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        The Debutantes of Durango are on the Loose and Looking for Husbands!

      

      

      Look out, men! Sadie wants more than a husband; she seeks a career. Fannie kicks tail at the barroom card tables. Daisy dreams of marrying a wealthy and attractive partner. Carrie has resigned herself to simply finding a man who’ll love her.

      

      In their pursuit of love, they face a meddling mother, a set of evil twins, a real shotgun wedding, and an undercover Pinkerton agent on the run from a gang of criminals. 
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        Scandal at the Debutante Ball…

      

      

      
        
        Much to her mother’s dismay, Meg Trippe isn’t interested in rushing to the altar. At eighteen, she’s a forward-thinking woman who dreams of independence and never relying on a man. But her mother dreams of her marrying wealth. Unfortunately, Meg falls right into her mother’s scheme when she flees the debutante ball.

      

        

      
        Martin Scott’s father is a wealthy railroad tycoon. With mothers shoving their eligible daughters at him like candy in the wedding market, marriage is the least of his desires. Until a young woman literally falls into his arms with her skirt above her head. Caught in a compromising position, the girl’s distraught mother and his powerful father force them to marry. 

      

        

      
        Will they divorce or can two strangers overcome their anger and build a life together? Could the defiant debutante and the spoiled rich boy be meant for one another?
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      Meg Trippe and her sisters, Fannie and Daisy, walked around the dress shop gazing at the newest fabrics and the latest fashion the small town of Durango, Colorado, had acquired.

      “Look at this yellow silk. Wouldn’t that make a beautiful dress?” Daisy said.

      “Do you think Papa would let you buy that? Ha!” Fannie said.

      “Probably not, but Mama would. When she comes back from her tea, I’m going to ask her.”

      Meg shook her head. “Just put it on the bill. Mother will give you anything you want. You are the favored one.”

      Meg’s fingers trailed across the bolts of material. Oh, how she loved creating her own designs from fabric. The very reason she wanted to go to New York City and learn how to professionally design the latest fashions.

      Even her mother admitted she was quite the dressmaker, stitching her own clothes, cutting out a pattern, making small changes that gave the design her own special flare.

      As soon as the weather warmed, she would be leaving to attend Miss Johnson’s Design School in New York City and she could hardly wait.

      Fannie lifted a purple taffeta material. “What do you think?”

      “I think with your auburn hair, you would be the belle of the ball,” Meg said.

      “Not if I’m there,” Daisy replied.

      Fannie stuck her tongue out at her. “Brat. It’s all about you.”

      Daisy laughed and tossed her blonde hair to the side. “Why not? As you and Meg like to say, I am the favored one.”

      “Let’s all pick out a fabric and Meg can make us a dress. That way we’ll have it for the debutante ball,” Fannie said.

      “But I can’t attend this year. Not for two years,” Daisy whined.

      “It’s because you’re a baby,” Fannie said.

      Oh, how Fannie loved to antagonize Daisy, but usually her baby sister gave back as good as she received. Sometimes even better.

      “Ladies, I hear rumors that there is going to be a special visitor at the ball this year,” the dressmaker Madam Juliette called out. “Meg, I have some new catalogs you might be interested in checking out. Some gorgeous new fashions.”

      Meg didn’t care about meeting a special visitor or finding a husband. She had plans. Plans that didn’t include a man. But this would be an opportunity to showcase her designs.

      Papa was wealthy enough he could afford for them all to have a new dress.

      “Thank you, Madam Juliette.”

      Tonight, she would spend time devouring the latest fashions. Then she would sit with her sisters and create the perfect gown for the ball.

      Carrying a bolt of peach satin to the counter, she also took a small bolt of the same color of organza. With her dressmaking skills, she would create beautiful party dresses for everyone, but Daisy.

      She would have to wait.
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      Nellie Trippe would sell her soul to make certain her girls advanced in society by marrying the most eligible young men. And fate had just delivered her a golden prince.

      Nellie and the other women in the Durango Ladies’ Club sat around drinking tea in the Hotel, the nicest building in Durango, Colorado, while her beautiful daughters were at the dress shop.

      The older women preferred to meet at least once a week, weather permitting, and discuss their current charity project, plus catch up on the news in town. Especially the juicy gossip. 

      As she stared out the window at the snow-covered streets, Nellie was only half paying attention to Agnes newest ramblings until the words reached her ears. With a jerk, she gazed at the uppity woman. 

      "So, when Mr. Webb told me Benjamin Scott and his handsome son, Martin, would be in town, I insisted that we hold a Valentine’s Day Debutante ball," Agnes said in a haughty way that always made Nellie want to grind her teeth.

      Agnes pompous air, her perfect children, and the way her husband's ranch was the largest in the state of Colorado, tended to be off putting. Well, fiddle de dee. Nellie’s own husband owned the second biggest spread, and this year, they would make more money than Nellie ever dreamed possible. 

      Not bad for a poor girl from New York. Though she expected her daughters would do better. They would be the social queen she'd always envisioned becoming and never had the opportunity. Now her girls would live in the mansions her mother once worked in as a maid and cook. 

      Martin Scott had a reputation for the ladies, but once he saw her beautiful daughter Meg, he would be instantly smitten and put his wandering days behind him. 

      Meg would be the first Trippe to be in the upper crust of society. She would be the one hiring maids to run her household.

      "His son is a bachelor who would make a fine husband for my Edith,” Fiona said. 

      "Why is your daughter any better than the rest of our daughters?" Nellie asked. Why was her own daughter not being considered for the wealthy railroad tycoon’s boy? 

      "All of our daughters will be there, and I think it will be Mr. Scott’s decision which one he thinks best suits his needs." Francis Harris lifted her cup to her mouth, then paused. “Or none at all."

      "Well, of course," Agnes said smiling. "Like any mother, I think my daughter would be best suited for the man. She's a beautiful, accomplished young woman."

      "Wait a minute,” Dora Catlett said, leaning back in her chair. "Our daughters are all beautiful, accomplished young women and other worthy men will be there. I think you should invite the most suitable bachelors from Colorado. We all want our girls to marry the best and there are plenty of wealthy men looking for wives."

      Leave it to Dora to be the more reasonable voice in the group. Of all the women, she was the peacemaker. But Meg’s future was at stake and Nellie would accept nothing but the best for her daughter. 

      This morning, only eight ladies attended the Durango Ladies’ Club. Only the top tier of the social group was in attendance. 

      Still, Nellie liked a good challenge, and now more than ever, she wanted Meg to capture the heart of the wealthy man’s son just to rile Agnes. That would certainly be a thorn in the woman's social crown.

      Holding her tea cup, she smiled at the ladies and made a toast, "May the most beautiful girl in Durango land Martin Scott’s heart."

      "No doubt, my Edith will win his hand. I'll be sure to send you an invitation to the wedding," Agnes said with an evil laugh.

      With a little more ump, Nellie’s tea cup crashed against Agnes, breaking and spilling tea on the woman. "Oh my," she said, feigning surprise. "Let's hope that's not a portent of things to come. Who knows, it could be me inviting you to my daughter’s ceremony."

      Gasping with outrage, Agnes dabbed at the tea splattered on her dress. "Nellie Trippe, how careless."

      No matter how much Nellie tried, her temper always seemed to bubble up and spew from her lips. Sometimes her ire spilled out, not showing her best personality trait.

      "Oh, dear, Agnes, I'm so, so sorry. Your beautiful white blouse."

      The woman fumed. "If our daughters were not best friends, I’d never speak to you again.”

      "They are best friends, not caring that their mothers compete against one another," Nellie said with a smile that she knew didn't reach her eyes or her heart.

      "Ladies, on that note, I think it's time to adjourn today's meeting," Francis said, trying to suppress a giggle.

      Francis was right, but Nellie did enjoy sparring with Agnes, and tomorrow would be another day. 

      With a quick glance out the window at the melting snow, she said, "Maybe the February storms will hold off long enough for us to throw the best debutante ball ever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Meg Trippe sat at the dinner table with her family, trying not to appear eager, wanting to rush back to her room and devour the new catalog Madam Juliette had loaned her. The woman shared her love for fashion and whenever one of them received a magazine or catalog, they passed it along to the other one. 

      Three more months, and she planned on setting off for New York to attend a fashion school she read about. Her father promised her he would help her fulfill her dream if she promised to return to Colorado if she became unhappy.

      Why in the world would she be disappointed in New York? 

      Of course, at the moment, they were keeping this a secret from her mother until he had a chance to talk to her about Meg’s plans.

      Plans her mother had not been interested in hearing about every time she tried to speak to her about her desires. Mother only had one thing in mind for Meg: A husband. A wealthy well-to-do man. 

      Which convinced Meg even more she needed to escape to New York City before the woman found someone for her to say I do to.

      "The Quincy’s are hosting the annual debutante ball, which is now a Valentine's ball, because, the railroad tycoon, Benjamin Scott and his son are attending,”  her mother announced, her eyes dancing with merriment.

      Shocked, Meg glanced up. "Edith hasn't mentioned it to me."

      Why did she have a bad feeling about this since her mother was so gleeful. 

      "Well, Agnes told all of us about the dance today at the social club. Seems the railroad tycoon is coming to town and he's bringing his son."

      At first, no one looked up from their food, but continued eating. With a frown, her father asked, "Why is he coming to town? What's going on?"

      Narrowing her eyes, Meg stared at her two younger sisters, giving them a warning look. Fannie rolled her large emerald eyes and tossed her long auburn hair. Daisy grinned like she could hardly wait.

      Unfortunately, her youngest sister was her mother's daughter. Always hungry for a party. Often getting into trouble.

      "Oh, Sidney, how am I supposed to know. All I heard from Agnes is that one of the most eligible bachelors in the state is coming to Durango.”

      A groan escaped Meg’s lips and she wanted to be excused but feared that would not be allowed. Gazing around the table, her mother all but jumped up and down in her chair, brimming with excitement. 

      Still no one appeared enthused, except Daisy, whose large sapphire eyes grew wide. "Oh, is he the man who the gossip columnists have with a different woman every week? The one who dated a dancer in a saloon? Oh Meg, that could be your man."

      How did this child ever learn this stuff? Meg narrowed her eyes at her youngest, irritating sibling.

      "Where did you hear that information?" her mother asked, staring at Daisy. 

      Her sister knew how to get away with murder as long as she did what their mother wanted. She was beautiful, a book lover, and very smart, though a tad bit on the mischievous side. Or wild side.

      A giggle came from Daisy. "Oh, Momma, the newspapers, of course."

      A snort came from her father. “Nellie, your youngest daughter always reads the latest news."

      It was true that her sister did enjoy a good newspaper, especially the society columns. Nothing earth shattering, only gossip.

      "Well, maybe she shouldn't," Nellie said, looking at their father. "Besides, I don't believe the columnists. They're just trying to sell papers. I'm sure he's a fine, outstanding young man."

      Almost choking on her food, Meg couldn't fathom her mother's determination. If a man came from high society, their mother didn't care what he did. As long as he was rich, he was potential husband material for her young daughters.

      "And you would sell our daughters off to him," her father said.

      "Not sell. But he would make Meg a wonderful husband."

      Fear clutched her chest and lungs. Why did her mother act like she wasn’t sitting at the table?

      "Meg is not searching for a husband," she said, shooting an irritating look at her mother. "She has other plans."

      Shaking her head, her mother barely acknowledged her words. "You are the most obstinate child. As your mother, I know what's best for you and a rich man will give you everything you need."

      Why did her mother only want to focus on one thing, finding her a rich man to marry when Meg wanted a career as a dress designer, to see the world. Visit new places away from the mountains and snow and miners. Everywhere you looked there was a miner.

      How exciting to experience life in New York City. Possibly even Paris. Anywhere, but nowhere Colorado.

      Wisely, she realized now was not the time to mention her decision to her mother. Glancing at her father, he gave a quick shake of his head, confirming her intuition. Papa would help her mother see that Meg’s dreams did not include a man.

      "When is the ball?" she asked, knowing how much she would enjoy making everyone a new dress. "I have that beautiful peach material, we bough just the other day."

      Meg watched with interest, as her mother's face brightened and realized her mother assumed she was designing the gown to impress the tycoon’s son. Who she could care less about.

      In reality, it was because she enjoyed creating new designs. What the tycoon’s son thought of her new ball gown, she didn't really care.

      Fannie smiled at her in that secretive sisterly way that let Meg know her sister understood she was only placating their mother. The dress would satisfy her until her father could talk to her mother about the school in New York. 

      At least her papa accepted her passion, her desire to work in the fashion world, even if he didn't like the idea of her going so far away.

      "Are we going to the party?" Daisy asked.

      “Everyone but you,” her mother replied. "This could be Meg’s opportunity to meet a fine young man. Just think, we could have a triple wedding."

      There would be no marriage ceremony. After all, Daisy was only sixteen. Why did their mother want them to be married so quickly? What would keep her occupied once they were gone?

      "Over my dead body," their father John said. "None of my girls will wed before they are eighteen and Daisy is too young. In fact, as far as I'm concerned, my daughters are not old enough to wed. You're the one pushing them out of the house."

      “Meg is almost twenty, Fannie is eighteen and our baby is sixteen. Hardly children any longer.”

      Why did it seem like her mother was intent on locating them husbands and rushing them down the aisle? What was in it for her?

      "Not pushing. Just trying to make certain they have a good foundation for a great life."

      Her father grunted, which always irritated her mother. "When the right man comes along, they will find out about marriage. For my girls, I would rather they find someone who makes them happy instead of a man who's got money. Let them marry for love."

      This emotion called love. While she knew poets and novelists had written much about the feeling, she'd never experienced it and frankly was in no hurry.

      After all, from what she witnessed from happily wedded couples, the woman was tied to the man and his wishes. All Meg wanted was to design beautiful dresses. 

      "Did you love me when you married me?" her mother asked.

      All three girls looked between their parents. Sometimes Meg thought they were madly in love and other times she didn't think they even liked each other.

      Papa reached out and took her mother's hand. "More than you would ever know. Don't you remember how you drove me crazy and I couldn't wait to say I do and take you home to Colorado.”

      A blush spread across her mother's face as she smiled tentatively. "John, not in front of the girls."

      "Why? Soon they're going to understand the nature of men with the way you're hunting for husbands."

      It was true, if Meg wasn't careful, her mother would find some way to get her married off, not caring about her own dreams. When she had a moment, she needed to talk to her father and confirm he would help her reach New York.

      Because there was no husband in her future.
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      Another debutante ball, in another city with countless mothers throwing their daughters at him like he was a prize. Little did they know his father controlled the wealth and he was as poor as a pauper because Martin Scott refused to do his father's bidding. 

      No, he didn't want to go into politics. No, he didn't want to be a lawyer. No, he didn't work on his father’s railroad. 

      At this point in his life, he wasn't certain of his destiny, only that he wanted nothing to do with his father’s business. Or someone like his stepmother. 

      For his father, Clara was the perfect hostess and partner, but Martin didn't want a cold woman who wanted only to outdo the next fancy party. Who lived and breathed the upper echelon of society. Who was as fake on the inside as she was on the outside.

      Sorry, but in Durango, it felt like the people gathered tonight were all actors playing at being rich. 

      Glancing around the hotel ballroom, he stood looking at the eligible young women across the room. After they were paraded through the room, he’d met at least ten beautiful, well-adorned girls who giggled and flirted with him, wearing their catch a husband smile.

      If only they knew he preferred well-experienced ladies who understood what they were getting into when they went to dinner with him. Elegant women who were looking for the same as him. A nice meal, a fun night, and if possible, some time in bed together sharing the pleasures of the flesh.

      Nothing permanent. Nothing serious. No wedding bells or happily ever after.

      Another mother walked toward him, bringing her daughter, and he turned to look for an escape. In a hallway, he opened a door and entered a library. Not many hotels had libraries, but this one was an exception.

      With a sigh, he helped himself to a glass of whiskey and stood in front of the windows gazing out at the snow covered mountains.

      Darkness slunk in from the east as clouds gathered, obliterating the sun. With a sense of foreboding, he stared, worried those ominous clouds warned of a storm coming.

      The thought of being stuck at this ball with a group of young virgin queens, where a mother waited for him to accidentally touch an innocent ending his bachelor days forever, scared the hell out of him. 

      The door opened and he stepped behind the curtains hoping they wouldn't see him.

      “Meg, you are the most obstinate child ever."

      "Yes, you've told me that before," a beautiful woman with dark hair accented with tints of auburn replied. From his vantage point, the young lady was stunning.

      Creamy soft skin with full ripe lips for kissing and a peach dress that clung to her slim breasts with a tiny waist. Now that was a woman he wouldn't mind toying with.

      But she was obviously one of the virgin queens.

      "Not once have you gone over to the tycoon’s son and introduced yourself. This is your chance of meeting and marrying a man who has money and power and everything a woman could want."

      Boy, did this momma have it wrong. Martin was about as powerless as they came because his father supervised everything, with the promise it would continue as long as he didn't do what his father bid. Martin could be just stubborn enough not to mind the man.

      "How many times have I told you I'm not interested in getting married. The man could be wealthier than the king of England and still I would not want to walk down the aisle. Mother, when are you going to listen to me and hear what I want?"

      Martin peered out from behind the drapes and stared at the woman whose face radiated red. The beautiful woman didn't want to ensnare a husband? How unusual.

      “Meg, you don't understand. A woman must find a man who can take care of her or she could live the worst life ever. Believe me, you come from a poor Irish family. Because I married your father, your life is much better than mine was. This way you will never have to work for a living."

      Typical debutante mother. Pushing her daughter on some unsuspecting man because she thought he was rich. Never before had he considered the woman's side of courtship. Especially one who didn't want to rush to the chapel.

      "Maybe I'd like to have a job. Maybe I want to be a designer."

      Why would she want to hold a job? What kind of designer was she talking about?

      The mother didn't respond but stood facing her daughter. "I'm giving you five minutes to get out there and flirt with that young man. When you come out that door, I want to see you smiling and laughing and teasing. By the end of the night, I want Mr. Scott to approach your father and ask to court you. Do you understand me?"

      Silence. And he knew the stubborn woman was digging in her heels, not ready to acquiesce. And he couldn’t blame her.

      "If not, I will not let you go into town and visit Madame Juliette.”

      "You wouldn't," she hissed.

      When they rode down the main street to the hotel, he'd seen the shop. The woman was upset about not being able to go to a dressmaker? Maybe she was like all the other debutantes. Maybe she wanted pretty dresses at any costs.

      "I can be just as stubborn as you," the mother said almost gleefully. She whirled around and walked out the door.

      The beautiful young woman stomped her foot almost roaring her frustration. For a second, he watched her mini temper tantrum, then he stepped out from behind the curtains, laughing.

      "Don't worry," he said grinning. "The girls tell me I'm good at flirting, and I don't want to get married either."

      With a quick swivel, she turned and faced him, her forehead and brows frowning. "You were there the entire time?"

      "Heard it all," he said, sipping at his drink, enjoying her obvious embarrassment. “Martin Scott, at your service."

      “Grimany," she said, holding her hand up to her mouth in shock.

      "We'll make your mother happy. We'll flirt and laugh and even dance several times. But I'm not going to ask your father if I can court you. That would be carrying our adventure just a little too far."

      The expression on her agitated face as he tried to hold in his laughter was priceless. The woman did not appreciate him hiding as she stood across the room, staring at him.

      She picked up a book and hurled it at him. 

      He ducked. Good thing the woman didn't want to marry; she had a temper.

      "Of all the humiliating things to happen in my life, this is the worst. A gentleman would have made his presence known."

      No way would he have come out while her mother scolded her. No telling what the woman would have said or done. 

      "Nobody said I was a gentleman. And listening to someone else's parent yell at them besides mine, I found very enjoyable. For once I'm not on the hot seat."

      That remark earned a second book thrown at him, which clipped him on the shoulder. "Ouch."

      Hands on her hips, she glared at him, her emerald eyes flashing with anger. "Do you think I wanted you to know my mother insisted on me flirting with you."

      Of course not, but it was the first bright spot in a long dreary evening. A chuckle escaped him as he grinned at her. "No, but it's kind of funny. At least one woman here is not gunning for me. We should spend the night dancing and making tongues wag since we both agree marriage is not for us."

      The woman threw her hands up. "That's it. I’ve had enough.”

      Lifting her silk skirts, giving him just a glance at a trim ankle, she hurried out of the room. 

      As she left, he raised his glass to her. "Now, honey, you are a woman I would enjoy pursuing since I'm not what you want. We'll never know if there was the possibility of something between us."
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      Meg’s face felt flushed, her blood rushed through her veins like the river after the snow melted. Never had she experienced such embarrassment and humiliation in all her life. How could she banter with this man after he heard her mother insisting she flirt outrageously with him or lose the things that made her the happiest, her fashion catalogs. 

      Fleeing the library, she saw her mother greeting people at the door. She couldn't return to the ballroom, she couldn't run out the door, so she headed up the stairs, lifting her silk skirt and all but running. Maybe Edith was still in her room. Maybe she would help her escape this insane situation. 

      On the second floor, she threw open the door to Edith’s empty hotel bedroom. Where was her friend? 

      At this moment, she needed Edith’s quiet reassurance as she paced the rug. The man's taunting words echoed through her brain. Now he knew she didn't want to play ballroom games. All she wanted was to go to school in New York. Leave the ranch and experience life, not become someone's wife.

      And her mother would never accept that a rich man taking care of her wasn't enough. Maybe the time had come for her to go out on her own. After all, she was twenty years old, she had a little money saved and her father would send her more once she reached New York.

      If she left now, she wouldn't be forced to face Martin Scott or her mother again. Drawn to the window, she glanced out at the trellis, where in the spring and summer roses climbed. 

      The roses were no longer in bloom, but the thorns remained on the leafless vine. Darkness greeted her, but she wasn't afraid.

      Once she reached the ground, she would go to the train station and buy a ticket to New York. The time to fulfill her dreams would happen just a little earlier than expected.

      Determination roared through her as she raised the glass, and a cold blast of frigid air hit her. A quick glance down at the ground had her reconsidering if she was being foolish. Snow fell and the wind howled. Maybe she should wait.

      The memory of her mother and that horrid man had her throwing her leg over the frame. 

      Raising her dress, she prayed the tulle fabric would not get snagged on a thorn as she found the first rung. Years ago, she had climbed the rose trellis at home.

      The wind howled and rattled the trellis. What was she doing? But her future was at stake.

      Just like when she was a kid, she could do this and soon would be on a train heading out of Colorado. Away from marriage, to the life she desired. 

      For a moment, she sat there trembling before she finally let go of the hotel. Her hand gripped the railing as she took another step down and then another. On the fourth rung, a thorn sank into her hand and she released the railing, shifting her weight to the side. 

      A cracking noise alerted her just as the wood beneath her foot gave way and the trellis swayed away from the hotel.

      Panic seized her chest, as screaming, she plunged from the trellis, falling through the air and landing with a thump into a man's arms. Anxious, she slowly opened her eyes and gazed into the bluest eyes this side of the territory scowling at her. 

      "You," he said with a growl, "are nothing but trouble."

      Embarrassed, she realized the hem of her full skirt was around her neck exposing her pantaloons and his hand lay on her thigh.

      The back door to the hotel flung open and several men ran outside with a lantern, along with one woman. Her mother. 

      “Meg,” her mother said. "What have you done?"

      Not are you all right, are you hurt, or you could have died, but what have you done? Really?

      Yanking her skirt down, she tried to stand on her own two feet, but he held her fast. This was not what she wanted her mother to see. 

      "Nothing."

      “Sidney,” her mother screamed. “Sidney, get out here and defend our daughter's honor."

      The snow began to come down harder, like the heavens were crying for her.

      Meg’s feet landed on the ground and she turned to her mother. "No, Mother. Nothing happened. I fell from the window and Mr. Scott caught me."

      Her mother ran to her side, she grabbed her by the arm. "Your dress was above your head. What did this scoundrel do to you? Your father will make certain he makes an honest woman of you."

      "No, Mother, no," Meg cried, looking at Martin, pleading for him to help her.

      In the dark, his blue eyes appeared colder than ice. "Very clever, Miss Trippe. It seems you wanted my attention after all."
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      “Sidney, you know what you must do to save your daughter's reputation," the old witch said, and Martin immediately disliked this pushy woman. At this point, he wasn't certain of anything except that he'd been tricked. 

      Stepping outside to clear his head of what had just transpired in the library, he walked right into this woman's plan to snag her daughter a husband. 

      When he heard the scream, he ran around the corner, in time to catch Miss Trippe from seriously injuring herself in a fall. While he didn't wish her harm, he also had no intentions of marrying the woman. 

      The wind and cold forced them all inside to the library where only minutes before the woman declared she didn’t want to marry. And yet here they were.

      "Mother, nothing happened. Mr. Scott saved me from hitting the ground. He caught me."

      "Dear, it may seem innocent to you, but your dress was above your head when we all came outside to see who was screaming. And his hands... Your reputation has been ruined and now this scoundrel must marry you. I insist."

      The old witch could insist all she wanted, but he would never marry their daughter. 

      “Nellie, stop," her father said before he looked at Mr. Scott. "While I think that nothing untoward happened with my daughter, I'm going to insist that you marry her."

      "Papa," Meg said with a cry, "you know this isn’t what I want. You promised me I could go to New York. You said you would help me."

      The woman began to softly cry, and Martin had an incredible urge to comfort her. The two were being railroaded into something neither of them wanted. Or was it? Twice now, she said she didn't want to marry and yet the mother was demanding they say I do.

      "What?" the girl's mother said. "Absolutely not. My daughter is not leaving the state. I forbid it. We insist you marry Mr. Scott.”

      With regret, Martin turned and gazed at his father, Benjamin who had joined them in the library, hating asking for his assistance. "Are you going to help me?"

      His father sighed. "Son, this might be for the best. After all, the girl's reputation is ruined. How many times have I told you to stay inside and tend to business? Not go out in the garden gallivanting with a young woman."

      Martin clenched his fists, anger surging through his body like a flash flood of pure hate. Because he stepped outside to get away from the pimping mothers, he would now be forced to marry a woman he saved.

      "If I hadn't gone outside, she would have fallen to her death from that second-floor window," he said and then glanced at her. "Why were you crawling out the window?"

      "To escape you," she said with an angry retort. 

      A groan escaped his throat. Her choice of words did not help them.

      The window rattled from the force of the wind as the storm now raged outside, much like Martin inside. As he stared at the people in the room, he knew there was no getting out of this. They had circled him like a group of wagons, pinning him down. 

      Glancing at Meg, he saw tears streaming down her cheeks. For saving the troublesome woman, they would be tied to each other for eternity. 

      The room was silent as all eyes stared at him, pressuring him to make a decision. 

      "All right, I'll marry the girl," he said, thinking how could ever make this into a happy union. The woman was beautiful, daring, and yet she stood next to her mother crying and shaking her head. 

      "Noooo," she cried. "I'll get the marriage annulled," she said, her voice turning defiant. "This is not what I want."

      Neither one of them wanted this, but both sets of parents seemed determined they would marry.

      With a smile, her mother patted her on the arm. “Meg, put aside your childish dreams and accept this is your destiny. You're going to be the wife of a very important man. The preacher is here. Your friends are here, I think we should do this tonight."

      Great, they weren't even going to give them time to sleep on it. The wedding would happen tonight, right now. 

      "No," Meg cried. "Mother, I will never forgive you for what you're doing."

      Her mother tried to wrap her arm around her daughter, but she pushed her away.

      "Dear, someday you'll thank me for saving your reputation."

      The girl turned away from her mother and Martin realized this would be a tense night.

      The preacher stepped forward. "We can perform the ceremony, right now."

      "Papa, stop them," she cried.

      Sidney Trippe sighed and shook his head. "Let's do this right away, hopefully before the storm becomes too bad, so we can be on our way home.”

      Martin wanted to laugh. Why in the world had he agreed to come with his father to Durango? Once again, he made a bad choice and instead of staying back when he should have, he let his father talk him into coming. Now, because of his moment of weakness, he would soon be a married man.
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      Meg felt like she was in a bad dream, and any moment, she would awaken. A quick glance around the room confirmed she needed to speak to her parents alone. "Everyone out."

      Her mother and father rose. "Except for you two. Stay right where you are."

      A surge of power from deep within her spurred her on. Maybe her mother was right, she was an obstinate child. 

      After everyone left, she whirled to face her parents. "What are you doing? Don't you know that you are forcing me into a life I don't want?" She turned on her father. "Papa, you promised to speak with mother and tell her my plans to go to New York City to fashion designer school."

      From the expression on her mother's face, the way her eyes flashed and her lip snarled, Meg knew her father had not spoken to her mother. 

      With a whirl her mother faced her father. “Sidney, have you been keeping secrets from me?”

      "No, I've been trying to help our daughter, hoping she'd come to her senses and decide to stay home. Now, she has no choice. The man's hand was beneath your skirt on your pantaloons. No man gets away with disgracing my daughter."

      In shock, Meg stood there so disappointed in her father, disbelief clutching her stomach into a painful knot.

      "So, you had no intention of helping me reach New York?"

      With fury, she watched his face scrunch into a frown as he scratched his head. "Someday you'll understand. The thought of my daughter on the other side of the United States, so far away from me, I couldn't help you. The more I tried, the more I didn't want you to go anywhere. I didn't want you to leave."

      What about her needs? What about her dreams? How could they not consider what she wanted in her life?

      "And you think marrying me off, I'm going to be right here at your side?"

      If they weren't careful, hell would freeze over before she forgave them for ruining her life forever.

      With a show of unity, her mother walked over and laid a hand on her father's shoulder, standing behind him as he sat in the big parlor chair. "Your father is protecting your honor. Your reputation. We're both insistent that you marry Martin Scott."

      Together her parents nodded, and she understood she had no choice. With a sigh, she groaned. 

      "So, my wishes, Mr. Scott’s wishes, don't matter. Nor the fact that we don't love one another. In fact, I'm pretty sure I hate the man right now and wish he would have let me fall. At least dead, I wouldn't be marrying someone I don't love."

      Like a lioness protecting her young, her mother all but growled. "Stop being so dramatic, Meg. Mr. Scott comes from an excellent family. You'll have everything you ever desire."

      What about love? Would she have love from a man who didn't want to marry her? How could her mother say such rubbish when she didn't know or understand what she desired? Being in fashion, was her dream. Now that dream would no longer be possible.

      "Except a career in fashion. But I'll have a good reputation and a husband I don't love. Sounds like a wonderful life. Thank you, Mother," she said with sarcasm dripping from her lips. 

      With a growl, her father stood. "Enough. It's time. Get Mr. Scott and the preacher. This will soon be settled."

      With a glance at the door, Meg considered running, but a storm raged outside the windows rattling the panes, snow hissing against the glass. Of all nights for a blizzard to trap them at the hotel. 

      The doors flung open and Agnes marched in. “Nellie, what is this nonsense I hear about your daughter and Mr. Scott?”

      Meg’s mother's lips turned up in a smile and she realized her mother had planned this marriage all along. Falling out of the window played right into her plot.

      "Oh, Agnes, the best news ever. They are going to be married right here, in just a few minutes."

      "What?" the woman asked, stunned, turning to Meg. "Is this true?"

      Meg stared at her parents. "Mother is getting her wish. I'm marrying Mr. Scott, though nothing happened between the two of us. Where's Edith? If we're having a wedding, then I want my best friend at my side."

      "That's why I was searching for you. We can't find Edith,” Fiona said tearfully.

      "Then we must wait," Meg insisted. "My best friend will be by my side."

      Nellie frowned. "Regardless, the wedding must go on." Like a queen, she turned to her husband. “Sidney, find Mr. Scott, his son Martin, and the preacher. Let's get this done before anything else goes wrong."

      Once again, her wishes were being denied. Once again, she could not delay the vows. 

      With a scowl, her father rose, but before he walked out the door, he stopped in front of Meg. "You're a Colorado girl. Your place is here in the state with your family."

      Meg turned her back on him. The one person she believed had been on her side had betrayed her and she wasn't ready to forgive him, just yet. The life she had wanted was no longer possible and the fact he had never planned on helping her was what hurt most of all.
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      Martin Scott stared at the stranger he was marrying. 

      An hour ago, they had been in this very parlor and she told him she didn't want to be married and yet here they stood before the preacher. Both of them tense and angry.

      Shocked after his own father refused to defend his actions and had taken the side of the girl's father. He had no choice but to accept his fate. 

      The voice of his father saying maybe this would be good for him tightened his chest. What would be good for him? A wife he didn't want?

      The religious man finished the vows and he felt her body sag. No, the girl was not happy about this wedding. Now he was stuck with a woman who did not want to marry him. 

      "You may kiss your bride," the preacher said.

      Turning, he gazed into her emerald eyes. One thing about his bride, her eyes emanated with feeling. With one glance, her anger, her fear, her joy everything would be revealed to him. Leaning into her, his lips covered hers and the urge to give her a kiss that would make her swoon overcame him. 

      The woman's lips were full and tempting and her family needed to be reminded of what could happen on their wedding night. As his hands reached out and gripped her cheeks, holding her tightly against him. Finally, her hands came up between them and she pushed him away.

      "I present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Scott,” the preacher said. 

      A few people in the library clapped, but most just stood there stunned, knowing this was not a happy joining of hearts, but rather a full-fledged shotgun wedding. 

      "Now what?" Meg said, her voice clipped.

      "The wedding night, what else?" he replied half teasing, but also thinking if they spent their life together, he expected the rights of a husband.

      The glare she sent him clearly told him Hades would need blankets before they shared a bed. 

      Without saying a word, she glanced at the preacher. "Sir, how do I get this annulled?"

      The man's mouth dropped open in shock. "Sorry, I don't rightly know. It would be best if you consulted a lawyer."

      Part of Martin laughed and the other part was a little insulted. Already his wife was seeking to end their marriage? Could there be a chance to null what their parents had done?

      "Would a divorce be easier?" she asked.

      Her father stepped in. “Meg, stop. Accept you're married."

      The scorching scowl she gave her father should have set the man's hair on fire as she turned and walked away. Martin followed at her side wondering could she be serious or only trying to upset her father. "Would you want to obtain an annulment?"

      "Of course," she said, walking out of the room, people scattering out of her path. "You don't love me. I don't love you and we both know nothing happened."

      My goodness, there was a chance. "Until tonight, I'd never met you."

      "So, let's find a way out of this," she said, stopping outside the ballroom, glancing around at the people milling about giving them sideways glances.

      The men were making plans to leave as soon as the snow stopped to find Edith. And the women were in the corner comforting Agnes Webb, who cried over her lost daughter. When the howling winds arrived, and Edith went missing, and Martin saved Meg from falling to the ground, the party atmosphere seemed to die. 

      The woman was right. They weren't meant for each other, and the sooner they ended this farce of a marriage, the better. But first they needed to survive tonight without everyone believing they had done the deed.

      "Listen to me," he said, taking her by the arm, walking away from people to a quiet secluded spot. "Your mother is arranging for us to celebrate our wedding night in your hotel room."

      Why her mother would think in a hotel full of people after a ceremony they didn't want, they would entertain themselves in her hotel room was beyond his comprehension. The woman and his stepmother should be friends. Neither one considered other’s concerns, only their own.

      The woman tensed. "No, we're not sleeping together because that would make everything permanent."

      "Exactly," he said. "A friend of mine, James, is a lawyer and I think he would help us. Tonight, I'm going to write him a letter, but first I need you to act furious and push me out of the bedroom. Everyone has to think we didn't sleep together or else they will never allow us the annulment."

      "That's easy," she said, her face frowning. "What happens tomorrow?"

      Being married, his wife would go with him everywhere, but right now, confusion seized his chest as he contemplated their options. If they left together, everyone would assume they were together forever and yet they needed to get away.

      The thought of returning to Denver with his father was too much to bear. After his father sided against Martin once again, something had to change. Time to become his own man. 

      The storm raged, the shutters rattling from the cold wind, and he realized before morning he needed a plan. A plan that did not include his father. A plan where he and Meg could leave the area. 

      Then it came to him. Elk Gulch Ranch. The thought of his mother's parents filled him with hope for the first time that evening. 

      "We're going to Elk Gulch, my grandparents’ ranch. A place where no one will bother us. A place where we can see about having our marriage annulled and go our separate ways. You can go to New York and I'll do something."

      At this moment, his only thought was to escape his father. Which he should have done months ago, but he continued to try to make him happy, and instead, all Martin did was make himself miserable.

      For the first time, his wife stared at him, a smile spreading. Suddenly her face changed, and she shouted, "No, I don't give a fig that it's our wedding night. I'm not sleeping with you."

      He grinned, his new wife had spunk. She was a fighter and soon their marriage would be annulled.
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      Meg sat in her hotel room in front of the mirror, her mother brushing her hair. "This storm is just terrible. None of us can leave until it quits snowing and poor Edith. Where is she?"

      Part of Meg was terrified for her friend. Though the woman was no fool. She knew how to take care of herself during a blizzard, but still, she wanted her to be all right. "When will the men search for her?"

      "After it stops snowing. Hopefully at first light." Her mother sighed. "I'd always dreamed we'd buy you a lovely new nightgown for your wedding night."

      No matter how much her mother willed it, tonight there would be no consummation of this marriage. If he tried to force his way into the bedroom, Meg could crawl out the window again, only this time, she would jump.

      But she had gotten the feeling he liked her idea of an annulment, and from what he said, they would wait to see their options. 

      With a slight shrug, Meg didn't appear interested. "Even if we are married, I'm not sleeping with Mr. Scott.”

      "Dear, you need to accept you're married and forget your childish dreams," she said, continuing to brush Meg’s hair, though the hairbrush did drag a little harder and rougher. 

      Why should Meg give up her dreams? Nothing happened between her and Martin. 

      With a glance in the mirror, Meg watched her mother's eyes fill with tears. "Please don't be angry with me."

      Meg stared not saying a word, biting back her response that yes, she was furious at her mother. 

      "You know I only want the best for my daughters. More than anything, I want your life to be easier than mine. Your father is a good man, but only in the last few years has he had any real wealth."

      Holding the brush up, she paused and gazed at her, her eyes pleading. "While you girls were little, we struggled to put food on the table. I will move heaven and earth so none of my daughters have to worry about eating."

      Right now, Meg felt mad at the world and herself. Why did she run upstairs and decide to climb that silly rose trellis to escape? Yet, if she had escaped, she could be like Edith—missing in the snow, wandering around in a storm, slowly freezing to death. 

      Instead, she was married to a man she didn't know. And her father... How could she ever forgive him for not truly helping her fulfill her dream? 

      Once she’d completed her education, she would have returned to Colorado, ready to find a husband. Rather, her father lied and acted like he would help her when in reality he would never let her leave the state. 

      "This was not what I want," she said bluntly hoping her mother would see the damage she caused.

      And her mother... All she cared about was the fact the man her daughter married was wealthy. 

      Did Martin have money? His father was the governor but working for the territory would never make you rich. Later, she would have to ask Martin about his family's wealth.

      "Tonight, you'll become a woman," her mother said, ignoring her comments. "In nine months, you might have a baby." 

      The image of Martin came to mind and she had to admit he was a very nice looking man with strong features and arms that were big with well-defined muscles. If she were looking for a man, he wouldn't be a bad choice, but she never planned on saying I do today. 

      The thought of her wedding night in a hotel… Well, that wasn't going to happen tonight. So if her mother wanted to count down the days until she announced her pregnancy, fine, but she would be counting a long time. 

      "Now, when Martin joins you, you are to let him remove your nightgown. Then he will crawl in between your legs and push his privates into your womanhood. It will only hurt for a moment and then the marriage will be consummated."

      Well, that certainly didn't sound appealing. Why in the world did people do this if it was painful?

      "Lie there and endure the pain which will be brief. But the marriage should be consummated tonight.”

      Oh yes, that sounded like something she longed to indulge in with a perfect stranger.

      "Afterward, you continue to lie there until he's finished," she said, laying the brush down. "Tomorrow, your father must talk to him about his plans. The two of you will return to  where your life will be filled with parties and..." 

      A tear trickled down her mother’s cheek. "I'm so happy for you. Remember, we love you and you should always please your husband both in bed and in the home."

      Really? A good wife, put her husband's happiness above her own? Was that why her mother couldn't understand her desire to leave the family and go to New York?

      Reaching out, her mother stroked her hair. "You're so beautiful, Meg. Of all my girls, I think you're by far the prettiest. Not that your sisters are not gorgeous as well, but your beauty is more like an older woman, not a young woman.” Picking up her skirts, she glanced back at Meg and smiled. "I'll tell your groom you're ready."

      Meg nodded, thinking no way her groom would sleep with her tonight. No way would she let this happen.

      As soon as her mother was out the door, she jumped up and pushed the dresser against the door, blocking Martin from entering. So much for the wedding night.
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      Martin found the bar and decided he deserved a scotch. No, he wasn't much for losing control and drinking too much, but today had been his wedding day and the event warranted a celebratory drink. If you could call it that.

      "Son, we need to talk," his father said, slipping into a chair across from him. "I know you think I should have stopped this wedding, but I couldn't. Not if I wanted to keep the ranchers’ respect."

      Did his father think this was going to make him feel any better? That he basically sold his happiness so his cronies who admire him? A rush of anger spiraled through his chest once again. This needed to stop.

      "So instead you were willing to sell me a wife I didn't want," he said. 

      "She's a beautiful woman," his father said with a smile. "And the time has come for you to settle down."

      Yes, Meg was stunningly gorgeous and innocent and had dreams of her own that didn't include marrying a man she didn't know. So now not only had he affected Martin’s life, but Meg’s as well.

      "Did it occur to you I would prefer to choose my wife? Not be forced to marry," he said. 

      His father leaned back in the chair across from him and shrugged. "Understandable, but then you haven't done much deciding about your life. It seems I either bail you out or tell you what you should do next. This time, I determined it would be better if you had no choice."

      With a jerk of his head, he stared at his father. Oh yes, the time had come for him to show his father his decision-making skills. 

      "You're right. I've been trying to decide what I want to do with my life. All the work you gave me, I tried and didn't like any of the jobs. So, no, I will never follow you into your business.”

      Outrage surged within Martin, his stomach clenching. “The business is boring and being a lawyer does not interest me. You told me to attend college and I did. When I got out, I wanted to have some fun while I tried to do things your way."

      "Well, you certainly did that," his father said, his voice irritated. "Though, I didn't see you doing much my way."

      "Yes, I entertained myself with the ladies, but I also worked every job you put in my path," Martin admitted. "Not a one of them was satisfying."

      A frown creased his father's face and his eyes narrowed. "Yet, you failed at all of them. Jobs are not to make you happy. They are to show the world your strength, your stamina, and demonstrate that you know what they need to succeed."

      That was the problem. If you don't like performing like a monkey, you're fired. And Martin was not one to perform for anyone, so he would never make it in his father’s business. In fact, he didn’t even like railroads.

      "No, Father, that is what you like to do. Not me."

      With a giant sigh, his father shook his head. "Well, now you have no choice."

      Matin let the comment slide because he had a very good choice. 

      "Every society mother in Durango wanted you to marry their daughter," he said with a snort. "Won't they be disappointed."

      Disgust gripped Martin’s stomach. Why did his father want him wed so quickly? "For the last six months, all you've done is push me and I'm tired of it. First with the jobs, the slimy politics, and everything else in between and then the debutantes."

      "Every one of them you turned down or found fault with. Maybe tonight's fiasco was good for you. Maybe it was what you needed."

      A smile crossed Martin’s face. "Father, you could have stopped this marriage."

      Did his father believe this little ceremony would force him to settle down? Because it only made Martin more determined to prevail without his father.

      "Probably, but I didn't want to. This was the perfect opportunity for you to grow up and Sidney Trippe is one of the best ranchers in the territory. Not only will the marriage end you seeking out the wrong kinds of women, but it gives me an inside edge into the Colorado ranchers."

      A slow burn like prairie fire in summer spread through Martin. "Once again, you used your son for a business ploy. Well, this time I hope you got everything you needed from the situation. As soon as this storm ends, Meg and I are going to Elk Ridge Ranch. We may be there a few days or for months."

      Martin received the reaction he expected as his father's eyes grew large, his face turning a deep shade of red as he opened his mouth. "Why? What's there for you? This is only prolonging the inevitable of you finding work."

      A smile slid across Martin’s face as he provoked his father even more. Why hadn't he thought to do this before coming to Durango? Now he felt the urge, the necessity, to go to the ranch where he lived as a boy.

      "The grandparents are getting up in age and I need to introduce my new wife to them," he said smiling. "Don't know when we'll return to Denver.”

      For a moment, he thought his father might have a stroke as his face turned red and his eyes flashed with annoyance. But before he continued his tirade, a knock sounded at the door.

      Mrs. Trippe walked in wringing her hands. "Mr. Scott, my daughter has barricaded herself in her room."

      Martin started laughing. His wife was no dummy. Not only could he not get to her, neither could anyone else. "Don't worry, Mrs. Trippe,” he said. "Tomorrow morning, if the snow has stopped, we'll be leaving. Somewhere along the road to Elk Ridge Ranch, we'll consummate our marriage."

      Nervously, she licked her lips. "Is Elk Ridge in
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