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Her eyes were the colour of ash that was left when a campfire finished burning—the light grey, not the dark—and her hair, when she let it fall over her shoulders in soft curls, was a chestnut brown. Her skin was fair, the soft colour of pale sand. She barely showed her teeth when she smiled, her plush pastel-pink lips pressing together in a soft smile that made her eyes dance. When she stood tall, her eyes were level with his chin and he could smell the hint of rosewater she rinsed through her hair when she bathed. She had a single spot on her left cheek, not far from her lips, that made her look as though she wasn’t meant to live in a dusty, hardworking town like Fool’s Gold.

Anna was the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on, and he’d fallen for her in record time. And he was the lucky bastard to win her affection.

Ben blinked back a tear as he ran his fingertips over the worn photograph—the only one he’d ever had of his fiancée—as though he could feel the softness of her skin through the paper. Their wedding day was supposed to be the second photograph he had of her, but that day never came. Instead, he’d stood with her parents as her casket was lowered into the ground on the day they were supposed to wed.

No one could have predicted she’d get scarlet fever in the weeks before their wedding. And no one could have known it would take her life.

Ben pressed his lips to the photograph and placed it on the top shelf of his wardrobe, taking his coat and pulling it on. His eyes drew to the empty half of the wardrobe—the half he’d cleared for Anna’s things and had remained unused since her death. By the end of the day, there would be another woman’s clothes occupying that space.

It had partly been a spur-of-the-moment decision when Ben sent for his bride. Heck, if Rider was willing to send for a wife, then he had to as well. After all, he had unknowingly challenged Rider and he had to hold up his part of the deal, otherwise his brothers would have sent for a wife for him. Honestly, he’d felt okay when he sent for her. It had been almost a year and a half since Anna’s death, and the ache was starting to ease. But as the day when he would be picking up his new bride from the stagecoach platform approached, he clung to his memories of Anna more dearly.

How could he have been such a fool to send for a bride when Anna was it for him? He was sure of it—there couldn’t possibly be another woman he could love like he loved Anna. Perhaps it was the thought that he could at least be content with another woman, even if it was a loveless marriage. Most marriages were based on friendship and practicality anyway. Love wasn’t always an essential factor. Though, it would certainly make things easier. At most, his marriage would have politeness, respect for each other. Perhaps he’d grow to care for her, and she for him. There might even be affection—one could hope. But love? How could he love another woman when he still loved Anna?

He closed the wardrobe and headed downstairs into the saloon, where Cal was waiting for him, the letter in his hands. He hadn’t been able to find the nerve to open the letter, electing Cal to do the honours. He didn’t want to know all the details—just her arrival time. Of course, Cal respected his decision, holding onto the letter and agreeing to pick her up with him.

‘Ready to go?’ Cal asked.

‘As ready as I could ever be,’ he said, solemnly.

This should be one of the happiest days of his life, right? But he couldn’t seem to find the energy to beat his sombre mood. From what he’d heard from Cal and Rider, their nerves had had them almost jittery by the time they met their wives. And now they were happily married and in love. Heck, Cal and Kirsten were expecting their first child in the coming months. But Ben had only felt his chest tightening more as the day drew closer. He still felt it was too soon after Anna’s death, but he knew his brothers were right. It was time to move on. Or, at least, try to.

Their walk to the stagecoach platform was mostly in silence, only acknowledging other people as they walked past, but not engaging in conversation. He wondered if Cal noticed how Ben was feeling. If he did, he didn’t offer anything more than a clap on his back. It wasn’t until the stagecoach approached the platform that Cal said anything.

‘Your life is about to change forever.’

And it couldn’t have been truer.

Ben felt his breath catch in his throat as he watched her foot pop out of the stagecoach and the bob of her hat as she eased out. Her head was bowed as she straightened her dress and stepped away from the coach. Then, she lifted her head enough for him to see her face and looked straight at him. He couldn’t believe what—who—he saw.

‘Anna.’ Her name was more of a murmur as his breath got knocked out of him.

But how ... it couldn’t be ... it would be ... impossible. He was sitting next to Anna as she breathed her last breath. He held her hand until it went cold. How could it be that she was standing in front of him?

He registered Cal’s hand grasp his arm, but he couldn’t take his eyes of this woman. Or find the urge to say anything—or move, for that matter. Though his feet obeyed as Cal pulled him towards the woman, Ben had no control of his body. Had he died and gone to Heaven where he was certain Anna had gone? Was that why he saw her now?

Cal cleared his throat. ‘Ruth Herrmann?’

She nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Are you Ben?’

When she spoke, it wasn’t Anna’s voice. It was different. Anna’s voice had been mousy, quiet. This woman—Ruth—spoke with a softness that couldn’t be compared. It was smooth, soothing, and rolled over him like a blanket.

‘Uhh ... no,’ he said, tugging Ben’s arm to bring him closer. ‘This is Ben. I’m Cal, his older brother.’

Her eyes flicked towards him from under her dark long eyelashes and he could have sworn his heart stopped beating. Her eyes were level with his chin, and he could see the soft brown waves of her hair—only a shade darker than Anna’s was. She held his gaze with that same intense look Anna had, her eyes a slightly lighter shade of grey. Anna’s eyes were like ash, Ruth’s had a lighter smokier hue. Unlike Anna, Ruth didn’t have a single spot on her face. The tone of her skin was the same, though it was free from any imperfection.

This woman who stood before him was not Anna. But she sure as hell looked a lot like her
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