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Dedication


Shadow Ranch is dedicated to my three favorite
Children of the Light—Maverick, Dakota and Grace.
May Jesus’ light always shine bright in you!




Epigraph


You are all children of the light and children of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness.
1 Thessalonians 5:5





Prologue


For as long as she could remember, Kasenia Clarke had harbored a love-hate relationship with Arizona weather. Tonight, she tilted toward love.
A spring breeze drifted over the hillside patio, teasing her hair and carrying a sweet citrus-blossom tang from a nearby orchard, a smell so delicious she could taste it. Below her, Mexican poppies blanketed the rocky slope, their golden petals luminous in the sunset’s waning rays. Saguaro silhouettes, dozens of them, rose above the poppies and creosote bushes. Kasenia imagined the tall cacti with their barrel arms raised heavenward to be prickly desert warriors welcoming the night. Babushka Irina, her Russian grandmother, would say they were praising God.
“Kasenia…a penny for your thoughts.”
She smiled and turned to her host.
Across the table from her, just beyond a candle flickering in a lantern, Brewster Wiley winked. “I’d swear you were a thousand miles away.”
Tall and slender yet buff beneath his fitted suit jacket, the University of Arizona professor had a trendy blond haircut—short on the sides with a bit more on top, a reddish-blond five o’clock shadow, and a smile she couldn’t resist. As always, the pocket handkerchief in his silver-gray Armani jacket matched his silk tie, this one a blue paisley print.
“Such a beautiful evening.” Kasenia lifted her wine glass, twisting it to catch the candle’s shimmer through the ginger ale. In Russia, she drank wine, but here she was too young. “I always enjoy sitting on your patio with you, Brewster. The view is amazing.”
He raised his glass in response. “A view made even lovelier by your presence, my dear.”
“You can barely see me.” She laughed.
“Oh, but I remember…” His eyes glittered in the candlelight.
She didn’t blush easily—in her industry, beauty was expected—but something about his tone triggered a flush of heat. She patted her cheeks. “You’re embarrassing me.”
“Good.” He chuckled. “I’m that kinda guy.” He drained the glass, set it on the table and stood. “I’ll be right back.” With his long-legged stride, he was across the patio and inside the condo in moments.
Smiling, Kasenia shrugged the light-weight beige shawl her babushka had crocheted for her off her shoulders and settled into her chair to savor the peaceful evening. But as often happened when she slowed long enough to relax, the dissonance that plagued her soul surfaced, a dissonance never more apparent than when she sat on this patio.
It wasn’t Brewster’s fault his concrete-and-steel condo was a far cry from Babushka Irina’s cottage on the north bank of Russia’s Usva River. Or that her little village by the same name was the only place Kasenia could picture when asked about a hometown. Tucson had become a somewhat permanent residence after she entered the University of Arizona. Yet, she had no special attachment to the city. To any city. Her entire life, she’d been caught between cultures.
From birth, she and her brother, Sergei, had been shuttled around the world until their photojournalist mother tired of homeschooling them. Her solution was to leave them with her parents in their isolated Ural Mountain community. But their American father, a mining engineer with clients on almost every continent, had objected. “Nadia, no…nyet.”
Kasenia giggled. Her father, who knew a mere handful of Russian words, used nyet whenever possible.
“They can’t learn anything useful in that two-horse hamlet,” he’d insisted. “They need an American education to be somebody and get somewhere in this world.”
Nadia had bristled at the insult, but he was adamant. Their compromise was for their children to live in Tucson with their paternal grandparents from January through June and in Usva with their maternal grandparents from July through December of each year.
Below the patio, Tucson’s lights twinkled to life across the valley, one after another, like reborn fallen stars. Kasenia blew out a long breath and let her shoulders relax. She could watch this light show every night. It was a great way to unwind.
Now nineteen and a U of A senior, she only returned to Russia during school breaks. But fourteen-year-old Sergei continued to be shuttled back and forth every six months, an unfortunate arrangement that made them both sad. She was her brother’s best friend as well as his stateside guardian. No one understood the impact of their rootless upbringing like they did.
Neither their parents nor their grandparents grasped how the two of them didn’t feel at home anywhere. How from their early years, they hadn’t fit into any particular culture. How they didn’t have a sense of belonging in either Russia or America. They were outsiders on both sides of the ocean, no matter how hard they tried to adapt.
Kasenia’s solution was to avoid close relationships. The better someone knew her, the more likely they were to realize she was not in her own plate, as they said in Russia regarding awkward situations. She put on a confident facade but had a feeling her confusion and discomfort were obvious.
“We’re freaks,” Sergei had complained. “Our accents give us away, even though we speak English better than we speak Russian, better than my American friends speak English.”
“Remember,” she said, “they haven’t had the years of language-acquisition classes the Tucson school district required us to take.”
“They can still tell we’re different.” Her brother tried harder than she did to assimilate. He’d even undergone accent-reduction therapy. But living in Russia half of every year reversed any progress he made.
She sighed and turned to the wavering candle flame. Too bad Sergei’s accent was such an issue for him. He hadn’t mentioned it lately, so maybe he was outgrowing his frustration.
The mild zephyr wind—one her babushka would call a veterok—caressed Kasenia’s shoulders and danced the candle flame to the smooth jazz wafting from hidden speakers. She adjusted her sundress straps and flipped her hair behind her shoulders. The dress was Brewster’s favorite, a long sea-green chiffon he said matched her eyes.
Brewster…
Her heart skipped a beat. The man was an enigma, which was what attracted her to him. That and the fact he was the best-looking professor on campus.
Kasenia hadn’t been searching for romance. She’d fast-tracked her degree program, which meant she devoted endless time and energy to schoolwork. She also monitored her brother’s schooling and drove him to his activities. In addition, the two of them freelanced as fashion models. She hardly had time for friends, much less romance.
Somehow, however, romance found her. Never in a million years would she have pictured herself perched on a professor’s patio with a wine glass in her hand, basking in a beautiful evening. Yet, here she sat, just because he asked her to proofread a book he was writing. According to Brewster, her papers outshone those of his other students, thanks to her “impeccable English.” The language-acquisition classes had paid off as well as proofreading for her mother who, though she was Russian, wrote mostly for English-language publications.
He’d been so kind to her and Sergei and their Tucson grandpa, Gordon Clarke. At least twice a week, the professor appeared on their doorstep with a takeout meal in one hand, flowers in the other, and a baseball glove under his arm. Sergei’s eyes always brightened when he saw the glove.
“This is for you, Kasenia,” Brewster would say. “So you can spend your evening studying, not cooking.” 
After they ate, he’d send her to her desk, and he and Sergei would play catch until dark. Kasenia loved watching them through the office window. She knew how much her brother missed their dad. Though Brewster didn’t attempt to replace their father, he filled a hole in Sergei’s life. Now that she thought about it, he filled a hole in her life too, one she didn’t know she had.
Due to university rules, they’d kept their professor-student romance “under wraps,” as Brewster suggested. She grinned. Having their own little secret, just the two of them—and her family, added an extra zing to their relationship.
But then her friend Diane spotted them at a restaurant. Later, she said, “Kasenia, just because your father is overseas doesn’t mean you have to hit on a prof for daddy love. Professor Wiley may keep his beard short, but I see a hint of gray in it.”
“That’s not how it is,” Kasenia had protested. “When I’m with him, I feel tethered, no longer like a balloon bouncing from place to place, searching for a place to land. Please don’t tell anyone you saw us together.”
Her explanation didn’t convince Diane, but that was okay. Kasenia was used to being misunderstood. And she herself didn’t understand how easily the settled sensation gave way to her ever-present ache for stability when he wasn’t around. And sometimes even when he was around, like now.
Despite her fickle feelings, Brewster’s maturity was a refreshing change from her ex-boyfriend, Thad, who lived and breathed sports—and reeked like a locker room more often than not. Shaking her head, she remembered the night he took her to a high school wrestling match. He’d heard wrestling was big in Russia. Seated on the hard bleachers surrounded by a noisy crowd, they’d split a candy bar and washed it down with a shared soft drink. That was months ago. She hadn’t dated anyone more than twice since then—until now.
She took another sip of ginger ale and swiveled her chair in time to see the first star emerge above the mountains behind Tucson. Then another, and another. Whatever did I see in Thad, other than his sky-blue eyes? She pursed her lips. Strange, she couldn’t remember.
Hearing the glass door slide open, she faced the table again.
Smiling his wide irresistible smile, Brewster stepped onto the patio.
Ah… Kasenia’s heart flipflopped. Apparently, I haven’t forgotten what I see in this man. She watched him walk around the patio table. Nice looks, sharp dresser, good taste, great conversationalist, generous, congenial... Well, most of the time. He’d snapped at her a time or two, but he always apologized, with flowers. He attributed his mood swings to post traumatic stress disorder resulting from trauma he’d experienced in a special forces unit.
Brewster didn’t sit at the table. Instead, he knelt before her chair, bringing with him a whiff of aftershave. He must have added a splash when he removed his jacket and tie—along with the holstered handgun he normally kept on his belt. His blue silk shirt, now open at the neck, exposed a short chain with his initials in the center—BAW.
Kasenia grinned. After a bit of wheedling, she’d learned his middle name.
He took her hands in his. “I have a question for you.”
She tilted her head. “A question, for me?” He’d dropped hints of a long-term relationship, but Brewster Wiley was a busy professor with a demanding side business, something to do with sales. She hadn’t dared to expect anything more from him than their current clandestine intimacy.
“How much do you like the view from up here?” he asked.
“Oh, I, uh…” This wasn’t the question she’d expected. “I like it, a lot. You probably never tire of seeing sunrises and sunsets without buildings to obstruct your view.”
“My view can be yours, along with all this.” Brewster released her hands and indicated the three-story condominium rising behind them. Its tall windows reflected the last glimmer of sunset. “When…” He pulled a velvet case from his shirt pocket and opened it, angling it so the diamond inside captured the candle’s glow and refracted a brilliant burst of golden light.
“When…you agree to marry me. Will you marry me, Kasenia?”
To her surprise, “yes” was not the first word to come to mind. Rather, it was “home.” Marrying Brewster would establish a permanent home for both her and Sergei, who’d love to live in this fancy condo on the hill.
They could finally put down roots, be tethered to one spot on the earth. Sam, as Sergei liked to be called in Tucson, could enter high school assured he wouldn’t be forced to leave his friends behind after the first semester. Wouldn’t need to relearn pop culture each time he returned from a village that hadn’t yet joined the twenty-first century.
He could embrace his world and be a normal American teen. Transitioning to a different culture every half year had been hard, especially when their Russian dedushka and their American grandmother both died while she and Sergei were in opposite countries. Surely, their parents would let Sergei live fulltime with her and Brewster.
Wait… Kasenia sucked in a breath. How could she even consider his proposal?
Diane was right. At forty-five, Brewster was almost as old as her father. Marrying him could spark generational clashes as well as cultural clashes. Even now, he sometimes acted like a bossy big brother, certain he knew how to do things better than she did. Russians would say he liked to set the weather. And then there was his PTSD, which would likely affect a marriage.
Brewster leaned closer, probing her soul with his beautiful gray eyes. “Kasenia, sweetheart, did you hear my question?”
“I’m sorry. You caught me off-guard.” She paused. “I am honored you asked me to marry you, but…”
“But what?” He looked so concerned, she couldn’t help but smooth the worry creases between his eyebrows with her thumbs.
“You’re a professor, Brewster. I’m one of your students, a foreign student at that, and much younger than you.”
“You’re a gifted, mature student, Kasenia.” He took her hands again. “A woman weeks away from receiving an undergrad degree two years ahead of your peers. I’m proud to say I helped you achieve that goal.”
Lifting a lock of hair from her shoulder, he studied it in the candlelight. “I know I’ve told you before—I love this color. It’s natural, right?”
She nodded.
“It’s like…” He released the strand and ran his fingers down her arm, sending chills along her spine. “Like burnished copper. None of my other—” He stopped.
She lifted her chin. “Other?”
“I tend to date blondes and redheads.” Brewster’s boyish grin never failed to cause a hitch in her breath. “Must be something in my DNA.” He chuckled. “None of them have had hair quite this color, natural or otherwise.”
“I’m glad you like it.” She smiled. “Americans say redheads have more fun, but I didn’t have much fun until I met you.”
“Actually, Americans say blondes have more fun, but I consider your words a compliment.” He removed the ring from the case. “I plan to have a lifetime of memorable moments with you, Kasenia. All because God told me you’re the one for me.”
“Really?” Kasenia gasped. “God talked to you about me?” She clutched her chest. “When was that?”
“The first day you walked into my class with your beautiful hair catching the light from the windows, and your long legs… Well, let’s just say I was more than ready to obey when he spoke.”
“What did he say?”
Brewster frowned, as if annoyed she questioned him. “Not much, just, ‘She’s the one,’ but that was enough for me.” He grasped her left hand in his. “Remember, Kasenia, when you marry me, you’ll no longer be a foreigner. You’ll be Mrs. Brewster Wiley, and through me, you can become an American citizen.”
She didn’t want to ruin the moment by mentioning she and Sergei already had dual citizenship, thanks to their parents. Or that she hadn’t actually accepted his proposal.
He slipped the ring onto her finger, lifted her to her feet, and for the first time, said, “I love you, Kasenia Anya Clarke.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck, sensing the weight of the ring. Did diamonds always feel so heavy? “I… I love you, too, Brewster Anton Wiley.”
“Just remember, Kasenia, sweetheart…” He nuzzled her neck. “Until you graduate and leave the university, no one can know you and I are engaged. If anyone asks, tell them this beautiful ring came from your Russian boyfriend. The two of you will be married there this summer.”




Chapter one

Kasenia Anya Clarke hadn’t meant to fall for Brewster Anton Wiley. But when she began proofreading his book for him, he’d insisted on weekly dinner meetings to discuss her findings. And she’d seen no reason to refuse a night out with a handsome man who treated her like a princess.
Their first meeting, he took her to one of Tucson’s nicest restaurants, where he’d reserved a table for two in a secluded patio corner. Over lobster and steak, he inquired about her past. “I enjoy your accent, Kasenia.” Melted butter on his fingers glistened in the candlelight. “So rich and exotic, yet you appear very American. Must be a story behind that.”
“I wouldn’t call my heritage exotic, but I suppose you could say it’s unique.” She cut into her steak, inhaling the satisfying aroma. “My American father is a mining engineer whose job has him circling the globe. That’s how he met my Russian mother. She’s a photojournalist. Traveling with Dad provides opportunities for her to write travel articles and take pictures for magazines and websites.”
“Ah, so you’re half Russian.”
“Yes, and half mongrel, as my dad says.” She laughed. “My grandfather doesn’t appreciate that word. He says the family comes from…” She imitated his growly voice. ”‘Good northern-European stock,’ whatever that means.”
Brewster chuckled and wiped his hands with the linen napkin. “Having a mother who’s a journalist explains why you’re such an excellent writer—and proofreader.”
“I’ve proofed many an English-language article for her. But I had to learn to speak the language because I heard mostly Russian as a child.” Kasenia tapped her chin then pointed at his. “Some butter on your—”
“Thanks.” He dabbed with the napkin. “Did you grow up in Tucson?”
“Yes and no. When Sergei and I were young, we traveled with our parents. After that, we lived with our grandparents, alternating countries. Six months here and six months in Usva, Russia, each year.”
“I’ve been to Russia but never heard of Usva. Must be small.”
“It’s a tiny village in the Urals. My Dedushka Abram was the mayor for thirty-two years before he passed away.”
“Which do you prefer, Tucson or Usva?”
“I’m not fond of the desert.” Kasenia wrinkled her nose. “Though it’s, of course, warmer than Usva. Those bushes…” She indicated the Mexican fan palms and bird of paradise bushes that bordered the patio, their red-orange blossoms muted beneath the string lighting. “Those bushes would never survive a winter there. Tucson is also more modern. My babushka has indoor plumbing and electricity but no Wi-Fi or car. She says she doesn’t need a vehicle because she walks everywhere.”
“Sounds primitive,” Brewster shook his head. “Not my cup of tea. What do you do when you’re there, other than shovel snow?”
“Sergei and I make simple repairs, tend the animals and garden, trim trees, help our Babushka Irina bake bread and put aside food for the winter, and whatever else she needs. But as much as we love it there, we miss big-city life.” She grinned. “Compared to Usva, Tucson is truly a big city.”
“So, basically, you’ve lived in two worlds your whole life.”
Kasenia nodded.
“Interesting.” He steepled his long, well-manicured fingers. “I’ve heard everybody knows everybody in small towns. You must have lifelong friends in Usva.”
“Yes, but not close friends. They’re both fascinated and disgusted we live part-time in America. They hear the difference in our speech, see it in our clothing. Someone actually said we walk like Americans, not Russians. But I think our walk comes from being trained fashion models.”
“Fashion models, huh?”
She nodded and cut another piece of steak. “My friends ask about American movies, fashions and music, but their parents don’t like us to spend a lot of time together. They’re afraid their children will want to immigrate—or stray from their Russian Orthodox religion.”
“How about your parents…” Brewster picked up his wine glass. “Are they in Tucson with you?”
“I think they’re in South Africa right now.” Kasenia shrugged. “That was the last place they called from, anyway.”
A strange light came into his gray eyes. “Ever travel with them?”
“Now and then, if it’s somewhere Sergei and I haven’t been before. Last summer, we spent three weeks in Thailand. I loved it there.”
He sat back, glass in hand. “Beautiful country.”
“You’ve been?”
“A couple times with a special ops team.”
“What did you do in Thailand?”
“Can’t say, but I’m trained in all manner of undercover warfare. Nothing gets past me.” His eyes darkened. ”Nothing.” He dropped his voice. “I can shoot out a coyote’s eyeball at fifty yards.”
“Eww.” Kasenia shuddered.
Brewster chuckled. “I’m that kinda guy.” He opened his jacket flap and pointed to the pistol on his belt. “I carry, and I don’t hesitate to use it.”
She shivered. She’d seen coyotes wandering around Tucson and an occasional javelina. Surely, he wouldn’t discharge his gun in town. Would he?
“Now you know, Kasenia...” He touched her hand. “You’re always safe with me.”
Disturbed by the coyote story, she shook if off, attributing it to male bravado. “Did you go directly to college after you left the military?”
“In the midst of inserting American influence into hot spots around the world…” He winked. “I acquired what I call a bunk-light education. Got my undergrad while in the military and then later, my master’s degree and doctorate in the States.”
Lifting his glass, he drained the last of the contents and set it down. “I had military benefits, but I needed extra income to wine and dine the ladies.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Moonlighted as a firearms instructor and also as a tactical advisor for law enforcement.”
Their twenty-something waiter approached the table, a wine bottle in one hand, ginger ale in the other—and a big smile for Kasenia. “May I top off your drinks?”
He directed his question to Kasenia, whose glass was a quarter full, but Brewster answered, “Please do.” After the waiter left, Brewster said, “Change of topic,” and looked her up and down. “A pretty girl like you must have several boyfriends. Am I right?”
Kasenia swallowed a smirk. The waiter’s interest hadn’t gone unnoticed. “I have guy friends, but I’m too busy with work and school and acting as a surrogate mom to be romantically involved with anyone.” She didn’t mention Thad. He was old news. “I don’t want Sergei to flounder because our parents aren’t around.”
She’d never told anyone her determination not to fail her brother like her parents had failed her and Sergei. Her mom and dad seemed to think they were on an endless, childless, international honeymoon with no responsibilities except to pursue their careers. Sometimes when they asked her to check their bank account or pay their taxes, she felt like she was parenting them as well as Sergei.
Grandpa Gordon was equally immature. He rarely helped around the house or with Sergei. All he did was play, whether it was golfing with his buddies, hanging out at the shooting range, tinkering with his old car, or traveling to car shows. In his seventies, he had a white mustache and goatee and wore his long white hair in a braid that fell halfway down his back. His daily uniform never varied—black t-shirt under a leather vest plastered with vintage-style car patches, faded blue jeans topped by a tooled-leather belt that had a holstered gun hanging from it, and brown lace-up work boots.
“How about you?” She grinned. “A pretty boy like you must have several girlfriends. Am I right?” It was an audacious question to ask a professor, but she was curious, and repeating his words back to him gave it a humorous twist.
Brewster chuckled. “Touché.” He ran his fingers through his short hair. “I’ve had some fairly serious relationships since my marriage to Lorraine several years ago.” As if counting the women, he tapped his fingers one by one. “Wanda, Veronica, Rachel, Chloe, Alana, Margo, Brittany…” He shrugged. “At the moment, I’m footloose and fancy-free. And that’s fine by me. I’ve got my university work and side business to concentrate on as well as writing books.”
“You’re a busy man.” Kasenia forked Parmesan cheese from a small bowl onto her roasted vegetables. She hated to see marriages disintegrate, but he seemed to have moved on. Still, his former lovers’ names had come to him rather fast. Was he one of those guys who kept a record of his conquests? “Do you have children?”
“A couple teenagers.” He smiled. “Great kids. They live with Lorraine. I see them occasionally.”
“That’s good. You said books, plural. How many have you written in addition to the education manual?”
“I’m working on five total.”
“So, tell me...” She cocked her chin.
He arched an eyebrow. “Yes?”
“You’re a business administration professor, you’ve been in the military, you have special training. Why write about education when you could write about business or your world travels and undercover experiences?”
“You’ll be pleased to know I’m writing on all those topics and more.” Brewster’s eyes brightened. “My favorites are my two novels, Traitor and Terrorist. Both feature military assassins.”
Kasenia grimaced. Neither title suggested a book she’d want to read.
“Traitor is two-thirds complete, Terrorist is more than half done, and I’m turning my doctoral dissertation into a book. I also have a companion workbook in progress for the education manual.”
“Let me guess. It’s two-thirds finished, right?”
The scowl that flicked across his handsome features morphed into a sigh. “Ah, you caught me there.” He folded his hands and offered her a little-boy smile. “That’s why I need your help, Kasenia. I have total confidence you’ll get me over the finish line again and again, one book at a time.”
Oh, so the professor planned to keep her on the payroll. A steady gig would be nice. She could only hope his fiction was better than his tedious nonfiction. “You’re juggling a lot of projects along with teaching.”
“That’s why I live by myself, though I sometimes get lonely. Roommates can be distracting.”
No wonder he’d been through so many women. He was a charming dinner companion. But if he was always writing, he probably bored his “roommates,” as he called them, into the arms of other men. “Have you had any books published?”
“Not yet. Just articles for academic journals.” Brewster aimed his trigger finger at her. “But with your help, it’ll happen sooner than later.”
“Remember…” She smiled. “I have a thesis to write, as you well know. I’ll try to put a little time into the proofread each day, but my progress will likely be slow.”
Brewster winked. “Fine by me. No matter how long it takes, I look forward to treating you to dinner once a week to discuss your findings.”
“That’s very kind of you.” Kasenia grinned, already anticipating the next dinner date with the handsome professor.
[image: image-placeholder]By the time Kasenia completed her proofread, Brewster had learned her dream to establish her own modeling agency plus set up an import business to distribute Usva goods in the U.S. The village women created exquisite felt dolls, egg art and lace, along with beautiful quilts and crocheted items like Babushka Irina made.
She and Brewster had grown comfortable together, and their dinners, to her surprise, had morphed from business to romantic. He hadn’t kissed her or asked to take her to bed. In theory, they didn’t violate the university’s mandate, although he sometimes held her hand when they were alone.
One evening during a stroll around the botanical gardens, he gave her a heart-shaped gold pendant necklace with B+K in the center. She’d been moved to tears. “Oh, Brewster. You are so sweet.”
“Turn around, and I’ll clasp it for you.”
“Thank you.”
When he fastened the necklace, he murmured in her ear, “I’m glad you like the necklace. I had it custom-etched just for you. If anyone asks about it, tell them your Russian boyfriend sent it to you.”
She rubbed the heart with her forefinger. “I love it.”
“I like to think you’ll never take this necklace off.”
Was he hinting at forever? Was she ready for forever?
“Because…” he whispered, “we have something special, Kasenia. Something we never want to lose.”
[image: image-placeholder]Kasenia graduated on a Friday afternoon in an outdoor ceremony held at Arizona Stadium. The next evening, she married Brewster in a noisy helicopter as it circled above Las Vegas. The city’s bright lights added sparkle to the brief ceremony. The wedding company provided the chaplain, a small cake, two champagne glasses engraved with Mr. & Mrs. Brewster Wiley, a bottle of champagne, and a dozen peach-hued roses tied with a matching ribbon.
The flowers added a hint of color to the chopper’s utilitarian cabin and complemented Kasenia’s simple white gown. She inhaled their sweet perfume, grateful for the attempt to enliven the cabin’s dull gray interior and mask the smell of aviation fuel.
Brewster, who wore a camouflage tuxedo, didn’t seem to notice the ambience, or lack thereof. He practically bounced with excitement. “This reminds me of my jumps from military birds. Those were the best days of my life.”
Saying their vows inside a loud vibrating machine was not Kasenia’s dream wedding. She’d agreed because Brewster didn’t want to wait and had promised her and her parents—and more importantly, Babushka Irina—a Russian wedding. Part of the story she’d been telling her friends was true. She would be married in Russia, even if it wasn’t to a Russian.
Her grandmother’s Russian Orthodox priest would officiate. Sergei would be the ring bearer if Kasenia could talk him into it. So far, he was less than thrilled by the idea.
Brewster had convinced her parents they didn’t need to travel to Tucson to attend the graduation or the wedding. “You can watch both events live online and see us up-close and personal.”
Kasenia, who’d agreed with him, found she missed her mom and dad more than she expected, even as she threw them kisses via the internet. Along with her parents, she found consolation in knowing they’d see each other soon.
Their Vegas honeymoon was short, just five days, but they made the most of it. They swam in the pool, strolled past water-and-light displays, enjoyed concerts and magic shows. And registered for ballroom dance lessons. Brewster loved magic, and he loved to dance.
On the way from their hotel suite to the street-level dance hall, he indicated their endless reflections in the mirrored elevator walls. “Without a doubt, we’ll be the best-looking couple on the dance floor.” He straightened the black bowtie on the pale-green silk shirt he wore beneath a black tuxedo jacket.
Kasenia giggled, and the sequins on her floor-length forest-green gown shimmered. “We wouldn’t want to be vain about it, of course.”
“Why not? It’s true.”
The band was excellent and so were the teachers. For Kasenia, dancing with her handsome husband beneath shimmering chandeliers was like stepping into a Russian fairytale. She reveled in how tenderly he held her during the slow dances. And how one thing led to another, and they soon found themselves back at their suite, enjoying their new life as a married couple.
The last morning of their Vegas stay, the hotel treated them to espresso, chocolate muffins and tropical fruit cups on the suite’s private terrace overlooking the Strip. “We’ll have a longer honeymoon in Finland, maybe a month,” Brewster said. “Finland isn’t far from Russia, and I’ve always wanted to check out their famous saunas.”
“Don’t you remember we decided on Bora Bora, sweetheart?” Kasenia touched his hand. “It’s more romantic and relaxing than Finland. I’ve been both places.”
“I didn’t ask your opinion.” Brewster jumped to his feet, bumping the table and rattling the dishes. “Leave it to you to ruin a perfectly good morning.” He stomped into the suite. “Time to pack.”
Blinking back tears, Kasenia stared straight ahead. What just happened? He’d always valued her opinion, or so she thought. Her parents and grandparents never said things like that to each other. She tried to smother the dreadful notion, but it surfaced anyway. Is this what our marriage will be like?
Almost as soon as the question entered her head, Brewster was at her side. “Sweetheart…” He sat in front of her and took her hands. “Sorry I’m a bit grumpy this morning. Worn out from all our celebrating, I guess.” He winked. “It was worth it.” He squeezed her hands. “I forgot we talked about Bora Bora, but I know you’ll love Finland.”
[image: image-placeholder]The day they returned to Tucson, Brewster moved in with Kasenia and her brother and grandfather, and life went on almost as if nothing had changed. He traveled often for his side business, and the rest of the family continued their usual routines.
One hot summer afternoon, Kasenia picked up Sergei from his guitar lesson. Instead of going home, they headed for a guest ranch outside of Tucson to do a photoshoot. Now and then, the agency found modeling work they could do together. People seemed to like their tall slender limbs, green eyes, and ginger hair, as their agency described it.
Sergei had recently overtaken Kasenia in height and was now a half-inch taller, an “achievement” he mentioned daily. He’d filled out and could pass for an eighteen-year-old, but he was still a juvenile. She never allowed the agency to schedule her brother when she couldn’t be present.
When the city was behind them and they were on the highway, Kasenia turned the radio down. “How was your lesson?”
“All right.” He bit into the apple she’d brought him.
“You’re extra quiet.”
“Just tired, I guess.”
“You were supposed to memorize a song for today, right?”
He shrugged. “Aced it.”
“Of course. You have an amazing memory.”
He looked out the window. “It’s too hot for a photoshoot.”
Kasenia checked the dashboard thermometer. One hundred five degrees. She couldn’t remember ever doing an outdoor session on such a warm afternoon. “According to the agency, we’ll mostly be in barns or stables, with fans, or inside the ranch headquarters. Maybe a couple shots in the corral, but I’m sure no one wants us to drip sweat.”
The apple’s sweet scent filled the car. Kasenia drank from her water bottle, wishing she’d brought a second apple for herself.
Sam slid his favorite guitar CD into the player. “I heard Brewster complaining about this job we’re doing today, like he was mad we didn’t ask his permission.”
“I told him we committed to it months ago.”
“But why would we ask his permission?”
“He wants to start our own modeling agency with the three of us doing the modeling. Later, we’ll hire more people.” She didn’t answer the permission question because she didn’t know the answer. Was this how marriage was supposed to be? Brewster wanted to know her comings and goings, every nickel she earned, every penny she spent, and everyone she talked with or texted.
Rather than explain her interactions, she’d stopped answering calls and responding to texts. As a result, her friends no longer attempted to communicate with her. And she’d noticed Sergei’s friends weren’t coming over as often.
Her brother snorted. “First, Brewster thinks he’s a writer. Now, he thinks he’s a model.”
“Sergei…”
“Call me Sam. We’re in the U.S., remember?”
“Okay, okay.” She rolled her eyes. “Sam, that’s not a nice way to talk about my husband, your brother-in-law.”
“He’s no brother to me. You’d think he was my dad, the way he orders me around.”
“Well, he is old enough to be your father.”
“And yours.”
Kasenia sighed.
“Just because he’s old doesn’t mean he has a right to be so bossy.” Sam scowled. “He blows a fuse every time I open the refrigerator door.”
The first time Brewster groused at Sam for searching for a snack, she’d said, “You were once a growing teenage boy. You know Sam’s hunger pangs are real.”
“When I was his age, I was fending for myself,” he’d retorted. “I got used to being hungry. So can he.”
Brewster’s grocery hang-up was getting to her too. He wanted her to cook gourmet meals complete with elaborate desserts and expensive wines yet said she spent too much on food, though she used her money not his. He’d asked the university to deposit his paycheck in her bank account, but that hadn’t happened yet.
“When we get to town…” Kasenia glanced at Sam. “We’ll stop at a grocery store to buy some energy bars you can keep in your bedroom.”
“I’ll have to think of a better hiding place.”
 “A better hiding place than what?”
“Than where I hid my coin collection. I put it under my mattress, but now it’s gone. I should have put it in the safe deposit box.” He rubbed his nose with his knuckle. “Then my favorite t-shirt disappeared and my Xbox—and the drone you gave me for Christmas. I couldn’t have lost all those things. Brewster must have taken them.”
“Brewster? Why do you…?” She couldn’t finish the unthinkable notion.
“Either he took my stuff or Grandpa did, but my things never went missing before you married the dude.”
She’d had some items disappear, too, like a favorite dress and a new watch, even frilly underwear, and had chalked it up to misplacing her things. But underwear went from the laundry basket to the washer and dryer and then to her dresser drawer. How could she misplace it?
On the other hand, she couldn’t imagine Brewster was a kleptomaniac. Her husband was too together, too smart. Surely, they’d find the items or learn the reason they vanished.
If she had to, she’d talk to him about the problem, ask if he was missing anything. But she’d have to be careful not to accuse him of theft, or he might have one of his all-too-frequent temper tantrums.
“Someone must have broken into our house, Sam. If anything else disappears, tell me and I’ll call the police.” She smiled. “That work for you?”
“Go ahead and believe what you want. But remember, if it was a thief, they’ve broken in more than once.”
Kasenia shivered. The idea of a stranger entering their home uninvited and rifling through their possessions made her feel defiled.
A mileage sign indicated the ranch turnoff was a quarter mile ahead. She slowed and punched Sam’s shoulder. “Ready to put your cowboy on?”
He combed his fingers through his hair. “Gonna be scorching hot.”
“You’ll get to be around horses.”
He brightened. “I like horses.”




Chapter two

On the way home, Sam slept and Kasenia contemplated her two-and-a-half months of marriage. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but so far, it wasn’t like her parents’ marriage. When her mom and dad disagreed, they worked out a compromise. When she and Brewster butted heads, he had the final word, every time, which was crazy. She’d always been able to hold her own in an argument.
But something about his stony glare brought his boast to mind—I can shoot out a coyote’s eyeball at fifty yards—and kept her from pushing to have her say.
She stared at the flat dry desert beyond the car window. Each time she tried to set a Russian wedding date, Brewster pushed it to the next season. First, they’d planned an early summer ceremony, then a mid-summer celebration, and then a fall wedding. Her parents and her grandmother begged for a solid date, so they could arrange their schedules, send invitations and begin preparations, yet he wouldn’t commit.
The last time she asked, he’d yelled, “Get off my back,” and stomped from the kitchen into the garage, where he jumped in his Corvette, slammed the door and took off. She could hear the tires squeal down the driveway, onto the street and out of the neighborhood.
That, she had a feeling, was her clue to stop asking. However, her babushka and her parents hadn’t stopped asking. They also asked why Sam wasn’t spending the summer in Usva, like before.
“Brewster wants the three of us to travel together for the wedding,” she’d told them.
“But Kasenia,” her mother said, “he keeps delaying the wedding.”
Her father added, “We’re Sam’s parents. We decide when and where he travels, not Brewster.”
“I know,” she’d responded. “We’ll come soon.”
[image: image-placeholder]Two weeks into their marriage, she and Brewster had been getting ready for bed when he said his wedding ring made his finger itch. He took it off and placed it on his dresser beside his handgun.
“We could ask a jeweler to coat it,” Kasenia said, “or we could buy one that doesn’t irritate your skin.”
“I don’t want a jeweler to mess with it, sweetheart. They might ruin it.” He pulled her onto the bed. “This one is the original ring. It has your initials and our wedding date engraved on the inside. I can’t bear to part with such an important symbol of our union. I’ll keep it on my dresser, where I can see it every day.” Slipping the covers over the two of them, he’d kissed her and then kissed her again.
End of discussion.
Much of the time, the ring sat alone on Brewster’s dresser because he was gone so often during the summer. For Kasenia, it symbolized the loneliness and abandonment she felt, emotions similar to what she’d experienced with her parents’ frequent absences. He rarely told her where he was going or when he would return, got angry when she asked, and almost never called her or answered her calls.
Brewster taught a summer class, she knew that much, and his toned physique told her he visited the gym regularly. Yet he refused to jog or work out with her. He had a side business that required lots of travel, he said, by car and by air. Supposedly, the university let him distance teach when necessary, and supposedly, he promoted products handcrafted by Arizona artisans. However, she hadn’t seen any of the items, not even pictures.
When he was in town and available, he was careful to let her know exactly what she should fix for dinner and what time it should be ready. Takeout meals and lavish dinners at pricey restaurants had ceased the moment they returned to Tucson. Instead, she fixed the food and washed the dishes.
He’d taken her to lunch once, the day he suggested they establish a family modeling agency, a dream he’d stolen from her. Edgy and out of sorts, he refused to hold her hand while they walked to the restaurant and acted like he didn’t want anyone to see them.
From a far corner of the shaded mister-cooled patio, he’d watched everyone’s comings and goings and seemed particularly interested in the three giggling college girls at a nearby table. But that could have been her newlywed jealousy at work.
Brewster’s temper flared over little things, like the soap that fell from the shower caddy onto the shower floor. “You should have retrieved the soap,” he said, “before I slipped on it.” Not that he was hurt.
Anything out of place angered him. Shoes left in the living room, shirts not properly spaced on the closet rod, spices out of order on the spice rack. The only thing he “cooked” was cinnamon toast, but if the cinnamon container wasn’t in the same spot every time he opened the pantry door, the entire household heard about it.
Once or twice a week, he butted heads with her grandfather over tools scattered on the garage floor. The 1933 Ford Roadster her grandpa was restoring and the accompanying tools consumed half the double-car garage. The “lazy man’s mess,” as Brewster called it, irritated him to no end. But he wasn’t above using the other half.
He insisted Kasenia and her grandfather leave their vehicles on the street so his silver Vette with its black top and red interior could be parked in the garage. She couldn’t count how many times she’d heard, “The Arizona sun is merciless on ragtops and leather interiors.”
Though Brewster was rarely home in the daytime, neither Kasenia nor her grandfather dared to drive their vehicles into the garage. “Gotta tell you, Senya Girl,” Gordon insisted, “I’d do what I want in my own home, but I don’t wanna hear him bellyache. Gets on my nerves.”
A roadrunner darted across the highway, its dark crest high and long tail straight out behind. Kasenia giggled at the silly bird with its swift stiffed-legged stride.
But when her musings returned to Brewster, her laughter dissolved into a sigh. One night early in their marriage, as she was rubbing sweet almond oil on his back, something he loved for her to do, she offered to travel with him. “I’d like to go with you tomorrow, sweetheart, to keep you company and see what you do on your trips.”
“Nah.” He bent his elbow behind him to point to a spot she’d missed. “Arizona backroads are dusty and boring. You need to be here to keep an eye on your brother.”
“Sam’s a good boy. Besides, Grandpa will be with him.”
“Gordon’s always hanging with his cronies at the club. Sam is your responsibility. You need to make sure he stays out of trouble.”
Since that evening, sweet almond oil’s nutty fragrance, an aroma she’d once enjoyed, no longer smelled so sweet. But while Brewster was gone, she’d made a point to treat her responsibility to a day at the waterpark. And a night at the movies, complete with sugar-free soft drinks and butter-free popcorn, thanks to a generous tip from a modeling client.
They also ate pelmeni meat dumplings and tart borscht at their favorite European deli, savoring every bite. Borscht was a special treat because Brewster despised beets. They never had the soup at home.
That night, she parked in the garage.
Kasenia didn’t mind cooking and cleaning, but she missed her previous busy life. She’d been accepted into a master’s program at U of A and would have registered for one or two summer classes to get a head start. Brewster, however, insisted she take a year off from school. “Like people did in the Bible,” he said. “In modern terms, we’d call it an extended honeymoon.”
She wondered if his real reason was for her to have time to fix the gourmet meals he demanded. “The Bible talks about honeymoons?”
“You can read it for yourself in Deuteronomy.” He lifted an eyebrow. “That’s in the Old Testament. Look it up. Chapter twenty-four, verse five.”
“You memorized chapter and verse?”
“I’m that kinda guy.” He winked.
Her husband was an endless marvel to Kasenia. He knew everything about everything, whether it was history, astronomy, biology or business. And now, the Bible. She’d never seen him with a Bible, yet he could tell her a chapter and verse for what she assumed was an obscure passage.
The next day, she bought herself an English Bible—she’d left the Russian Bible her Babushka Irina gave her in Usva—and found the Deuteronomy verse.
If a man has recently married, he must not be sent to war or have any other duty laid on him. For one year he is to be free to stay at home and bring happiness to the wife he has married.
“What?” She read the verse again. The stay-at-home rule was for men, not women. Brewster had switched the roles, implying she was supposed to stay home for his happiness, when he was supposed to stay home for hers, something he’d never done.
Kasenia rubbed her neck. It was too much. A recurring contemplation surfaced again. Should I leave him?
Once again she reminded herself that when she married Brewster, she’d vowed to love and cherish him “till death do us part.” She shouldn’t be thinking about leaving him. The ink was barely dry on their marriage license. Kasenia sighed. She needed to try harder to please her husband.
In an attempt to stave off discouragement, she’d begun reading the Bible she purchased. The store clerk had suggested she read from the psalms in the Old Testament and from the first four books in the New Testament called the gospels. He’d stuck an additional Bible in the bag, saying the deal of the day was a free travel-size Bible with every Bible purchase. Now she had two English Bibles. She’d offered the small one to Sam, but he wasn’t interested.
Though she didn’t understand why, reading a chapter or two every morning lifted her spirits and gave her hope for happier times.
[image: image-placeholder]As she’d promised Sam, they stopped for snacks on the way to the house. Knowing Brewster was planning to be home that evening, she purchased a rotisserie chicken to go with the salad she’d left in the fridge. It wasn’t gourmet, but it was the best she could manage tonight. Before they left the parking lot, Kasenia texted her husband to tell him they were on their way. She didn’t expect a response because he rarely acknowledged her texts.
This time, however, she received an immediate reply. Can’t wait. I have a surprise for you.
What that could be, she had no idea, but at least he was in a good mood. She shook her head to release her dark thoughts. Tonight would be a happy night with the man she loved. She just needed to show him how much she loved him.
Pulling in front of the house, Kasenia spotted Brewster on the swing at the far end of the front porch. She smiled and waved and said to Sam, “Don’t take your snacks into the house right now. You can get them later.”
“Why?” He frowned. “I don’t…”
She aimed her chin at the porch.
“Oh, I get it. The food Nazi.” Shoving the grocery bag under his seat, he grumbled, “The chocolate’ll melt.”
“Which do you prefer? Melted chocolate or…” She didn’t want to say it, but she had a feeling Brewster wasn’t above taking her brother’s snacks from him. “I’m sorry—”
“Forget it.” He jumped out of the car and grabbed his guitar from the backseat, slamming both doors.
Brewster met her at the porch steps. Dressed in a lavender shirt, navy silk tie and gray dress slacks, he had a Diet Dr. Pepper in his hand and a big grin on his handsome face. “I’ve got an amazing surprise for you two. Quick, pack your bags. We’re leaving for a long weekend at my country place.”
“Country place?” Kasenia squeaked. “You have a country place?” She narrowed her eyes. The week after they returned from Vegas, he’d had his name added to her bank and credit card accounts, her car title and her safe deposit box. It was where she kept paperwork related to Sam’s guardianship, their grandparents’ and parents’ wills, and other important documents, plus the fifty gold coins her Russian grandfather left her.
Brewster’s eyes had bulged at the sight of the coins. “You have gold? Real Russian gold?”
She didn’t tell him about Sam’s safe deposit box with his fifty gold coins or his savings account where she and her parents deposited money for his future education. And where she deposited his modeling checks. That was Sam’s money, not hers or Brewster’s.
As far as she knew, Brewster hadn’t added her name to his bank account or to his condo title. Kasenia clenched her fists. The condo. His opulent hillside home had become a point of conflict the day they returned from their honeymoon. Rather than move her and Sergei there, he claimed it was his private writing getaway and insisted he never said they’d live there. He hadn’t even invited her to visit.
And now, a country place he hadn’t mentioned? What else did he own? What else was he keeping from her?
Starting up the steps, she was about to brush past him when he took a swig of soda, licked his lips and kissed her.
Kasenia pulled away. She hated slurpy kisses.
“It’s a special secret,” he said, “one I’ve been saving to share with you. I’m super pumped for you to spend some time there.” He swatted her backside. “Hurry, get your things together.”
After a grueling photo session, all she wanted was to eat a salad and a couple bites of chicken and go to bed. Yet, she hadn’t seen Brewster this excited since their helicopter wedding. And truth was, she’d been wishing for a change of pace.
Inside the house, Kasenia dropped her purse by the front door and took the stairs to their bedroom. A country home. The idea was growing on her. It would be nice to have a place to escape the heat.
But… She crumpled her eyebrows. This was Arizona, not the Ural Mountains. A country home here might be located in the middle of the Sonoran Desert with rattlesnakes for neighbors and saguaros for shade. Nothing could be worse.
Leaning over the railing, she called into the living room, “Brewster, is it in the mountains?”
“I named my place Shadow Ranch. A cliff to the west casts a shadow over the lodge when the sun is setting.” He grunted. “That’s the only clue I’m going to give you, Kasenia. Now, you two get packed, and let’s hit the road.”
[image: image-placeholder]While Brewster loaded luggage into the rear of her SUV, Kasenia moved her brother’s snacks from beneath the front seat to the pocket on the back. Sam, who was climbing into the back, saw what she was doing and gave her a thumbs-up. Whether or not he’d have a chance to eat the goodies, she didn’t know, but she had an idea that might work.
Brewster slammed the hatchback closed.
Kasenia jerked, startled by the jolt to her eardrums. Did he not realize she and Sam were inside the car?
He slid behind the wheel and put the key in the ignition. “Shadow Ranch, here we come.” He grinned. “You two will love it there.”
She stared at his hands, now clad in thin disposable gloves. “Why are you wearing those gloves?”
“Saw the dermatologist today.” Brewster pulled the cuffs higher on his wrists. “She said this was the best thing for my rash.”
“What rash?”
“It broke out while I was traveling. Don’t know what caused it, except maybe motel soap, although I’ve never had trouble before.”
“Those gloves have to be hot. They could make the rash worse.”
Eyeing the rearview mirror, Brewster backed the car down the driveway. “Drop it, Kasenia. Doctor’s orders are doctor’s orders.”
Once they’d left the city behind and were headed south, Kasenia said, “I picked up some energy bars today. Would you like one?” Without looking, she knew her brother was cringing. He didn’t know her purpose was to allow him to eat without Brewster throwing a fit.
“Just what I need to go with my soda.” Brewster lifted his Diet Dr. Pepper from the center console. “Open this for me.”
He never offered her or Sam a soda. Maybe it was because their modeling agency discouraged soft drinks or because he wanted her to stay thin. But Sam, being a growing boy, didn’t have to watch his diet as closely as she did. Most likely, Brewster was just being his usual selfish self.
She popped the top and gave him the can. “You’re welcome.”
Brewster ignored her and tipped the can to drink from it.
Kasenia stifled a sigh. His rude behavior soured the soda’s sweet scent, cherry mixed with plum. That’s how it smelled to her. Brewster said it tasted like caramel with a hint of vanilla. She turned to Sam who gave her a discreet thumbs-up before he handed her an energy bar. She peeled down the wrapper for her husband. “Speaking of Dr. Pepper…”
Brewster scowled. “What does that mean?”
“Lately, I’ve noticed a tremor in your hands—”
“That’s ridiculous. I don’t have a tremor.” One gloved hand on the steering wheel, he held out the other. When it quivered, he quickly closed his fist. “I’ve got the jitters ’cause I’m excited for you to see Shadow Ranch. That’s all.” He shifted in his seat.
She handed him the energy bar. “I did some research.”  Determined to pursue the subject while he was in a halfway decent state of mind, Kasenia kept talking. “Some researchers believe aspartame, the sweetener in many diet drinks, can cause or exacerbate diseases like multiple sclerosis and Parkinson’s, and others. Diet Dr. Pepper has a lot of aspartame in it. You drink it all day, every day, so I thought you might—”
“I do not drink it all day.”
“You know what I mean. Maybe you should get tested to see—”
“I’m fine. Leave me alone.” He bit into the energy bar then added a garbled, “My health is none of your business.”
“But you’re my—”
“Subject closed.” He raised his palm. “You keep harping at me, you’ll ruin our weekend.” Giving her a weak smile, he patted her bare knee with his rubbery fingers. “I want this time together to be special.”
Kasenia closed her eyes and leaned against the window. She’d said what she needed to say. He could do with it as he pleased. Too bad he brought her and Sam along. They would have had a fun weekend without him.
He turned up the radio volume, and no one spoke the rest of the lengthy drive.




Chapter three

At the sound of her name, Kasenia opened her eyes.
“We’re almost there, sweetheart.” Brewster squeezed her arm. “Five more miles.”
The sun had fallen behind the mountains on the west, backlighting the rugged peaks and coloring the clouds in rich fruitlike colors. Lemon, orange and watermelon with a hint of grape. She loved sunsets and had to admit dusty Arizona skies offered fiery iridescent displays like nowhere else.
Yawning, she sat up. “How far are we from the Mexican border?”
Brewster chuckled. “Close enough.”
The color was fading from the sky when he slowed the car to access a dirt road. Before them, maybe a quarter mile ahead, a simple log portal straddled the road. As they grew closer, a wooden sign hanging from the crossbeam and lit by floodlights became visible. Etched in dark letters, it proclaimed the property to be the “BW Shadow Ranch.”
“Here we are.” Brewster took Kasenia’s hand in his gloved fingers.
She wrinkled her nose, trusting he couldn’t see her in the dark. His grip was like holding hands with a plastic-wrapped porkchop.
“Time to meet my family.” He squeezed her fingers. “I can’t begin to tell you how thrilled I am to introduce you two.”
“Family?” She gawked at him. “When I mentioned hosting a wedding reception for nearby family and friends, you said you didn’t have close family.”
“That’s the best part of the surprise.” He grinned. “The reception is here.”
Kasenia pulled away. If she’d been informed, she’d have dressed for the occasion, not in a sloppy t-shirt and baggy shorts. She sighed, her vision of a quiet weekend with just the three of them vanishing like a desert mirage.
Bouncing over a metal cattle guard, they passed under the ranch sign. Moments later, the headlights were shining on a tall chain-link gate. A long narrow building sat to the side. Brewster stopped the car and tapped a code into a keypad attached to a short post.
“What’s with the high fence?” Sam asked.
The gate clinked and began to slowly, noisily roll across the road.
Brewster cleared his throat. “Living this close to the border has its challenges.”
A horse stepped into headlight range. Kasenia gasped, startled by the animal’s sudden appearance. Then she saw the big man on the horse. Like an Old West gunslinger, he wore rattlesnake-skin boots and had a holstered pistol on his thigh. A rifle butt protruded from a scabbard on the saddle.
Brewster lowered his window. “Hola, Marlin.”
Marlin saluted in response. “Hola, Boss.” He had a deep gravelly voice.
Boss?
The gate rattled to a stop, and Brewster inched the car forward. “Marlin is our head security guard. In addition to the usual Sonoran threats—wolves, coyotes, rattlesnakes, Gila monsters, javelinas, bobcats, cougars—we have illegals passing through all the time. They were robbing us blind before we installed the fence. Also, small children live on the property, and we raise livestock here. I felt this was the best protection.”
“Huh.” Sergei yawned. “Gila monsters and cougars.”
Kasenia couldn’t tell if it was doubt or surprise she heard in her brother’s sleepy words. Like her, he must have slept most of the way. She should have stayed awake, so she’d know how to find the ranch when she needed a break from city life. On the trip home, she’d pay attention to landmarks and junctions.
She opened her window for a better look at their country home and got a whiff of dust. As she’d feared, it was in the desert. But the nearby mountains gave her some comfort. She could go for hikes or try her hand at drawing cactus flowers or mountains or maybe even birds.
“It’s a dangerous place,” Brewster said, “but it’s the spirit’s—God’s—chosen place for us, and we make the best of it.”
Kasenia rubbed her eyes. When he proposed, Brewster said God told him she was the one for him to marry. Now, he was saying the ranch was God’s chosen place for his family. Apparently, religion played a bigger part in his life than she realized.
“The razor wire faces inward,” Sam observed, “like prison wire to keep people in, not outward to keep illegals out.”
Kasenia glanced over her shoulder at her brother. How did he know about prisons?
“Oh, that?” Brewster snorted. “Contractor mistake. I blew my stack when I saw
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