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Dear Readers


Over the years Ive received hundreds of letters asking about my historical romance Risen Glory. This book was my first solo effort, originally published in 1984, and has been out of print for many years. Youve complained and whinedyes, Ive definitely heard whining!because you wanted to read it. Well, stop it right now! Risen Glory is back in this newly revised and retitled edition, Just Imagine.


Like many of you, I was first introduced to the wonderful world of romantic fiction through the swashbuckling historical romances of the late 1970s and early 1980s. Those passionate, sexy, and woefully politically incorrect tales of brooding heroes and feisty heroines enchanted me. They took me to a world where all the odds were tilted in favor of men, and the only rights a woman had were the ones she fought for. Yet the woman always won! If only real life were like that.


Revising this book has been nostalgic for me. When I first wrote it, I was a young mother trying to squeeze in a few hours at my portable typewriter between nursery school carpools. My writing has changed over the years, and my current books are different from this one. Yet I found so many similarities. From the very beginning I loved powerful characters, strong emotions, humor, and lots of sizzle!


So come back with me to an earlier time ... a time when men were men, and women were put on earth to give them trouble!


Happy reading,
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P.S. For more about Just Imagine, visit my Web site at www. susanephillips.com




Dedication

To my husband Bill,

with love and appreciation
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A Stable Boy


When duty whispers low, Thou must,

The youth replies, I can.



RALPH WALDO EMERSON

VOLUNTARIES III
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The old street vendor noticed him at once, for the boy was out of place in the crowd of well-dressed stockbrokers and bankers who thronged the streets of lower Manhattan. Cropped black hair that might have held a hint of curl had it been clean stuck out in spikes from beneath the brim of a battered felt hat. A patched shirt unbuttoned at the neck, perhaps in deference to the early July heat, covered narrow, fragile shoulders, while a strap of leather harness held up a pair of greasy, oversized britches. The boy wore black boots that seemed too big for one so small, and he held an oblong bundle in the crook of his arm.


The street vendor leaned against a pushcart filled with trays of pastries and watched the boy shove his way through the crowd, as if it were an enemy to be conquered. The old man saw things others missed, and something about the boy caught his imagination. You there, ragazzo. I got a pastry for you. Light as the kiss of an angel. Vieni qui.


The lad jerked up his head, then gazed longingly at the trays of confections the old mans wife made fresh each day. The peddler could almost hear him counting the pennies concealed in the bundle he clutched so protectively. Come, ragazzo. It is my gift to you. He held up a fat apple tart. The gift of an old man to a new arrival in this, the most important city in the world.


The boy stuck a defiant thumb into the waistband of his trousers and approached the cart. Jes what makes you reckon Im a new arrival? 


His accent was as thick as the smell of Carolina jasmine blowing across a cotton field, and the old man concealed a smile. Perhaps it is only a silly fancy, eh?


The boy shrugged and kicked at some litter in the gutter. Im not sayin I am, and Im not sayin Im not. He punched a grimy finger in the direction of the tart. How much you want for that?


Did I not say it was a gift?


The boy considered this, then gave a short nod and held out his hand. Thank you kindly.


As he took the bun, two businessmen in frock coats and tall beaver hats came up to the cart. The boys gaze swept contemptuously over their gold watch fobs, rolled umbrellas, and polished black shoes. Damn fool Yankees, he muttered.


The men were engaged in conversation and didnt hear, but as soon as they left, the old man frowned. I think this city of mine is not a good place for you, eh? It has only been three months since the war is over. Our President is dead. Tempers are still high.


The boy settled on the edge of the curb to consume the tart. I didnt hold much with Mr. Lincoln. I thought he was puerile.


Puerile? Madre di Dio! What does this word mean?


Foolish like a child.


And where does a boy like you learn such a word?


The boy shaded his eyes from the late-afternoon sun and squinted at the old man. Readin books is my avocation. I learned that particular word from Mr. Ralph Waldo Emerson. Im an admirer of Mr. Emerson. He began nibbling delicately around the edge of his tart.  Course, I didnt know he was a Yankee when I started to read his essays. I was mad as skunk piss when I found out. By then it was too late, though. I was already a disciple.


This Mr. Emerson. What does he say that is so special?


A fleck of apple clung to the tip of the boys grimy index finger, and he flicked it with a small pink tongue. He talks about character and self-reliance. I reckon self-reliance is the most important attribute a person can have, dont you?


Faith in God. That is the most important.


I dont hold much with God anymore, or even Jesus. I used to, but I reckon Ive seen too much these last few years. Watched the Yankees slaughter our livestock and burn our barns. Watched them shoot my dog, Fergis. Saw Mrs. Lewis Godfrey Forsythe lose her husband and her son Henry on the same day. My eyes feel old.


The street vendor looked more closely at the boy. A small, heart-shaped face. A nose that tilted up ever so slightly at the end. It seemed somehow a sin that manhood would soon coarsen those delicate features. How old are you, ragazzo? Eleven? Twelve?


Wariness crept into eyes that were a surprising shade of deep violet. Old enough, I guess.


What about your parents?


My mother died when I was born. My daddy died at Shiloh three years ago.


And you, ragazzo? Why have you come here to my city of New York?


The boy popped the last bit of tart into his mouth, tucked the bundle back under his arm, and stood. Ive got to protect whats mine. Thank you kindly for that tart. Its been a real pleasure makin your acquaintance. He began to walk away, then hesitated. And just so you know ... Im not a boy. And my names Kit.


As Kit made her way uptown toward Washington Square according to the directions shed received from a lady on the ferry, she decided she shouldnt have told the old man her name. A person bent on murder shouldnt go around advertising herself. Except it wasnt murder. It was justice, even though the Yankee courts wouldnt see it that way if she got caught. Shed better make certain they never found out that Katharine Louise Weston of Risen Glory Plantation, near what was left of Rutherford, South Carolina, had ever been within spitting distance of their damn city.


She clutched the bundle more tightly. It held her daddys six-shot Pettingills self-cocking army percussion revolver; a train ticket back to Charleston; Emersons Essays, First Series; a change of clothing; and the money shed need while she was here. She wished she could get it over with today so she could go back home, but she needed time to watch the Yankee bastard and get to know his ways. Killing him was only half the job. The other half was not getting caught.


Up until now, Charleston was the largest city shed seen, but New York wasnt anything like Charleston. As she walked through the noisy, bustling streets, she had to admit there were some fine sights. Beautiful churches, elegant hotels, emporiums with great marble doorways. But bitterness kept her from enjoying her surroundings. The city seemed untouched by the war that had torn apart the South. If there was a God, she hoped Hed see to it that William T. Shermans soul roasted in hell.


She was staring at an organ grinder instead of paying attention to where she was going, and she bumped into a man hurrying home. Hey, boy! Watch out!


Watch out yourself, she snarled. And Im not a boy! But the man had already disappeared around the corner.


Was everybody blind? Since the day shed left Charleston, people had been mistaking her for a boy. She didnt like it, but it was probably for the best. A boy wandering alone wasnt nearly as conspicuous as a girl. Folks back home never mistook her. Of course, theyd all known her since she was born, so they knew she didnt have any patience with girlish gewgaws.


If only everything werent changing so fast. South Carolina. Rutherford. Risen Glory. Even herself. The old man thought she was a child, but she wasnt. Shed already turned eighteen, which made her a woman. It was something her body wouldnt let her forget, but her mind refused to accept. The birthday, along with her sex, seemed accidental, and like a horse confronted with too high a fence, shed decided to balk.


She spotted a policeman ahead and slipped into a group of workers carrying toolboxes. Despite the tart, she was still hungry. Tired, too. If only she were back at Risen Glory right now, climbing one of the peach trees in the orchard, or fishing, or talking to Sophronia in the kitchen. She closed her fingers around a scrap of paper in her pocket to reassure herself it was still there, even though the address printed on it was permanently stamped in her memory.


Before she found a place to stay for the night, she needed to see the house for herself. Maybe shed catch a glimpse of the man who threatened everything she loved. Then shed get ready to do what no soldier in the entire army of the Confederate States of America had been able to. Shed pull out her gun and kill Major Baron Nathaniel Cain.


Baron Cain was a dangerously handsome man, with tawny hair, a chiseled nose, and pewter-gray eyes that gave his face the reckless look of a man who lived on the edge. He was also bored. Even though Dora Van Ness was beautiful and sexually adventurous, he regretted his dinner invitation. He wasnt in the mood to listen to her chatter. He knew she was ready, but he lingered over his brandy. He took women on his terms, not theirs, and a brandy this old shouldnt be rushed.


The houses former owner had kept an excellent wine cellar, the contents of which, along with the home itself, Cain owed to iron nerves and a pair of kings. He pulled a thin cigar from a wooden humidor the housekeeper had left for him on the table, clipped the end, and lit it. In another few hours he was due at one of New Yorks finest clubs for what was sure to be a high-stakes poker game. Before then, hed enjoy Doras more intimate charms.


As he leaned back in his chair, he saw her gaze linger on the scar that disfigured the back of his right hand. It was one of several that hed accumulated, and all of them seemed to excite her.


I dont think youve heard a word Ive said all evening, Baron. Her tongue flicked her lips, and she gave him a sly smile.


Cain knew that women considered him handsome, but he took little interest in his looks and certainly no pride. The way he saw it, his face had nothing to do with him. It was an inheritance from a weak-willed father and a mother whod spread her legs for any man who caught her eye.


Hed been fourteen when hed begun to notice women watching him, and hed relished the attention. But now, a dozen years later, thered been too many women, and hed grown jaded. Of course I heard you. You were giving me all the reasons I should go to work for your father. 


Hes very influential.


I already have a job. 


Really, Baron, thats hardly a job. Its a social activity.


He regarded her levelly. Theres nothing social about it. Gambling is the way I earn my living.


But


Would you like to go upstairs, or would you rather I took you home now? I dont want to keep you out too late. 


She was on her feet in an instant and, minutes later, in his bed. Her breasts were full and ripe, and he couldnt understand why they didnt feel better in his hands.


Hurt me, she whispered. Just a little.


He was tired of hurting, tired of the pain he couldnt seem to escape even though the war was over. His mouth twisted cynically. Whatever the lady wants. 


Later, when he was alone again and dressed for the night, he found himself wandering through the rooms of the house hed won with a pair of kings. Something about it reminded him of the house where hed grown up.


Hed been ten when his mother had run off, leaving him with his debt-ridden father in a bleak Philadelphia mansion that was falling into disrepair. Three years later his father had died, and a committee of women came to take him to an orphan asylum. He ran away that night. He had no destination in mind, only a direction. West.


He spent the next ten years drifting from one town to another, herding cattle, laying railroad track, and panning for gold until he discovered he could find more of it over a card table than in the creeks. The West was a new land that needed educated men, but he wouldnt even admit that he knew how to read.


Women fell in love with the handsome boy whose sculptured features and cold gray eyes whispered a thousand mysteries, but there was something frozen inside him that none of them could thaw. The gentler emotions that take root and flourish in a child who has known love were missing in him. Whether they were dead forever or merely frozen, Cain didnt know. Didnt much care.


When the war broke out, he crossed back over the Mississippi River for the first time in twelve years and enlisted, not to help preserve the Union, but because he was a man who valued freedom above everything else, and he couldnt stomach the idea of slavery. He joined Grants hard-bitten troops and caught the generals eye when they captured Fort Henry. By the time they reached Shiloh, he was a member of Grants staff. He was nearly killed twice, once at Vicksburg, then four months later at Chattanooga, charging Missionary Ridge in the battle that opened the way for Shermans march to the sea.


The newspapers began to write of Baron Cain, dubbing him the Hero of Missionary Ridge and praising him for his courage and patriotism. After Cain made a series of successful raids through enemy lines, General Grant was quoted as saying, I would rather lose my right arm than lose Baron Cain. 


What neither Grant nor the newspapers knew was that Cain lived to take risks. Danger, like sex, made him feel alive and whole. Maybe that was why he played poker for a living. He could risk everything on the turn of a card.


Except it had all begun to pale. The cards, the exclusive clubs, the womennone of those things meant as much as they should. Something was missing, but he had no idea what it was.


Kit jerked awake to the sound of an unfamiliar male voice. Clean straw pressed against her cheek, and for an instant she felt as if she were home again in the barn at Risen Glory. Then she remembered it had been burned.


Why dont you turn in, Magnus? Youve had a long day. The voice was coming from the other side of the stable wall. It was deep and crisp, with none of the elongated vowels and whispered consonants of her homeland.


She blinked, trying to see through the darkness. Memory washed over her. Sweet Jesus! She had fallen asleep in Baron Cains stable.


She inched up on one elbow, wishing she could see better. The directions the woman on the ferry had given her had been wrong, and it had been dark before shed found the house. Shed huddled in some trees across the way for a while, but nothing had happened, so shed come around to the back and climbed the wall that surrounded the house in order to see better. When shed spotted the open stable window, shed decided to slip inside to investigate. Unfortunately, the familiar scents of horses and fresh straw had proved too much for her, and shed fallen asleep in the back of an empty stall.


You plannin to take Saratoga out tomorrow? This was a different voice, the familiar, liquid tones reminiscent of the speech of former plantation slaves.


I might. Why?


Dont like the way that fetlocks healin. Better give her a few more days.


Fine. Ill take a look at her tomorrow. Good night, Magnus.


Night, Major.


Major? Kits heart pounded. The man with the deep voice was Baron Cain! She crept to the stable window and peered over the sill just in time to see him disappear inside the lighted house. Too late. Shed missed her chance to get a glimpse of his face. A whole day wasted.


For a moment she felt a traitorous tightening in her throat. She couldnt have made a bigger mess of things if shed tried. It was long after midnight, she was in a strange Yankee city, and shed nearly got herself found out the first day. She swallowed hard and tried to restore her spirits by forcing her battered hat more firmly down on her head. It was no good crying over milk that was already spilled. For now, she had to get out of here and find a place to spend the rest of the night. Tomorrow shed take up her surveillance from a safer distance.


She fetched her bundle, crept to the doors, and listened. Cain had gone into the house, but where was the man called Magnus? Cautiously she pushed the door open and peered outside.


Light from the curtained windows filtered over the open ground between the stable and the carriage house. She slipped out and listened, but the yard was silent and deserted. She knew the iron gate in the high brick wall was locked, so shed have to get out the same way shed come in, over the top.


The open stretch of yard shed have to run across made her uneasy. Once more she glanced toward the house. Then she took a deep breath and ran.


The moment she was free of the stable, she knew something was wrong. The night air, no longer masked by the smell of horses, carried the faint, unmistakable scent of cigar smoke.


Her blood raced. She dug in her heels and threw herself at the wall, but the vine she grabbed to help her over came away in her hand. She clawed frantically for another one, dropped her bundle, and pulled herself up the wall. Just as she reached the top, something jerked hard on the seat of her trousers. She flailed at the empty air and then slammed, belly-first, to the ground. A boot settled into the small of her back.


Well, well, what do we have here? the boots owner drawled overhead.


The fall had knocked the wind out of her, but she still recognized that deep voice. The man who was holding her down was her sworn enemy, Major Baron Nathaniel Cain.


Her rage shimmered in a red haze. She dug her hands into the dirt and struggled to get up, but he didnt budge.


Git your damn foot off me, you dirty son of a bitch! 


I dont think Im quite ready to do that, he said with a calmness that enraged her.


Let me up! You let me up right now!


Youre awfully feisty for a thief.


Thief! Outraged, she slammed her fists into the dirt. I never stole anything in my life. You show me a man who says I have, and Ill show you a damn liar.


Then what were you doing in my stable?


That stopped her. She searched her brain for an excuse he might believe. II came here lookin ... lookin ... for a job workin in your stable. Nobody was around, so I went inside to wait for somebody to show up. Musta fallen asleep.


His foot didnt budge.


W-when I woke up, it was dark. Then I heard voices, and I got scared somebody would see me and think I was tryin to hurt the horses.


It seems to me that somebody looking for work should have had enough sense to knock on the back door. 


It seemed that way to Kit, too.


Im shy, she said.


He chuckled and slowly the weight lifted from her back. Im going to let you up now. Youll regret it if you try to run, boy.


Im not a She caught herself just in time. Im not about to run, she amended, scrambling to her feet. Havent done anything wrong.


I guess that remains to be seen, doesnt it?


Just then the moon came out from behind a cloud, and he was no longer a looming, menacing shadow but a flesh-and-blood man. She sucked in her breath.


He was tall, broad-shouldered, and lean-hipped. Although she didnt usually pay attention to such things, he was also the handsomest man shed ever seen. The ends of his necktie dangled from the open collar of his white dress shirt, which was held together with small onyx studs. He wore black trousers and stood easily, a hand lightly balanced on his hip, his cigar still clenched between his teeth.


What do you have in there? He jerked his head toward the base of the wall where her bundle lay.


Nothin of yours!


Show me. 


Kit wanted to defy him, but he didnt look like hed take well to that, so she pulled the bundle from the weeds and opened it. A change of clothes, a copy of Mr. Emersons Essays, and my daddys six-shot Pettingills revolver. She didnt mention the train ticket back to Charleston tucked inside the book. Nothin of yours in here.


Whats a boy like you doing with Emersons Essays?


Im a disciple.


There was a slight twitching at the corner of his lips. You have any money?


She bent over to rewrap her bundle.  Course Ive got money. You think Id be so puerile as to come to a strange city without it?


How much?


Ten dollars, she said defiantly.


You cant live for long in New York City on that.


Hed be even more critical if he knew she really had only three dollars and twenty-eight cents. I told you I was lookin for a job.


So you did.


If only he werent quite so big. She hated herself for taking a step backward. Id better be goin now. 


You know trespassing is against the law. Maybe Ill turn you over to the police.


Kit didnt like being backed into a corner, and she stuck up her chin. Hit dont make no nevermind to me what you do. I aint done nothin wrong.


He crossed his arms over his chest. Where are you from, boy?


Michigan.


At first she didnt understand his burst of laughter, and then she realized her mistake. I guess you found me out. Im really from Alabama, but with the war just over, Im not anxious to advertise that.


Then youd better keep your mouth shut. He chuckled. Arent you a little young to be carrying a gun?


Dont see why. I know how to use it.


Ill just bet you do. He studied her more closely. Why did you leave home?


No jobs anymore.


What about your parents?


Kit repeated the story shed told the street vendor. When she was done, he took his time thinking it over. She had to force herself not to squirm.


My stable boy quit last week. Howd you like to work for me?


For you? she murmured weakly.


Thats right. Youd take your orders from my head man, Magnus Owen. He doesnt have your lily-white skin, so if thats going to offend your Southern pride, youd better tell me now, and we wont waste any more time. When she didnt reply, he continued. You can sleep over the stable and eat in the kitchen. Salary is three dollars a week.


She kicked at the dirt with the toe of her scuffed boot. Her mind raced. If shed learned anything today, shed learned that Baron Cain wouldnt be easy to kill, especially now that hed seen her face. Working in his stable would keep her close to him, but it would also make her job twice as dangerous.


Since when had danger ever bothered her?


She tucked her thumbs into the waist of her trousers. Two bits more, Yankee, and you got yourself a stable boy.


Her room above the stable smelled agreeably of horses, leather, and dust. It was comfortably furnished with a soft bed, an oak rocker, and a faded rag rug, as well as a washstand that she ignored. Most important, it possessed a window that looked out over the back of the house so she could keep watch.


She waited until Cain had disappeared inside before she kicked off her boots and climbed into bed. Despite her nap in the stable, she was tired. Even so, she didnt fall asleep right away. Instead, she found herself wondering how her life might have turned out if her daddy hadnt made that trip to Charleston when she was eight years old and taken it into his head to get married again.


From the moment Garrett Weston had met Rosemary, hed been moonstruck, even though she was older than he and her blond beauty had hard edges any fool could have spotted. Rosemary didnt make a secret of the fact that she couldnt stand children, and the day Garrett brought her home to Risen Glory, shed pleaded the need for a newlyweds privacy and sent eight-year-old Kit to spend the night in a cabin near the slave quarters. Kit had never been allowed back.


If she forgot that she no longer had the run of the house, Rosemary reminded her with a stinging slap or a boxed ear, so Kit confined herself to the kitchen. Even the sporadic lessons she received from a neighborhood tutor were conducted in the cabin.


Garrett Weston had never been an attentive father, and he barely seemed to notice that his only child was receiving less care than the children of his slaves. He was too obsessed with his beautiful, sensual wife.


The neighbors were scandalized. That child is running wild! Bad enough if she was a boy, but even a fool like Garrett Weston should know enough not to let a girl run around like that. 


Rosemary Weston had no interest in local society, and she ignored their pointed hints that Kit needed a governess or, at the very least, acceptable clothing. Eventually, the neighborhood women sought out Kit themselves with their daughters cast-off dresses and lectures on proper female behavior. Kit ignored the lectures and traded the dresses for britches and boys shirts. By the time she was ten, she could shoot, cuss, ride a horse bareback, and had even smoked a cigar.


At night when loneliness overwhelmed her, she reminded herself that her new life had advantages for a girl whod been born with an adventurous heart. She could climb the peach trees in the orchard any time she wanted and swing from ropes in the barn. The men of the community taught her how to ride and fish. Shed sneak into the library before her stepmother emerged from her bedroom in the morning and forage for books with no worries of censorship. And if she scraped her knee or caught a splinter in her foot, she could always run to Sophronia in the kitchen.


The war changed everything. The first shots had been fired at Fort Sumter a month before her fourteenth birthday. Not long after that, Garrett Weston had turned over the management of the plantation to Rosemary and joined the Confederate army. Since Kits stepmother never rose before eleven and hated the outdoors, Risen Glory began to fall into disrepair. Kit tried desperately to take her fathers place, but the war had put an end to the market for Southern cotton, and she was too young to hold it all together.


The slaves ran off. Garrett Weston was killed at Shiloh. Bitterly, Kit received the news that hed left the plantation to his wife. Kit had received a trust fund from her grandmother a few years earlier, but that meant nothing to her.


Not long after, Yankee soldiers marched through Rutherford, burning everything in their path. Rosemarys attraction to a handsome young lieutenant from Ohio and her subsequent invitation for him to join her in her bedroom spared the house at Risen Glory, although not the outbuildings. Shortly after Lees surrender at Appomattox. Rosemary died in an influenza epidemic.


Kit had lost everything. Her father, her childhood, her way of life. Only the land was left. Only Risen Glory. And as she curled into the thin mattress above the stable owned by Baron Cain, she knew that was all that counted. No matter what she had to do, shed get it back.


She fell asleep imagining how it would be when Risen Glory was finally hers.


The stable held four horses, a matched pair for the carriage and two hunters. Some of Kits tension eased the next morning as a large bay with a long, elegant neck nuzzled her shoulder. Everything would be all right. Shed keep her eyes open and bide her time. Baron Cain was dangerous, but she had the advantage. She knew her enemy.


His name is Apollo.


What? She spun around to see a young man with rich chocolate skin and large, expressive eyes standing on the other side of the half door that separated the stalls from the center aisle of the stable. He was in his early-to-mid-twenties and tall, with slim shoulders and a slight, supple build. A black-and-white mongrel waited patiently near his heels.


That bay. His name is Apollo. Hes the majors favorite mount.


You dont say. Kit opened the door and stepped out of the stall.


The mongrel sniffed her while the young man looked her over critically. Im Magnus Owen. Major said he hired you last night after he caught you sneakin out of the stable.


I wasnt sneakin. Well, not exactly. That major of yours has a naturally suspicious nature, is all. She looked down at the mongrel. That your dog?


Yep. I call him Merlin.


Looks like a no-account dog to me.


Magnuss smooth, high forehead puckered indignantly. Now, why do you want to say somethin like that, boy? You dont even know my dog!


I spent yesterday afternoon asleep in that stall over there. If Merlin was any kinda dog, hed of been mighty annoyed about that. Kit reached down and absentmindedly scratched behind his ears.


Merlin wasnt here yesterday afternoon, Magnus said. He was with me.


Oh. Well, I guess Im just inherently prejudiced. The Yankees killed my dog, Fergis. Best dog I ever knew. I mourn him to this day.


Magnuss expression softened a little. Whats your name?


She paused for a moment, then decided it would be easier to use her own first name. Behind Magnuss head she spotted a can of Finneys Harness Oil and Leather Preserver. Names Kit. Kit Finney.


A mighty funny name for a boy.


My folks were admirers of Kit Carson, the Injun fighter.


Magnus seemed to accept her explanation and was soon outlining her duties. Afterward, they went into the kitchen for breakfast, and he introduced her to the housekeeper.


Edith Simmons was a stout woman with thinning salt-and-pepper hair and strong opinions. Shed been cook and housekeeper for the former owner and had agreed to stay on only when shed discovered that Baron Cain was unmarried and thered be no wife to tell her how to do her job. Edith believed in thrift, good food, and personal hygiene. She and Kit were natural-born enemies.


That boy is too dirty to eat with civilized people!


I wont argue with you there, Magnus replied.


Kit was too hungry to argue for very long, so she stomped into the pantry and splashed some water on her face and hands, but she refused to touch the soap. It smelled girlish, and Kit had been fighting everything feminine for as long as she could remember.


As she devoured the sumptuous breakfast, she studied Magnus Owen. From the way Mrs. Simmons deferred to him, it was obvious that he was an important figure in the household, unusual for a black man under any circumstances, but especially for one who was so young. Something tugged at Kits memory, but it wasnt until theyd finished eating that she realized what it was. Magnus Owen reminded her of Sophronia, the cook at Risen Glory and the only person in the world Kit loved. Both Magnus and Sophronia acted as if they knew everything.


A pang of homesickness struck her, but she pushed it away. Shed be at Risen Glory soon enough, bringing the plantation back to life.


That afternoon when she finished her work, she sat in the shade near the front door of the stable, her arm draped across Merlin, whod fallen asleep with his nose resting on her thigh. The dog didnt stir as Magnus approached.


This animals worthless, she whispered. If you was an ax murderer, Id be dead by now.


Magnus chuckled and lowered himself beside her. I got to admit, Merlin isnt much of a watchdog. But hes young still. He was only a pup when the major found him rootin around in the alley behind the house.


Kit had seen Cain only once that day, when hed curtly ordered her to saddle Apollo. Hed been too full of himself to take a few minutes to pass the time of day. Not that she wanted to talk to the likes of him. It was just the principle of the thing.


The Yankee newspapers called him the Hero of Missionary Ridge. She knew hed fought at Vicksburg and Shiloh. Maybe he was even the man whod killed her daddy. It didnt seem right that he was alive when so many brave Confederate soldiers were dead. And it was even more unjust that every breath he drew threatened the only thing she had left in the world.


How longve you known the major? she asked cautiously.


Magnus plucked a blade of grass and began to chew on it. Since Chattanooga. He almost lost his life savin mine. We been together ever since.


An awful suspicion began to grow inside Kit. You werent fightin for the Yankees, were you, Magnus?


 Course I was fightin for the Yankees!


She didnt know why she should be so disappointed, except that she liked Magnus. You told me you were from Georgia. Why didnt you fight for your home state?


Magnus removed the blade of grass from his mouth. You got a lot of nerve, boy. You sit here with a black man and, cool as a cucumber, ask him why he didnt fight for the people who was keepin him in chains. I was twelve years old when I got freed. I came North. I got a job and went to school. But I wasnt really free, do you understand me? There wasnt a single Negro in this country could really be free as long as his brothers and sisters was slaves.


It wasnt primarily a question of slavery, she explained patiently. It was a question of whether a state has the right to govern itself without interference. Slavery was just incidental.


Mighta been incidental to you, white boy, but it wasnt incidental to me. 


Black folks sure were touchy, she thought as he rose and walked away. But later, while she put out the second feed for the horses, she was still mulling over what hed said. It reminded her of several heated conversations shed had with Sophronia.


***


Cain vaulted from Apollos back with a gracefulness unusual for a man of his size. Take your time cooling him out, boy. I dont want a sick horse. He tossed Kit the bridle and began to stride toward the house.


I know my job, she called out. Dont need no Yankee telling me how to take care of a hot, sweaty horse.


The words were no sooner out of her mouth than she wished she could snatch them back. Today was only Wednesday, and she couldnt risk getting fired yet.


Shed already learned that Sunday was the only night Mrs. Simmons and Magnus didnt sleep in the house. Mrs. Simmons had the day off and stayed with her sister, and Magnus spent the night in what Mrs. Simmons described as a drunken and debauched manner unfit for young ears. Kit needed to hold her tongue for four days. Then, when Sunday night came, she was going to kill the Yankee bastard who was gazing down at her with those cool gray eyes.


If you think youd be happier working for somebody else, I can always find another stable boy.


Didnt say I wanted to work for anybody else, she muttered.


Then maybe youd better try a little harder to hold your tongue.


She kicked the dirt with the dusty toe of her boot.


And, Kit?


Yeah?


Take a bath. People are complaining about the way you smell.


A bath! Kits outrage nearly choked her, and she could barely hold onto her temper.


Cain seemed to be enjoying her struggle. Was there anything else you wanted to say to me?


She clenched her teeth and thought about the size of the bullet hole she intended to leave in his head. No, sir, she mumbled.


Then Ill need the carriage at the front door in an hour and a half. 


As she walked Apollo around the yard, she released a steady stream of profanity. Killing that Yankee was going to give her more pleasure than anything shed done in all her eighteen years. What business was it of his whether she took a bath or not? She didnt hold with baths. Everybody knew they made you susceptible to influenza. Besides, shed have to take off her clothes, and she hated seeing her body ever since shed grown breasts because they didnt fit who she wanted to be.


A man.


Girls were soft and weak, but shed erased that part of herself until shed become strong and tough as any man. As long as she didnt lose sight of that, shed be just fine.


She was still feeling out of sorts as she stood between the heads of the matched gray carriage horses and waited for Cain to emerge from the house. Shed splashed water on her face and changed into her spare set of clothes, but they werent any cleaner than the ones shed abandoned, so she didnt see what difference it made.


As Cain came down the steps, he took in his stable boys patched breeches and faded blue shirt. If anything, he decided the kid looked worse. He studied what he could see of the boys face beneath the brim of that mangled hat and decided his chin might be a little cleaner. He probably shouldnt have hired the scamp, but the boy made him smile like nothing else had for longer than he could remember.


Unfortunately, the afternoons activity would be less amusing. He wished he hadnt let Dora maneuver him into taking her for a drive through Central Park. Even though theyd both known the rules from the start, he was beginning to believe she wanted a more permanent relationship, and he suspected shed take advantage of the privacy their ride offered to press him. Unless they had company ...


Climb in the back, boy. Its about time you saw something of New York City.


Me?


He smiled at the boys astonishment. I dont see anybody else around. I need somebody to hold the horses. And to forestall an invitation from Dora to be a permanent member of the Van Ness family.


Kit gazed up into the Yankees gray, Rebel-killing eyes, then swallowed hard and swung herself into the leather-upholstered seat. The less time she spent in his presence, the better, but he had her trapped.


As he expertly maneuvered the carriage through the streets, Cain pointed out the citys attractions, and her pleasure in the new sights began to overcome her caution. They passed Delmonicos famous restaurant and Wallachs Theatre, where Charlotte Cushman was appearing in Oliver Twist. Kit glimpsed the fashionable shops and hotels that surrounded the lush greenery of Madison Square, and, farther north, she studied the glittering mansions of the wealthy.


Cain drew up in front of an imposing brownstone. Watch the horses, boy. I wont be long.


At first Kit didnt mind the wait. She surveyed the houses around her and watched the sparkling carriages with their well-dressed occupants flash by. But then she thought of Charleston, reduced to rubble, and the familiar bitterness rose inside her.


A perfect day for a drive. And I have the most amusing story to tell you.


Kit looked up to see an elegant woman with shining blond curls and a pretty, pouting mouth come down the steps on Cains arm. She was dressed in strawberry silk and held a lacy white parasol to protect her pale skin from the afternoon sun. A tiny froth of a bonnet perched on top of her head. Kit detested her on sight.


Cain helped the woman into the carriage and politely assisted her with her skirts. Kits opinion of him sank even lower. If this was the kind of woman he fancied, he wasnt as smart as shed figured.


She put her scuffed boot on the iron step and swung herself into the rear seat. The woman jerked around in astonishment. Baron, who is this filthy creature?


Whore you callin filthy? Kit sprang from the seat, her hands balled into fists.


Sit down, Cain barked.


She glared at him, but his Rebel-murdering expression didnt flicker. With a glower, she sank back into the seat, then gave the evil eye to the back of that pert strawberry-and-white bonnet.


Cain eased the carriage into the traffic. Kit is my stable boy, Dora. I brought him along to stay with the horses in case you wanted to walk in the park.


The ribbons on Doras bonnet fluttered. Its much too warm to walk.


Cain shrugged. Dora adjusted her parasol and settled into a silence that screamed her displeasure, but to Kits satisfaction, Cain paid no attention.


Unlike Dora, Kit wasnt prone to sulking, and she gave in to the pleasure of the bright summer afternoon and the landmarks he continued to point out. This was the only chance shed ever get to see New York City, and even if she had to do it with her sworn enemy, she intended to enjoy it.


This is Central Park.


I dont see why they call it that. Any fool can tell its at the north edge of the city. 


New York is growing fast, Cain replied. Right now theres mainly open land around the park. A few shanties, some farms. But it wont be long before the city takes over.


Kit was about to voice her skepticism when Dora spun in her seat and fixed her with a withering glare. The message clearly said Kit wasnt to open her mouth again.


Fixing a simpering smile on her face, Dora turned back to Cain and patted his forearm with a hand gloved in strawberry lace. Baron, I have a most amusing story to tell you about Sugar Plum.


Sugar who?


You remember. My darling little pug.


Kit made a face and leaned back in the seat. She watched the play of light as the carriage slipped along the tree-lined promenade that ran through the park. Then she found herself studying Doras bonnet. Why would anybody wear something so silly? And why couldnt Kit keep her eyes off it?


Two women riding in a black landau passed in the other direction. Kit noticed how eagerly they gazed at Cain. Women sure did seem to make fools of themselves over him. He knew how to handle horses, shed give him that. Still, that didnt count much with a lot of women. They were more interested in how a man looked.


She tried to study him objectively. He was a handsome son of a bitch, no doubt about that. His hair was the same color as wheat right before harvest time, and it curled a little over the back of his collar. As he turned to make a comment to Dora, his profile stood out against the sky, and she decided there was something pagan about it, like the drawing shed seen of a Vikinga smooth, high brow, a straight nose, and an aggressive line to the jaw.


... then Sugar Plum pushed the raspberry bonbon away with her nose and picked a lemon one instead. Isnt that the sweetest thing youve ever heard?


Pugs and raspberry bonbons. The woman was a damn fool. Kit sighed loudly.


Cain glanced back at her. Is something wrong?


She tried to be polite. I dont hold much with pugs.


There was a slight movement at the corner of Cains mouth. Now, why is that?


You want my honest opinion?


Oh, by all means.


Kit darted a disgusted glare at Doras back. Pugs are sissy dogs.


Cain chuckled.


That boy is impertinent!


Cain ignored Dora. You prefer mutts, Kit? Ive noticed you spend a lot of time with Merlin.


Merlin spends time with me, not the other way around. I dont care what Magnus says. That dogs bout as worthless as a corset in a whorehouse.


Baron!


Cain made a queer, croaking noise before he recovered his composure. Maybe youd better remember theres a lady present.


Yessir, Kit muttered, although she didnt see what that had to do with anything.


That boy doesnt know his place, Dora snapped. Id fire any servant who behaved so outrageously.


I guess its a good thing that he works for me, then. 


He hadnt raised his voice, but the rebuke was clear, and Dora flushed.


They were nearing the lake, and Cain pulled the carriage to a stop. My stable boy isnt an ordinary servant, he continued, his tone somewhat lighter. Hes a disciple of Ralph Waldo Emerson.


Kit looked away from a family of swans gliding between the canoes to see if he was making fun of her, but he didnt seem to be. Instead, he laid his arm over the back of the leather seat and turned to face her. Is Mr. Emerson the only writer you read, Kit?


Doras indignant huff made Kit garrulous. Oh, I read bout everything I can lay my hands on. Ben Franklin, of course, but most everybody reads him. Thoreau, Jonathan Swift. Edgar Allan Poe when Im in the mood. I dont hold much with poetry, but otherwise I have a generally voracious appetite.


So I see. Maybe you just havent read the right poets. Walt Whitman, for example.


Never heard of him.


Hes a New Yorker. Worked as a nurse during the war.


I dont reckon I could stomach a Yankee poet.


Cain lifted an amused brow. Im disappointed. Surely an intellectual like yourself wouldnt let prejudice interfere with an appreciation for great literature.


He was laughing at her, and she felt her hackles rising. It surprises me you even know the name of a poet, Major, cause you dont look much like a reader to me. But I guess thats the way it is with big men. All the muscle goes to their bodies, not sparin much for the brain.


Impertinent! Dora shot Cain an I-told-you-so look.


Cain ignored it and studied Kit more closely. The boy had guts, hed give him that. He couldnt be older than thirteen, the same age Cain had been when hed run away. But Cain had nearly reached his adult height at that time, while Kit was small, only a couple of inches over five feet.


Cain noted how delicate the boys grimy features were: the heart-shaped face, the small nose with its decided upward tilt, and those thickly lashed violet eyes. They were the kind of eyes women prized, but they looked foolish on a boy and would look even more outlandish when Kit grew to be a man.


Kit refused to flinch under his scrutiny, and Cain felt a spark of admiration. The daintiness of his features probably had something to do with his pluck. Any boy who looked so delicate must have been forced to do a lot of fighting.


Still, the kid was too young to be on his own, and Cain knew he should turn him over to an orphan asylum. But even as he considered the idea, he understood he wouldnt do it. There was something about Kit that reminded Cain of himself at that age. He was feisty and stubborn, walking through life daring somebody to take a swing at him. It would be like clipping the wings of a bird to put that boy in an orphanage. Besides, he was good with the horses.


Doras need to be alone with him finally overcame her aversion to exercise, and she asked him to walk to the lake. There, the scene that he had hoped to avoid was played out with tiresome predictability. It was his fault. He had let sex overcome good judgment.


It was a relief to get back to the carriage where Kit had struck up a conversation with the man who rented the canoes and two brightly painted ladies of the night out for a stroll before they went to work.


The kid sure could talk.


That evening after dinner Kit sprawled in her favorite spot outside the stable door, her arm propped on Merlins warm back. She found herself remembering something strange Magnus had told her earlier when shed been admiring Apollo.


The Major wont keep him long.


Why not? shed said. Apollos a real beauty.


He sure is. But the Major doesnt let himself get tied to things he likes.


What do you mean?


He gives away his horses and his books before he can get too attached to them. Its just the way he is.


Kit couldnt imagine it. Those were the things that kept you anchored to life. But maybe the major didnt want to be anchored.


She scratched her scalp under her hat, and an image of Dora Van Nesss pink-and-white bonnet flashed through her mind. It was foolish. The bonnet wasnt anything more than a few pieces of lace and a trail of ribbons. Yet she couldnt get it out of her mind. She kept imagining what shed look like wearing it.


What was wrong with her? She pulled off her own battered hat and slammed it on the ground. Merlin looked up in surprise.


Dont pay me no nevermind, Merlin. All these Yankees are makin me queer in the head. As if I dont have enough distractin me without thinkin bout bonnets.


Merlin stared at her with soulful brown eyes. She didnt like admitting it, but she was going to miss him when she went home. She thought of Risen Glory waiting for her. By this time next year, shed have that old plantation back on its feet.


Deciding that the mysterious human crisis was over, Merlin put his head back down on her thigh. Idly, Kit fingered one of his long, silky ears. She hated this city. She was sick of Yankees and the sound of traffic even at night. She was sick of her old felt hat, and most of all, she was sick of people calling her boy.


It was ironic. All her life shed hated everything that had to do with being female, but now that everybody thought she was a boy, she hated that, too. Maybe she was some kind of mutation.


She tugged absentmindedly at a dirty spike of hair. Every time that Yankee bastard had called her boy today, shed gotten a sick, queasy feeling. He was so arrogant, so sure of himself. Shed seen Doras watery eyes after theyd come back from their walk to the lake. The woman was a fool, but Kit had felt a moment of sympathy for her. In different ways, they were both suffering because of him.


She trailed her fingers over the dogs back and reviewed her plan. It wasnt foolproof, but all in all, she was satisfied. And determined. Shed get only one chance to kill that Yankee devil, and she didnt intend to miss.


The next morning, Cain tossed a copy of Walt Whitmans Leaves of Grass at her.


Keep it.
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