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Forsaken Ridge, Montana–1880

Sarah Gleason stared out the window, rifle at the ready. 

She didn’t have the patience for this nonsense, and Jarrod Black knew it. Despite what her pa had told him, she would not marry a lowdown drunk like him. Just as well pa had passed on, or she would give him an earful. 

With a bottle of the stinking brew he always drank, still in his hand, Jarrod moved even closer. She pulled the trigger, aiming for a fraction above his shoulder. Enough to scare him off and warn him not to try again. Too bad he moved at the wrong time, and she grazed him instead.

“What the...?” he shouted, although, in his drunken state, it sounded like more of a slur. 

She smirked. Pa had taught her to shoot and taught her good. The fact that Jarrod moved as she pulled the trigger wasn’t her fault. Besides, it served him right, coming after her like this. 

As she reloaded, Sarah pondered that he fully deserved it. After all, no meant no. She had told him in no uncertain terms on several occasions that she wouldn’t marry him. She had no intention of changing her mind. 

She glanced up moments later, but the weasel was gone. Apparently, her warning shot did the trick. Still, she would put nothing past the polecat and carefully scanned the area, but he was nowhere to be seen. His ever-suffering horse stood tied to a tree not far away, so he had to be here somewhere. A shudder went through her. What on earth was the drunken fool up to now? 

The sudden creaking of the floorboards behind her had her spinning around, but it was too late. He was almost on top of her. Before she knew it, Sarah’s hands were pulled tightly behind her back, with no means to escape. Despite her constant screaming, Jarrod continued to restrain her. 

“Let me go, you grubby....” 

The gag he tied around her mouth muffled the words no lady should utter. If that wasn’t bad enough, he covered her eyes, no doubt with another filthy rag, making Sarah cringe. With her still kicking and screaming, Jarrod somehow managed to drag her up onto his horse and ride into town despite his drunken state. 

“You’re gonna marry me,” he slurred over and over as they rode. It was the longest ride of her life. Sarah flinched as he slurped from the bottle on their way to the preacher. Oh, she was certain that’s where they were heading. He’d as much as told her so. 

When his horse stopped, he let her go. Heart pounding, she hit the hard ground. No doubt she was bruised from head to toe, but she had more important things to worry about–like Jarrod forcing her to marry him. Sarah prayed for a reprieve. How the good Lord would manage to get her out of her dire situation, Sarah had no idea, but it was all she had to hang onto right now. 

Suddenly there was running, then scuffling around her. She had no idea what was taking place with her eyes covered and trussed up like a turkey. Her heart pounded as she imagined the worst case scenario.  

“You idiot, Jarrod. What were you thinking?” The voice was familiar, but in her panicked state, she couldn’t place it. 

She tried to crawl away, but it was impossible. Then, sensing someone standing over her, a fresh wave of fear engulfed her. What was going on? 

The rag on her eyes was abruptly removed, and Sarah blinked at the sudden bright light. The rope restraining her hands was cut, and the gag untied. She was on her feet in record time, pushing and shoving the stupid fool. He was far too drunk to push back. 

“I’m gonna marry my Sarah,” he told the Marshal as he took another mouthful. 

Marshal John Wilson studied her. “You all right, Miss Gleason? This one will spend at least a few days in the jailhouse. He’s gone a bit far this time. Kidnapping is a big leap from harassment.” He grabbed Jarrod by the arms. “It will be up to the judge as to what his punishment will be, but he should get jail time for this.”

“Apart from a few bruises, I think I’m fine.” Sarah brushed the dust and dirt off her skirt and pondered her future. One thing she did know–she needed to get out of town and fast. Somewhere Jarrod would never find her. 
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Sarah slumped on the top step of her pa’s ranch house. Well, technically, it was no longer Pa’s ranch house. Until his death, she had no idea the ranch was about to be taken out from under her. Pa was more concerned with his drinking than paying the mortgage, more’s the pity. 

Jarrod was his drinking buddy, which is how she became unofficially betrothed to the skunk. 

If he was still here, Pa would get a scolding–he had no right to tell Jarrod she would marry him. If he was the last man left in the world, she still wouldn’t marry the fool. Oh, there was a time she might have considered it. At least when they were teenagers, and she was infatuated with him. As the years rolled by, Jarrod had begun to show his true colors. The thought brought back bad memories.

Sarah had worked hard on the family ranch for as long as she could remember. She was up at the crack of dawn every day to milk the cows. Pa hadn’t seemed to care squat about the ranch these past few years, not since Ma had passed on. He hadn’t cared about much at all anymore. He even said as much when she took him to task. 

Well, he got his wish. He’d had one too many at the Welcome Saloon in town, taunted one too many drunken cowboys, and that was that. With no workers left because there was no money to pay them, she was out herding the horses when Marshal Wilson arrived to give her the news. 

The next day she discovered the ranch had been sold on account of Pa being behind with his payments. By months, not days. There was no way Sarah could find that kind of money, not without selling herself at the saloon. Not that she ever considered it, but it had been suggested by the sleazy owner. When he saw her reach for her rifle, he hightailed it out of there. She hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the despicable varmint since. 

She threw back the last of the near-cold coffee, pondering her future. There was little she knew how to do except ranching. Maybe she could get a job on a ranch? But Sarah knew better. No woman had ever been hired to work on a ranch except for the cook, and even then, they favored men. Apart from the other hired hands ogling the female workers, you needed to be physically strong. She might be used to working the ranch, but she didn’t have muscles like them cowboys did. 

One thing she knew for sure–she had to get away from Forsaken Ridge, more’s the pity. She loved this place, had lived here all her life. Pa insisted it was time she married, said she couldn’t stay a spinster all her life. If he hadn’t gone and got himself killed, she probably would have remained on the ranch for the rest of her days and been glad to do so. 

The last thing she wanted was to marry, and she told pa so, but he brushed her concerns aside. In hindsight, he probably knew the ranch was about to be taken out from under them. If she wasn’t still fuming from being kidnapped, she would be furious with her father, who’d only been buried a few days. 

She stared out over their property. Well, the bank’s property now. How could she leave this place? She’d been born here, and her mother had died here. Pa had died in this town too, only under far more dubious circumstances. 

Sarah sighed. Dredging up old memories wouldn’t help anyone. She likely only had a few days before that kidnapping polecat was released from the jailhouse, depending on how long it took for the judge to arrive. Besides, she couldn’t count on the judge locking him away for much longer–he was, after all, Jarrod’s cousin three times removed and always got the miserable fool out of every scrape he ever got himself into, which was often. 

No, she had to get away and had to do it fast. There were only a few options available to her, especially given the time frame she was working with. Three days, or maybe a week at most, before that lowdown skunk, Jarrod Black, was released again. 

Was that enough time to become a mail-order bride?
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Helena, Montana–Four Days Later...

The lobby of the famous Homestead Inn was cozy, reminding her of the parlor of one of those fancy places she’d seen in the newspaper back home. Sarah was in awe of her surroundings. The plush carpets and velvet covered chairs had her admiring the setting. 

She couldn’t help but glance about and was amazed at the intricate carvings on the ceiling. It set her mind to wondering about the accommodations. They must be luxurious. There would be beds a body could sink into and pillows that weren’t made of hay. She could only dream about the warmth of the blankets and imagined walking barefoot on the plush carpets each room must possess. Not that Sarah would ever experience that kind of opulence. It was not the sort of thing she would ever be privy to. 

She stared as one of the many butlers carried a tray of sparkling beverages to a small group of businessmen, and was envious of their wealth. She quickly admonished herself. It was not a very Christian thought, and she knew it. 

She was suddenly pulled out of her thoughts as her companion spoke. 

“I totally understand, Miss Gleason.” Edna Crookshank nodded, exuding confidence with every word she spoke. Sarah sat opposite the older woman and studied her. She appeared to be in her mid-fifties
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