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      Emily yearns for more than just a suitor and a hearth to call her own. Her heart craves a grand romance, something more intoxicating than the prospect of becoming a mere housewife.

      The specter of her sister's failed relationship with a drunken gambler haunts her; she vows never to let herself fall for such a man. However, when she crosses paths with Nathan, he is reeking of liquor, returning her sister's inebriated betrothed home.

      Nathan, a hardy cowboy of the wild Montana plains, has always been content with his solitary life - until the day the tempest named Emily whirls into his world.

      Suddenly, his tranquil existence seems unimaginable without her fire. However, the harsh Montana winter is a cruel mistress, and before he knows it, Nathan finds himself in a perilous struggle against the bitter elements, battling not only for his life but for Emily's as well.

      Their worlds collide in a dance as wild as the western frontier itself, a mail-order-bride tale spun with the threads of adversity, hope, and a love that could set the very snow on fire.

      This series guarantees no betrayal, no unresolved endings, and robustly satisfying happily-ever-afters.
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            BOSTON, 1882

          

          EMILY

        

      

    

    
      Emily smoothed out her tattered skirt as she sat on the edge of the riverbank, the gentle gurgles of the water serving as a calming backdrop to her worrying thoughts about Marianne.

      It had been weeks since her eldest sister had left, a mission in her heart to win over Jake and make him accept her as his bride.

      Marianne's letters, arriving sporadically, told a tale of difficulties and tensions. The very first telegram had eased Emily's and their older sister, Sarah's hearts - Marianne was safe in Trinity River and had found Jake, the man from the advertisement.

      But the content of the second telegram, arriving only a few days later, cast a shadow over their relief. Jake was a drunken gambler, the telegram had revealed, who had placed the mail-order bride ad due to a lost bet.

      Emily's worry and fear about Marianne didn't diminish her desire to join her in Montana. She yearned for a sturdy roof over her head - a place she could call home when the weather turned cold or the rains came pouring down.

      The weeks without Marianne had made an impact on her and Sarah in more ways than one. Their clothes, once well-fitted, hung loosely off their frames now - a testament to Marianne's culinary skills which made even the simplest meals taste like a feast.

      Emily's longing, however, extended beyond finding a man. She yearned for a partner who could offer her love in return. Marianne's telegrams didn't speak of love, though. They spoke of a man who didn't seem to want to love her or couldn't.

      The latest one brought news of their impending journey: "Jake’s agreed to purchase passage for you both STOP. Want you here for our wedding STOP. Miss you both STOP."

      Despite being the youngest, Emily held onto fragments of memories from happier times - when their mother was alive, and their father wasn't a drunk and despondent man clinging to life.

      Their mother, as Emily remembered, was a gentle and loving spirit, and their father had ceased to live the day she died. Their love was something Emily aspired for, a love that could knock the breath out of her.

      Emily held a deep desire, a fervent wish for a life partner, a husband. But she sought not merely a husband, but a love so potent that it would reverberate through her very soul. This was a love she was prepared to wait for, with an unwavering conviction and a hopeful heart that was willing to wait for it.

      Even if that meant living in poverty in Montana, as she had been in Boston.

      "You're dreaming again, aren't you?" Sarah's voice cut through Emily's thoughts, her tone sharper than usual. Her sister’s patience was evidently wearing thin.

      “I was thinking about Marianne and Montana, and the adventures waiting for us.” Emily leaned back, resting her arms on the grassy riverbank, listening to a dove cooing in a nearby pine tree.

      “What’s to think about? Marianne's just playing her part. Once the dust settles from all this commotion, she'll have a shot at pulling herself out from the mess of the past. She can push for an annulment. Give it some time, and we'll all be back together again.”

      "I suppose so," Emily murmured, a melancholic undertone seeping into her words.

      “Got to be better than this, and at least we won’t be traveling alone like Mari did. Plus, if this works, Mari might convince this Jake - even though he sounds like he’s stubborn, hardheaded, and a drunken gambler - to let us stay with them for a bit.”

      "Our father may have been lost to the bottle, but he never laid a hand on us. In his own flawed way, he was a good man."

      Sarah snorted. “No, but I remember when he was a much better person and took care of us when Mama was alive and we were happy.”

      “I remember the bad very well. It’s the good times that are precious to me, and the ones I choose to dwell on.” Emily pushed up and wrapped her arms around her bent legs. “With time, some things are fading, like what Mama looked like.”

      "She had your cascading curls, but their color was dark, like the night sky, much like mine," Sarah's voice turned soft, filled with longing. "God, how I miss her."

      “I miss her too.” Emily plucked a blade of grass, twirling it in her fingers. Or at least the idea of her as she couldn’t remember much. One of the many things she resented her older sisters about.  “Sometimes I imagine Mama and Pa are alive, happy, and they’ve just gone on a really long trip and they’re come back with tons of food and money and ask why we didn’t stay in the house.”

      Sarah laughed, “Always the dreamer. Don’t get any fancy ideas about Montana, we’re only going there for food and shelter… having babies…don’t expect love or happiness. The weather there is harsher than here during the winter.” Glancing over, Sarah softened her words. “Listen, even our own sister - who charmed people here in Boston right and left to give us charity - is struggling with Jake. I imagine the people who bet him to place the ad were more aware of his needing a wife than he is.”

      Emily fell silent, her gaze fixated on the brook babbling along the river's edge, a clear reflection of the inner turmoil brewing inside her.

      “Too many things have fallen apart to believe in wishful thinking.” Sarah touched her shoulder. “Let’s go with what we know; a trip to Montana, then we’ll each find a husband we can live with, a roof over our heads and food in our bellies, and be grateful we don’t have to live one more winter in the here in Boston in your makeshift shelter. We’ll each sit near a fireplace, with plenty of food, and we’ll all be together.”

      Emily sighed heavily, her heart heavy with the burdens of their reality. “Sarah, I agree with you and Marianne, but I can’t help to yearn for more; for love and happiness. And though you try to hide it, I know deep down you want it too.”

      For once Sarah was silent. Did she think about the frontier, and not being judged for their Father or the fact that they had no home? A positive hopefulness thrived in Emily’s heart and nothing her sister could do or say would remove it.
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      Reverend Jones cleaned the stained glass window in his church, while he pushed aside his anger.

      When Marianne Thorn first stepped into his church, her beauty sparkled like the stained glass window under sunlight. Her charm, like a catchy hymn, was hard to resist. Not to mention her fabulous cooking. Yet, she just pretended to be married by proxy to Jake Thorn and had convinced Jones to go along with her scheme.

      He’d almost taken out his savings, and even church funds, to aid her in bringing her two sisters from Montana to find husbands. And the way she described Emily’s sweet nature and kind-heartedness, about how her sister cared for even the slightest creature, touched his heart, but it was all a lie. Marianne was a trickster who’d manipulated him into lying for her.

      For weeks, she and Jake lived together in sin, her convincing them both that she and Jake were married by proxy. At first, Jake had put up quite a resistance to her, and Jones had debated asking her to get an annulment and marry him. Now he knew better.

      And her sisters were probably untalented and plain. They’d sent Marianne here knowing she would sweet talk her way into any man’s heart.

      Now even Jake, once a skeptic, had become an avid fan of Marianne's charisma. His hardened gaze softened whenever he looked at her. He was now willing to stand by her side, even promising marriage once her sisters set foot in town.

      Well, Jones refused to marry them. When Jake received those dozens of letters and telegraphs every week, Jones had thought about putting up an ad for a mail-order bride himself. But no self-respecting pHe wrestled with his desires. His faith urged patience, trusting in the Lord's timing, yet the echoes of an empty home painted a lonely picture, stirring longing for a wife's compansionship, warmth and the joy of children's laughter. Someone who would be a helpmate to him, someone to love and crawl into bed with. Not a seductress of lies.

      Of course, Jake promised Marianne he’d bring her sisters to Montana, but soon he’d learn the true nature of his fiancée. Beyond the facade of the proxy marriage, Marianne hid something, he was sure of it. And he would peel back those layers, expose her for what she truly was.

      With a flicker of frustration, Jones let the cleaning brush slip from his fingers, its clatter on the wooden floor echoing his tumultuous thoughts. He just needed to do his investigation delicately, and not give away what he was up to.

      Soon, their town would be stuck with having her two sisters as well. If they acted anything like their sister, he wanted none of it. The evening sun washed the stained-glass window in hues of fiery orange and tranquil blue, belying his mood. Jones sighed and knuckled his back.

      He knew he needed to forgive Jake and Marianne, but the
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