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        Fleeing her past, Mary runs straight into the arms of danger.

      

      

      
        
        Mary Beattle had to run. Even now, the law is searching for her. There was no time to bury her sister. No time to explain her actions. Only a chance to pack a bag and get on a stage out of town. Then she meets a matchmaker and soon finds herself as a mail-order bride. Wanting a fresh start, Mary gets the shock of a lifetime when she reaches Treasure Falls, Montana.

      

        

      
        After a sordid beginning, Andrew Larsen and Jesse Sanders have turned their lives around. Now they own the local mine. They’re wealthy, powerful men in the small town of Treasure Falls. But there are no women, so they order brides for the men in town.

      

        

      
        What a surprise when the stage pulls in and they discover the matchmaker has outdone herself. But the woman they choose brings peril to Treasure Falls—a menace that threatens their tenuous hold on their bride and exposes the unsavory aspect of their pasts.
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      Ida Newton, matchmaker extraordinaire, stared at the letter in her hand. Winter was ending and it was always a struggle to keep her business going during this slow time. Years ago, after her husband died, she’d become a mail-order bride matchmaker.

      And she loved her job, except when the cash grew low. This year, she was barely surviving.

      The city of Charleston had slowly recovered from the war, but in the year of our Lord, 1875, people were still struggling. And men from the west were still looking for brides to keep them warm at night.

      “Sweet pickles and fresh juniper,” she exclaimed, staring at the words on the page, unable to believe her good fortune.

      “What?” her assistant asked.

      “They want me to find eight women to go to Treasure Falls, Montana, as mail-order brides.”

      A check slipped out of the folded letter and she gasped. The sum on that piece of paper was almost two years’ worth of living expenses.

      Sweet hallelujah! Today was her lucky day.

      “Oh my,” she said, sinking down into a chair. “They’re paying me upfront and it’s almost double what I would normally receive.”

      It seemed too good to be true. How had the man heard about her ability to put couples together? Her reputation as a mail-order bride locator was well known in the south, but the west?

      Her assistant picked up the check and gasped. “Ida, this is what you are needing. Business has been so slow. This will keep things going. You won’t have to sell your house. We can stay in business.”

      Quickly she scanned the letter and frowned. What woman in her right mind would accept such an offer? What woman on God’s green earth would think this was acceptable?

      And yet, oh, how she needed this money, but there was no way…

      With a sigh, she shook her head. “I can’t do it.”

      “Why not?”

      “There are certain conditions.”

      Suzanne leaned forward. “What conditions? Whatever they are, we will overcome them.”

      How could she send women out west to be basically a concubine for not one man, but two? She still believed in love and marriage and helping couples find one another, but not two men.

      “They share their women. There are two men for every woman.”

      Her assistant leaned back and howled with laughter. “You’re right. No woman would accept such an arrangement.”

      She glanced down at the letter. “The whole town lives this way. He says there is so much danger that the thought of a woman and his children being left to fend for themselves was too much. The men were afraid they would starve or be forced into other unseemly occupations. Years ago, this mining town made the decision that every woman would marry two men. That they would share her. Then if one man died, she had another man to continue their life together.”

      Laughter bubbled up from Suzanne. “Maybe it’s not as bad as it sounds. If one man was a bad lover, maybe the other one would be a good one. Or you could have two great lovers.”

      “Suzanne. The very thought of two different men as your husband and lover is…” Ida shook her head. “What decent woman here in town is going to agree to that type of arrangement?”

      A sigh escaped from Suzanne. “If I was younger, I might.”

      Ida shook her head. “No, they will laugh at me. I thought we were going to have a good start to spring. I’ll have to send him his check back.”

      She laid the letter down and Suzanne picked it up.

      “Wait a minute. He says that if the women arrive in Treasure Falls and they don’t like the area or the people, they will pay for them to return home. It says they will have two weeks to make up their minds and if this town is not for them, they can take the next stage home.”

      A little flutter of excitement filled Ida’s chest. Could she convince women to travel so far west?

      Suzanne grinned at her. “It’s a long ride home.”

      “What if I didn’t tell them everything and let them decide when they arrive. Let’s face it, most of these girls are not coming from ideal situations. They’re either alone or helpless or there is some reason they have not found a man here in town.”

      So many of her young women were running from a bad family life. There were reasons why they had not found a husband. As much as she didn’t want to take this man’s money, she needed the funds in order to eat.

      Her assistant sat back and smiled. “We could be helping them find a good home with not one man, but two to care for them.”

      Suzanne smiled and gave a little giggle. “Two men. It’s hard enough to please one. How do they make love? One at a time or two on one? Oh, I wish I were a fly on a wall. This I would like to see.”

      “Suzanne,” Ida said in a warning tone. “That’s…not seemly. We shouldn’t think such thoughts.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m curious about how this would work. So are we taking on this project or are we going to starve?”

      Honestly, she had no choice, but it would be better to let the women decide once they arrived in Montana. Somehow she would just forget to tell them that they would be marrying not one, but two husbands. She hated lying to them, but it was that or find herself out in the street.

      Leaning back in her chair, Ida smiled at her assistant. “We’ve got our work cut out for us. I’ve got to find eight girls. Load them up on a train to St. Louis and then they will take a boat to Fort Lewis and from there not one, but two stages, will take them to Treasure Falls. A three-month journey from Charleston to Treasure Falls.”

      For a moment, they each sat in thought.

      “It could be a great beginning for these women.”

      “It could be hell,” Ida said. “Oh, goodness, I wish I could tell them what they were getting themselves into, but no one would take the chance. And it’s obvious the man has money. They could be living a very rich life.”

      “This man must be very wealthy for him to request eight women and to pay for their travel and your fee,” Suzanne said.

      It was true. The amount he was paying her was double what she normally received and he’d sent enough for passage for eight women as well.

      But was she being devious not telling these ladies what they were about to get themselves into?

      What choice did she have?

      This would save her business. It was either that or find another job and the ones available to women were not good.

      With a sigh, she grinned at Suzanne, her decision made.

      “Where should we start looking?”

      “Let’s start with some posters on poles spread throughout the city.”

      Two days later as Ida was hanging up a poster, a beautiful young woman approached her. Her eyes were red rimmed and she looked nervous.

      “How can I sign up?”

      Ida had her first customer and she gazed at the girl in shock. She was stunning. Her long black hair and emerald eyes that peeked from beneath long dark lashes made even Ida’s heart swoon.

      How had the men of Charleston missed this woman? Or did she have a secret?

      “I’ll sign you up.”

      “When does the journey begin? I have no place to stay and I’m needing to leave right away.”

      Long ago, Ida had made a decision not to ask too many questions of these girls. There were so many reasons for them becoming a mail-order bride and a lot of them were not good. The less she knew, the better. That way, when their suitors or fathers came looking for them, she could deny any knowledge of why the women chose to leave.

      “As soon as I can find eight women. I’m hoping in the next two weeks,” she said, thinking that would be nearly impossible, but she would do her best. The longer it took her, the more someone might find out what kind of town Treasure Falls was. “You’re welcome to stay at my place until all of you depart.”

      Years ago, she’d built on several bedrooms for just this type of problem.

      “I can’t leave now?”

      As much as she’d like to say yes, it would be safer for the ladies to be in a group. And the men were expecting all eight at once.

      “No, I like my girls all traveling together to protect one another,” she said. “Are you interested?”

      The woman glanced toward the train station and then back at Ida. “Yes, I would like to become a mail-order bride.”

      Ida wanted to dance a jig right there in the street but knew that would attract a lot of attention. One down and seven to go and she’d just put up the signs.

      She picked up the woman’s suitcase and took her by the arm. “What’s your name, dear?”

      “Mary,” she said. “Mary Beattle.”

      “Well, Mary, I’ve been doing this a long time and I’m thrilled to help you find a husband. Let’s get back to the office and sign the paperwork. You are a virgin, dear?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said.

      “Good. From what I’ve heard about Treasure Falls, Montana, you’re going to love it.”

      Tears appeared in the girl’s eyes and Ida wondered about her story.

      “I hope so,” she said as they walked down the street with Mary looking over her shoulder every few minutes.

      With every mail-order bride, she always hoped they found happiness. Even the girls going to Treasure Falls.
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      Finally, the girls were all loaded on the train and Ida stood on the platform waving good-bye to them, tears in her eyes.

      Mary had never felt so relieved as she did now that they were about to leave. She could hopefully put the past behind her, though the thought of her sister brought tears to her eyes. Somewhere in Charleston, Elizabeth’s body lay buried, but she had no idea where.

      “Remember, you can come home if you’re not happy,” Ida yelled, walking along the train platform.

      How many times had this woman said this to all of them? It was almost like she felt bad for sending them off into the wilderness.

      Every day, Mary had scanned the papers looking for an article on her sister and brother-in-law and yet nothing ever appeared. For two weeks, there had been nothing, and now she gazed at the city of her birth one last time as the wheels of the train slowly picked up speed.

      Everything she knew and loved was in this city and she was leaving it all behind. Pain gripped her chest and she knew she had no choice but to get out of town unless she wanted to hang.

      She had not even gone to the cemetery to her parents’ grave one last time for fear the law would be waiting for her there.

      Now she was leaving town, beginning a new life, and she hoped all that had happened in Charleston stayed behind. All she wanted was a new beginning away from the pain of this city. The pain of what her brother-in-law had done.

      “Hi,” the woman sitting across from her said. Her face was familiar and yet Mary didn’t know her. She had tried to hang back from all the gatherings in Ida’s house for fear that someone would know what happened and she would never make it onto the train.

      After all, if they were searching for her, she had to remain in hiding.

      “Hi,” she responded. “We’re finally leaving.”

      “Yes. I’m Daisy Miller.”

      The name hit her and she remembered the scandal in the paper. Could they all be running from something? This woman must be looking for a new beginning as well.

      “Great to meet you, Daisy. I’m Mary,” she said, thinking that since they were out of town, maybe she could get to know some of the women better. After all, they would be living in a new place with their only connection being to each other.

      “I guess you know who I am?”

      Mary smiled and decided she was not going to say a word. “No, I don’t. We’re all going to be starting over in a new place. I say we leave the past behind.”

      The woman’s face lit up and a smile brightened her beautiful features as she pushed her blonde hair off her shoulder. “Thank you.”

      The woman was stunning, and Mary wondered how she could have done something so egregious. But then she had her own past; it was best to leave it all here in Charleston. They all deserved new lives in a new place.

      “Besides, we’re going to be traveling for three months together.”

      The woman turned her face to the window and watched as the last of the city disappeared and the train began to pick up speed.

      A tear trickled down her cheek. “Have you ever been out of the city before?”

      “No, this is my first time,” Mary said. “I’ve never been a mail-order bride before either.”

      The girl gave a little sniff and chuckled. “To new beginnings. Let’s focus on our futures and not our pasts.”

      Mary nodded. “I agree. To new beginnings.”

      They sat in silence as the train rumbled along the tracks. It was an odd sensation and one Mary had never experienced before. So much about her life had changed in an instant. Her twin sister Elizabeth was dead and Frank…

      For a moment, she was filled with fear and worry. What if she hated Montana? What if her husband was like her brother-in-law? What if…Stop!

      She shook her head trying to get the voices of doubt out of her mind. She would not jump from the rushing train and run back to Charleston, to certain death.

      “Are you afraid?” Daisy asked, her blue eyes wide and expressive.

      She started laughing. “Terrified.”

      “Me too,” she said. “We’ll be so far away from everything we know.”

      “But we can return if we’re not happy,” Mary responded, thinking about how many times Mrs. Newton had repeated that piece of information.

      But she knew she would never return. Never see the city she loved and grew up in again. It would not be safe to ever come back. So Montana would now be her new home.

      “Yes,” Daisy said. “I’m going to remain positive. I just know we’re all going to fall in love with our new husbands.”

      “We’re going to love our new city and the mountains of Montana,” Mary said, trying to convince not only Daisy but herself.

      For a moment, Mary thought about the people in her life that had been in love. Her parents’ marriage had been filled with happiness and love. There were always smiling. When they argued, it had not been mean. They had their disagreements and soon they were back to kissing and hugging. Right up to the day they died.

      But her sister… Tears filled Mary’s eyes and her chest ached with a searing pain. She would die before she would marry a man like her brother-in-law.

      She would not accept a marriage filled with hate. She would not let a man harm her.

      Cautious was how Mary would approach choosing a husband. No one said she had to marry right away, and from what she understood, they would have time before they were required to make a decision.

      All she hoped was that whoever waited for her in Treasure Falls was someone who could give her a marriage more like her parents. A home that eventually would be filled with love and laughter and what she’d had before her parents died.

      What she had before Frank Thompson stepped into their lives and destroyed everything. For a moment, she wondered if there were mountain lions there. Her sister always said she had the soul of a mountain lion—a fierce fighter and protector who roamed the wild with freedom. If only that had been true, then Elizabeth might not have been dead.

      Remembering how her sister had made the decision to marry, she was suddenly filled with doubt.

      “Daisy, let’s make a vow right now to watch out for one another. To make certain that we’re making a good decision. Don’t be afraid to tell me if you think I’m not choosing wisely and I’ll do the same for you.”

      The woman smiled at her. “Agreed.”

      “Now we have three months to get across the country before we arrive in our new home. Let’s spend the time planning on what kind of husband we’re looking for.”

      The woman’s sapphire eyes brightened. “What a grand idea. It will help to pass the time.”

      “Yes,” Mary said, knowing she had to keep her mind occupied or else the past would overwhelm her and leave her so very sad.
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      On a bright sunny day in June, the month of weddings, two stagecoaches pulled into Treasure Falls, Montana, filled with women.

      Since they had landed at the fort, Mary had been in awe of the majesty of the mountains, the way the pine trees reached up to the sky, and the howling of the coyotes as they all slept near the fire on the ground.

      Daisy had been terrified the wild animals were going to get them, but Mary loved the way their cries seemed to reach into her soul and release the pain of hurt that lived there. It was like they understood her sorrow and she felt as if they were singing her song of sadness.

      The stage had been rough as they traveled the last week, bouncing all over the place. The roads curving around the sharp edges of mountains and the stage clinging to the narrow lane had the women terrified.

      This beautiful piece of paradise was the opposite world from where she came from. There were no big cities. No listening to the lonesome sound of the train as it left the station. No smell of salt water filled the air.

      No echoes of horses’ hooves or wheels on the cobbled streets. This was a new life.

      A place of stunning scenery that was both dangerous and deadly. The nights were cool and brisk, not like the sultry humidity of the south.

      As the stage rolled down Main Street, she noted the little mining town
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