





A woman’s shrill scream woke him.

The penetrating sound brought him bolt upright. A
fierce pain lanced through his head, and his gut churned
like a flood-swollen river. He moaned and squinted
against the sunlight streaming through the window.

Was it morning, already? Had he ever been asleep?

A woman stood in the doorway, her sallow face set in
a horrified mask. “Horace!” she screeched. “Come here!”

Chase shook his head, trying to dispel the ringing in
his ears and the thick fog in his head. A moment later, a
short, pudgy man pushed past the woman and entered the
suite. Chase groaned. Why the hell were these people in
his room?

A soft gasp sounded beside him. Turning, he spied a
young woman clasping the coverlet under her chin. She
stared at him with whiskey-brown eyes widened in alarm.
A shudder passed through him that had nothing to do
with the cool air swirling around his bared chest. God, he
didn’t remember...a girl? That had never happened before.
He always remembered...although, he barely recalled
returning to his room last night. Had the girl come with
him?

She certainly was his type, a lovely, little, raven-
haired vixen with luscious lips that begged to be kissed.
Strange how he couldn’t recall tasting such sweetness.
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ONE

Washington, D.C.
March 1869

All goes onward and outward...and nothing collapses.
And to die is different from what anyone supposed, and
luckier.

“Callista Louise!”

Callie Grant jumped at the harsh tone. Whitman’s
words flew out of her head like a startled pigeon. Oh,
what she wouldn’t trade to be back in her hotel room,
reading her book instead of suffocating in the crowded
Treasury Building.

“Callista!”

Cringing inwardly, she faced the owner of the voice.
“Y-Yes, Aunt Eunice?”

Dark and ominous in her usual mourning ensemble,
Eunice Boggs pursed already thin lips and glared through
narrowed eyes. “Julia stopped to speak with you. If you
weren’t so busy wool gathering—"

“Good evening, Callie,” a sweet, familiar voice
interrupted. Dressed in a beautiful, dark green, silk gown
trimmed in pristine lace, Julia Dent Grant, wife of the
newly-elected President of the United States, looked the
perfect, poised First Lady.

Callie’s heavy heart lightened. A smile lifted to her
lips for the first time that day. “H-Hello, Julia,” she
murmured.

Her cousin’s wife leaned forward and gave her an
affectionate peck on the cheek. “It’s been a while since I've
seen you. You've grown into quite a lovely, young lady.”

Heat suffused her face. “Th-thank you, Julia. It’s
good to see you, as well.”

“Lyss and I are so pleased you could make it to the

1



Donna Dalton

Inaugural ceremony, though we heard you’ll be remaining
in Washington permanently with your guardians.”

Callie nodded. “We're staying in a hotel until—"

“Horace has contracted a rental home in
Georgetown,” Eunice cut in. “He hopes Ulysses will
consider him for some financial appointment. Horace is an
expert in trade economics, you know.”

“Yes, well, he will have to speak with Ulysses
regarding that subject.” Julia furnished Eunice with a
gracious smile, then returned her attention to Callie. “I'm
glad you’ll be in town. It will give us a chance to visit
more often.”

“That would be nice.” Her heart swelled. It would be
nice to visit with Julia. Though infrequent at best, Lyss
and dJulia’s visits always brought a ray of sunshine into
her cold and dreary life.

Julia rested a hand on Callie’s arm. “I'm sorry we
missed your birthday. How did you find Candide, dear?”

“Most enlightening. Thank you for the gift. Voltaire
is wonderful.”

“I'm happy you enjoyed it. Lyss thought you might.”
She glanced at the gathering crowd. “It looks as if we're
about to begin receiving. If you’ll excuse me?”

Callie heaved a soft sigh as she watched Julia head
for the other end of the chamber, cheerfully greeting
everyone in her path. How she wished she could be like
her cousin’s wife—poised and confident, never stuttering
or shying away from a crowd.

The approaching swarm moved down the receiving
line. Heart thudding, Callie eased backward until she
reached the comforting hardness of the wall behind her.
She prayed the flood of guests would keep Eunice from
noticing her absence. Crowds turned her insides to
porridge and her tongue to stone. She liked people—she
just preferred them one at a time.

Safely tucked beside a large, potted fern, she glanced
around the room. Chandeliers bathed the Treasury Hall
in soft, golden light. Gilt-framed paintings lined the walls,
the rich oils glistening in the candlelight. The warmth
filling the chamber was a welcome change from the cold
drizzle she’d endured earlier that morning while Ulysses
took his oath of office on the White House lawn.
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Her gaze strayed over the crowd, a mixture of
civilians, diplomats, and—of course—a large contingent
from the military. One officer in particular towered above
the others. He lifted a gloved hand and swept back a stray
lock of blond hair. He was incredibly handsome, even with
a scowl.

He doesn’t want to be here any more than I do.

As though he heard her thoughts, he turned. Cold
gray eyes met hers with a look that could melt stone.
Callie snapped her head around and focused on Eunice’s
rigid back. She’d often dreamt of marrying a military
man—a man like her father, cheery and compassionate,
dedicated to his country. She risked another glance at the
daunting, steely-eyed officer.

She’d never have the courage to wed a man such as
that.

As the last guest exited the Hall, the receiving party
moved into a spacious dining chamber. All thoughts of the
intimidating officer disappeared as she admired the
colorful banners and garlands strung amongst the flags
and shields adorning the walls. They were steered toward
one end of the room where a raised platform had been
placed for the President and his entourage.

Seated with her guardians at one of the linen-draped
tables, she watched, mesmerized, as the crowd swarmed
about the vast chamber. Billowing gowns blended into a
kaleidoscope of beautiful colors. How would it feel to wear
such lovely garments? She fingered her drab, high-necked
gown. Eunice never allowed her to wear anything brighter
than gray, as though she wanted to keep her charge
clothed in perpetual mourning.

A massive girth abruptly blocked her view. Callie
looked up and cringed at the sight of Edward Carroll, her
uncle’s associate, standing before her. His bulbous nose
appeared redder than usual. That meant more ugliness
than normal would pour from his drink-loosened lips.

Uncle Horace motioned to the empty chair next to
her. “Edward, here. I believe that’s your name on the
table placard.”

“Thank you, Boggs.” He settled onto the seat with a
grunt.

Uncle’s face split into a wide smile. “Callista, you
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remember Edward Carroll?” His voice dripped with
honeyed pleasantness. “He’s supped with us on numerous
occasions.”

Panic tumbled inside her like waves in a gale. What
was her guardian up to? And how had he finagled a seat
for his associate at a family dinner table? She swallowed
hard. “Yes, I remember. H-how do you do, Mr. Carroll?”

Beady, black eyes devoured her. “I'm doing well,” he
said. “Very well.”

She peered down at her hands and twisted her
napkin into a knot, struggling not to gag when Mr.
Carroll’s cloying cologne wafted around her. Why did this
man have to intrude on their celebration? The festive
room didn’t seem quite so bright in his presence.

A waiter approached and began pouring wine. Others
served from platters and filled the guests’ plates with
steaming food. Callie lifted her glass, took a sip, and
winced. The wine tasted sweet and fruity—and potent—
not at all like the watered-down spirits her aunt usually
served. She shrugged. Perhaps it would help settle her
churning stomach.

As the meal progressed, the clink of silverware joined
the enthusiastic hum of conversation filling the chamber.
Callie drank her second glass of wine while absently
pushing the food around on her plate. Her appetite, along
with her enthusiasm, had fled.

Halfway through his meal, Edward Carroll leaned
toward her. “You're looking quite lovely this evening, Miss
Grant.” His heated gaze lingered on her breasts before
rising to her face. He swallowed and then flicked his
tongue over his bottom lip. “Are you enjoying the
celebration?”

The sting of bile burned in her throat. She shuddered
and averted her eyes.

“Speak up, Callista,” Eunice admonished. “Edward
asked you a question.”

Heat rose in her face, but she remained silent. The
way her stomach rolled, she feared if she spoke, more
than words would spill from her mouth.

Eunice issued an exasperated harrumph. “Lordy,
girl, you need to learn to overcome your shyness. No man
will want a wife who can’t string together more than two
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words.”

“A firm-handed husband will break her of such
nonsense,” Mr. Carroll replied, his tone pointed and
harsh.

Callie stiffened. Break her? Like a horse? She could
certainly see how Edward Carroll would treat a wife, like
a brood mare to be used as he saw fit, regardless of the
woman’s feelings. Not the type of man she would ever
want to wed. A thought flared, and ice filled her veins.
Surely her guardians wouldn’t—

Buck Grant approached, interrupting her unpleasant
thought. He nodded toward the Presidential table.
“Father is asking for you, Callie.”

Thank you, Ulysses. She rose and followed her
younger cousin across the platform. A mob surrounded
the President—an exceptionally large mob of uniformed
officers, well-dressed gentlemen, and bejeweled ladies.
Familiar fingers of fear gripped her insides.

Buck stopped at the edge of the cluster, and Callie
paused to swipe damp palms down the sides of her gown.
She tossed a silent prayer heavenward that she wouldn’t
stutter in front of Lyss’ well-wishers.

A low-pitched, musical voice lifted over the chatter.
She smiled at the sound. So much like Father’s. Beyond
the press of bodies stood her cousin, stroking his bearded
chin with his left hand in a familiar gesture. His
shoulders sagged wearily, his back more stooped than
usual.

Her heart lurched. Poor Cousin Lyss.

The new President turned, spotted her in the crowd,
and pinned her with twinkling eyes. He stepped forward,
extending a hand as he moved. “Little Callie, there you
are. Thank you for coming.”

All eyes rolled in her direction. Her throat constricted
around a knot of fear. She could do little more than lift
her hand to him. Lyss grasped her trembling fingers and
gently pulled her into the center of the huge crowd. Heat
flamed in her cheeks and scorched her ears. She should
have remained at her table and endured Mr. Carroll’s
crassness. Now, she was the focus of a hundred people’s
scrutiny.

Lyss lifted his lips into a tender smile. “Julia was
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correct,” he said. “You have grown since we last visited.
How have you been, Callie?”

“I-I've been doing well, th-thank you, Cousin,” she
stammered, despite her efforts.

“Are you enjoying yourself?”

“Y-yes, it’s been a very exciting day.”

“I'm glad. I just wanted to see you before my duties
begin. I'm afraid I won’t have much time for family for a
while.”

“That’s understandable,” she murmured.

“Im sorry I didn’t get to visit you more often in the
past. I always enjoyed our debates.” His eyes crinkled at
the corners. “Especially the ones regarding General
Washington’s presidency. Most stimulating.”

Her fear evaporated as she recalled their animated
discussions. She smiled. “I enjoyed them as well.”

He gave her hand a soothing pat. “I won’t keep you
any longer. Go, my dear. Enjoy the rest of the evening.”

Callie nodded and eased out of his grasp. After
threading her way through his well-wishers, she crossed
the platform, only to find another large crowd blocking
her path. Elbow to elbow, nary an inch of light glimmered
between the noisy, chattering horde. She drew to a halt.
She’d rather cut off her arm than try to prod through that
press.

Pivoting on her heels, she circled around them and
weaved her way through a maze of tables and empty
chairs. Callie finally located her table by the glare
bouncing off the back of Edward Carroll’s balding head. A
waiter carrying a dish-laden tray stepped in front of her.
She paused to allow him to pass.

Her uncle’s voice drifted across the short distance.
“Callista will do as I say.”

“Glad to hear it, Boggs,” Mr. Carroll replied. “I expect
a swift betrothal and wedding. I'm not getting any
younger.”

Eunice sniffed loudly. “You can’t do any better than
Callista Louise. She’s very mature for an eighteen-year-
old. I know she’ll be a dutiful wife and mother.”

Callie reeled on unsteady legs and grasped an
unoccupied chair to steady herself. Dear God, they were
talking about her, betrothing her to that lecherous,
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disgusting old man. She knew she owed Eunice and
Horace for taking her in, for accepting the responsibility
of raising her. But this...

She closed her eyes and pictured her aunt sitting on
a picnic blanket with a small girl dancing beside her.
Eunice caressed Deanna’s golden locks and gave the child
a loving smile. Seated next to his wife, Horace chuckled, a
foreign sound that rarely passed his lips nowadays.

Callie’s throat tightened as she recalled that day
thirteen years ago. If only she had obeyed her father’s
orders. If she’d stayed clear of those fascinating cannons.
If she’d not urged her younger cousin to follow...

Perhaps the Boggses would not have become such
resentful, anguished individuals. Perhaps her parents and
Deanna would still be alive.

Sickened by her thoughts, she forced her eyes open
and crossed the remaining distance. Eunice gave her a
cursory glance and then turned her attention to the newly
arrived visitors to the table. Freed from her aunt’s
scrutiny, Callie sat, downed the remainder of her wine,
and motioned for the waiter to pour more. She knew she
shouldn’t overindulge, but she just couldn’t help herself.
The potent spirits tamed her rebellious stomach and
dulled the ache stabbing her heart.

When Horace finally announced that it was time to
leave, relief flooded her. She could bear no more of the
wine or Edward Carroll’s leering glances.

During the ride to the hotel, she sat in numbed
silence and stared out the window at the darkened city.
Exhausted from the trip to Washington and the long
Inaugural celebration, she wanted nothing more than to
crawl into bed and fall into mindless slumber—a sleep
where she wouldn’t have to think about her guardians or
Mr. Carroll.

On the opposite seat, Horace cleared his throat.
“Your aunt and I have important news for you, Callista.”

“N-News? Wh-What news?” she asked, even though
she already knew what he was about to say.

“Edward Carroll has asked for your hand in
marriage. And we have accepted his offer.”

Her pulse skipped. “B-But, Uncle, I don’t want to
marry Mr. Carroll.”
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Horace snorted. “Edward is a prosperous merchant in
Washington and a well-respected Senator. You should be
glad to have such an important man interested in you.”

“H-He’s old enough to be my father.”

“Bah. An older man is just what you need. Someone
who has learned from life and can guide you through it.”

Panic surged inside her. How might she convince him
to change his mind? “Please, Uncle. I don’t—"

“Silence!” he stormed, his face contorting with rage in
the lantern-lit coach. “We are your legal guardians. You’ll
do as we say. Two months hence, you will wed Edward.”

She closed her eyes, battling her rising nausea.
Marry Edward Carroll. If she refused, she would stay
with her guardians, remain with heartless individuals
who could pass by a child’s bedchamber and not stop to
investigate the mournful weeping.

Yet if she agreed, would her life be filled with more of
the same? Edward Carroll was a man much like her
uncle, strict and hard-hearted. She recalled his remark
about breaking her shyness with a firm hand, and she
shuddered. Nothing short of a miracle would save her
from a life of emptiness.

Horace thankfully grew silent for the remainder of
the trip. Once inside the hotel, Callie slowly navigated the
steep staircase. Her head whirled like a toy top, and she
gripped the rail tightly to keep from stumbling. The last
thing she needed was to have Eunice berate her for
overindulging and add to the misery pounding in her
skull.

Callie bid her guardians goodnight and waited for
them to enter the suite next to hers. As their door clicked
shut, she extracted her key from her purse and fumbled
with the lock. The number on the door caught her eye.
Six? She was in room nine.

She glanced down the hallway and counted the doors.
This was the right room. She leaned closer, squinted, and
then frowned. The brass numeral dangled unevenly on
the wood panel. Callie reached out and flipped it upright.
Six became a nine. A missing nail appeared to be the
culprit. She released the numeral, and it spun down to
become a six again.

Nothing seemed to be going right for her this day.
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With a sigh, she returned her attention to the lock
and finally succeeded in opening the door. She tottered
into the darkened bedchamber and crossed to the bureau.
Though her head spun wildly, she managed to undress in
the icy darkness.

Hair braided and nightgown buttoned to her chin,
Callie slid into the bed and pulled the coverlet over her.
Outside the window, the wind howled mournfully and
bashed against the panes in furtive gusts. She stiffened
against the urge to curl into a ball and wail like the wind.
It would be futile. Tears hadn’t brought back her parents,
or her cousin, and they certainly wouldn’t alter the course
of her life now.

*kdk

Captain Chase Brooks weaved along the hotel
corridor, trying to control the placement of booted feet
that seemed to have a mind of their own. Halfway down
the dimly-lit hallway, he paused and leaned against the
wall for support.

Christ, he never should have allowed Captain Lewis
to talk him into that last drink at the Inauguration
dinner. The whiskey’s ambush on his speech should've
been warning enough. Chase ran a hand through his
sweat-soaked hair and pushed upright. A door loomed
before him. He squinted, straining to confirm the number
dancing before his eyes like a wily Indian.

Six. Finally, he’d found his room. He shouldered
against the doorframe, dug his key from his pocket, and
attempted to shove the key into the keyhole. It was like
trying to hit a moving target. His hand slipped. He
pressed against the knob, and the door swung open. He
lurched inside.

Damn. Hadn’t he locked it that morning? He
grimaced. Evidently not.

Chase pushed the door shut and darkness enveloped
the room. Head spinning, he took a step toward the
bureau and a lamp. The floor pitched under his feet. He
ground his teeth. To hell with the lamp. He needed a bed.

Hands outstretched, he stumbled across the carpet
until he found the bed. Fingers as ornery as his legs
fumbled with buttons, buckles, and boots. Wavering
unsteadily, he managed to strip off his uniform and slide
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naked under the coverlet.

He burrowed his head into the pillow. Thank God the
festivities surrounding President Grant’s Inauguration
were over. He’d soon be heading back to his outpost where
he belonged, not suffocating in this filthy, over-crowded
city. Chase turned on his side, melted into the soft
mattress, and welcomed the blissful oblivion of sleep.

A woman’s shrill scream woke him.

The penetrating sound brought him bolt upright. A
fierce pain lanced through his head, and his gut churned
like a flood-swollen river. He moaned and squinted
against the sunlight streaming through the window.

Was it morning, already? Had he ever been asleep?

A woman stood in the doorway, her sallow face set in
a horrified mask. “Horace!” she screeched. “Come here!”

Chase shook his head, trying to dispel the ringing in
his ears and the thick fog in his head. A moment later, a
short, pudgy man pushed past the woman and entered the
suite. Chase groaned. Why the hell were these people in
his room?

A soft gasp sounded beside him. Turning, he spied a
young woman clasping the coverlet under her chin. She
stared at him with whiskey-brown eyes widened in alarm.
A shudder passed through him that had nothing to do
with the cool air swirling around his bared chest. God, he
didn’t remember...a girl? That had never happened before.
He always remembered...although, he barely recalled
returning to his room last night. Had the girl come with
him?

She certainly was his type, a lovely, little, raven-
haired vixen with luscious lips that begged to be kissed.
Strange how he couldn’t recall tasting such sweetness.

“You strumpet!” the red-faced man bellowed from the
doorway. “Get out of that bed and go with your aunt to
our suite.”

His mind still clawing toward reality, Chase watched
the remaining color drain from the young woman’s pale
face. With a trembling hand, she tossed aside the quilt
and slid out of the bed. A long, black braid stood out
starkly against her white nightdress as she rushed
barefoot across the floor. The stout man lifted his hand as
though to strike her.
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Chase stiffened and prepared to leap out of bed. Men
who mistreated women were the worst sort of slime,
deserving threefold the same punishment they dished out.
“Mister, you'd best not lay one finger on her,” he warned.

The man glanced at Chase and then at the cowering
girl. Apprehension replaced the anger furrowing his
thickset face. He lowered his hand and allowed the girl to
pass untouched. The two ladies disappeared into the
hallway.

Chase relaxed and addressed the man, who still
occupied the doorway. “What exactly is going on here?”

“What indeed?” the man snapped.

The stabbing sound reverberated in Chase’s
throbbing head and stampeded down his spine. He
groaned and rubbed his temple.

“How did you come to be in my niece’s room?”

Niece’s room? “This is my room!”

“My niece’s room,” the man repeated.

Chase glanced around. A woman’s hat sat on the
bureau. Gowns hung in the wardrobe where his uniforms
were not. Something was wrong, unbelievably wrong. A
sinking sensation hit his already turbulent gut. What had
he gotten himself into?

“What’s going on here, Captain?”

Christ. Chase jerked his head toward the doorway at
the sound of the familiar, authoritative voice. He winced
from both the pain stabbing into his skull and the ill-
timed appearance of his commander.

The fat man, presumably the uncle of the captivating
lady in his bed, jabbed a finger in Chase’s direction. “This
soldier has despoiled my niece. I found them in bed
together.”

Colonel Grierson pushed past the man and entered
the bedchamber. He glanced from Chase to the furious
uncle and back to Chase. “That true, Captain?”

Chase moaned again, trying to make sense of the
bizarre situation. He couldn’t possibly have been that
drunk. Besides, if he had tumbled the girl, she wouldn’t
still be clothed in that virginal nightgown. “Colonel,
there’s been some mistake. I didn’t—"

“Mistake?” the uncle barked. “You can be certain
there’s been a mistake. And you, Captain, made it.”
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Chase suppressed the urge to leap out of bed and
throttle the arrogant fool. Years of discipline kept him
rooted in place, his face schooled into an expressionless
mask.

A frown creased Grierson’s forehead. “Captain, can
you explain—"

“Are you aware,” the uncle interrupted, “that his bed
partner is President Grant’s cousin?”

Instantly the fog lifted from Chase’s drink-addled
brain. Christ, he remembered the young woman from the
Inauguration dinner. She’d slid shyly through the circle of
family and friends gathered around Grant. The new
Commander-in-Chief had called her “Little Callie.”

His stomach sank like a chunk of granite. Whether
he’d consorted with the lady or not, his career in the Army
was over.

The colonel thinned already taut lips. “Captain
Brooks, dress and meet me in my room in ten minutes.
Mr..?”

“Boggs, Horace Boggs.”

“Mr. Boggs, if you'll come with me, I'm sure we can
resolve this matter without involving President Grant.”
Grierson motioned to the doorway, the brass buttons on
his uniform glinting in the sunlight.

The two men exited the room and blessed silence
returned. As his commander pulled the door closed, Chase
spied the numeral six swaying crookedly on the wood
panel. A fist clamped down on his innards.

Good God, he was in for it now.

*kdk

Legs braced apart and arms tucked behind his back,
Chase stood in the middle of Grierson’s hotel room and
watched as his commander shuffled papers into a neat
stack on the small secretary near the window. The
obnoxious Horace Boggs had departed earlier. Chase
grunted. Thank God. Much more of the man’s pompous
whining and his throbbing skull would’ve exploded.

His task complete, Grierson looked up. Concern lines
creased his brow, softening the stern commander-to-
subordinate expression he’d adopted while in the presence
of Boggs. “You made the right choice, Chase.”

He clenched his teeth together. Had he? How did one
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choose between a bullet and a knife to the heart? Both
killed a man. Toes to the sun dead.

The colonel strode toward him and placed a hand on
his shoulder. “I know your first marriage wasn’t perfect—

“Damn right it wasn’t,” he snapped and then
stiffened with a jolt of realization. “Beg your pardon,
Colonel.”

Grierson gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze and
removed his hand. “No need for an apology, my boy. You
had a difficult choice to make, though I'm selfish enough
to admit I'm glad you didn’t give up your commission. I
need dedicated officers like you to lead my men.”

His heart pitched. And he needed the Army. It was
the only life he’d ever known. He couldn’t give it up
because some ranting, rattlesnake of a man wanted
satisfaction for a bedding that never happened.

But marriage? Godamighty. He’d avoided that trap
for nearly three years. Ever since...

Ice flowed through his veins at the thought of the hell
his first wife had put him through. Lies and betrayal.
Pain and death. He wouldn’t go through that again. Ever.

Grierson read his thoughts. “Not all women are like
Miranda. Perhaps if you give this girl a chance...?”

His anger rose to dangerous levels. He hadn’t met a
woman yet who didn’t have at least one trait in common
with Miranda. And now this one, this Miss Grant, who
could set things to right with only a few words, was using
a lie and her family name to ensnare him. No, from Eve
right on down to Callie Grant, women couldn’t be trusted.
Except perhaps the colonel’s wife. But then, Alice
Grierson was one of the rare ones.

Chase dropped fisted hands to his sides. “T'll marry
the girl,” he said. “But she’s not coming with me to Fort
Arbuckle. She’ll stay here with her guardians. They've
done a magnificent job of looking after her so far.” His
sarcastic snort echoed off the walls.

“If that’s how you want it...”

“That’s the way it has to be.”

“Well then, I'll just go down to the lobby and wait for
the chaplain.” Troubled eyes probed him for a second
longer, then Grierson tugged on his hat. “Join us when
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you’re ready.”

Chase closed his eyes and listened to the colonel’s
footsteps fade until he was alone. He shook his head.
Christ, he needed a drink, something to take the edge off
this foul morning. But he knew he wouldn’t find a drop of
whiskey in Benjamin Grierson’s suite. The man was a
devout teetotaler.

And the best friend and commander a man could ask
for.

The colonel was probably the only reason Chase was
still alive. After Miranda’s death, Grierson had wisely
kept him busy with duty assignments and long, mind-
numbing patrols, until he’d managed to stuff his pain
deep into a dark pit. And he’d kept it there, had hardened
his heart to all but his men and duty to his country, much
to the dismay of the nosey busy-bodies at Arbuckle.

A thought reared up and took hold. Perhaps
marriage wasn’t such a bad idea after all. With a wife
tucked safely away in Washington, the matchmakers
would have no choice but to leave him alone. No more
uncomfortable socials with officers’ wives and their
unmarried lady friends to endure. No more chatty females
hanging on his arm and hoping to snare a husband.

For the first time that morning, his gut stopped
rolling.
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TWO

Callie sat in numbed silence and stared at the faded
carpet. The silken swish of her aunt’s skirts kept pace
with the frantic thoughts grinding inside her head. How
had that man ended up in her bed, and why hadn’t she
heard him? Felt him? She knew she was a heavy sleeper,
but...

She rubbed at the throb in her temple. Too much
wine, most likely. She glanced up and met Eunice’s
narrowed gaze and exasperated “hrrmph.” Callie cringed
and looked away.

Another disturbing thought blossomed. Had he...?

Heat burned in her face as she recalled the man’s
naked, sinewy back rising from the quilt. No, certainly he
hadn’t touched her. She shifted uneasily. Surely she
would know if—

“You've ruined everything,” her aunt ranted,
startling Callie almost out of her seat. “Edward Carroll
will not accept a defiled girl for a wife. A highly regarded
senator cannot be tainted with such scandal.”

“But Aunt, we didn’t—"

“You've always been a stupid, insensitive—" Eunice
broke off with another “hrrmph.”

“We didn’t, Aunt Eunice.”

“I saw the man’s indecent display of...” Her aunt
clutched a hand to her chest. “I've told you about men,
Callista Louise, but apparently you didn’t listen. Men will
take advantage and most certainly a man like...well, it’s
quite obvious what transpired.”

A man like what? she wanted to ask. Instead, she
bowed her head and remained mute. It was useless to
argue. Eunice would believe what she wanted, regardless
of Callie’s claim.

With a heavy heart, she forced her aunt’s fuming and
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disgusted clucks out of her head, only to have them
replaced by images of the stranger’s tanned face and
sleep-tousled hair. Recollection tweaked a memory, and
she tensed. Dear God. He was the officer from the
receiving room, the one with the steel-hard, emotionless
stare.

The door exploded open, jolting her back to attention.

Her uncle strode in and pinned her with condemning
eyes. “You're quite fortunate to have selected such a noble
bed partner,” he fumed. “Faced with losing his
commission or marrying you, the gallant captain chose
the latter.”

Her pulse skipped. Marry her?

Eunice halted her pacing and sank onto the chest at
the end of the bed. “Thank the Lord. I was so worried
what her foolishness might have cost us.”

Horace nodded. “Marriage to another will keep
Edward’s name out of any scandalous tattle, and thus
salvage our relationship with him.”

“When will this marriage take place?” Eunice asked.

“His commander is sending for a chaplain as we
speak. The ceremony will be conducted in the hotel foyer.”

“Good Lord, Horace, that doesn’t give us much time.”

“It cannot be helped. The captain is leaving
tomorrow, headed back to his western outpost.”

Eunice leapt to her feet, suddenly energized. “Tll
spread word to the family members still at the hotel. We'll
tell them...” She tapped a finger to her pale lips and then
gave a satisfied smile. “We’ll tell them Callista was swept
off her feet by the handsome captain, and they wanted to
wed before he departed. That should keep any tittle-tattle
about them being found together from growing.”

Callie stiffened. She had to do something. She
couldn’t just sit there like the mindless rag doll they
believed her to be. “But Uncle,” she managed to blurt out.
“I don’t want to get married.” To Edward, or to the
intimidating captain.

Horace turned hard, reproving eyes on her. Callie
pushed back against the chair to brace herself. She’d felt
the sting of his hand too many times not to be on guard.

“Do you think being found in bed with a man is of
little consequence?” he ground out.
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“N-no, Uncle, but—"

“T’ll not have my chances in Washington ruined by a
tainted niece.” He narrowed his eyes. “Did you even
consider what such a scandal would do to the Grant
name? To Ulysses?”

Oh, God. Lyss. “I didn’t thi—"

“You never do.” He yanked a sausage-like finger at
the door. “Go to your room and get dressed. You have half
an hour.”

Heart thudding, she fled from the room. As she raced
down the hallway, the bite of reality finally sank in. Her
skin crawled beneath her nightdress. Though no intimacy
had passed between her and the captain, being discovered
together was enough—quite enough—to force two
strangers to marry.

Safely back in her hotel room, she dressed in a
somber gray gown. Not exactly an appropriate wedding
dress, but one that fit the occasion, as well as her mood.
She ran a brush through her tangled locks and then
absently coiled the mass into a bun so taut it prickled her
scalp.

Sounds outside drew her to the window. The panes
glistened with raindrops left from last night’s storm. In
the street below, people scurried mice-like, skirting
puddles and dodging carriages. Shopkeepers raised their
shades and opened their doors to customers who chatted
happily as they moved about their business. It was a city
awakening to a rain-cleansed morning.

A new thought took hold.

She could have that, too—a clean, fresh start. The
idea began to grow and take form. She could have a new
life free of her guardians and their constant scorn, a
chance to move beyond the blame in their eyes and self-
doubt in her heart—a chance to finally quell the guilt that
had shaped her life.

Julia Grant had married a military man. Had Julia
always been so fearless, so poised? Or had that come from
being an Army wife? Callie’s pulse quickened. Could she
become as self-assured as Julia? Did she have the courage
to take such a risk?

“Callista Louise.”

She started at her aunt’s shrill call.
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“It’s time to go.” A forceful rap punctuated Eunice’s
words.

An unexpected, but pleasing, streak of courage
steeled her spine. No one could force her to agree to this
wedding.

“Callista...this minute, or your uncle will break down
the door.”

She pictured her rotund uncle trying to break down
the solid wooden door. A tiny smile crept to her face.

“Now, young lady!”

Thoughts of Edward Carroll surfaced. His portly
features faded and were replaced by the handsome,
chiselled face of ...lordy, she didn’t even know the officer’s
name.

“Callista!”

With a resigned sigh, she crossed to the door,
unlocked and opened it to reveal the two people who had
provided her food and shelter, but not a single thing more.
A soft ache filled her chest.

“Come along,” her uncle ordered. He scowled at her
and then turned to waddle down the corridor.

Callie turned her attention to Eunice. The smell of
beeswax and musty carpeting clung to the woman, a
reminder of the Boggs’ household—a clean facade hiding
the dinginess underneath.

Her aunt drew in a long breath, a forewarning of the
tirade to come. “Horace and I never wanted any more
children after Deanna,” she began. “Yet we took on the
responsibility of raising you. With this marriage, I've
fulfilled my promise to your father. Don’t spoil it by
refusing to marry the captain.”

After one last piercing glare, her aunt whirled and
stalked down the corridor. Callie closed her eyes and
listened to the angry swish of silk fade away. She had
always known she was unwanted, had known she was a
family obligation. Yet hearing the words spoken aloud cut
like a knife.

Soon, she’d become a duty to a stranger.

Would he think her as unworthy as her guardians
did?

With a heavy heart, she forced her eyes open and her
feet forward. As she descended the stairs, she surveyed
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the scene below. Her guardians stood at the landing,
talking with two uniformed men, an older, bearded
gentleman and one clutching a black bible. A small flock
of family members circled nearby like waiting buzzards.

Across the lobby, a solitary figure, looking
resplendent in his dress uniform, leaned against the
fireplace. Broad shoulders filled the dark blue jacket,
negating the need for the shoulder-enhancing gold
epaulets. A vertical yellow stripe emphasized the length
of blue thigh-hugging trousers and disappeared at the
knees into shiny, black boots. With one arm propped on
the mantel, the captain seemed to study the flames. His
other hand flexed compulsively on the hilt of a curved
saber, the brass scabbard winking in the firelight.

What thoughts raged in his head? Did he regret his
offer to marry her? She could release him from this
obligation with but a word, and yet, heaven help her, she
couldn’t. She may not want this marriage, but she
wanted—needed—the opportunity it promised.

As if sensing her scrutiny, he jerked his head upward
and focused his hard gaze upon her. He straightened and
lowered his hands to his sides, his expression as cold as
the steel of his sword.

Callie sucked in a breath and pulled her gaze away.
Could she marry such an imposing figure? She recalled
his forceful warning when Horace had lifted a hand to
strike her. The captain had to possess some modicum of
kindness to say such a thing. She then thought of the
leering Mr. Carroll and chanced another glance at the
handsome officer.

No real choice at all.

At the bottom of the stairs, she halted beside her
aunt and silently prayed her trembling legs would
continue to hold her upright. Horace introduced her to the
chaplain and the other officer, Colonel Grierson.

The clergyman’s friendly smile offered needed
encouragement. “Miss Grant, are you ready to proceed
with the ceremony?”

She glanced at her guardians and then her
bridegroom. Was she? She didn’t know this man she was
about to marry. Didn’t even know his name. “P-Perhaps
the captain and I could have a moment alone?”
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“Certainly, my dear,” the minister replied. “Take as
long as you need.”

It was just across the lobby, but the distance from the
stairs to the hearth felt like a hundred miles. Despite the
chill in the room, perspiration trickled between her
breasts and dampened her chemise.

“Is there a problem, Miss Grant,” the captain asked
as she drew next to him.

“Problem?”

“A moment ago, we were gathering for the
proceedings, and now...” He motioned to the group waiting
at the bottom of the steps.

Ill-at-ease, she couldn’t bring herself to look him in
the eye. “I-It occurred to me—"

“I'm up here, Miss Grant.”

“Pardon?”

“You're addressing my buttons. Speak to me.”

Callie looked up. To her relief, his expression was not
nearly as angry as she expected. She cleared her throat
and started again. “It occurred to me, Captain...I don’t
even know your name.”

“A Dbit late for a proper introduction, don’t you think?”
He sighed heavily. “Chase. Chase Brooks.”

“Callista Louise Grant.” She extended her hand and
forced a smile, trying to relieve the awkwardness. “Callie,
to my friends and family.”

“Yes, I know,” he said as he took her hand. “The
President’s cousin.”

“Third cousin, actually.”

“An imposing family connection all the same.” He
gave her hand a gentle squeeze and released it.

“And your name? Chase. I-Is it a family name?”

His eyes hardened to stone. “I never knew my
family.”

“Not at all?”

“No.”

He gathered himself, closing off from her, retreating
behind a fortification she knew all too well. He was alone,
like her. His sharp tone told her he didn’t need anyone.
Yet, he couldn’t hide the sadness that flickered briefly in
his eyes.

She felt the connection right through to her heart.
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“'m so sorry,” she replied. “I was only five when I was
orphaned. Perhaps we have that in common?”

He peered down at her, his gaze now cold and
unreadable.

“Miss Grant. Captain,” the chaplain’s voice broke in.
“If you're ready, we need to get started.”

Her stomach flipped as she and Captain Brooks
turned to face the minister. Surprisingly, she felt steadied
by her bridegroom’s aura of power and strength.

“Captain Chase Brooks, do you take this woman...”

She absently listened to the chaplain as he recited
the marriage service. The captain said he never knew his
family. What had happened to them? Had he lost them at
a young age as she had?

His deep voice drifted over her. “I do.”

“Callista Louise Grant,” the minister continued. “Do
you take this man...”

Did she? What type of man was her husband-to-be?
His reluctance to give up his commission spoke of his
dedication to the Army. An admirable trait. Yet, he
seemed to be a puzzling mixture of rigidity and
gentleness.

The chaplain gave her an encouraging smile. “Do
you, Miss Grant?”

She cut a glance at her bridegroom. He was
exceedingly handsome. Not that appearances should
matter. But it did help. She gave a brief nod. “I do.”

“Excellent.” The chaplain beamed and handed the
captain a ring. “This belonged to Miss Grant’s mother and
was thoughtfully provided for this happy occasion by Mrs.
Boggs.”

Mrs. Boggs did what? Callie twisted her head and
regarded her aunt with startled disbelief. Eunice gave her
a tiny nod.

Tears burned in Callie’s eyes. Her aunt must truly be
pleased at finally being rid of her burden to part with
such a valuable item. With an aching heart, she turned
back to the minister.

“Captain,” the chaplain continued. “Place the ring on
Miss Grant’s finger and repeat after me.”

The captain slid the ring onto her finger and, to her
surprise, continued to hold her hand as he stated his
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vows. His grip was firm and oddly reassuring. Hope
blossomed in her chest, dousing her sadness. She could
make this work. She would be a good wife to this man. He
would not regret having married her.

“I now pronounce you man and wife. Captain, you
may Kkiss your bride.”

Kiss? Ice filled her veins. She had never been kissed
before. The Boggses made certain she led a sheltered life.
And now, kiss a stranger? In front of all these people?

The captain hesitated only a second, then lowered his
head. Firm lips covered hers. He tasted of brandy and
comfort. Her head reeled drunkenly as it had the night
before. She locked her knees to keep from swaying. The
chatter in the room faded, until all she heard was the
rapid beat of her heart.

Seconds passed. Or was it hours?

He lifted his head, ending the kiss. Gray eyes, once
hard as granite, were now strangely molten and held hers
for a brief moment before he looked away.

Dear God. Never in all her life did she dream...

She resisted touching fingertips to lips that tingled
and burned. No need to telegraph her reaction to all and
sundry. Her throat tightened, and she struggled to
swallow. Was that how all kisses felt?

“Congratulations, Captain.” Colonel Grierson stepped
forward and shook hands with her husband. He then
turned to her. “Mrs. Brooks. You have no need to worry.
The Captain will take very good care of you.”

“Th-thank you, Colonel.” Her voice was a tiny croak
of a sound.

Mrs. Brooks. Callista Grant Brooks. Callie Brooks.
The name sounded strange to her ears. She cut a glance
at the captain’s chiselled jaw. Mrs. Chase Brooks.
Fluttering wings of panic beat inside her chest and
threatened to send her fleeing for her hotel room. Dear,
sweet Jesus, what had she done?

“If you’ll excuse us, Colonel,” the captain said. “T'd
like a moment alone with my wife.” He cupped her elbow
and guided her to a secluded corner of the lobby. A solid
blue wall of chest and arms and thighs, he stopped and
faced her.

With the memory of their kiss still lingering,
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thoughts of the night to come nearly strangled her. She
focused on the potted fern behind him and worked to
bring her breathing under control by taking several deep
breaths.

“I'm leaving tomorrow,” he told her. “Headed back to
the Indian territories.”

“I-Is that where you're stationed?” she managed to
ask.

“Yes, I'm assigned to Fort Arbuckle.”

“We’ll be living at this Fort Arbuckle, then?”

“I’'m going back alone.”

What? She yanked her gaze to his rigid face. “Y-
you’re leaving me?”

“Yes. I understand from Mr. Boggs that your father
left a trust available upon your marriage. I intend to turn
those funds back over to your uncle. You are to stay here
and live with your guardians.”

Her breath caught in her throat. He was leaving her
with them. This couldn’t be happening. “I don’t
understand. Wh-Why can’t I go with you?”

“Because the territories are harsh and unrelenting.
It’s no place for a young lady like you.”

“But—"

“No buts. You're not coming with me.” His expression
was firm and unyielding, one she’d seen cross her uncle’s
face many times in the past. She knew it would be useless
to argue. He would not be swayed from his decision.

“I'll be in my room, number six, if you have any
questions,” he added, placing a distinct emphasis on the
word six.

“That explains...” her voice trailed away as she
pictured the dangling numeral.

“Yes, you used that trick of fate to your advantage
quite well, my dear.”

“T didn’t—"

“It’s over and done with. Enjoy your life. I intend to
enjoy mine.” With that, he spun around and strode away
from her, his boot heels clicking loudly on the wood floor.

Through a haze of tears, she watched him climb the
staircase, taking her dreams of a new life with him.

*khkk

The smell of wet, burning wood drifted up from the
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hearth. A log shifted, an ember popped, and then silence
returned. Chase twirled the glass of whiskey he’d been
nursing. Amber liquid sloshed inside the tumbler. Much
as he wanted to get blind drunk, he knew it wouldn’t help.
The images would return. They always did. A month of
sleepless nights hadn’t tamed them at all.

He saw that day as though it had happened only
yesterday. Jammed and useless rifles littering the
churned-up ground. Wounded and dying men writhing in
their own blood. Bodies stacked alongside the arrow-
riddled wagons they’d been sent to protect. Senseless
death and destruction that could have been prevented.

Anger replaced the anguish burning in his chest. He
hated being stuck in Washington, forced to remain polite
to the politicians he wanted to punch in the face. Bigotry
and hatred kept his Negro troopers from getting the
equipment and horses they needed. And they would need
them. He’d received word that the Kiowa were getting
restless in the Eureka Valley. Damn, he hoped he could
get back to Arbuckle before the Indians began a full-scale
rebellion.

A faint rap on his hotel door yanked him from the
dark memories. He grimaced. Christ, who could that be?
If it was that smiling Chinese bellboy with another
trunk...

The man spoke little English. Therefore, Chase had
been forced to accept the delivery, despite his attempts to
have the damn thing sent to Callie’s room where it
belonged.

“Go away,” he shouted and then took another
swallow of whiskey.

The knocking persisted.

Damnation. Chase set his glass on the bureau and
rose with a frustrated grunt from the comfortable chair.
He crossed to the door, tugged it open, and nearly
staggered back at the sight that greeted him.

Satchel in hand, his new wife stared up at him with
large, brown, doe-eyes. Her faded gown hugged curves
he’d fought all day to forget.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he bit out.

Her face turned ashen and he wondered if she would
flee. He'd set many a man to trembling in their boots with

24



The Cavalry Wife

the glare he trained on her. Yet, to his surprise, she stood
before him like a brave little trooper, willing to take
whatever he threw at her.

She moistened her lips. “M-May I come in? I-I wish to
speak with you.”

He stared at her glistening lips and then tugged his
gaze upward. “I don’t think—”

“Please. I won’t take up much of your time.” Soft,
pleading eyes tunneled into him.

He ran a hand through his hair, then gave a
reluctant nod. His gut churned around the whiskey as she
brushed past him, leaving a rosy scent in her wake.

You're making a big mistake, Brooks. You shouldn’t
have let her in. He ground his teeth around a curse,
shoved the door shut, and turned to face her. Like a
wraith, she stood near the hearth, her smooth skin
glowing in the firelight. She parted her pretty lips as
though preparing to speak then, just as quickly, clamped
her mouth shut without uttering a word. Her eyes filled
with unshed tears.

Chase steeled himself against her misery. He’d seen
enough women’s tears to know they usually came hand-
in-hand with some type of ploy. He didn’t intend to get
caught in any emotional trap. “Why the tears?”

“Our marriage...I-I don’t...that is, I...”

Was she having second thoughts? It was a little too
late for regrets. “You had the chance to dispute your
uncle’s accusations.” Anger and resentment flooded his
voice. “Yet you remained silent.”

“You don’t understand—"

“Oh, but I do understand. Marriage to me was a
convenient way to escape betrothal to another man, a
would-be senator, according to your pompous uncle.”

She bowed her head. “You're right. I did marry you to
escape an unwanted Dbetrothal. I-I apologize for
entangling you in my affairs.”

“Well, you got what you wanted. Why are you here?”

Her lips trembled. The same luscious lips hed
enjoyed earlier that morning. Fire shot into his loins, and
he stiffened against the desire to pull her into arms and
taste her again. What had happened to his battle-
hardened control? He acted like some pimple-faced
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private, fresh off a long, lonely patrol. He forced his focus
away from her tempting mouth.

“I cannot stay with them,” she whispered.

He had to strain to hear her, even in the quiet room.
“With whom? Your aunt and uncle? From what I've seen,
they aren’t ideal guardians, but—"

A faint sob escaped her lips and she whirled away
from him. Her slender shoulders rose and fell as she
struggled for control.

Ebony tendrils had escaped from her bun and now
curled in tantalizing twirls around her neck. Would those
wavy tresses feel as soft and satiny as they looked? He
took one step forward and halted, lowering the hand he’d
unconsciously lifted. He wanted to touch her, wanted to
comfort her, yet he didn’t dare. Not the way his body
burned for her.

“Please take me with you.”

Her desperate tone mule-kicked him in the gut. He
inhaled a ragged breath. “I can’t. As I said before, an
outpost in the middle of the Indian territories is no place
for a young lady.” Besides, if he took her with him, she’d
make demands of him. Become an added burden to his
already time-consuming commitment to his troops.

She turned slowly and faced him once again.
Sandwiched between long, wet lashes, her desolate eyes
pierced him as effectively as any arrow. “Other women
live at your outpost, do they not?”

Yes, but none as soft and angelic as you. He fisted his
hands at his sides. “You weren’t raised to endure such a
life.”

She lifted her chin. “I can learn. I've read extensively,
and—"

He snorted. “You can’t learn what you need to know
out there from a book.”

She squeezed her satchel tightly, her knuckles
turning white with the effort. “You must allow me to come
with you.”

“Why? What could possibly compel you to risk your
life in the untamed west?”

“d much rather face dangerous lands than to
continue living with my guardians. I cannot go back to
that cold, empty existence.”
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Cold and empty. Like his. He couldn’t hold back a
soft moan. “Callie, I—"

She stepped forward and placed a trembling hand on
his arm. “Please, I'd be a good wife to you.” Her gaze
flitted to the bed and back to him. She shivered as though
blasted by a cold draft. “In every way,” she whispered.

Icy dread coursed through his veins. He couldn’t
permit his marriage to be consummated. If he allowed her
that close, he risked becoming emotionally involved. He
wouldn’t give any woman that much control over him
again. Ever. He'd endured enough pain to last a lifetime.

Chase yanked his arm away from her scalding touch.
“No,” he ground out. “I don’t need a wife, or the trappings
that come with one.”

First her face fell, then her shoulders. Something
bumped his shin. He glanced at the satchel dangling from
her limp fingers. Its presence finally registered in his lust-
addled brain. “Why the traveling bag?” he asked.

“T had to bring my things with me.”

“Had to? Why?”

Her cheeks flamed an enchanting pink. “U-Uncle
checked me out of my hotel room. He assumed I'd spend
my wedding night with my husband and refused to pay
for an empty suite.” She nodded at the trunk sitting
against the far wall. “I-I thought you knew since he had
all my other belongings sent to your room as well.”

Christ Almighty. There was no way in hell she was
staying the night with him. “I'll go down to the lobby and
see to getting your room back.”

She stared at him with those luminous eyes. “I-I've
tried to do just that. Unfortunately, the hotel has already
rented out my room, and...and there are no others
available.”

Dammit to hell. Chase ran a hand through sweat-
dampened hair and glanced furtively about the room. The
walls pressed in on him, heavy and suffocating. Much as
he wanted to send her on her way, he couldn’t. He was her
husband and he had a duty to protect her. “Very well. I'll
make a pallet on the floor. You can sleep in the bed.”

Tension went out of her face. Her lips crept into a
tiny smile that sent a thunderbolt of pleasure jabbing into
his chest.
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He groaned inwardly. God help him, but he faced a
long, sleepless night.

*kdk

Callie flipped onto her back and stared at the
darkened ceiling. Her face still flamed from the intimate
sounds of the captain undressing, the thud of his boots
hitting the floor, the soft whisper of his body sliding onto
the makeshift pallet, and his faint grunt as he settled in
for the night.

He'd left earlier, giving her welcome privacy to
undress and fortify herself in the huge bed. When he’d
returned, she feigned sleep, unable to face him in such a
familiar setting.

But she still had a mission to accomplish. And hiding
beneath the counterpane wouldn’t achieve her goal.

She strained to hear his soft breaths. He was only a
few feet away, lying—unclothed—on the floor. Her mouth
went dry at the memory of waking beside him, his bare,
muscular back gleaming in the early morning sunlight.
She swallowed hard and whispered into the darkness.
“Captain, ar-are you awake?”

Silence.

“Captain?”

He blew out a long puff of air before answering. “Yes,
I'm awake.”

“It was kind of you to allow me to stay in your room.
I-I'm sorry you have to sleep on the hard floor.”

“