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      In a moment of recklessness at the poker table, rugged mountain man Jake, a resident of Montana's wild frontier, posted a notice for a mail-order bride, a move he now wishes to retract.

      His solitary life in the wilderness and his unyielding heart have no vacancy for a wife.

      Meanwhile, in bustling Boston, Marianne stumbles upon Jake's notice. Driven by the dire circumstances of poverty and the well-being of her two younger sisters, she decides to brave the wild west and board a train to Montana to meet Jake. Her daunting challenge is to not only convince this rugged mountain man that she's the perfect pioneer wife for him, but also to find suitable frontiersmen as husbands for her sisters.

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

          

          JAKE

        

      

    

    
      Jake had never drunk so much alcohol in his life. Damn Nathan and Brian and their poker game. His friends had convinced him to put an ad in the paper for a mail-order bride.

      Of course, it helped that his brain was muddled with alcohol at the time. Now, his head pounded with every step as he strode against the bright rising sun to the post office.

      Yesterday, he’d been conned into placing the ad for a wife, and it sounded sane after four glasses of whiskey…or was it five?

      Trinity River City was nestled in the Montana Territory, complete with a bustling post office that doubled as a newspaper, a modest church, a cozy inn, a well-stocked general store, a tireless mill, and a lively bar.

      And the only women in the town were Mrs. Nancy who ran the inn and was married to George who owned the bar, and Mrs. Jefferson, a widow, who ran the post office/telegraph station as if she was a school Meister who got the most money for her scowls.

      The coarse grittiness coating the inside of Jake's mouth was a welcome distraction from the relentless pounding in his skull.

      With every resounding clang of his blacksmith’s hammer against the stubborn metal, a jarring throb pulsed through his temples.

      How would he get anything done today? He needed to fill his orders for horseshoes, and a pair of stirrups for Brian.

      First, he just wanted to get the ad taken out of the paper and get on with his life. Many men on the frontier ordered their wives through the mail: but Jake never wanted to or thought any good would come of it.

      When he pushed open the door, a bell chimed, and he forced back a wince.

      “Morning Jake.” Mrs. Jefferson nodded. “What can I do for you today?”

      “Morning.” Jake rubbed the back of his neck with a hand. “I made a mistake. I need to remove the ad I placed before closing yesterday.”

      Instead of answering, Mrs. Jefferson placed her hands on her hips and looked down her thin nose at Jake. “You’ve been without a woman’s company for far too long, Jake,” Mrs. Jefferson scolded, her thin lips pursed in disapproval. “Don't think your late-night solitudes go unnoticed. You need a wife, not more nights spent nursing a bottle.”

      “Look, it was a mistake. I shouldn’t have run the ad. Nathan and Brian bet me and I lost.” He leaned forward on the counter since the room started spinning. “Pull the ad and forget about it.”

      “It’s not that simple.” She shook her head.

      “Sure it is; just remove it.”

      “All the ads for the week go in on Friday through the telegraph. It’s Saturday, so your ad made it to the paper. And since you were so boastful last night, if you don’t remember, you had me send it to all the major newspapers back east.”

      He smacked his hand on the counter and she jumped. “Damn. How do I stop it?”

      “You don’t.” She smoothed her gray hair. “You let it run its course and it’ll be done in a week.”

      He shut his eyes tight, a haunting parade of faceless women flickering in his mind's eye, all poring over his hastily written ad, desperation etched on their faces.

      At least, he wouldn’t answer any letters if they came. That’s what Jesse had done in the next town and landed a wife who refused to let him drink on Sundays.

      Jake didn’t need anyone telling him what he could and couldn’t do. He came here to be on his own. Not cater to a woman. He’d tried that once and the memory still burned him whenever he thought of what he lost with her death.

      “Give it some time.” Mrs. Jefferson winked. “I’m sure you’ll meet the right girl and settle down, not be drinking all night.”

      “I don’t want any woman. If I did, I sure as hell wouldn’t write an ad for her.”

      Mrs. Jefferson bristled. “It’s a perfectly fine way to get a wife. Exchange some letters so you learn about each other’s character.” She shook her finger at him. “If you write letters, you better be sober and not lie or exaggerate. Maybe I should read them over before you send them, give you some tips.”

      “No. I don’t want any wife or letters or any of this nonsense.” He cursed and stomped toward the door.

      “Jake Thorn!”

      With a glance over his shoulder, she smacked a piece of paper down on the counter. “You’d better take care of this before you leave.”

      Reluctantly, Jake marched back. Mrs. Jefferson tossed a scrap paper with black ink scrawled across it toward him. However, with his headache, it was hard for him to comprehend what the words said. “What is this?”

      “It’s your bill for the ad.”

      “My bill? You placed my ad without payment?”

      She shrugged. “You know if you don’t pay me, then I’ll tell Mrs. Nancy, who will tell her husband not to take your money for whiskey.”

      Double damn, she was right. Grumbling, Jake dug into his pockets and slapped the coins down on the counter. “Is this enough?”

      “That’ll do.”

      “Good day.” He dipped his hat and strode to the door.

      “One more thing, Jake.”

      Instead of growling, he forced words out through his gritted teeth. “Yes, Mrs. Jefferson?”

      “Don't let the ad trouble you, Jake," she called out, a sly smile curling her lips. "After all, it's just a week. How much can possibly happen in such a short span?”
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      Marianne stared at the ad, her hands smoothing over the crinkled paper she’d found at the bottom of the trash to keep her warm during the night’s chill. Despite having sifted through dozens of mail-order bride ads over the past months, none had struck her quite like this.

      Wanted: Wife. Someone to warm on harsh Montana nights and help tickle our children. Must be pretty, cook good, farm, be full-figured and play cards. Love, Jake.

      She met all his criteria save one; unlike her two sisters, who were generously endowed, she only had apple-sized bosoms. But it was the heart that mattered. Surely, this Jake could overlook one forthcoming and give her a chance.

      Besides, she was the eldest, and if this marriage worked out, she might find suitable husbands for her two sisters. Lord knows they needed to get out of the city and quit begging on the streets or doing odd jobs for a few coins.

      Even with their curvy figures, she refused to let them become whores. So every morning, Marianne walked the town, asking for money or offering her services as a cook, cleaner, and sewer. Some felt sorry for her and her sisters, but charity only went so far.

      They'd lost their mother to fever, and barely two years later, their father succumbed to a relentless cough that left his handkerchiefs stained with blood.

      Daddy had been a gambler and a drunk after Momma died.

      She clung to the hopeful whisper in her heart that Montana would be different. Crisp mountain air and men. Lots of men. Even if this Jake didn’t work out, she was sure to find husbands for herself and her sisters. She just needed a way to get there.

      There wasn’t enough savings for travel for all three of them to the new territory. But maybe there was enough to get her there. She tossed the paper in her basket, careful to line the bottom of it so the ad didn’t fall out the hole, and gathered dandelions to make a salad for dinner tonight.

      After the sun dipped low in the horizon, she treaded through the forest to the patch of land her sister Emily had crafted them a makeshift shelter.

      Still, on winter nights, the snow and freezing air sent her bones to aching, and she wasn’t yet twenty-two. The thought of Jake holding her body to his, both of them under a thick blanket, made her nearly trip over a tree branch.

      “Marianne?” Sarah called out. “That you?”

      “Yes. Didn’t watch where I stepped.” She rounded a fallen log and tossed down her basket at her sister’s small fire. To avoid detection and questions, they never burned a fire during the daylight.

      Smoke in the forest made people investigate. The fire snapped and crackled as she fed it a few more pine twigs.

      “Let me wash our food in the creek and we can eat.” Marianne knuckled her back.

      “I’ll do it.” Emily, the youngest and most eager of the trio, scrambled for the basket.

      “Just be sure not to lose it like you did the hare this morning.” Sarah shot her a glare.

      “Maybe in a few months, before winter, we won’t have to worry about catching our supper or staying warm.” Marianne teetered between hope and worry, her feet unconsciously rocking back and forth.

      “And maybe gold will rain down from heaven.” Sarah shook her head. Ever since Momma died, she’d been harsh.

      Her toes screamed in protest, cramped and aching from the unforgiving confines of her boots. Marianne plopped down on the fallen log and took off her too-tight boots. The dirt and grass squished between her toes.

      Damn it! She’d left the newspaper in the basket.

      Not waiting to don her boots, she scrambled through the forest to the creek. Thick foliage scraped her ankles as she hiked up her skirts.

      Knowing her sister, she’d be lucky if Emily didn’t fall into the water with their food. Yet, they had always let Emily help, even if her clumsy efforts sometimes resulted in empty stomachs. Their little sister's eager spirit was too precious to dampen

      This mail-order bride was a chance for her and all of them for a better life.

      “Wait, Emily!” A rock cut her foot, but she kept running. When she reached the bank, her breathing turned to panting. “Don’t…don’t throw away the paper.”

      “I
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