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CHAPTER 1
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VICTORIA HAD MADE A mistake.

All her conviction about coming to work thousands of kilometers from home was evaporating as the pickup truck climbed the steep, winding road up the mountainside, jolting constantly and skidding now and then. The queasiness rising from her stomach and ending as a bitter taste in her mouth was as real as the chill running beneath her skin. The sun’s glare on the white snow blinded her to the horizon. Victoria glanced at the driver and wondered if he was carved from the same rock as the mountains ahead. His square jaw and straight nose were sculpted from stone, no doubt about it. The thick, dark stubble of his unshaven beard was like the distant, pointed pines scattered across the white valley. His large, calloused hands gripped the wheel hard when the truck slid on the packed, slippery snow around a sharp bend. Yet his expression remained impassive, as if the sheer drop beside the road held no danger at all.

Victoria turned her attention to another tight curve ahead. She wondered when they’d stop twisting and climbing. The regional maps she’d pored over for months before her arrival in Canada just hours ago hadn’t given her an accurate idea of the scale of what surrounded her. The mountains of pure rock, their peaks scratching the sky, displayed themselves with a raw power that left no doubt about their sovereignty in this isolated place. Why anyone would choose to live in such a wild environment was a mystery to Victoria. What a contrast this Kananaskis region was to the vibrant city of Calgary, where she’d landed after more than 24 hours of flying from São Paulo! The websites Victoria had read about this region, which in her opinion was inhospitable, painted a romantic picture of high snow-capped mountains, bears playing in creeks, and crystal-clear lakes, but what she saw now was a barrier of stone separating her from civilization.

The driver, who had introduced himself curtly at the airport, didn’t seem the friendly type. The look he’d given her as she exited the arrivals gate and introduced herself was as gray and cold as the hostile winter afternoon. Tipping the brim of his cowboy hat slightly, he’d looked her up and down. Ignoring Victoria’s suggestion of getting a luggage cart, he’d hauled her bags toward the parking lot with the newly-arrived woman struggling behind him to put on her heavy coat, weaving through clusters of passengers crowding the way. The airport had fallen behind, and the cowboy had driven on a wide avenue for about forty minutes before taking a narrow highway toward the mountains.

“Another kilometer and we’re there,” he said, not taking his eyes off the road, his voice gravelly and serious.

“I thought the ranch was right after that little town we just passed.” Victoria interlaced her fingers inside her thick leather gloves.

“It’s in the same Turner Valley municipality, but Pegasus Ranch is further on.”

Victoria gave a soft sigh and stared fixedly at the curve ahead. The driver seemed to know every pothole in the ice-semi-covered asphalt. He steered the huge pickup around them before Victoria could even spot a depression or a pile of snow on the road.

Pulling her woolen hat down further over her ears, she considered what excuses she could give her new employers to fly back to Brazil on the first flight tomorrow. This was all a huge mistake, for sure. If her new bosses were anything remotely like the stone-faced driver, her stay at this ranch would be like being imprisoned.

Canada wasn’t unknown territory for Victoria. Her grandparents, Canadian by birth, had moved from their hometown in northern Alberta to Brazil when they were young. They always went back, whether for vacations or for some family event, which over the years had spread not only across Canada but to other parts of the world. Their trips to the icy country had become more spaced out because of it. For Victoria, their staying in Brazil was a source of joy, because she could spend school holidays at the farm they owned on the outskirts of Ribeirão Preto, São Paulo.

Victoria was proud of her Canadian origins, and it was no surprise to her mother and brother when she interrupted her career as a physiotherapist to spend some time abroad. Her Brazilian qualifications wouldn’t allow her to work as a physiotherapist in Canada, but her skills had secured her an opportunity that combined the useful with the pleasant: caring for a girl who, according to the family, had behavior requiring constant supervision, and learning more about life on a horse ranch, a great passion of hers. Well, actually, those weren’t the only reasons for venturing to this region. In fact, the main reason had nothing to do with useful or pleasant, but that was the excuse she’d given her friends and acquaintances.

Anyway, nothing would stop Victoria from enjoying whatever advantages her trip might offer; although she was beginning to doubt there were any. Maybe the horses at Pegasus Ranch would count as a plus. Her grandparents had a few horses on their farm in Ribeirão Preto, and since she was little, Victoria would go out riding with her grandfather through the fields of the region. She loved horses, and when the stress of studying and, later, work mounted, her best therapy was to go riding.

Initially, her mother, Léia, was suspicious of her daughter’s choice to work as a nanny, since she was well-educated and had a good job. However, knowing her stubborn and determined daughter, Léia soon gave in when Victoria argued that the experience in her grandparents’ country of origin, however simple, would broaden her horizons. It was only when the hiring process was at its most advanced stage that Victoria informed her mother and brother of her employers’ surname. Her mother was terrified and her brother called her crazy. When tempers had cooled, Victoria made it clear she wouldn’t rest until she solved the mystery surrounding her father’s death. And the starting point was Pegasus Ranch, with the Spencer family.

The pickup jolted over a cattle guard, jolting Victoria from her thoughts. She turned her head, curious, when she saw several horses wearing cold-weather blankets around a pile of hay in a large area enclosed by a white fence. As the pickup passed, a few horses lifted their heads to peek, then quickly returned to their meal.

“You like horses?” The stone-faced man’s voice held a neutral inflection.

Victoria looked at him and gave a slight nod of confirmation. The unfriendly, cowboy-hatted driver deserved a response in kind. She turned her gaze forward and was met with an imposing house on the highest part of the vast property. She hadn’t expected the grandeur of the place, even though she’d seen it online and in other photos her future employers had sent. Victoria imagined how many trees had been felled to assemble that house—assemble was the best word, since the logs used in the construction seemed fitted into the L-shaped structure with its tall, wide windows and the immense porch that ran the entire front of the house. The wood was rustic but had an unusual orange-ish sheen. The reddish winter afternoon sun reflected off the big window, making it look like it was on fire. Two thick stone columns at the entrance held up a wooden sign with the ranch’s name carved in an artisanal style—Pegasus.

The pickup turned around beside the house in a gravel area where three other vehicles of various sizes were parked. The driver braked sharply, unbuckled his seatbelt, and got out of the vehicle, slamming the door behind him. Victoria also got out and tightened her coat at the neck. The biting wind numbed the tip of her nose. Victoria rubbed it as she watched the cowboy-hatted man take her suitcases from the back seat of the pickup. She showed no intention of grabbing her own luggage. If the cowboy wanted to carry the weight, she wouldn’t object. She had no desire to drag the suitcases across the snow-covered gravel anyway.

“This way,” he said and headed toward the front of the house and its heavy, carved double doors of solid wood.

Victoria adjusted the bag on her shoulder and hurried after him. The cowboy-driver’s concrete legs moved with great agility on the slippery ground, while Victoria’s seemed uncoordinated, trying to maintain balance as if she were on a skating rink. The leather soles of her boots provided little traction on the icy pellets of the path.

With a nod of his head, the man indicated for Victoria to open the heavy door. She obeyed and immediately widened her eyes as she entered the grand foyer that opened onto a magnificent living room. What a contrast to the wild environment outside! The stone fireplace was the first feature of the room to greet the newcomer. The fire crackled invitingly, casting dancing shadows on the high, varnished wooden ceiling. The enormous leather sofas welcomed the guest with their padded arms covered in impeccable white fleece blankets. Everything exuded sophistication and comfort, like the thick rug that covered the entire center of the room.

The cowboy set the suitcases down in the spacious entry hall and said, “I’ve already let Laura know you’re here.”

Without another word, he touched the brim of his hat with two pinched fingers in a kind of salute. He walked out the door before Victoria could even thank him for the courtesy of carrying her enormous suitcases.

She took off her hat, already feeling the power of the central heating and the fireplace, and turned in a circle. Incredulous, she tried to absorb the details of the room’s decor, with its floor-to-ceiling window and the ceiling itself, which displayed lustrous solid wood beams. Victoria ran a hand through her long, curly hair, feeling small—she’d always considered herself tall by Brazilian standards, but here, in this place, she was a girl who had walked into a rustic castle.

Intrigued by the painting of an older woman on the wall opposite the big window, Victoria crossed the plush rug and examined the painting up close. She recognized the family matriarch: Zoe Spencer. She’d read about her. The woman seemed very full of herself, in a white evening gown, totally inappropriate for this setting. Her imposing stature gave her an air of royalty. She looks like a countess from those paperback romances I read as a teenager, Victoria thought, putting a hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh.

Dragging her foot across the rug, she felt its softness through her thick socks. The boots, left at the entrance in keeping with the Canadian custom of removing shoes, had left her feet a bit swollen after the up-and-down of the airplanes. The soft rug massaged her tired feet, and Victoria felt tempted to take off her socks to confirm if it was as velvety as it seemed.

“Victoria?” The voice was firm but courteous.

Victoria turned and sighed with relief upon seeing the petite woman dressed in jeans and a flannel plaid shirt. “Laura? Very nice to meet you!”

“I hope you had a good trip.” Laura shook Victoria’s hand and gestured for her to sit on the leather sofa, which promised to swallow anyone who dared stretch out on it.

Victoria sat on the edge of the soft cushion. “Yes, I did, thank you.” Standard responses were always the best form of introduction.

“Sorry I couldn’t pick you up from the airport myself, but Andy went out with Olivia and was worried about me taking the road alone. We had a big snowstorm yesterday and the road is very slippery.”

Victoria nodded affirmatively. From the messages exchanged with Laura during the job interview process, she knew Andy was her husband and Olivia, their daughter, who would be her responsibility from now on.

“Ethan offered to pick you up, and you must have noticed how he likes driving in the snow.” Laura gave a little laugh and shook her head.

For all intents and purposes, this Ethan seemed a responsible driver, if a bit rushed. Victoria returned the smile of this petite but muscular woman; her jeans didn’t hide her well-toned, slender legs, typical of someone who led an active life.

“The drive up here was a bit scary, but it was fine,” Victoria commented.

“Well, you must be dying for a good bath and a snack.” Laura stood up, and Victoria followed her after picking up her suitcases, taking great care not to scratch the impeccable wide-plank floor.

In her room, Victoria thanked Laura once again for the job opportunity. Laura said she believed she’d made the right decision in offering the position to Victoria and showed her the room. “And if you need anything else, just let me know.”

Victoria wondered what could possibly be missing from this spacious, comfortable room, but assured her she would. Indeed, inside this sumptuous house, she convinced herself that her stay wouldn’t be so difficult in terms of comfort and safety. When her new employer closed the door after saying she’d wait for her in the kitchen in half an hour, Victoria took another turn around the room. The bed and dresser were of solid, polished wood. The two armchairs under the window invited a quiet evening with a good book. The stylized patchwork quilt covering the high, wooden headboard carved with horses matched the plaid curtains and cushions. Victoria took off her socks and tossed them in a corner, running her feet over the cowhide rugs surrounding the enormous bed. With a sigh, she remembered the connection between Pegasus Ranch and her father, owner of a cattle ranch and an experienced horseman who had taught his daughter the art of riding. Sometimes, during vacations, Victoria had accompanied her father in ranch work, riding, moving cattle from one area to another for grazing, milking cows, and even vaccinating animals with the vet’s help.

Examining the room, her feet caressing the rugs, Victoria adjusted the focus of her mind, remembering she had a huge task ahead of her. It was the good name of her dear father that was at stake. He was no longer alive to clear it, but Victoria was, and she wouldn’t rest until justice was done. She had learned, in this nearly year since her father’s death, that corruption has no borders: Brazil, Canada, it didn’t matter. When someone lived for greed, nothing could be an obstacle to achieving their goals. In such cases, the life of an innocent person wasn’t worth much.

Victoria didn’t allow the tears to roll down her face. It wasn’t the time to give in to sadness. She had already cried endless nights, remembering her father. A cool head and clarity would be her best allies in the search for answers. Massaging her temples with her thumbs, Victoria took a deep breath and swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat. She shook her head as if to disperse the difficult memories.

To distract herself, she resumed her inspection of her new home. Entering the bathroom, Victoria felt a wave of gratitude that she wouldn’t have to share it with anyone—she had always dreamed of having an ensuite! She could take long soaks in the enormous tub or relax under the spacious shower. This would be her oasis, a place to reflect on her mission. She would have the privacy she needed to piece together the mystery surrounding her father’s death, and the pieces could be many.

Opening one of the suitcases on the floor beside the bed, Victoria retrieved her toiletry bag. She undressed and turned on the shower faucet, which rewarded her with a strong, hot stream. Despite the inviting water, she took a quick shower, deciding to wash her thick hair the next day. The tension from the journey and the adventure on the winding road began to ease. At least Laura wasn’t made of stone like the cowboy.

In jeans and a sweater, Victoria slipped on the slippers she’d dug from the bottom of her suitcase and went in search of the kitchen. The aroma led her down the hall, through the dining room, and to a solid wood door. From behind it came the scents of coffee and cinnamon bread, a Canadian staple she’d loved eating at her grandmother’s house. Entering the kitchen, Victoria was greeted with a smile.

“We’ll be eating dinner later tonight, so I prepared a simple snack.” As she spoke, Laura placed a plate with the fragrant bread, a cup of coffee, and some cut fruit on the vast, snow-white marble island at the center of the kitchen, which was elegant yet had a rustic touch.

“Thank you. You really didn’t have to go to the trouble, but with that wonderful smell, I won’t be able to resist.” Victoria smiled and sat on a high stool. One bite of the bread was all it took for her stomach to announce it wouldn’t be satisfied with just one piece. “Delicious!”

“I’m glad you like it. We all take turns in the kitchen here, but what I really love is baking breads and cakes.” Laura filled a large mug with coffee for herself.

Victoria had never gotten used to the Canadian custom of drinking coffee in huge mugs or travel cups—it was as if Brazilian cafezinho had been diluted in an absurd amount of water. The coffee Laura had made, however, was flavorful.

Sitting across from Victoria on the other side of the island, Laura continued:

“Tell me a little about yourself, I mean, beyond what we’ve already discussed. Why did you decide to come to Canada?”

Victoria chewed the bread slowly, letting the cinnamon flavor spread through her mouth. She had rehearsed an answer that wasn’t a lie but didn’t expose her true motivation for stopping in this place so far from her home country. “After I graduated, I took on all sorts of physiotherapy jobs and burned myself out a bit. I needed to take a break to figure out what I really want to do with my career, and I thought getting out of my comfort zone would do me good.”

“We were very happy when you applied for the position. Olivia isn’t the easiest child. She’s always been very strong-willed. She started school recently and hasn’t adjusted well, even though it’s only half days. I’d like to give her more attention, but the work on the ranch is so demanding that neither Andy nor I can spend as much time with our daughter as we’d like.”

Victoria nodded as if she understood. She didn’t quite know what to expect from the girl, but how hard could looking after one child be?

A loud knock at the front door interrupted the two women’s conversation, and Laura hurried into the hall. Victoria finished the bread and coffee, listening to raised voices and a child’s crying. She rinsed her cup and plate and put them in the dishwasher. She waited, sitting on the stool, swiveling it back and forth. She didn’t know if she should follow Laura and, in her uncertainty, stayed put. Another door slamming in a small room adjacent to the kitchen drew her eyes to what seemed to be a small back entrance hall. Moments later, Ethan entered and stopped in the doorway. Without the cowboy hat, Victoria could see his face better; it seemed less cold than when she’d first seen him at the airport. The gray eyes in his sun-weathered face and his unruly black hair showed an attractive man, but they didn’t soften his serious expression.

“Hi,” he said, running a hand through his thick, short hair. “You seen Laura?”

Victoria slid off the high stool, gesturing with her hand toward the hall. “In the living room. Someone arrived.”

Ethan filled a mug with coffee and shook his head. “Andy’s home. Saw the car outside.”

Interlacing her fingers tightly, Victoria looked toward the door to the hall, from where more crying was coming. This probably wasn’t the best time to be introduced to the rest of the family, in the middle of some crisis. She turned to Ethan. “Want some cinnamon bread? It’s really good.” She didn’t know what else to say, and that icebreaker wouldn’t last long. Making small talk with a stranger wasn’t an easy task for her more introverted personality.

“I’ll take some,” he replied and waited.

Opening the cupboard door from which Laura had taken their dishes, Victoria pulled out a small plate. She served a piece of cinnamon bread and passed it to Ethan, who was watching her.

Laura came into the kitchen and approached her. “Victoria, or can I call you Vicki?”

“I prefer Victoria, actually. Do you need help?”

Ethan was leaning against the sink, eating the bread. His eyes moved from one woman to the other as they spoke.

“Actually, Andy’s home with Olivia and she’s a bit upset. I think it’s best to introduce you to her tomorrow. In any case, you both need to rest.”

“I can help with dinner. I don’t mind cooking,” Victoria offered.

Laura adjusted her short ponytail. “If you don’t mind, I’ll take the help. That way I can spend some time with Olivia. Ethan, can you show Vicki—I mean, Victoria—where the pasta and sauce are? There’s some cooked ground beef in the fridge; you just need to mix it all together.”

Ethan put his plate in the dishwasher. “Okay.”

Laura turned and left with hurried steps. Victoria followed Ethan to the other side of the kitchen, where there was a huge built-in pantry stocked with provisions. Standing next to the cowboy, she had confirmation that he did seem carved from the same rock as the mountains outside—he was tall and his posture was rigid. The stubble darkened his face, weathered from countless hours outdoors.

“Laura prefers this pasta here. You choose the sauce.” He pointed to a shelf full of jars with various sauces, all in perfect order.

Laura had said everyone in the house took turns in the kitchen. Did that apply to Ethan? And where did he fit in the family? Was he just a ranch foreman? Victoria scanned the sauce labels and chose a tomato and basil one. She turned and found herself facing Ethan, who seemed planted in place, as immovable as one of the mountains outside. Why doesn’t he move? Victoria thought.

“Excuse me?” she said, and he gestured with his hand for her to pass. “What time does the family have dinner?”

“On Fridays, we eat later, at seven. On weekdays, at six.”

Looking at the large metal clock on the wall, Victoria began opening cupboards in search of a pot. Ethan leaned against the counter and crossed his arms. Why hasn’t he left yet? Victoria thought as she filled the pot with water. She glanced over her shoulder at him.

“Well, if you don’t need me, I’ll be on my way,” he said, adjusting the oval buckle on his leather belt.

“I’ll manage. Thank you.” Victoria placed the pot on the stove.

Ethan gave a slight nod and left through the back door. With a sigh, Victoria took the meat from the fridge and mixed it with the sauce in another pot. While the water boiled, she found some greens and other vegetables and made a colorful salad. She didn’t know if the family ate at the round kitchen table or in the dining room and decided to wait for Laura’s instructions.

“Victoria, or can I call you Vicki?” A male voice pulled her attention from the pot.

She approached the tall, lean man. “You can call me Victoria.”

“Pleasure, Andy.”

The handshake was firm, and Victoria liked her employer immediately. Unlike Ethan, Andy had a friendlier demeanor.

Victoria’s initial doubt about returning to Brazil or staying at the ranch vanished with the relief that her employers seemed like flesh-and-blood people. The family matriarch, Zoe Spencer, didn’t seem to be in the house. Victoria didn’t want to judge the woman based on a painting, but if the house itself had already intimidated her, she could only imagine its owner!

Andy filled a glass with water and drank it all in a few gulps. “We won’t be eating now. Laura asked you to leave everything on the stove; we’ll eat later. Why don’t you have your dinner and go rest? Tomorrow we’ll talk and sort out the details of your work. You still need to see the ranch, and I’ve asked Ethan to take you around and show you everything.”

Victoria thanked him, and after Andy went back down the hall, she served herself a small portion of food and sat at the round kitchen table. The cinnamon bread had taken the edge off her hunger, but her stomach was already rumbling again. She took a forkful, and the door to the back entrance hall opened again, letting in the chill of the night. The muffled sound from the hall was certainly heavy boots being kicked aside. Ethan entered and tossed his hat onto one of the stools. From the table, Victoria watched him wash his hands at the sink. His broad shoulders, covered by a plaid shirt, showed a strength akin to that of the horses. Victoria was sure few men would dare pick a fight with Ethan. She imagined a bang-bang scene, where a villain smashed a bar stool over Ethan’s back. She barely managed to suppress a laugh.

“Laura and Andy aren’t eating?” He opened the cupboard to get a plate. He tilted his head and looked at Victoria.

Victoria twirled pasta on her fork. “Later.”

“Then I’ll keep you company, if you don’t mind,” he said, taking a plate from the cupboard.

Victoria gave a slight nod and turned her eyes back to the pasta she was twirling on her fork. A child’s crying came through the kitchen door from the hall. Victoria looked at Ethan, who was eating his food unconcernedly in the chair opposite her. Another door slam, more crying.

The challenge was laid out. Victoria needed to maintain her sobriety to avoid being distracted from the focus of her coming to Pegasus Ranch.
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CHAPTER 2
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MAKING CONVERSATION was torture for Victoria. Ethan wasn’t the best company for a meal, with his enigmatic expression, as if he were examining the visitor’s intentions.

“So you’re from Brazil,” he stated.

“I am,” she confirmed, and put a forkful in her mouth.

“I liked Barretos.” His accent was faint as he pronounced the name of the rodeo town in the interior of São Paulo.

Victoria set her fork down on her plate. “Why Barretos?”

He frowned. “Why not?”

“Usually, foreigners go to Rio or to Iguazu Falls.”

“I know some people in the interior of São Paulo,” he replied, staring straight at her.

A sudden heat rose from Victoria’s stomach, spreading up her neck and face.

“Want some water?” He headed toward the refrigerator. “You just went red all of a sudden.”

“Please. I think I put too much pepper in the sauce.” She gave a small, forced cough.

“Right.” He handed her the glass.

Coincidences could be dangerous. She drank the water and decided the best strategy was not to engage.

“I went for the rodeos,” he added.

Safe topic; cling to it, Victoria thought. “I wanted to know about the horses here.”

“We have several horses from our own property and others that come through for training.”

Our property, he’d said? So is he an owner or a partner? Victoria wondered.

Ethan talked a bit about the ranch’s most important horses, and she leaned back in her chair, taking a few spaced-out bites. A noise at the back door interrupted Ethan’s explanation, and he hurried to open it. From her seat at the table, Victoria couldn’t see who had arrived, but judging by Ethan’s animation, it must be someone important.

“You just won’t leave me alone.” The words, followed by laughter, echoed from the hall.

Victoria leaned in her chair and craned her neck to see who Ethan’s intimate visitor was. A huge reddish retriever came in, wagging its tail, heading straight for Victoria’s side. She waited calmly as the dog performed an olfactory inspection of her legs.

“Don’t worry. Thor’s very gentle.” Ethan sat down again.

“Hi, Thor. I’m Victoria. You’re very handsome, you know?” She sank her fingers into the dog’s thick coat, and he immediately placed a paw on her lap.

“So you like animals?” Ethan gave his half-smile.

Don’t expose yourself, she warned herself. “A little.”

“You seem pretty familiar with dogs. Do you have one?”

This man’s name is Indiscretion. Although that’s not an indiscreet question, and the subject of animals is always safe. “I had one in Brazil, but he died.”

“I think they don’t live long enough.” Ethan tossed a piece of meat into the air. Thor caught it in one leap.

Victoria stood and placed the dishes she’d used in the dishwasher. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to my room. It was a long trip.”

“Let me finish cleaning up here,” Ethan offered.

Victoria said goodbye to Thor, running her hands through his reddish coat, and gave a formal goodnight to Ethan.

[image: ]

WHAT A TENSE WOMAN, Ethan thought as he washed his plate and wiped down the sink. The explanation could be exhaustion or the anxiety of starting a new job, especially so far from home and family. Maybe tomorrow she’d be more relaxed when they went to see the ranch. Ethan hoped she had a lot of experience with children. The last nanny had left without even giving notice. The ones before her had stayed a little longer when Laura offered them a raise. Ethan liked Olivia, and the two of them had fun when he took her to see the horses, but, just like Andy and Laura, he also had little time to give her attention. The work on the ranch consumed every hour of the family’s day. Ethan had already suggested to Zoe that they hire someone else for the administration of the place, but she said she didn’t want outsiders on her property, sticking their noses into the family business. Outside help came in the form of service providers when the ranch’s administrative or maintenance work piled up.

Zoe wasn’t wrong to want to control the entire ranch operation. The serious events of the last two years confirmed that you couldn’t trust your own family, much less strangers. Now that the dust had settled and business was getting back on track, Zoe wouldn’t allow any intruders, no matter how harmless they seemed. She was the kind of woman who expected loyalty, because she herself was loyal to people and her commitments. That kind of expectation was a source of frustration for her, but it never discouraged her. And Ethan not only respected but admired that characteristic in the matriarch.

The Spencer family might be small, but they weren’t intimidated by hard work. Laura was overloaded with riding lessons and horse training clinics, but she still accepted new clients who sought her out as the solution for their skittish animals. Andy had already told his mother that at least the accounting should be outsourced, but she insisted her son handle everything. She ran the property with an iron fist. Zoe’s greatest fear was that her ex-husband would start a new legal battle to wrest the ranch from her. Her lawyers kept the issue under control, armed with signed contracts well-supported by law.

Ethan knew Zoe was absolutely right, but that didn’t make it any easier for him, Andy, and Laura to handle all the work. Despite that, no one dared complain in her presence. Andy had threatened a few times to look for a job in Calgary and, as he put it, “live a normal life.” Ethan wasn’t entirely sure what he meant by that, because working on the ranch was his greatest pleasure. Ethan considered himself a cowboy by nature. Being locked in an office made no sense to him, a man who had lived in these magnificent mountains for as long as he could remember. This was his “office,” his workplace. His mountains, as he called them, filled him with vigor and energy.

Ethan was a man who didn’t allow himself to rest. Rest was for the unmotivated. His hardest years had been in college. The degree was almost useless to him, since the experience of managing a ranch like Pegasus came naturally from rolling up his sleeves and getting his hands dirty. And about that, he had to be fair—he owed it all to Zoe.

Andy might want to live a “normal life” in the city, but for Ethan, the ranch was his place. Zoe trusted him precisely because of that. The friction between her and her son, however, wasn’t a threat to the smooth running of the ranch. Ethan doubted Andy would actually leave for the city like he said. There was too much at stake. Besides, Andy himself would oppose any interference from his father in the family business.

Thor gave a loud bark, and Ethan tossed a piece of meat from the pan, which the animal caught in mid-air. “Better we head home.”

The dog barked a few more times and followed his owner toward the back door of the big house.
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WITH HER SUITCASES open on the bedroom floor, Victoria transferred her clothes and accessories to the dresser drawers and the spacious closet. From the compartment of her carry-on bag, she took out a plastic elastic folder and pulled out a manila envelope. From it, she took a bundle of smaller envelopes, already somewhat yellowed, and some newspaper clippings. She hugged the bundle and looked at herself in the mirror opposite the bed. The discreet mole on her chin, just below her lower lip, was her trademark, her grandmother used to say when Victoria, still little, complained about the imperfection. Schoolmates would tease her, saying the mole looked like an ant. Victoria tried to hide it with her mother’s makeup, but that didn’t stop the comments. Over time, the mole became her trademark and a proud reminder of the man who had the same mark: her father. Mr. Eduardo, as the ranchers who worked for him in Ribeirão Preto called him, was a dignified and strong man. His name, in fact, was Edward, or Eddie, given by his Canadian parents. He was born in Brazil soon after Victoria’s grandparents moved from Canada to the interior of São Paulo. They insisted on giving their son an English name, which never really caught on with the ranchers. It was too foreign.

Victoria took her cell phone from her pocket and opened a photo of her father, with the mole below his lower lip. He was a handsome man with dark hair and fair skin. To her, however, his character and integrity were his most striking traits. She was convinced the rumors about him were completely unfounded and the circumstances of his death were very poorly explained.

Putting everything back in the folder, Victoria gathered her passports—the Brazilian and the Canadian—and other documents, placing them at the bottom of her underwear drawer.

A cry came from the hallway. Intrigued, Victoria wondered if the couple had been mistaken about their daughter’s age. Olivia was seven, according to her parents, but the cry sounded like that of a younger child. Perhaps it was just the effect of sound traveling through the immense house.

In the bathroom, Victoria brushed her teeth, combed her thick hair, and arranged her creams in the mirrored cabinet above the sink. Then she changed clothes and slipped under the heavy comforter. She set her phone alarm for seven in the morning and turned off the lights. Before she could even say a brief prayer, as her grandmother had taught her, the night had already swallowed her.

​
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CHAPTER 3
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THE TOUCH ON HER FACE lingered and felt real. Victoria fumbled for the bedside table in the dark of the room and found her phone. She switched on the flashlight and jumped at the sight of a child standing beside the bed. Flustered, Victoria turned on the lamp.

“Hi. I’m Olivia!”

The girl, with long brown hair and a flannel nightgown, was smiling. What time is it? Victoria checked the clock; there was still an hour before her alarm.

“I’m Victoria. Where are your parents?”

“They’re still sleeping. Can I stay here with you? I’m scared.”

Unsure what to do, Victoria suggested:

“Why don’t you go back to your own bed? I’ll come with you.”

The girl began to whimper like a toddler, rubbing her eyes and pouting. “No! I want to stay here.”

Victoria put a finger to her lips, signaling Olivia to be quiet, but the whimpering grew louder. “Okay. Come here.” She pulled back the comforter and the girl climbed into the bed. “Try to sleep a little longer.”

Olivia sniffled a few times and shook her head. Her fair hair fanned out across the white pillow, giving her an air of vulnerability. She seemed small for her age, but her mother was petite too. Within seconds, the girl was asleep. Victoria turned off the lamp and stretched out beside her. She couldn’t fall back asleep. She didn’t know what to expect from this experience of caring for a troubled child. Though, to be honest, she wasn’t even sure what the trouble was, as the parents hadn’t explained much. It wasn’t a lie that she had experience with children, as she’d told the couple. At the physiotherapy clinic, Victoria treated both children and adults and had a knack for convincing her younger patients to do the exercises she taught them.

Listening to Olivia’s steady breathing, Victoria fixed her eyes on the window, waiting for the sun’s rays to announce the start of her workday. Her first order of business was to familiarize herself with the ranch. Ethan would pick her up in an hour. She needed to stay calm to endure his prying. With her forearm resting on her forehead, she lay there staring at the shadows on the bedroom ceiling. At this time of year, full daylight wouldn’t come until around 8:30. Maybe Olivia would sleep until then. Her eyelids heavy, Victoria was swallowed by sleep and soon awakened by loud voices in the hallway outside the bedrooms. She recognized the voices of Andy and Laura.

Groggy, Victoria got up and put on her robe. She hurried to the door and called to the couple. “She’s in here with me.” Husband and wife exchanged a few muffled words Victoria couldn’t make out.

“Let me take her to her room,” Andy said.

Victoria stepped aside, and as the father lifted the girl into his arms, she began to kick and cry.

“No, no. I want to stay here!!”

Laura entered the room and told her daughter she needed to go back to her own bed. With Olivia’s insistence, the parents exchanged a look and turned their eyes to Victoria.

“Vicki,” Andy said. “Can she stay here?”

“It’s Victoria. Yes, she can. She was sleeping soundly.”

The girl stopped crying and her father placed her back in the bed. The couple left the room and Victoria slipped back under the covers. The moment Victoria fell asleep, the alarm went off. She got up unsteadily and tiptoed to the bathroom. She took a long shower, washed her hair, hoping Olivia wouldn’t wake up crying. In her robe, Victoria searched in the half-light for warm clothes and, by feel, found a pair of thick sweatpants and a sweater, which she pulled on over a long-sleeved t-shirt. She removed the towel from her head and went back to the bathroom to comb her hair. Midway through the lengthy task of detangling her mane, Olivia woke up calling her name.

“I’m here,” Victoria answered, stepping out of the bathroom with the comb in her hand. She turned on the lamp and sat on the edge of the bed.

“Your hair is pretty.” Olivia ran her hand through a wet strand.

“Yours is too.” Victoria tapped the comb lightly on the girl’s arm. For a moment, she thought Olivia might cry, but then she smiled, as if she’d changed her mind. “It’s time to get up. Why don’t you show me your room?”

In response, the girl burrowed under the covers and pulled them over her head. Victoria didn’t know what to do. This was her first interaction with Olivia and she didn’t want to upset her right off the bat. Sometimes, dealing with a child was like dealing with a stubborn animal—you won with firmness, but never left kindness aside.

Slowly, Victoria pulled the comforter back and didn’t let Olivia cover her face again. “Come on.” The girl scrunched up her face and pouted. “It’s time.” Olivia climbed down from the bed and stood with her head bowed, hair hanging over her face. Victoria sighed. “I’ll make the bed and then we’ll go to your room. Deal? I want to see your toys. Will you show me?” She made the bed and gave her damp hair one last brush. She held out her hand to the girl, who ran off down the hall.

Victoria followed and entered the room. Her eyes widened at the enormous quantity of toys in every corner. The yellow walls contrasted with the multicolored rug and the satin bedspread. How anyone could stand to be in this visually polluted room was the first question that crossed Victoria’s mind. Piles of teddy bears, dolls, and games covered almost the entire bed, the dresser, the shelves, and even the rocking chair. It was as if a toy store had exploded. Olivia could disappear among the stuffed animals and dolls and no one would know where she was.

“Do you like my room?” The girl spun around.

Victoria stepped in and instinctively began arranging the teddy bears on the bed. “Very interesting.”

“Want to play a game with me?” Olivia sat down facing a pile of assorted games.

“It’s breakfast time now. We can come back and play later. Okay?”

The girl ignored Victoria’s suggestion and opened a game box, scattering the colorful pieces on the floor.

Victoria turned her back and arranged, as best she could, the pillows and teddy bears on the bed. Then, she knelt down beside Olivia. “We’re going to have breakfast. Then we’ll play.”

Victoria opened the closet and was met with a collection of dresses, pants, and shirts. She chose a blue velvet overalls and a long-sleeved plaid shirt. After much persuasion, she got Olivia to change. Victoria braided the girl’s hair into two long braids and put flower clips on the ends.

When they entered the kitchen, Andy and Laura looked at the two of them, astonished. They exchanged glances before saying good morning.

“Olivia, sit at the table, I’ll bring your breakfast,” Laura said.

“Don’t trouble yourself. Let me do it. Olivia will help me, won’t you, Olivia?” Victoria took the girl by the hand, leading her to the cupboard. “Take these cups to the table.”

The girl obeyed and the parents exchanged more looks as Victoria gathered the rest of the dishes. Andy returned to the stove and cracked some eggs into a frying pan. The smell of melted butter filled the kitchen. Laura held the coffee pot, watching her daughter and Victoria move about.

The back door slammed and Victoria’s hand flew to her chest. Was it customary here to slam doors so hard? A gust of cold air rushed in, followed by Ethan. He stopped in the middle of the kitchen as soon as he saw Olivia setting the silverware on the table.

“Morning,” he said after a moment, offering a half-smile.
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