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​Prologue
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Ross had everything in place. His plan was so flawless even the best detective would have a hard time finding anything out. 

The letters had been sent with all the needed tickets. The trap had been set and now they had to wait two weeks for it to spring. As the days passed, Ross wondered if he had made a mistake. They had never tried five at a time before. As soon as the thought came, he rejected it. There was no mistake. There could be no mistakes. He had thought everything through.

Of the five young women, three were quite desperate. They would be no problem at all. The other two simply wanted adventure. Adventure was something Ross excelled in doling out and the twins would get it in more abundance than they had ever dreamed. 

Two more weeks. Two more weeks and he could leave Cheyenne for good. Two more weeks and he would be away from the prying eyes of the Pinkerton detective. Away from the investigation that would suddenly fizzle out and die after ten long years. Away from all the suspicious looks. Two weeks...
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I am weak but Thou art strong

Katie took a deep breath to calm herself. There was really no reason to be quite so nervous. She had been on her own for more than ten years now and done quite well for herself. Naturally, she would be a little nervous as she left her hometown for the first time to go all the way to Cheyenne, Wyoming. Cheyenne was a wild place, but if Katie knew anything about herself, it was that she could handle wild people and wild places.

She stepped inside the dark train car and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dim lighting. In the back corner sat a young woman all alone. The woman fidgeted like a cat scared of its own shadow. Perhaps she could help calm her own nervousness by helping someone else.

Katie strode up the narrow aisle to the seat where the young woman sat. “May I sit next to you?”

The young woman looked up at her. Her blue eyes were full of fear. “Yes, if you’d like.”

Katie smiled. “Thank you. I’ve never traveled outside the city before and wouldn’t mind a little company.”

The young woman bit her lip. “I don’t know how good of company I’ll be, but you’re welcome to try.”

Katie chuckled. “My name is Katie. What’s yours?”

“Joanna.”

The train whistle blew and the train jolted as it started on its way. Katie watched the city fade away into the distance and decided conversation probably wasn’t the best idea at the moment. 

The train clacked on and the murmur of voices surrounded them. Katie wasn’t sure what to talk about with this stranger and the motion of the train lulled her into a fitful nap. 

She woke with a start sometime later and looked around. A piece of paper in Joanna’s hand caught her eye. “What is that?”

Joanna looked up at her. “A letter.”

Katie smiled. “Do you have a sweetheart waiting for you?”

“Not really.”

Katie’s smile faded. “What do you mean?”

Joanna’s eyes darted around as she tried to decide what to say.

Katie put her hand on the girl’s shoulder. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

“I’d like to tell someone.”

“But you aren’t sure you can trust me?”

Joanna met her eyes for the first time since they’d met. “Yes.”

“Your secrets are safe with me.”

Joanna smiled shyly. “Thank you. This letter isn’t actually written to me. My friend Mildred wrote to a man in Cheyenne who was looking for a wife. He wrote back and sent her the tickets to go out there. She panicked because she suddenly wasn’t sure she wanted to become a wife on the frontier.” Joanna clenched her hands together and fell silent.

“How did you get the letter and tickets?” Katie asked softly.

“My parents died a couple months ago. Ever since they died, a man no one would dream of marrying, and who is known to be cruel to all living things, has been giving me unwanted attention. I told him ‘no’ many times, but he kept asking anyway. 

“One day, I attended a social with Mildred. He was there and tried to get me alone. Finally, he got me away from Mildred and tried kissing me. I fought him off, but by then it was too late. Someone came in and found us. She demanded we get married or my reputation would be in tatters. 

“Mildred could tell it had all been set up and we left immediately. Then she got the letter with the tickets. She thought of me at once. It was a way for me to get away from the man.”

Katie took a deep breath. “And I thought I was leaving for a good reason. It sounds like you needed it more than I did.”

“Why are you leaving?”

“As a mail order bride like you.”

Joanna smiled. “Why do you need to be a mail order bride?”

Katie leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “I had been a governess for the same family for ten years. Their two children are now ten and twelve. They no longer need a governess as they have outlearned what I can teach them. I tried to find another position, but no one needed a governess or a teacher. I even looked for jobs as a maid. 

“After a few months, my money started to run low and I saw an advertisement for a mail order bride. The man I wrote to wanted a woman who was younger than twenty-five, so I did lie about my age. I’m twenty-eight. But since he is a widower with young children, I’m hoping that is all right.

“Anyway, so I wrote to him and told him I was twenty-five, loved children, and had been a governess for ten years. I was very honest about everything except my age. I told him I was a plain woman and had only been let go because the children were too old for a governess.

“A few weeks later, he wrote back saying all was satisfactory for him and would I please come to Cheyenne to marry him? The tickets were enclosed and here we are, both headed to the same place to marry strangers.”

Joanna sighed. “Not very romantic, is it?”

Katie shrugged. “I’ve never been a romantic. What kind of man is the man you are going to marry?”

Joanna lifted the letter. “He’s in his late twenties and works for the blacksmith. He wants a pretty wife, but knows he can’t be too choosy.”

Katie laughed. “Well, he’s getting a pretty wife anyway.”

Joanna’s face flooded with color. “No, Mildred is the pretty one.”

Katie stared at her. “On the contrary, you are a very pretty young woman. How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“Hm. And who told you that you weren’t pretty?”

“No one. I just know that Mildred is prettier.”

“Well, there is no Mildred to compare with now. You will be fine. Even if the man chooses not to marry you because you aren’t Mildred.”

Joanna looked up at her. “Thank you.”

Katie smiled down at Joanna. “You’re welcome.”
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Jesus, keep me from all wrong

Ten days later, they arrived in Fort Robinson, Nebraska. It was flat and dusty, and Joanna and Katie were glad they wouldn’t be staying in that town long. The stagecoach didn’t leave until the next morning, so they found a boarding house and rented a room to share.

Neither one of them talked much. They were too tired from very little sleep on the train. After a quick supper from the proprietress, they took a quick bath, collapsed on their beds, and fell fast asleep.

Joanna woke with a groan. Her body ached everywhere and she knew it would probably only get worse on the stagecoach. She glanced outside and then at Katie. Katie lay in her bed, eyes open, but not moving.

“Katie? What time is it?”

Katie stirred. “Time to get up and head for the stage office.”

“Oh.” She sighed. “What about breakfast?”

“I think she might have already started cleaning it up.”

Joanna stretched and forced her legs to swing over the edge of the bed and hold her up as she brushed herself off. “I hope Lane doesn’t mind me looking dusty and wrinkled.”

Katie laughed as she stood up. “If he does, he shouldn’t have requested a mail order bride.”

They tidied the room and carried their bags down the stairs. The proprietress, a cheerful older woman, met them at the bottom of the stairs. “Here’s a little something to eat on the stagecoach. I know you missed breakfast, but I also wanted you to get some sleep.”

Katie swallowed. “Thank you very much, Ma’am. You have been too kind to us.”

“Nonsense. You remind me of my own daughters. I am simply treating you the way you deserve. God bless you both.”

They hugged the kind woman and hurried to the stage office. Outside the office stood three other young women, two of whom were twins. 

Katie and Joanna stood next to them and the driver set down a box for them to use as a step after putting all their bags on top of the coach. He helped them all in. Katie didn’t like the assessing look he gave them, especially Joanna and the other girl who wasn’t a twin, but she didn’t say anything. With any luck, they would be out of the stagecoach and in Cheyenne by tomorrow at noon.

Joanna sat on the edge facing backwards and Katie sat next to her. The twins sat opposite them with the other girl. As the stagecoach swayed and started to move, Katie studied the other three girls. None of them could be more than twenty-one and none of them wore rings.

She smiled. “Since we’ll be on this stage together for some time, perhaps we should introduce ourselves. I’m Katie.”

Joanna lifted her head up. “I’m Joanna.”

The pretty blonde darted her eyes back and forth. “I am Adelaide. Are we all going to Cheyenne?”

Each of them nodded.

“Curious,” Adelaide muttered.

“We’re Evangeline and Eve,” one of the twins said. 

Eve glared at her sister. “Evangeline’s the bossy one and likes to take over sometimes. Why are y’all going to Cheyenne?”

Joanna glanced over at Katie and Katie patted her hand. “Joanna and I are going to be mail order brides.”

Adelaide’s eyes narrowed. “So am I.”

Evangeline squealed. “So are we! This is so exciting!”

Katie kept her face blank, but inside, her mind was churning. What were the odds of all five of them getting on the same stagecoach in the same out-of-the-way town to go to the same large city in Wyoming?

She shook the dismal thoughts out of her head. What could possibly happen to them? There were five of them. It wasn’t like they had gone unnoticed in Fort Robinson.

“What a coincidence,” Katie said.

“I think it was Providence,” Eve mentioned. “Why else would we all be on the same stage going off on our biggest adventure?”

Adelaide wrinkled her eyebrows. “Yes, I’m sure you are right.”

Maybe I’m not the only one who has concerns that all may not be right here, Katie thought.

“What are the names of your future husbands?” Eve asked.

“Mine is Luke Williamson,” Katie said.

“Lane Paul,” Joanna whispered.

Adelaide pulled out her letter and handed it to Eve. “If you can read his signature, you can tell me what his name is
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