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Through the corner of her eye, Rachel watched her sister evenly step down the aisle toward them. She stifled the wave of bitterness which threatened to choke her, shame instantly replacing her ill feelings. 

You are reprehensible! Rachel chided herself as Veronica neared. You should be overjoyed for your sister’s nuptials, not bemoaning your own losses. 

Yet despite her good sense telling her otherwise, Rachel could not help but recall the last time she had stood at an altar, anticipating the arrival of someone who simply did not appear. 

Veronica joined her side and cast her sister as sidelong look, her dark eyes twinkling with adoration before turning her full attention to the groom before her. Rachel could feel the affection oozing from within her only sibling and she forced herself not to dwell on the dull ache of her heart as the soon-to-be-wed couple gazed at one another. 

“Dearly beloved,” the pastor began. “We have gathered here, under the eye of God...”

Rachel’s hearing honed out, her own brown eyes shifting about the small but full church without much interest. 

She had been the only one from their family to journey from Boston to see Veronica married but Edgar’s guests overfilled the pews. 

The previous evening, Rachel had been haphazardly introduced to some of them but try as she might, not a single name came to mind as she looked about. 

Perhaps, she reasoned, she had been trying to distance herself mentally from the festivities, even though Veronica had been beside herself with excitement. 

I should not have come. My surly attitude will only dampen Veronica’s spirits. 

Of course, it was far too late for such a thought—her sister was as good as married to Edgar, regardless of Rachel’s discontent. 

The pastor droned on but Rachel could not bring herself to heed the words he spoke, memories overwhelming her. 

Suddenly, she was not in Wyoming, attending Veronica’s wedding but standing alone outside of the church in Boston, tears streaming down her cheeks as the reality of what had happened settled into her bones. 

In her mind’s eye, she could see Veronica, merely a girl then, standing nervously at her side as she haplessly attempted words of comfort. 

“He must be detained,” she heard Veronica say. “Roman would not simply abandon you, Rachel.”

How wrong her sister had been. 

Roman had, indeed, abandoned her seven years earlier and sometimes, the pain was just as fresh as if he had betrayed her only the previous week. 

Her chocolate eyes locked on a set of steely blue orbs, startling Rachel back to the present, her heart catching in her throat. 

She was certain she had not met the dashing stranger who stared at her before. 

Certainly not, Rachel assured herself. I would not forget such a face.

Time seemed to slow and neither set of eyes faltered as if they were abruptly alone in the church. 

Rachel willed him to smile, her own mouth curling upward in spite of herself. 

What has gotten into you? She asked herself, stunned at her coquettish behavior. It was uncharacteristic of her to behave so brazenly, particularly in such a pious situation. 

My word! I am making eyes at a strange man in a church! For shame!

Yet she was unable to pull her eyes away and for what seemed like an eternity, they continued to stare at one another. 

It was not until she heard the gentle but irritated sound of the pastor clearing his throat that Rachel realized several moments had passed. 

Guiltily, she looked toward the minister who had turned his focus back toward Veronica and Earl, apparently content at having broken the gaze between her and the stranger. 

That did not stop Rachel from stealing yet another look toward the blue-eyed gentleman but when she did, he was no longer standing where she had last seen him. 

Disappointment flooded her heart and Rachel exhaled slowly. 

You fool. When will you learn to stop expecting a man to be there when you want him? 

~ ~ ~

Steven was stunned to find his heart racing as he stepped out of the church to catch his breath. 

Who is that woman? He wondered, wiping his sweating hands nervously against the smooth folds of his vest. He had not wished to attend his cousin’s wedding that morning but Mrs. Johnson had insisted. 

“You spend too much time moping about the house,” his housekeeper insisted. “Off you go, Mr. Elliot.”

“What of the children?” he insisted. “They will—”

“They will fare just fine for a few hours,” Mrs. Johnson insisted. “It might do them well to know their father is searching for a mother for them.”

The words caused a chill to pass through him. 

A mother? They have a mother. There could not be another to replace Amelia. 

Steven knew better than to speak his thoughts aloud. After all, Mrs. Johnson was correct; the children were young and needed someone to care for them. 

Someone like the maid of honor?

The thought was unbidden, stunning truly and Steven had no idea from where it had surfaced. Catching her warm, dark eye across the room had quite literally stolen his breath from him. 

Perhaps it was the lovely, pale face, embraced by a mane of honey-blonde hair, long and delicately laced into a braid. Perhaps it was the way she had returned his pointed gaze unflinchingly, as if she, too, felt the surreal connection between them. 

Whatever the reason, Steven had needed a moment to compose himself and as he stood outside in the blazing Wyoming sun, he realized that he had missed the end of the ceremony when others began to mill from the church. He hoped Edgar had not noticed his absence but he knew he had little to fear when the couple emerged, smiling warmly at their well-wishers. 

“I feared you had left without a proper introduction,” a soft voice at his side murmured. Even without turning, Steven knew it was the maid of honor. 

Slowly, he moved his head to stare at her comely face. 

She is even lovelier than I first thought, he realized, his breath again catching in his throat. 

“I found it insufferably stuffy inside,” Steven replied. It was a half-truth only. He had needed air after all but not because of the overcrowded space. 

“I concur,” she purred, extending a gloved hand. “Rachel Farthing.”

Without hesitation, he accepted her palm, gently placing it to his lips, their eyes locking once more. 

“Charmed, Mrs. Farthing. Steven Elliot at your service, ma’am.”

A pained expression crossed her face and she dropped her eyes. 

“I am unmarried,” she announced with more boldness than he had expected, dropping her gaze with a sigh. “However, I imagine that makes me a spinster, does it not?”

“Certainly not!” he cried with more defiance than he had intended. He could not envision this young beauty as an old maid, regardless of her age. 

She raised her eyes again to meet his again and offered him a tentative smile. Steven saw then that he had not released his hold on her. 

But she has not pulled back either. 

“I know I should not be saying this as it is my sister’s wedding but I would rather not be here,” Rachel confessed to him. “You won’t tell her, will you?”

Steven found himself chuckling. 

“Only if you promise not to disclose my very same sentiments to Edgar. He is my cousin.”

Her eyes widened slightly at the confession. 

“You were not at the house last night,” she observed.

“No,” he replied quickly. “My daughter has taken ill and she did not wish for me to go.”

A shadow crossed over Rachel’s face and she pulled her hand back. 

“Her mother was not able to tend to her?” Rachel was attempting to keep the tautness from her tone but Steven caught it and he found himself flattered that she was prying into his martial status. 

“Their mother has passed,” Steven said and for the first time since Amelia died, he realized he was not reduced to devastation at mentioning her name. 

Sympathy filled Rachel’s brown eyes and gently, she replaced her hand on his arm. 

“I am terribly sorry to hear,” she murmured. “How many children do you have?”

“Four,” Steven said proudly. “Two strapping boys of eight and six, and dainty twin girls of four.”

“So young!” Rachel breathed. “How tragic.”

Steven could read nothing but compassion and understanding in her face and suddenly, he felt as if God had smiled down upon them, through the bright rays of sun to catch the golden glint of Rachel’s hair. 

Mrs. Johnson thought I should be searching for a wife to mind the children and Rachel Farthing appears like an angel from the heavens. 

He wondered if he had drunk too much of the champagne which had circled the courtyard prior to the ceremony but no matter how he tried to reason with his thoughts, he continued to circle back around to the idea that perhaps Rachel had not come into his life accidentally. 

“Do you like children?” he asked her and she nodded eagerly. 

“Very much.”

“Perhaps you should visit my ranch. The girls will be awed by such a lovely visitor.”

She smiled somewhat coyly. 

“I daresay that people would talk if an unmarried woman appeared on your doorstep alone,” she said. Steven eyed her dubiously. 

Could she be feeling as I am? That perhaps we have been drawn together by fate?

Imploringly she looked at him, the expression in her eyes unmistakable. 

Steven could not deny that it was odd, their lack of inhibitions, their magnetism toward one another yet he also could not escape it.

“Perhaps they would speak less if you were a married woman,” he said quietly. The beam on her face widened and she nodded slowly at the suggestion. 

“I imagine they would,” she conceded and Steven’s heart skipped slightly when his eyes fell upon the pastor emerging from the doors. 

“I would loathe to miss an opportunity for you to visit,” he rasped and she nodded eagerly again. 

“Indeed.”

Extending his arm, he gestured toward the minister. 

“Shall we?” he asked. 

“Yes,” she agreed. “We shall.”

~ ~ ~

Veronica did not learn about her sister’s abrupt wedding until she returned from her honeymoon a week after the wedding. Rachel and Steven had agreed not to upstage the pair on the eve of their marriage. 

“There will be time enough to explain I am her neighbor now when they return. I will call it an additional wedding gift,” Rachel had joked but that was not the truth. From the moment they had uttered their vows, Rachel had been plagued with doubts about what they had done. 

The unease only manifested after Steven had brought her back to the ranch to meet his four children. 

The reality is much less romantic than I thought it would be. 

In fact, over the past week, she had barely seen Steven at all. 

He had given her a room of her own and her days had quickly become filled with attending to the children. 

Steven had been right about the twins idolizing the sweet-natured blonde who had come to be their new mother but the boys had been decidedly less welcoming. 

It did not help matters that Steven did little to break the ice before rushing off to tend to the cattle. For a long week, Rachel had been asking herself if she had done the right thing by marrying a man she had just met with such impulse. 

“You did not return to Boston?” Veronica demanded when she opened the door, her face registering shock at seeing her sister standing there. “Is all well?”

“Yes, yes of course,” Rachel assured her, forcing a smile upon her face. “I have wonderful news in fact.”

Veronica waited expectantly, her eyes wide and confused. 

“I have found a husband,” she announced. 

Veronica continued to eye her sister warily, her brow knit as she attempted to make sense of the words. 

“A husband?” she murmured. “Do you not mean that you are betrothed?”

“No,” Rachel chuckled with more amusement than she was feeling. “I was married the day of your wedding. We chose not to inform you until your return, lest we overshadow your happiness.”

But it was plain to see that Veronica was anything but happy as she gawked at her sister in disbelief. 

“You did what?” Veronica choked. “H-how could you do something so reckless, so foolish?” 

“You were recently wed,” Rachel reminded her sister with some exasperation. “I did not think you found it so foolish.”

“I married a man whom I knew!” she protested but the argument was weak. Rachel was well aware how Edgar and Veronica had come to know one another.

How much can one know another through the matrimonial columns? 

“Oh Rachel!” Veronica sighed. “What were you thinking? Such impulse...”

She trailed off and stared at her sister until Rachel looked away. 

“Who is he?” she snapped. “What fool would agree to such a rash action?”

“You should not speak ill of your kin,” Rachel growled furiously. 

“Whoever he is, he is no kin of mine,” Veronica barked back. “You will see this marriage annulled at once. Oh, Edgar will be furious!”

“He will not.” Rachels spoke with confidence. “I have married his cousin, Steven Elliot.”

Shock replaced her anger. 

“What in God’s name did you say to make him marry you?” Veronica hissed. Defensiveness filled Rachel’s heart. 

“Why do you assume that I resorted to trickery for this union?” she snapped. “He was just as eager to marry me as I was him.”

“That is doubtful,” Veronica snorted. “He has never shown the slightest bit of interest in another since his wife passed.”

“How would you know such a thing?” Rachel cried, her face flushing with humiliation. “You have only just arrived in Cheyenne yourself.”

“There is nothing that Edgar and I do not speak of—including Steven Elliot. Whatever this is, it cannot last.”

“What is the meaning of all this shouting?” Edgar demanded, appearing on the porch. His eyes, too, widened when they saw his new bride’s sister. “Miss Farthing! Is something the matter?”

“She is Mrs. Elliot now, darling. The fool has married your cousin.”

Rachel turned and expected more harsh words from her brother-in-law but to her short-lived relief, Edgar seemed pleased. 

“That is joyous news!” he cried. Veronica gaped at him in disbelief. 

“How can you say that?” she snapped. “They do not know one another! And you have said on numerous occasions that he would never care for another as he did Amelia.”

“Yes,” Edgar agreed without losing his smile. “But the children still do need a mother, do they not?”

A jolt of dread flashed through Rachel’s stomach as his words sank into her gut, the truth of the sentiment causing her physical pain. 

Is that the reason Steven wished to marry me? So that I might be a mother to his children?

~ ~ ~

Eight days after their marriage, Steven found himself alone in the barn, his back resting heavily on the door as if he feared someone might come looking for him. 

That was ridiculous, of course. His sons were hard at work with their chores and the twins were cleaning the house with Rachel. 

It is Rachel who worries you, he reminded himself. Why did I bring her here? What in God’s name was I thinking?

Each day that passed, his mistake seemed to stare him more in the face, compounding and heavying his heart more. 

She did not understand why he was deliberately avoiding her, even during their supper meal when he went out of his way to speak to anyone but Rachel. 

At first, Rachel had attempted to reclaim whatever magic had existed between them at the wedding but after a few days, her confusion seemed to melt away to contempt. 

It had barely taken a week and he had managed to dissuade her from speaking to him at any length. 

And now I am hiding out to avoid speaking with her also. What a terrible idea it was bringing her here. Is it too late to have the marriage annulled?

A feeling of sickness clung to
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