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      For my husband—thank you for being you.
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      The dust from the retreating Uber settled over the dirt road, coating my boots in a fine layer of Colorado grit. I stood at the base of an incline that looked more like a jagged cliff face than a driveway.

      The driver of the battered sedan hadn’t even bothered to shift into park. He had simply popped the trunk, muttered a string of complaints about his suspension, and peeled out, leaving me alone in the shadow of Bitterroot Ridge.

      I grabbed the handle of my periwinkle hardshell suitcase—a ridiculous splash of color against the backdrop of ancient pines—and took a breath of thin, pine-scented air. My lungs burned instantly. The altitude was no joke, and neither was the two-mile hike ahead.

      “You can do this,” I whispered to the empty forest. “You wanted a permanent commitment. Walk.”

      I leaned my weight into the handle and started the climb. The plastic wheels snapped and skidded over loose rocks. Within ten minutes, my calves were screaming. I was twenty-six years old. Most people my age were figuring out their careers or backpacking across Europe. I had spent my early twenties making safe choices, trusting the wrong people, and waiting for a life that was never going to arrive.

      When my meticulously planned future in Chicago spectacularly imploded a few months ago, I realized I was out of time. I didn’t want to wake up at thirty still waiting for a family.

      The mail-order bride agency, Frontier Matrimony, had promised a solution. They guaranteed matches with men who lived off the grid but valued loyalty and traditional marriage. I had read the brochures, passed the background checks, and signed the ironclad contract. I drained my savings account and bet everything I had on a man I only knew on paper.

      There was no backup plan. I had to make this work.

      Thirty lung-burning minutes later, the dense tree line broke. I stopped, leaning heavily on my suitcase, and took in my new home.

      A massive log cabin sat in a wide clearing, framed by towering evergreens and the snow-capped peak of the mountain. Smoke curled lazily from a thick stone chimney. A battered black truck sat parked near a heavily stocked woodshed. Aside from the wind rustling through the high branches, the property was completely still.

      I smoothed down the front of my light jacket, trying to calm the nervous fluttering in my stomach. Before I could take another step toward the front porch, the heavy wooden door of the shed swung open with a loud protesting creak.

      My breath caught.

      The man who stepped into the afternoon light wasn’t just tall. He was a mountain. Broad-shouldered and thick-chested, he moved with a deliberate grace that immediately set off every survival instinct I possessed. Faded denim molded to muscular thighs, and a worn flannel shirt stretched tight across his back as he carried a massive sack of animal feed over one shoulder.

      The agency file had said he was forty-two. It had not said he looked like a hardened warlord. He had a harsh, angular jaw shadowed by a dark beard, and deep lines fanned out from his eyes.

      He dumped the feed sack onto a wooden pallet with a heavy thud. He hadn’t noticed me yet.

      I swallowed hard, forcing moisture into my dry mouth. “Hello.”

      Brick Keizer whipped around. His hand instinctively dropped toward his hip in a blur of tactical precision before his dark eyes snapped dead onto me. He didn’t look pleasantly surprised by his new bride. He looked furious.

      He closed the distance between us in three long strides. Up close, he smelled of woodsmoke and clean male sweat. He towered over me, an immovable barricade of muscle and heat.

      “You’re trespassing,” he rumbled. His voice was a gravelly baritone that vibrated through the soles of my boots.

      I straightened my spine, gripping the handle of my suitcase tighter. I refused to shrink back. “I’m not trespassing. I’m looking for Brick.”

      His dark brows snapped together. “You found him. Now turn around and start walking. You took a wrong turn at the fork.”

      “I didn’t take a wrong turn.” I let go of my luggage and unzipped my crossbody bag. My fingers were trembling, but I ignored them. “I’m Mollie. Mollie Dunn.”

      He stared at me, his face an unreadable mask. “Am I supposed to know who that is?”

      A knot of dread formed in my stomach. “I’m your match. From the mail-order bride agency.”

      Brick froze. Slowly, a muscle leaped along his sharp jawline. “My what?”

      “Your wife.” I pulled the thick manila envelope from my purse and held it out to him like a shield. “We have a signed contract. I flew in from Chicago this morning.”

      He didn’t take the envelope. He just stared at it for a few agonizing seconds, as if I were handing him a live grenade. Then, he let out a low string of curses that made me flinch. He snatched the paperwork from my hand, his calloused fingers flipping directly to the signature line at the back.

      “Karla,” he growled, the name tearing out of his throat.

      “Who is Karla?” my voice wavered.

      “My sister,” he said, his eyes flashing. He shoved the papers back at my chest. I scrambled to catch them before they hit the dirt. “She forged my signature. I didn’t sign up for a mail-order bride, and I sure as hell don’t want a wife. I live up here to be left alone.”

      My heart plummeted straight into my shoes. “But the agency—the contract⁠—”

      “Is garbage,” he interrupted smoothly, leaving absolutely no room for argument. “I don’t know what my meddling sister told them, but there is no marriage. Pick up your bag, Mollie Dunn. The highway is two miles down.”

      I opened my mouth to fight back, but a sudden, violent gust of wind tore through the clearing. The temperature plummeted ten degrees in a matter of seconds. The golden afternoon light abruptly vanished as the sun dipped behind the jagged peaks of Bitterroot Ridge, plunging the entire property into an icy twilight.

      I shivered, my light autumn jacket suddenly useless against the biting mountain cold. Panic clawed at my throat. I pulled my cell phone from my pocket, desperately praying for a sliver of a signal.

      The screen was black. Completely dead.

      I looked up at Brick. He was staring at the darkening sky, watching the heavy gray clouds rolling over the ridge. Then his gaze dropped to my thin jacket, and finally, he looked out at the miles of empty wilderness surrounding us. His jaw clenched so hard I thought his teeth might crack.

      I had no ride. No phone. No way down the mountain in the freezing dark.

      And as Brick’s furious eyes dragged slowly down my shivering body, we both realized the exact same thing: he was trapped with me.

    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/amail-orderbrideforthemountainman_ecover.jpg
A MOUNTAIN MAN INSTALOVE ROMANCE

BIRDI PARKER






OEBPS/images/madilynmarlowe_logo.jpg





