
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A MAIL-ORDER BRIDE ROMANCE 
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Chapter One – The Last Breath
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The little house on the edge of town had never been so quiet.

Kitten Kilbride sat at her mother’s bedside, clutching her thin, spotted hand, listening to the faint wheeze of each breath. The curtains were drawn, the single oil lamp flickering shadows across the pale walls.

It was nearly midnight when her mother’s fingers tightened weakly, then went still.

Kit blinked back tears as the final breath left her mother’s lips. For a long moment, she didn’t move — just sat there, numb, feeling the chill creep into her bones.

“Goodbye, Mama,” she whispered.

She rose slowly and drew the blanket up over her mother’s chest, smoothing it out as she had so many times when she was a little girl.

The town’s doctor arrived an hour later, offering his condolences with the awkwardness of a man who’s done it too many times. A few neighbors stopped by with kind words and clumsy reassurances about “time healing all wounds.”

But as the house emptied and the night deepened, Kit sat alone at the kitchen table, staring at her mother’s locket in her hand.

That’s when the knock came.

A sharp, insistent rapping at the door.

She stood, heart sinking already, and opened it to find her uncle, Victor Kilbride, filling the doorway. He was tall, with a hooked nose and cold gray eyes, his black coat buttoned tight against the spring chill.

“Well,” he said, stepping inside without waiting to be asked, “she’s gone then.”

Kit nodded mutely.

Victor took off his hat, glancing around the house with a calculating look.

“This property’s mine now, girl. Belongs to me, as your mother’s next of kin.”

Kit swallowed hard. “I... I know it reverts to you. But I thought... maybe I could stay.”

Victor turned to her then, his lips curling into something between a sneer and a smile.

“You can stay,” he said slowly. “But only if you’re willing to do what’s proper.”

Kit’s stomach turned to ice.

“What do you mean?” she whispered.

Victor’s eyes roved over her in a way that made her skin crawl.

“A girl like you needs a husband,” he said. “And I reckon I’m the only man in town who’ll have you. You give me your word, and you can keep living here. Otherwise... you’ve got one week to pack your things and get out.”

Kit stared at him, too stunned to speak.

Victor put his hat back on, tipped it mockingly, and left without another word, the door clicking shut behind him.

Kit sank into her mother’s chair, staring down at the table as a single thought burned in her mind.

She had to get out.

Somehow, some way — she had to get out before the week was up.
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Chapter Two – The Decision
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The next morning dawned gray and chill, with a faint drizzle that slicked the wooden boardwalks and turned the town’s dirt streets into mud. Kit wrapped her shawl tight around her shoulders and walked into town with her head down, hoping to avoid the few neighbors already up and about.
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