show her to me?”
“Yes…and no.”
“Meaning what?” She cocked her chin.
“Yes, she’s nearby. But no, I won’t show her to you.”
Kasenia crumpled her eyebrows. Why had his demeanor changed so abruptly to serious, almost stern? “Is something wrong? You said she’s—“
“Perfect. But this cell phone doesn’t have a very good camera.”
“You are a bit distorted, and your voice fades in and out.”
“Others have said the same thing. Might be time for a new phone.” Trent rubbed his eyes and yawned. “Even if I had a quality camera, it wouldn’t do the foal justice. I remember when my sister’s twin boys were born in Chicago. The pictures she sent were great to look at. Yet, to hold those tiny tykes in my arms was like watching a painting come to life, all the sounds and smells that come with babies included, times two.” He chuckled. “Now, they’re ornery three-year-olds who keep Janelle on the run.”
Something stirred in a nearby bush and Kasenia hopped back onto the asphalt. She didn’t care to tangle with a snake or any other desert wildlife this early in the morning.
“As I was saying…” Trent’s eyes brightened. “God’s workmanship is marvelous, just like Psalm 139 says. To feel a kitten’s silky fur or see a newborn foal’s curiosity about life—eyes wide, ears perked, nostrils wiggling. You can’t beat it.”
“I’m sure that’s true. However, I thought the psalm was about people, not animals.”
“I’d like you to help me name this filly, Kasenia, like you did Pia.” He grinned. “I haven’t forgotten the day I bought her and how you came up with a fitting name, first try.”
“That was a special moment.” Almost as soon as she smiled, she frowned. “Too bad Brewster ruined it.”
Trent’s eyes narrowed. “His cruelty to you that day was reprehensible. I vowed right then to do everything in my power to rip you from his clutches. Didn’t get a chance to help you, but—“
“But…” Kasenia tapped her forefinger on the screen. “You drove my brother and the other boys to their families, my family included. And we are forever grateful. Their safety meant the world to me, to all of us.”
“And you mean the world to me.”
Kasenia’s heart flipped, like it did every time he made such kind remarks. She blew him a kiss. “You’re so sweet.” Trent was the nicest man she’d ever met. Well, other than her dad and grandpa.
“Please come for the weekend,” he pleaded, “or however long you can stay. I have spare bedrooms. Or you can sleep in the bunkhouse, if you prefer, or over at the neighbors’ place. Wherever you think you’ll be the most comfortable. I promise to make my famous breakfast burritos every morning you’re here.”
She laughed. “It’s not fair to tempt me like that.” Trent spent occasional weekends at her Grandpa Gordon’s house, where she and her fifteen-year-old brother, Sam, lived. Each time he visited, he fixed breakfast burritos for everyone plus tomatillo salsa and fresh-squeezed orange juice.
He also listened to her and Sam and her grandfather agonize over the many ways Brewster Wiley had deceived and abused them. But after a while, he’d suggest they visit one of Tucson’s many museums or the zoo or a trampoline park. Or they’d attend an outdoor concert together. Sometimes, they’d get a burger and then go target shooting or tour a classic car show with her grandpa. Although his life had been painfully lonely since his wife died four years ago, Trent said little about his own anguish.
This morning, his only response to her comment was a wide grin.
She couldn’t deny the longing she saw in his eyes—or her own desire to be with him again. Almost every weekend, they met in Benson or Tombstone to share a meal and a movie. Or attend a church service and stroll around town. He’d begged her for months to see where he hung his hat, as he termed it, to admire his expanding horse herd, and to stand at the foot of the sandstone arches that defined his great-grandparents’ homestead.
“Okay, I’ll think about it.” Kasenia’s hesitation wasn’t because she didn’t enjoy Trent’s company. In fact, each time they parted felt like she was leaving a piece of her heart behind. She wanted to see his ranch, to understand his world. She truly did, but...
But Brewster Wiley’s malevolence stained not only her heart but Arizona’s entire southern border, in her way of thinking. Grandpa Gordon said she was making a mountain out of a molehill. Knowing Brewster was behind bars, very likely for the rest of his life, was enough for her practical grandfather.
Even so, she knew full well Brewster was no molehill. Incarceration would not diminish his lust for power. She was sure of that. If anything, imprisonment had increased his compulsion to control everything and everyone around him.
If only Crimson Arches didn’t share a boundary with Shadow Ranch where Brewster once ruled with an iron fist. Still did, from what she’d heard, even from jail. Miles of desert might separate the two ranches, but they were neighboring properties, and the thought of being that close turned her stomach.
On the other hand, Trent didn’t seem to mind the proximity. He shopped at the sister wives’ weekend markets and assisted them whenever they asked for his help. In her opinion, he visited there far too often.
The sun inched above the mountain. Already, its rays warmed the cool morning air, releasing a nearby creosote bush’s earthy rainlike aroma. A lizard climbed a flat rock and stretched out, ready to soak in the sunshine.
“You know I’d love to see your new foal—and you, of course.” Kasenia focused on the reptile’s long skinny toes and tail to avoid seeing the disappointment in Trent’s eyes. “It’s just that…”
“Please look at me.”
She pulled her gaze to meet his.
Trent’s eyes were warm and kind. “I talked with a deputy friend yesterday.” His voice was gentle, yet his words were deliberate. “Brewster Wiley is still in jail and still awaiting trial ’cause his lawyers are still playing games with the court. Right now, he’s in solitary—again—’cause he instigated another fight that mushroomed into a brawl.”
“My attorney told me all that last week, but it doesn’t mean—“
“Then he probably told you Wiley’s partners in crime also remain behind bars. Those crooks aren’t going anywhere. But if you’re concerned, I’ll drive to Tucson to get you and stay by your side all the way here and all the way back.”
“You don’t need to do that.” She shook her head. “It’s too far, over two hours each way.”
“Then you’ll come to the ranch?”
“I didn’t say—“
“Please… I miss you, Kasenia.” He brought the phone closer to his face. “I understand driving down this way won’t be easy for you. You and Sam experienced a nightmare straight from hell not far from here. But this is Crimson Arches, not Shadow Ranch, and I’m inviting you to come, and to come soon, while the foal is still a newborn. Besides, I know you’ll love it here.”
Love a desert ranch? One that abuts Brewster’s property? Didn’t seem possible. What if she went and was so paralyzed by the past, she made them both miserable? Yes, Brewster was in jail, but the sister wives continued to live at Shadow Ranch and continued to follow his bidding. She had no desire to see them or their compound again.
Just last week, her therapist had suggested that a trip to Shadow Ranch—when she was ready—might be a step toward alleviating the shadow it held over her life. Kasenia had tried to forget her imprisonment there, tried to stop blaming herself for Sam’s trauma. Still, she couldn’t escape the memories—or Brewster’s voice in her head.
Would returning to the region, but not to Shadow Ranch itself, help her release the anger and pain she felt every time the man she’d once thought was her husband crossed her mind? Would it enable her to overcome the unpredictable panic attacks and strive for healthy forgiveness, as her therapist termed it? Would forgiving Brewster allow her to trust Trent, to love him enough to move to Crimson Arches?
That is, if he proposed, which seemed more and more likely the longer they dated. Maybe that was just wishful thinking on her part. She liked the idea of being with Trent every day, but did she have the emotional resilience to marry again? Her cheeks burned at the memory of her short fraudulent marriage, a union she believed was true wedlock—until the night Brewster dumped her and Sam at Shadow Ranch.
“Kasenia…?”
She swiped the back of her hand across her sweaty forehead. “I miss you too, Trent.” The words slipped out before she could stop them. “I’ll drive there today.”
Trent’s eyebrows shot up and a wide grin spread across his face. “You will?”
“Uh…yes, after I shower and pack and put gas in my car.” She didn’t relish the idea of driving solo through the hot sparsely populated desert to his place near the U.S./Mexico border. But deep down, stronger than her misgivings about Shadow Ranch and the desolate drive, her heart longed to be with him, to spend more than a few hours together.
“To quote my babushka…” Kasenia tilted her head. “‘Everything is good in its time.’”
“Huh?” He arched an eyebrow.
“I was supposed to model for a designers’ symposium the next three evenings.” She laid her phone on the rock so she could retie her shoelace. The lizard scampered away. “But it was canceled due to a flight-attendant strike that’s affected all the major airlines. As a result, I have several days off.”
Trent brandished an enthusiastic thumbs-up. The joy in his eyes warmed her heart. And a squeal from somewhere nearby suggested the foal was also glad she’d relented. Kasenia grinned, happy to make Trent happy. Spending time with him in his home territory would be good. Plus, she was anxious to see the newborn filly.
“Don’t forget.” She tapped the screen again. “I’m counting on breakfast burritos, homemade salsa and fresh-squeezed orange juice every morning.”
“Your wish is my command, Miz Clarke, if you will pick up a bag of oranges on the way here. My orange trees are done producing for the season.”
“I’ll be glad to do that. Need anything else?”
“No, thanks.” He shook his head. “Just made a trip to Shadow Ranch. Fridge is full of produce and the pantry is stocked with baked goods.”
Kasenia bit her lip to keep from frowning. Her first sight of Trent had been at a weekend market, but she wished he’d shop somewhere else.
“Can’t wait to see you.” He pressed two fingers to his lips then touched the screen. “Text me when you leave Tucson. I’ll make this an extra-special weekend. Just you and me, homegrown steaks on the grill, and…” He waggled his eyebrows. “A surprise.”
“You know surprises make me uneasy.” She lifted the phone from the rock. “Can you give me a hint?” Ever since Brewster drove her and Sam to Shadow Ranch for a “surprise” weekend getaway, she hated being caught unaware. Trent was trustworthy. She had no reason to doubt him. Yet, like a persistent mosquito, fear of being betrayed again niggled at the back of her psyche.
“No hints.” He winked. “You’d guess, for sure. I’d better go. Don’t forget to think of a name for the filly.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Kasenia accelerated onto the highway, turned up the AC, and settled into her seat. Despite her misgivings, she was determined to enjoy the drive to Crimson Arches. She’d already told her grandpa where she was going. And texted Trent.
Hoping to talk with her brother while she drove, Kasenia speed-dialed Sam on the Jeep’s hands-free system, a feature her previous car didn’t have. She might have harbored fond memories of that car, if it hadn’t been the one Brewster used to drive her and Sam to his desert compound and imprison them there.
He answered on the third ring. “Hey, Sis.”
“Hey, Sam. How’s life in Wyoming?” Since their shared Shadow Ranch trauma, hearing his voice calmed her spirit. If her brother was happy and well, all was well in her world.
“Life is great here. You should come see Margo’s horse ranch. It’s like Babushka’s place by the Usva River, a lot cooler and greener than Arizona.”
Margo, who like Kasenia had been tricked and trapped by Brewster, had met him two years after her husband’s death. Not only was she a lonely widow, she was about to default on her ranch loan. Brewster convinced her to marry him and to let him work with the bank to take over payments. But when Lorraine, Brewster’s only real wife and ranch manager, stopped making the payments following his incarceration, the banker had located Margo through a mutual friend, and reinstated her ownership.
“Her ranch sounds beautiful.” Kasenia eyed the flat barren stretch ahead of her. “Trent and I hope to visit before the summer is over.”
“Margo is about to do one of her horse therapy sessions. Call later?”
“I just wanted to tell you I’m leaving town. Trent invited me to his ranch to meet his new foal. Princess Irina Afire had a filly early this morning.”
“Way to go, Pia! Can’t wait to tell the others.”
Kasenia pictured her brother’s sparkling green eyes and the way his grin creased his freckled cheeks.
“Trent’s ranch is a cool place, Sis.” His voice, which seemed deeper every time they talked, rang with enthusiasm. “You’ll like it there. But I’m jealous you get to see the new foal. Margo doesn’t have any pregnant mares on her ranch, probably a good thing ’cause they didn’t get fed much while she was gone.”
“But they’re better now, right?”
“Yeah, they’re okay. Hey, you gonna visit the ranch of no return while you’re with Trent?”
“You think you’re so funny, Sam.” Kasenia wrinkled her nose. “You know all the money in the world would never convince me to go anywhere near Shadow Ranch.”
“Same here.” He snorted. “No, wait—I take it back. I’d use the money to buy an army tank to drive through that stupid fence. It’s what I dreamed about doing when we were stuck there. I’d do it a bunch of times. Knock the whole thing flat to the ground.”
“And I would cheer from the ridge above the ranch.” She grinned. “For now, I’m just grateful God rescued us from that place.”
“Margo is calling everyone to the corral.”
“Tell her and the others ‘hi’ for me.”
“Love ya, Sis. Send pics of the filly.”
“Okay. Love you, too. Bye, Sam.”
And he was gone, but not Kasenia’s memories of his early adolescent years when he was reluctant to express love to his family. Ever since their escape from Shadow Ranch, however, he didn’t hesitate to openly declare “love ya” to all of them, even gruff old Grandpa Gordon. At her request, Sam had forgiven her for her part in their captivity, although he said there wasn’t much to forgive. Brewster had duped them both.
She and Sam, together and separately, had undergone months of counseling. This summer, along with helping Margo restore her ranch, he was participating in group horse therapy with the other escapees—ten boys total and one girl. Kasenia saw her therapist twice a month, yet the memories and the nightmares continued.
And the panic attacks. And the urge to run from her tormented brain. But it seemed she never ran fast enough or far enough. If only she knew how to put Shadow Ranch behind her and move on.
Maybe she needed horse therapy too.
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Far ahead on the  two-lane highway that divided the desert like an endless gray ribbon, a light flashed. Kasenia Clarke squinted but saw nothing unusual, not even a dust devil twirling across the arid plain. Had to be sunlight reflected off a car window or a bumper. She lowered the sun visor to block the bright orb’s merciless glare, and a flicker in the rearview mirror caught her eye.
What was going on?
A siren sounded behind her. This time, she couldn’t miss the frenetic red-and-blue beams coming closer by the second. Heart in her throat, she glanced at the speedometer and steered to the side. She wasn’t speeding, and the kidnapping charges had been dropped a year ago. Even so, her stomach clenched at the reminder of her arrest and incarceration, experiences she hoped to never repeat.
A State Trooper’s SUV screamed past, buffeting her car. Kasenia cringed. The ear-piercing sound shook her to her core. The trooper wasn’t after her, thank God, but someone up ahead was injured or in trouble. After a quick check for other cars, she drove onto the blacktop, only to hear another siren. This time, she swerved off the highway mere moments before an ambulance wailed by her window.
When no more emergency vehicles followed, Kasenia checked one more time. With deep breaths to slow her racing pulse, she pulled onto the road, grateful the sirens hadn’t triggered a panic attack. She’d traveled several more miles when she topped a rise and saw a string of cars at a standstill in the middle of the flat expanse below. Black smoke billowed in the distance.
More sirens. More lights. Again, she reduced speed and maneuvered out of the way. A second ambulance passed, this one trailed by a firetruck, then a tow truck, and another firetruck.
“Jesus,” she whispered, “please help those who’ve been injured and give the first responders wisdom.” Almost every time she rode with her grandpa, someone would zoom past them on a straightaway. And every time, he’d grouse, “What does the bloomin’ blockhead think this is, a racetrack?” Sadly, sometimes those drivers caused horrible accidents.
Rather than accelerate to highway speed, she slowly approached the last vehicle in the queue, braked to a stop, and sat for a moment, taking in the situation. Despite the heat, people stood outside their cars, gaping at the enormous black smoke cloud.
Before she switched off the AC, Kasenia twisted her hair to fit it into the crown of her wide-brimmed straw sunhat and adjusted her sunglasses, which usually prevented recognition. But not always. The hat was an extra precaution to hide her copper-colored hair that tended to attract attention, especially in the sunshine.
Modeling required her to be in the spotlight during photo shoots—she was used to that. But since the Shadow Ranch debacle, curious people gathered around her like mice to cheese. They bombarded her with questions about the ranch, Brewster, the sister wives, running away. They took cell phone pictures without her permission and begged for autographs. No one ever asked how she and Sam and the others were coping with the aftereffects of the trauma they'd experienced.
Her lawyer advised her to say she wasn’t allowed to answer questions or give autographs, and to keep walking, so that’s what she did.
In addition to local notoriety, her photo had been plastered on the front cover of nearly every magazine on the grocery-store racks. All because she’d stupidly fallen for Brewster’s lies and allowed him to trick her into a fake marriage. Then there was the meddling media, as Grandpa Gordon called reporters who appeared from nowhere, snapping pictures and sticking microphones in her face. All these months later, they still clamored for interviews about her Shadow Ranch experience.
Kasenia switched off the ignition and reached for the door handle. The silver SUV she’d parked behind had a Montana license plate. Good. People from up north wouldn’t know anything about her or Shadow Ranch.
Grabbing her water bottle, she opened the door, got out—and gasped, once again shocked by the desert’s torrid temperature. Her family had traveled the globe, yet she didn’t remember anyplace being as hot as the Sonoran. Stifling heat rose from the blacktop and swathed her from her sandaled toes to her crown. She gulped air, and with it came traces of desert dust laced with sage.
A stocky man in khaki shorts and a green t-shirt stood with widespread legs in the oncoming lane, binoculars aimed at the smoke column. Between him and the SUV, a preteen girl wearing a butterfly print t-shirt and cutoffs had her hands on her waist. She and a woman in shorts and a blue tank top, probably the girl’s mother, were focused on two giggling boys who were squirting each other with crackling plastic water bottles.
“Stop it,” the woman insisted. “You two stop wasting water.”
“Yeah.” The girl shook her finger at them. “This is the desert, not Montana. Do you see any lakes or rivers around here?”
The boys ignored her and capped their bottles.
“Hello.” Kasenia closed the car door and walked over to them. “Have you been waiting long?”
The woman turned to her. “Oh, hi.” She smiled. “We’ve been here fifteen or twenty minutes.”
“Hot minutes,” the girl added. “Really hot minutes.”
The man shaded his watch with the binoculars, studied it for a moment, and then said, “More like ten minutes.”
“Who’s counting?” The woman nudged the girl’s shoulder. “When you’re having fun in the sun.”
“You call this fun?” The girl gave her a withering glance.
“It’s a joke, dear, but not a very funny one, considering some people up ahead had a terrible accident.” The woman offered Kasenia her hand. “I don’t know if it’s proper to introduce ourselves in a situation like this, but where we come from, it’s the neighborly thing to do. I’m Ali Richards, and this is my husband, Jim.”
Kasenia clasped her hand. “My name is Kasenia. I don’t know anything about proper highway protocol, either, but I’m glad to meet you.”
“Welcome to the party.” Jim glanced Kasenia’s way. “You’re the first person to stop since we got here. Others have headed back the way they came.”
Ali motioned to the kids. “These wildcats are our children—Amelia, Adam and Andy.”
“Mo-omm,” Amelia whined. “Don’t call us that.”
“I see you’re from Montana.” Kasenia indicated the SUV. “What brings you to the desert?”
“We’re hoping to go to Tombstone and those caves with the funny name.”
“Kartchner Caverns?”
“Right. Are you from around here?” Ali asked.
“I live in Tucson.”
“I like Tucson.” Amelia brightened. “It’s a lot nicer than all this ugly dirt and weird cactuses.” She wrinkled her nose.
“Cacti, dear,” Ali corrected.
“Actually,” Kasenia said, “both plural forms are correct, something my grandpa taught me the first time he drove me into the desert.” She pointed at the smoke cloud. “I saw the emergency vehicles. Do you know what happened?” A hot asphalt smell wafted from the roadbed. Already, she felt its heat warming the soles of her sandals and was grateful she’d worn the pair with the thicker soles.
“Some guy came through from the front of the line.” Jim motioned with the binoculars. “Said it was a head-on collision. Rescue vehicles block my view, but he said one car caught fire and the other rolled several times. Right now, firefighters are trying to extricate the passengers.”
“How awful.” Kasenia groaned.
The thwap-thwap of helicopter rotors reverberated in the distance. She pivoted. A medevac chopper was approaching, probably from a Tucson hospital. The throbbing clatter brought memories of Brewster chasing her and the boys with a helicopter a year ago, memories she’d rather forget.
Her breath came faster and faster. From experience, she knew a panic attack loomed. She also knew it would pass. Yet, the attacks made her feel like disaster was just around the corner. She wanted to run and hide, but she had nowhere to go.
Eyes closed, hand over her pounding heart, she counted, breathing in through her nose for five counts, then blowing out through her mouth for five. Five in…five out…five in…
The helicopter was upon them in moments. It didn’t fly directly overhead, yet the noise was painfully loud, like machine-gun fire, and the chopper blades stirred hot gritty wind. She pressed her sunhat’s brim over her ears to protect them as well as to anchor the hat, fearing it would sail across the highway and onto a cactus.
Squinting against the swirling dust cloud, she followed the chopper’s flight toward the accident scene, her pulse thumping with the rotor beat. The helicopter reduced speed, hovered, and eased to the ground. As if in sync, her breathing slowed, and she lowered her hands.
Brakes screeched behind her.
Kasenia spun around.
A faded-green Volkswagen Beetle rocked on its axles behind her Jeep, belching smelly black exhaust. The driver cut the engine, hopped out and hurried over to them. Something about the twenty-something guy in sunglasses, brown t-shirt and ragged cutoffs seemed familiar. Was it the backward ballcap? That’s how Sam wore his hat these days. But this guy was definitely not her brother.
The newcomer stretched the neck of his sweat-stained t-shirt upward to wipe his freckled brow then slipped a recorder from his back pocket. “Name’s Peyton Landen with the Creosote Community. Heard on the squawk a head-on caused this backup. Three victims to be transported by ambulance and two airlifted to a Tucson hospital. Any other details you can provide?”
Ali shrugged. “You know more about the accident than we do.”
Kasenia pulled her hat brim low over her face. Of all the reporters who’d harassed her and Sam, Peyton Landen was the worst. How had she not recognized him? He’d actually pounded on their door, determined to get an interview. But Grandpa Gordon had answered, hand on his holstered pistol, and—as he phrased it—educated the ignoramus and sent him packin’.
“Creosote Community?” Jim asked. “Is that around here?”
“Nah.” Peyton smirked. “Creosote Community is an alternative newspaper, a Tucson tabloid, if you will. However, we only publish the truth.”
Kasenia tweaked an eyebrow. Months ago, Sam had read her an article from the tabloid just to get her reaction. Peyton and another reporter had pieced together a story about her and Sam and the other Shadow Ranch residents. At best, a third of the content was true. The rest was hearsay or conjecture.
Her response, Sam reported, was fiery. Of course, it was. To think she couldn’t trust the American media any more than she trusted Russian police maddened her.
“What do you know about the Shadow Ranch bunch down by the border?” Jim asked. “We’re hoping to stop there. Heard they offer horse-drawn wagon tours.”
Uh-oh. Kasenia pushed her sunglasses farther up her nose. When did the sister wives start wagon tours? Trent hadn’t mentioned them. But then, she’d told him she wasn’t interested in Shadow Ranch updates. Knowing Brewster, the tours were his idea to take advantage of the ranch’s newfound notoriety. Another way for him to make money without lifting a finger.
“We’ve run several stories on Shadow Ranch.” Peyton pulled a damp, crumpled business card from his t-shirt pocket. “But I’d love to pick your brains after your visit. Your outsider perspectives would offer a fresh approach for our readers.”
Jim dropped the card into his shirt pocket but didn’t promise to contact him.
Peyton hurried to the rusted VW and climbed inside. After two grinding cranks, the engine coughed to life. He stuck an arm out the window to wave them aside then swerved into the open lane and sped toward the accident scene. Fanning away the fumes, Kasenia watched him go, glad to be free of his prying eyes. More than once, his gaze had lingered too long on her face. Or was that just her imagination?
“What else can we see in this area?” Ali ran a tissue across her forehead. “Other than the caverns and the Tombstone shootouts.”
Kasenia turned to her, grateful for a distraction from Peyton. “Tombstone is a fun place.” She smiled. “Your family will enjoy it. Have you toured the Biosphere yet?”
“No.” Jim lowered the binoculars. “What’s that?”
“It’s a research center north of Tucson where scientists study the earth.” Holding the hat between her knees, Kasenia wound her hair tight to slip it into the crown again.
“Bo-or-ing.” Adam stuck his finger in his mouth and made a gagging noise. “Same as school.”
“Would you think it was boring if I said it looks like a space station or a futuristic city on another planet?” She put the hat on and adjusted its angle.
“Really?” His eyebrows peaked.
“Really. Inside each glass structure is a different world, like visiting several countries all on the same day. It even has an ocean. I think you’d like it.”
“An ocean…wow.”
Andy peered at her. He had freckles across his nose and cheeks, and he was missing one front tooth. “You talk funny.”
“Andy.” His mother placed her hand on his back. “Such a rude thing to say. Apologize, right now.”
Head down, he muttered, “I’m sorry.”
“Look Miss Kasenia in the eye,” she insisted, “and say it louder.”
He squinted up at her. “I’m sorry I said you talk funny.”
“Thank you for your apology, Andy. Or as we say in my home country, spasibo.“ Kasenia smiled. “But I also say to you, eto pravda.“ She rolled the “r” for effect. “Which means ‘it’s true.’ I speak with an accent because I’m originally from Russia.”
All three children stared at her like she’d just grown antennae.
She turned to Ali. “You could stop at the Biosphere on your way home if you’re interested. But while you’re in the Tombstone-Benson area, I think you’d enjoy a visit to the donkey rescue sanctuary.”
“Donkeys!” Amelia exclaimed. “Real donkeys?”
“Yes.” Kasenia grinned. “They’re adorable.” A warm breeze drifted across her shoulders, cooling her sweaty neck.
“I want to go, Mom.” Amelia clutched her mother’s arm. “Can we, can we?”
“Yeah, I wanna ride one,” Adam chimed in.
Andy jumped up and down. “Donkeys, we want donkeys.”
“You’ll have to ask your father.” Ali winked at Kasenia. “Jim’s a pushover when it comes to new adventures.”
“What?” Jim asked, his binocular-aided focus once again on the accident scene. “You talkin’ about me?”
“Kasenia suggested we visit a donkey rescue sanctuary.”
He lowered the binoculars. “Where?”
“Near Benson.”
“Why not? Sounds interesting.”
All three kids cheered, and Amelia hurried over to hug his waist. “Thank you, Daddy.”
Kasenia smiled. What a privilege to watch a sweet American family in action. So unlike the dysfunctional families the media sometimes portrayed.
Sipping from her water bottle, she took in the scenery. Normally, she hurried through the desert on her travels to modeling assignments and didn’t pay much attention to her surroundings. But today was different. If she allowed herself to appreciate this view, maybe she’d appreciate Trent’s ranch. To hear him talk, it was a slice of heaven, or as the Russians would say, seventh heaven.
Blue-gray mountains anchored the background, tall saguaro cacti the foreground. Most saguaros were past their spring bloom, their tips covered with ruby-red date-shaped fruit. However, one nearby cactus sported several white trumpet-like blossoms. Now and again, she caught whiffs of their sweet melon-like perfume.
Yellow-flowered creosote bushes and red-flowered chuparosa bushes dotted the brown plain along with an occasional mesquite, palo verde or ironwood tree. Many other plants she couldn’t name covered the desert floor. She wasn’t fond of the Sonoran Desert, but its abundance of flora and fauna never failed to amaze her.
A clump of yellow brittlebush swayed at the base of nearby boulders. The bright blooms reminded her of the desert sunflowers used for table decorations at her and Brewster’s wedding reception. Kasenia winced. As cheery as the blossoms were, the horrible moment she discovered her husband was a polygamist still haunted her.
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A white pickup truck  stopped behind Kasenia’s Jeep, then two motorcycles and a car. The cyclists flipped their kickstands down, climbed off and removed their gloves, quickly followed by helmets and jackets. She understood their haste. Her coworkers who rode motorcycles had told her they remained relatively cool beneath their protective gear, until they stopped at a long light.
She turned to focus on the accident again. Dark smoke still churned upward, and from what she could tell, the emergency vehicles hadn’t moved. Neither had the helicopter. 
But Peyton’s VW Bug was already chugging back, shadowed by its own black cloud. The rescue personnel must have had better things to do than to talk with the brazen reporter.
Ali lifted her SUV’s back gate, removed a plastic bag from a cooler, and motioned to Kasenia. “Would you like a cold mandarin orange? These are extra juicy.”
“Sounds wonderful, but I have Valencia oranges with me. I can share those before they get hot.”
“We have plenty.” Ali closed the cooler and the car. “Besides, these are easy to peel.” She held out the bag. “Take two. They’re small.”
“You’re so kind. Thank you.”
Peyton’s VW sputtered to a halt nearby.
Kasenia coughed and retreated from the exhaust cloud that followed.
“Hey, Peyton…” Ali brandished an orange. “Like a mandarin?”
“Nah.” He waved her away. “I’m allergic to real food.”
Kasenia rolled her eyes.
Jim ambled over to the VW. “Learn anything from the troopers?”
“The arrogant jerks.” Peyton scowled. “Wouldn’t talk to me.”
A wind gust snatched Kasenia’s sunhat from her head and flung it in front of the VW. Dropping the water bottle and oranges, she ran for her hat, hair flying.
Peyton jumped from his car, grabbed the hat, and started to give it to her—but then he jerked it away.
“Thank you.” Kasenia reached for the hat, sorry to see recognition in his wide unblinking eyes.
Backing into the VW, he plopped onto the driver’s seat, sandal-clad feet on the asphalt. “You give me an interview…” He tossed the hat over his shoulder onto the passenger seat. “I’ll give you your hat, Kasenia Clarke.” A smirk creased his sweaty face. “Or should I say Kasenia Wiley?”
“Keep the hat.” She glared at him. “You know my lawyer doesn’t let me do interviews.” She rubbed her nose with her knuckle, not sure which was worse, Peyton’s body odor or his car’s exhaust.
Jim came up beside her. “What’s going on here?”
“Just a little negotiation.” Peyton shrugged. “None of your business, actually.”
Hands on his waist, the broad-shouldered man declared, “I’m making it my business, dude.”
“You know who she is?” Peyton cocked his chin. “Kasenia Clarke Wiley, the woman who made Shadow Ranch famous.”
Behind her, a woman said, “Oh, she’s the one—“
Kasenia stifled a groan. Her secret was out.
Jim nudged her. “Want your hat?”
“Yes, but I won’t—“
He stabbed a finger at the reporter. “Hand it over, Landen.”
“Like I said, this isn’t your—“
“Now!” Jim spat the word at him.
Peyton swiveled behind the wheel and slammed the car door. “You know my terms, Mrs.Wiley.“ He leaned out the window. “Call me anytime, day or night.”
Jim muttered, “Sleazebag,” hopped onto the VW bumper and jumped to the other side. Reaching through the open window, he yanked the sunhat from the front seat and waved it for all to see.
The adults clapped, the kids cheered, and Ali called, “Way to go, sweetheart!”
“Hey, give it back!” Peyton pounded the horn.
The motorcyclists laughed, and one of them said, “Now, that’s a pathetic beep, if I ever heard one.”
Jim slapped the car roof. “Get outta here.” He brandished the hat, shooing Peyton up the road.
“Just you wait.” The red-faced reporter waggled his finger at Kasenia. “You haven’t seen the last of me.”
Kasenia clenched her fists. Another arrogant man to haunt her days and sully her dreams. Her therapist had suggested she was letting the Shadow Ranch shadow hang over her. But she hadn’t asked for this encounter with Peyton Landen. Would the repercussions of the biggest mistake of her life, marrying Brewster Wiley, never end?
A siren wailed from the accident site, quickly followed by a second.
“Move it!” Jim motioned Peyton to the side of the highway.
“Don’t tell me what to do.” He swore, jammed the car into gear, and despite his bravado, jerked the VW onto the dirt shoulder.
The other travelers scooted closer to their cars to make way for the emergency vehicles.
Covering her ears, Kasenia watched the ambulances zip past, all the while praying for safe travels and healing for the accident victims. Peyton’s VW followed them toward Tucson. When she was certain he wasn’t coming back, she walked over to retrieve the items she’d dropped.
But the kids beat her to it. “Here, Russia lady,” Andy said, “here’re your oranges.”
Amelia elbowed her brother. “That’s not her name.” She handed Kasenia the water bottle. “You have pretty hair.”
“Spasibo.” Kasenia smiled. “You have pretty hair, too.”
Amelia ducked her head.
“She’s right.” Ali joined her children. “Your hair glows like copper in the sunshine.”
“Thank you.”
“Wow,” came a voice from behind her. “That was one pesky reporter.”
Kasenia turned to see the woman from the white pickup truck walking toward her, her short floral-print sundress swaying with the motion. Her lips parted in a sympathetic smile. “He acted like he knew you.” A well-tanned platinum blonde with shoulder-length straight hair, she wore peach lipstick and round rose-colored sunglasses.
“Peyton Landen has been hounding me for months. Probably thinks he knows me.“ Kasenia had learned the word hounding from her grandfather. Anyone who rang his doorbell uninvited, whether they were selling solar panels, Girl Scout cookies or religion, got the lecture. “Stop hounding me,“ he’d shout, “and go find something useful to do instead of disturbing my neighborhood’s peace.”
“I’m Luna Sue.” The blonde offered her hand. “Bob over there is my husband.”
Hot air coiled around them, swirling the newcomer’s cloying perfume. Eyes squinted, Kasenia held back a sneeze and took her hand. “Nice to meet you, Luna Sue.”
“I understand you can’t talk to the media.” Luna Sue tilted her head, and her shiny hair swung to the side. “But surely you can talk to me.”
Her wheedling tone told Kasenia all she needed to know about the woman. Like so many others, she was about to dig for salacious insider information. Kasenia bit her lip. First, Peyton, now this woman…
“I mean, I’m just an ordinary citizen who’s always been curious about…” She glanced at Bob and sidled closer. “One man with all those women. What was it like, uh, sharing Professor Wiley? He’s sooo good-looking. Was it, you know, everyone at once?”
“Stop!” Kasenia’s cheeks flamed, a familiar heat that flared every time someone asked about Shadow Ranch and intimacy. Other travelers had begun to gather round, including the Richards kids whose wide-eyed gazes flicked between the two women.
“These children shouldn’t hear that kind of talk. Neither should adults.” She stabbed a finger at the woman. “Your questions are inappropriate and, frankly, none of your business. If my attorney allowed me to discuss Shadow Ranch, which he doesn’t, I’d never answer such intrusive questions.”
“Of all the rude…” Luna Sue’s eyes flashed behind her rose lenses. “Snooty drama queen—“
Kasenia spun away from the enraged woman, set her water bottle on the Jeep roof, and waved the mandarins in the air. “Thank you for the oranges, Ali. I hope your family has a wonderful vacation.” She was about to open her car door when Jim walked over with her hat. “Don’t forget this.” He leaned closer. “Way to put the nosy woman in her place.”
“I’m just so…” She set the hat beside her water bottle. “So weary of questions like that.”
“I’ll bet you are.” Jim rested his hand on the car roof but quickly jerked it away. “Wow, that’s hot.” He stared at the red mark on his palm. “Can you believe it? A car burn. From the roof, not the engine.”
“Sorry.” Kasenia sighed. “Life in the desert.” She opened her water bottle. “Here, let me pour water on your hand. Sometimes it helps.” She dribbled water onto his open palm then closed the bottle.
“Thanks.” He let it sit for a moment then shook off the excess. “I read somewhere that the Shadow Ranch guy hasn’t gone to trial yet. But don’t give up. He will. I hope they put the maggot away for life, so he can’t harm anyone else.”
Her only response was a nod. Too many people were watching—and listening. If Jim happened to speak with Peyton Landen, she didn’t want him to be able to quote her regarding Brewster or Shadow Ranch.
“Have a good one.” Jim smiled and turned to his family.
Kasenia opened her car door. Hit by an orange-scented heat blast, she sucked in an involuntary breath and backstepped. Too bad she forgot to prop the sunshade inside the windshield. It usually helped a little.
Tossing the mandarins and sunhat onto the passenger seat, she set the water bottle in the cupholder, opened the back door, and walked around to open doors on the other side. Hot air whooshed out of the car and into her face.
That’s when she caught sight of onlookers ogling her every move. She was about to call Trent, but no way would she talk to him while they gawked at her. She grabbed her purse but not her hat or water bottle. The call would be short.
From the blacktop, Kasenia stepped onto the shoulder, down a shallow barrow pit, and up the other side. Eyeing a potential path around the boulders, she prayed the vicinity was scorpion- and snake-free. Her sandals were no protection against cactus barbs, let alone venomous creatures.
Step by step, she worked her way between cactus plants of varying sizes and shapes, scraggly brush and rocks to the far side. The sun-heated boulders radiated a metallic scent, reminding her of the potbelly stoves in the Russian school she and Sam attended when they were younger. A hot-air haze shimmered between her and the mountains, creating an illusion of movement that included a flowing faux river near the base of the peaks.
Sweat poured down her temples, and the relentless sunshine was giving her a headache. She needed to return to her car, fast. Trent would understand.
He answered her video call on the first ring. “Kasenia, good to see you.” His grin faded. “Looks like rocks behind you. Where are you?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe halfway to your ranch. I’m waiting for the road to open after a terrible accident. The ambulances just left for Tucson, but the medevac helicopter hasn’t taken off yet.”
“Ah, too bad.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear people were injured, but I’m relieved to know you’re okay and will be here soon. Well, not all that soon. I was about to call you.”
“Did something happen to your…your foal?” She edged away from the boulders, hoping for a breeze. Even a hot wind would feel good right now. The intense heat was making her lightheaded. Or was it another panic attack? Kasenia started for the Jeep, head down, breathing hard, and praying she wouldn’t collapse on a cactus.
“The filly is fine,” Trent said, “but I’m concerned about you. Do you have water with you?”
“In car...”
“Is your Jeep nearby?”
“Almost…there.” Rounding the rocks, she heard engine noise and smelled exhaust. The other drivers had climbed into their vehicles, either for relief from the heat or because they expected the road to open soon. Or because I wouldn’t answer their snoopy questions.
“Good,” Trent said. “When you get to your water, just sip. Don’t guzzle.”
She reached the Jeep and shoved the passenger door closed with the base of her palm, then the back door. Their metal frames were as hot as the rocks. Her breath rapid and shallow, she maneuvered to the other side, shut the driver-side back door, and fell into the front seat, only to gasp and jump out.
“Kasenia!” She heard alarm in Trent’s voice. “What happened?”
“Hot…” She whispered the word. “Seat.” Really hot seat. It burned her bare legs, which felt weaker by the moment. The headache mushroomed behind her eyes, worse than any she’d ever experienced. And though she was drenched with sweat, her extremities felt as dry and stiff as a saguaro skeleton.
So hard to move, so hard. Help me, God. I think I’m going to pass out. Two shallow breaths and she murmured, “Should…go.”
“Stay with me. Can you reach your water?”
“Kasenia.” Ali came up beside her. “I saw you in the rearview mirror. Are you okay?” She clutched her arm. “You don’t look—“
“Water…” If she could sit somewhere cool, she’d be okay. Her vision narrowed and her legs threatened to crumple beneath her.
“She has heat exhaustion,” Trent called from the phone she gripped like an anchor in her hand. “Can you get her into a cool car?”
Jim appeared in her blurry peripheral vision and took the phone from her. “Ali and Jim Richards here. We’ve got this.” He grabbed her elbow. “We’ll take her to our car where we have the AC cranked and give her water.”
“Not much!” Trent instructed, his voice loud and insistent. “Only sips.”
Kasenia squinted against the painfully bright sunlight and let the kind couple lead her to their vehicle. They opened the front passenger door, reclined the seatback, and helped her inside. She sank into the soft leather, her head against the cool headrest, and shut her eyes. The chilled air felt wonderful. “I’m so sweaty, I’m afraid—“
“Don’t worry about it.” Ali closed the door.
The moment the door shut, a little voice asked, “Is the Russia lady dead?”
“Andy, her name is Kasenia.” Exasperation tinged his sister’s words. “She’s breathing. That means she’s not dead.”
“She breathes funny.”
“That doesn’t mean—“
“Probably a rattlesnake bit her.” Adam’s voice.
Kasenia would have laughed if she’d had the strength.
With a blast of hot air, someone climbed in the driver’s side. “Amelia…” Ali spoke, her words hushed. “Please get a water bottle from the cooler for Kasenia then pull a washcloth from our towel bag and dip it in the melted ice water.”
Later, Kasenia wasn’t sure how much later, she heard Ali again. “Kasenia, can you hear me?”
“Um-hmm.” She vaguely registered Ali talking about a cold cloth and shivered when it touched her forehead. Yet, the coolness of it was heavenly.
“I’ll open this water bottle for you,” Ali said, “and put it in your hand. You’ll need to sit up to drink. Think you can do that?”
She whispered, “Yes.”
“There’s a button on the right side of the seat.”
Kasenia held the cool cloth in place with one hand, and with the other, raised the seat. But she had to stop when her head began to pound again. Releasing the button, she opened her eyes just enough to see Ali.
“Your friend said you should take small sips.” Ali handed her the water. “No matter how thirsty you are.”






  
  3
[image: image-placeholder]

Bottle pressed against her  cheek, Kasenia savored the cold condensation on her hot skin before she let the water trickle down her parched throat. It tasted incredibly good, although not quite as good as the mountain water she and Sam and the other boys drank after they escaped Shadow Ranch. The tiny stream they happened upon that dark night was a miraculous answer to their prayers.
And so were Ali and Jim. God had heard her feeble call for help.
“Feeling any better?” Ali asked.
“The headache is lessening, thank God—and you and Jim.” Kasenia raised the seatback several more inches.
Jim opened the passenger door and held out her cell phone. “Your friend’s phone cut out, and I couldn’t get him on the line again. But he’s concerned, said he’d drive over to get you or meet you halfway. I’ll let you two figure that out, but if I were you, I’d try to get ahold of him before you hit the road again, to set his mind at ease.” He lifted his binoculars with one hand and peered toward the accident scene. “Should be soon.” Lowering the binoculars, he turned to her. “The chopper is about to take off.”
“Trent’s phone has been erratic lately, but I’ll be sure to call.” Kasenia handed the damp cloth to Ali and took the phone.
“If you don’t mind giving me your keys,” he said, “I’ll start your car and get the AC going.”
She set the water in a cup holder and the phone on the dash then dug her keys from her purse. “Thank you, Jim.”
“Always glad to help a damsel in distress.” He grinned and closed the door.
Kasenia sipped more water. “I’m feeling much better. You and your family have been lifesavers, Ali.”
“I was watching to make sure you returned to your car. I don’t know much about the desert, but I didn’t think you should stay out in this heat any longer.”
“The dizziness and nausea came on me fast.” Kasenia pushed hair from her face. “I was already hot, and then I stood beside those boulders. They reflect heat like a furnace. I didn’t stay long, but it was obviously too long.”
“Did you see any rattlesnakes?” Adam sounded hopeful. “My grandpa killed one in Montana and cut off its tail with a shovel. He gave me the rattle. It’s in my box with my special rocks.”
“That’s cool, Adam. I’ve never seen a rattlesnake rattle, except in a museum.” She twisted to make eye contact with the curious boy. “You probably know God designed snakeskin to blend with rocks and bushes. Plus, snakes tend to be shy. If a rattlesnake was nearby, I missed it, but maybe you’ll get to see one during your vacation.”
She glanced at Ali, who did not appear pleased with the idea, and turned to Adam again. “If you do see a rattlesnake, stay far away. Just like those in Montana, they bite, and their poison can make you very sick or kill you.”
“I saw one on TV.” His eyes grew big. “It hissed and rattled its tail.”
“They do that just before they strike.” Ali grimaced. “Not sounds I care to hear.”
“It was awesome.” Adam bounced in his seat. “It had this weird tongue that—“
“Enough, Adam.” Ali gave her son a stern glance in the mirror. “I need to talk with Kasenia.”
He sat back, arms folded, and stared out the window.
Kasenia took another sip from the water bottle. What a crazy trip she’d had—Peyton, Luna Sue, heat exhaustion, and now, a rattlesnake discussion with a little boy—and she was still a long way from Trent’s house.
“You’re not breathing as hard as you were,” Ali said. “That’s a good sign.”
“My vision is better, and the headache is almost gone.” Kasenia blew out a long breath. “I should be able to drive.”
The helicopter came flying alongside the highway, engine roaring. Though it was at least a hundred feet from the SUV, the pulsing rotors pummeled the vehicle with sand. Dust filtered inside the car. Kasenia could smell it. The boys cheered, and even Amelia was impressed. “Wow, just like in the movies.”
“It’s flying higher now,” Andy called. “Way up in the sky.”
“Kids, I’d like to pray for the people who had the accident,” Ali said. She looked at Kasenia. “Do you mind?”
Kasenia smiled. “As terrible as my Shadow Ranch experience was, I learned the most important lesson of my life there.”
“What was that?” Ali tilted her head.
“I learned God hears and answers prayer. So, yes, I’d love to pray with you.” Thankful for all God had done for them, she and Sam and Grandpa Gordon had started attending church and praying before meals. Their prayers were short and awkward, but she was more comfortable praying out loud now than a year ago.
“Who would like to pray with us?” Ali asked.
“I will, I will.” Andy clapped his hands. The other two didn’t respond.
“Okay, you can begin, Andy.”
“Dear Jesus…” Due to a missing front tooth, he had a slight lisp, but that didn’t stop him. His little voice was resolute yet respectful. “Those people got hurt real bad. Make them better so they can eat ice cream and smile big again. If they forget how to smile ’cause their leg hurts or their nose got smashed or their eye got poked out, give them puppies to make them happy and giggly. Amen.”
Kasenia pressed her lips to keep from laughing out loud.
Ali snickered. “Guess who wants a puppy.” She reached across to take Kasenia’s hand. “Jesus, you’re so good to us,” she prayed. “Thank you that Kasenia has recovered and can continue her travels. For those in the ambulances and the medevac chopper whose travels have been interrupted, I pray for healing and your peace and comfort. Please guide the medical personnel who are caring for them. Most of all, show them you have the answers—you are the answer—for life’s many challenges. In your name...”
“Jesus,” Kasenia added, “I know from experience that difficult times can open our ears and hearts to you. May each accident victim hear your voice loud and clear and respond to your infinite love. Amen.”
“Amen, amen!” Andy clapped again. “Can we go see the donkeys now?”
Jim opened Kasenia’s door. “Your car is cooled and ready to roll when you are. The troopers should let us through any moment now.”
“That’s great.” She grinned. “I’m ready to roll too.”
He helped her from the SUV, and she turned to wave to the others. “I’m so glad I met the wonderful Richards family. Thank you for everything.”
Once she was seated in her cooled, orange-scented Jeep, Kasenia fluffed her hair and checked the mirror on the back of the sun visor. Considering how she’d felt before the Richards rescued her, she didn’t look too bad. Thank God that ordeal was over. By the time she arrived at Trent’s place, she’d be fully recovered. At least she hoped so. She didn’t want to scare the sweet guy any more than she’d already scared him.
She touched the phone button on the steering wheel to call Trent and blinked at the sound of a robotic voice telling her the phone was not available. What do you mean, it’s not available? She glanced from the console screen to her purse on the passenger seat. Maybe in all the confusion, she’d turned off her phone. She searched the pocket where she normally kept it, frowned, and dug through the entire purse then checked under the hat, between and under the seats, front and back. Her headache returned, rising in tandem with her panic.
Sitting back, she rubbed her aching temples and struggled to make her fuzzy brain remember when and where she’d last had the phone. Think, Kasenia, think. Her talk with Trent had been short. Had she dropped the phone on her way to the car?
Brake lights blinked ahead of her, and cars began to move. The Richards’ SUV took off, slowly at first, then faster. Ali leaned out the passenger window to wave goodbye. Kasenia hated to see them go. The kind couple had provided an oasis in the desert just when she needed it. She lowered her window, waved, and drove onto the shoulder so those behind her could pass and so she could search the ground outside her car for her phone.
Please, God, don’t let anyone drive over it.
Bob and Luna Sue’s white pickup truck stopped beside her Jeep.
Kasenia’s heart sank. Not Luna Sue again…
The truck window lowered, and the woman stared at her over the top of her sunglasses. “Having car trouble, Kasenia?” Her tone oozed sarcasm.
“I’m looking for my phone. Thank you for checking.”
“I can help.” Luna Sue opened her door and got out.
“I appreciate the offer, but—oh, I know where it is! In the Richards’ car.” She’d left it on the dashboard. “I need to catch them before they get too far up the highway.”
“Are you sure?” Luna Sue grasped the window glass. “Bob and I love to help people.“ She twisted her head toward the pickup. “Right, Bob?”
One after another, cars sped noisily around the truck. Kasenia didn’t hear his response.
“Luna Sue…” Kasenia clenched her fingers on the steering wheel. “I need to catch up with the Richards.” Gas fumes mingled with the woman’s flowery perfume and nausea threatened a return trip.
“You can borrow my phone. In fact, we’ll be glad to take you wherever you want.” Her peach-hued lips spread in a saccharin smile. “Shadow Ranch, perhaps? You could give us a tour.”
“Please, I’ve got to go.” Kasenia pushed the button to raise the window.
“You wouldn’t.” Luna Sue narrowed her eyes.
Kasenia scowled. “Take your hands off my car.”
The window inched upward.
Bob called from the pickup cab, “Luna Sue, get in the truck.”
Without releasing her grip, she retorted, “Hold your dang horses, Bob. Kasenia’s riding with us.” She bared her overly bright teeth in a wicked grin. “Right, Kasenia?”
Diesel exhaust filtered into the Jeep.
“Wrong.” Kasenia pounded the train horn installed by the previous owner.
Luna Sue shrieked and jumped backward.
Smashing the gas pedal to the floor, Kasenia charged along the shoulder, distancing herself as fast and as far as possible from the strange woman. She’d heard of superfans who obsessed over rock stars, but this was crazy. What did Luna Sue want from an ordinary person whose unwanted fame came from being kidnapped by a polygamist?
Kasenia shivered. She didn’t care to know.
Bumping onto the highway, she checked the side mirror and saw her tires had churned a dust cloud that left Luna Sue flailing and coughing. She hadn’t intended to coat the woman with desert dirt, but it somehow seemed fitting. In any other instance, she would have stopped to apologize, but not this time.
Fingerprints smeared the half-open window glass. She pushed the button to shut it all the way. Last thing she needed was a visual reminder of the madness. First chance she got, she’d wash the window. But right now, she needed to retrieve her phone.
Please, Lord, don’t let them get too far ahead.
She passed two cars and a pickup, then a semi-truck and a slow-moving RV. At the top of a rise, she saw a handful of vehicles spread along the highway below. The Richards’ SUV was four cars ahead.
One by one, she pulled around the cars, all
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