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Rusty Hollow, Montana – 1880’s

Violet Southerby took several fortifying breaths. She wasn’t certain she could go through with this, or even that she should. 

Just because her brother told Violet she had to, did not mean she should marry Brandon. 

“Hurry, Violet. We must leave soon.” Her mother’s shrill voice coming through the bedroom door had Violet even more on edge. Nonetheless, she pulled her veil into place and added some additional hairpins to ensure it stayed in place. 

Suddenly, the door was thrown open. “Honestly Violet. It’s time to leave.” Her mother glanced around the room. “For goodness’ sake, you don’t even have your shoes on yet!” 

Exasperation was obvious in her mother’s voice. How she wished Father was still alive. If he was here now, he would be the voice of reason. He could have calmed her mother by now and taken charge of the situation. And he would have told Violet it was all right to be nervous. Most brides were on their wedding day. 

She longed for the strong arms of her father to hold her and tell her everything would be fine. Instead, her mother was running around the room like a fowl with its head cut off. Instead, chaos prevailed, as was always the case when Mother was involved. 

Of course, if Father was here, she wouldn’t be standing here in a wedding gown that was not of her choosing, and being forced into a marriage she definitely didn’t want. 

“What is going on in here?” Violet sighed. Her eldest brother’s voice did not help. He would take charge and ensure the wedding went ahead as planned. It was the last thing Violet needed. Or wanted. “You look beautiful, sis.” He glanced across at their mother and shrugged. They should be used to her theatrical antics by now, but she simply got worse the older she became. 

Violet stepped forward and straightened her brother’s tie. If she had to do this, the least her brother could do was look respectable. “Mother,” Andrew said firmly. “You are required downstairs. Please hurry.” He grinned at Violet. They both had a reprieve, but if she knew their mother, it would only be momentary. 

“Thank you,” she mouthed, still annoyed at her brother. “I couldn’t have taken much more.” Andrew grinned. It was far worse on his wedding day, but at least the bride wasn’t distracted by her nonsense. 

“You are very welcome,” he said as he moved in to hug his only sister. “Don’t be nervous. Brandon is a wonderful man, and will take care of you.” 

His words were little reassurance. Telling her he’d canceled the wedding would be more to her liking. At least Andrew would give her away in the absence of their father, and that was somewhat comforting. 

Suddenly, mother was standing in the doorway. “The wedding carriages have arrived,” she said, her voice getting higher with every word. Andrew, who faced Violet, rolled his eyes and grinned. 

Violet lifted her skirts to leave, and her brother glanced down. “Are you forgetting something?” he asked calmly. 

Violet followed his gaze to discover her stocking’d feet. 
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Sitting in the carriage, jammed tight up against her brother, Violet could not control her anxiety. She twisted her hands in her lap and straightened her skirt several times. 

“For goodness’ sakes, Violet,” Andrew said impatiently. “You’re getting married, not going to your death.” 

Violet grimaced. It may as well have been the latter, because it was how she felt. “I barely know Brandon,” she ground out. “I haven’t seen him for years, and that was back when we were teenagers.” She let out a long sigh. Why did she let Andrew talk her into this nonsense? She knew full well how it had come about. Her brother had inherited everything after Father died – the family home, the business, and all her father’s money and worldly goods. 

That included having to take care of his mother for the rest of her life, and Violet, his spinster sister. Until she married, that was, and then it would be up to her husband. Andrew had been selecting suitable men almost from the moment their father passed. There were several who were decidedly unsuitable, and she had rejected every one of them. Her brother’s anger had grown to a point he’d disregarded her opinion and decided for her. And now, here she was – on the way to a wedding she wanted no part of. 

“He is a good man, and will take care of you.” Andrew pierced her with his stare, daring his sister to refuse. Besides, it was too late to turn back. They were literally around the corner from the church. Why Brandon had insisted on a church wedding, albeit a small one, Violet did not know. It wasn’t like theirs would be a love-filled marriage. Quite the opposite. Andrew called it a marriage of convenience, Violet called it a forced marriage. Except for the lack of firearms or a baby in her belly, it could easily be called a shotgun wedding. 

Her brother had left her no alternative. If she didn’t go through with the marriage...? Andrew said he would never turn her out onto the street. It’s what he’d said, but the frustrated expression he wore had her wondering. 

The memory of that day had her heart pounding. She closed her eyes against the thought and pondered her position. What if she didn’t marry Andrew’s childhood friend? Would her brother allow Violet to stay in the family home? He said he’d already placed it on the market, but she highly doubted it – nothing proved that be the case. She was jolted back to reality when the carriage came to a sudden halt as they arrived at the church. 

Violet swallowed. Hard. 

How could she be expected to marry a man she barely knew? Last time she’d met him, Brandon Honeywell was an unruly teenager with a scruffy beard. Andrew had invited him to dine with them, and all had been fine, until Brandon had tried to kiss her as they strolled through the garden later that evening. The memory had her heart pounding again.

“Violet!” Andrew’s voice broke into her thoughts. These were memories she preferred not to recall. With company, Brandon came across as the perfect gentlemen, but when they were alone? He had been enamored with her and let his feelings known. 

Of course, her brother, ever loyal to his friend, refused to believe a word of it. Was it any wonder she was reluctant to marry him? 

“Coming, Brother,” she said between clenched teeth. It was too late to do anything now – she had no choice but to go through with the wedding. She pulled the veil down over her face before alighting the carriage and straightened her gown the moment she set foot on the ground. It would never do to enter the church in a rumpled wedding gown.

Violet straightened her shoulders and clutched the small bouquet Andrew had presented to her before they left the house. 

As they neared the church, she heard organ music. It was really happening, and she had absolutely no choice in the matter. “Andrew... I,” Would he allow her to back out now? She was promised to a man she barely knew. According to her brother, he was a pillar of society. Not here in town, but in the next county. Was it convenient that he lived elsewhere and Violet knew little about him as an adult? 

The church doors opened for them, and Andrew hooked her arm through his. “Everything will be all right,” he promised as he patted her hand. Violet gazed at him through the lace of her veil. Would it? She wanted to ask it of him, to demand it even, but the smile on his face told her to refrain. Violet had a feeling of foreboding in her stomach, and it wouldn’t go away. 

She suddenly pulled away and hurried outside. She heard a scuffle behind her. “Violet?” her brother asked gently. “What’s wrong?” 

She took several deep breaths before turning to face him. “I... I’m not sure I can go through with this.” She glared at him now, aware this was completely his doing. Andrew had arranged the whole thing, totally without her permission or input. 

He chuckled then. “Of course you can. All brides have second thoughts. It’s normal, and called wedding day nerves.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and led her back into the church. Andrew linked her arm with his and stepped forward. 

She heard the collective sighs as she waited, alerting her to the fact their few guests, her mother and two witnesses, had noticed her leave. Violet felt the heat rise up her face and brushed at her cheeks as though that would fix her embarrassment. “Ready?” Andrew whispered, then, without waiting for an answer, guided her down the aisle past the small group of people sitting at the front. She had never seen the church so empty. It was curious to Violet. An upper class family like the Southerby’s would normally be celebrating their only daughter’s wedding. Instead her marriage was being hidden as though it didn’t exist. It made absolutely no sense. 

Her groom turned to face her as they got closer. Violet stared into his face – she didn’t even recognize him. Brandon had changed so much since their last meeting. He had been handsome back then, but now, he almost took her breath away. Two men stood to the right of him, and if she didn’t know better, she would think they were bodyguards. One thing Violet did know was she had no bridesmaids. She was forced into this wedding last minute, being told only yesterday, and had no opportunity to arrange anyone. Besides, her wedding was being kept secret. Once again, it confused her.

Brandon was clean-shaven, and his hair cut short. She recalled how unkempt he had been the last time she saw him, albeit years ago. There was no excuse – he could have, and certainly should have, cleaned himself up before visiting that day, even with Andrew being an old friend and a close one at that. 

He reached out a hand, and Violet noticed his hands were soft and uncalloused. Whatever his work, Brandon didn’t do hard labor. Given she’d been told his family was almost as wealthy as her own, she shouldn’t be surprised. 

“Violet,” he whispered. “It is so good to see you again.” His eyes seemed to twinkle, and they looked her over, but it was all Violet could do not to shiver against his scrutiny. She stood there glaring at this man who must surely know she didn’t want to marry him, but he seemed totally unaffected. When she didn’t take his hand, he lifted his fingers to her chin and faced her toward him. “Don’t worry, we’ll get to know each other again,” he whispered. Whether he meant it or not, his words seemed to have an implication she didn’t want to hear.

She had never known him, not really. And the last thing Violet wanted was to get to know this near stranger who wanted her for a wife. He leaned in then, and gently kissed her lips. It infuriated Violet. She was not yet his wife, and already he was taking liberties. She pulled back, and he didn’t stop her, only snickered. Or did she imagine that? 

She turned and faced her brother, and Andrew grinned. Did he think this whole scenario was a laughing matter? Violet certainly didn’t. She stepped back, and her groom’s arms came up around her. Brandon pulled her next to him, and the preacher cleared his
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