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      Imogen Hawkes noticed the minute hand of the clock on Hammersly's desk. It was spinning, a sure sign that her emotions had gotten out of control. In her mind she heard her mother reminding her that she must always remain calm. She took a sip of tea as she tried to comply with that inner voice.

      "I do realize this is quite upsetting for you," William Hammersly said in a soothing tone. A handsome man in his forties with dark hair that showed gray at the temples, he sat in the leather chair across from hers, his chiseled features wearing a well-practiced expression of distant benevolence. He reached over, lifted a folder from his elegant mahogany desk, and thumbed through the contents. "Unfortunately, there is no record of any agreement that you might have had with the bank. I'm afraid either the note will need to be brought up to date on the 7th of August, or the Trust will be forced to begin foreclosure proceedings."

      Imogen regarded him over the edge of her teacup. Her agreement with Mr. Solomon at the First National Bank had been a verbal one, but the banker's promise clearly hadn't been enough to stop Solomon from selling her mortgage to the Adirondack Trust, putting her under Hammersly's thumb. "How much is it in arrears?"

      "At this time, about nine thousand dollars." His tone sounded sympathetic.

      When she set down the teacup, it clattered in the saucer, but she managed to keep her voice steady. "I'll have the money by the 7th."

      Hammersly leaned forward and daringly laid a hand over hers. Even through her glove, she could feel the warmth of his fingers. Her own were icy. "I hope you'll remember that you can always come to me," he said. "As a neighbor, Mrs. Hawkes, and, I trust, as a friend."

      She glanced down at the fingers covering hers on the arm of the chair. "That won't be necessary, Mr. Hammersly."

      "I do hold you in great regard, Mrs. Hawkes," he said. "My offer is still open to you, should you find yourself in dire straits. Please remember that. You know that I have always..."

      He continued speaking, but Imogen only half-listened. In the four years since her husband Henry's death, Hammersly had made several attempts to court her. Only twenty-two then, Imogen had been preoccupied with preserving the farm, not with finding another husband. She still wasn't eager to marry, not if it meant handing over the farm she'd worked so hard to save into some man's control. Her lack of interest had only seemed to pique his, but she didn't believe for a moment that he'd fallen in love with her. While she could be described as striking, she was certainly not beautiful. Her coloring was at fault; her dark eyes and brows, combined with hair the color of cream, kept her from being fashionable. And it didn't help that Henry had always demanded she wear pink, saddling her with a wardrobe full of dresses and suits she disliked. The pink silk walking suit she currently wore—a few years out of fashion, but still serviceable—didn't flatter her at all.

      No, Hammersly's interest in her couldn't be personal. He must have some other objective altogether. Sighing inwardly, she forced her attention back to him.

      "...is the sport of kings, not queens, my dear," Hammersly was saying.

      Imogen ground her teeth together. She glanced down at his expensive hand-made oxfords and noticed one of the laces coming untied. Things tended to fall apart when she was upset—literally, not figuratively. Alarmed, she slid her fingers out from under his and grasped the silk cords of her handbag. It would be wiser for her to get out of the building before anything else came undone. "Thank you for your time, Mr. Hammersly."

      Smiling genially, he rose with her and escorted her to his office door. She set her gloved hand on the brass knob and was mortified when the latch came loose in her fingers. A screw fell to the floor. The remainder of the handle clattered onto the marble outside the door. In the lobby, people turned to stare.

      Imogen gathered calm about herself. She handed the door latch to a nonplussed Hammersly and walked out of the temple-like edifice with her head held high.

      She stopped outside on the sidewalk next to the tall clock. A buggy rattled by on Broadway past where she'd left her own, and then another, the mid-morning traffic lighter than normal. Mrs. Crowden bustled along the sidewalk without a word. The old woman threw an odd look at Imogen but crossed Broadway and stepped into the drugstore on the opposite corner, casting one last glance back at her before letting the door close behind her. Imogen spotted Hammersly's black automobile parked on Church Street. His driver, a sallow-faced young man with dark hair and pale eyes, leaned against the vehicle, watching her as she stood by the clock, trying to decide what to do.

      Disbelief and anger kept her fixed there. The agreement between herself and the bank allowed half-payments on the farm's mortgage. She had never been late, not once. It wasn't in her nature to go back on a bargain. She simply couldn't. It scandalized her that Mr. Solomon had. Without doubt, Hammersly had something to do with that betrayal. He must love having her under his thumb like this.

      The warm July wind swirled around her and tugged at the straw hat precariously pinned in her hair. She glanced up and spotted the tall clock's minute hand moving far too fast. The hand slipped off the center post and fell to lie on the inside of the glass bezel. Imogen shook her head, annoyed with herself for being so out of control.

      Mother Hawkes, she decided, would know what to do.
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      Imogen turned her buggy onto Broadway and headed north. The recent rain kept the dust down, but there were muddy spots everywhere. She'd dragged the lace hem of her skirt through one as she'd unhitched the buggy. She briefly hoped it stained, giving her an excuse to get rid of the suit, and then wryly reflected that she couldn't afford to replace it now anyway.

      She passed by the Waverly Hotel and headed up North Broadway. Graceful homes lined the street in varying styles. Henry had chosen to build an Italianate villa there for his mother after he'd married his first wife back in the late 80s. A moderately sized home painted in a light blue, Mother Hawkes' house lacked the gingerbread trim that the house out on the farm had, which made Imogen like it all the more.

      By the time she'd tied off the buggy and stepped up onto the porch, Imogen had lost the edge of her anger. Her mood had settled to a level of annoyed disbelief. In her mother-in-law's tasteful front sitting room, Imogen described her morning's travails as Mother Hawkes patiently listened.

      "...and then Mr. Hammersly repeated his earlier offer," Imogen finished.

      Her mother-in-law, an energetic woman on the far side of sixty, frowned down into her tea. "He offered to marry you? Again?"

      "As a way out of the debt, of course." Imogen set down her saucer, clinging to the appearance of calm like a lifeline. "He told me he knew how it must be hard for me to manage a stable alone. Then he patted my hand and reminded me that racing is the sport of kings, not queens. That was when I got up and left."

      Mother Hawkes shook her head. Her family had been in horseracing for three generations. While her son Henry had run the farm for most of the previous two decades, Mother Hawkes had run things herself for just as long before that, and far more profitably. If Henry had listened to his mother more often, Imogen wouldn't be in the wretched position she was now. Knowing that, Imogen had made a point of seeking out her mother-in-law's business advice more and more frequently over the last four years.

      "I hope you gave him your coldest shoulder, girl," Mother Hawkes said. "You're good at that."

      Imogen knew she had a reputation for coldness. She had since childhood. "I did my best."

      "Hammersly's always wanted my family's land, although I didn't think he'd go to this length to get it. And now there's that silly practice track—he's lusting over that for his own horses, no doubt." Mother Hawkes glanced up at Imogen and added, "Not to say he doesn't want you, too, girl."

      It was the land Hammersly was after. Imogen had no doubt of that. Marriage was simply his way of getting the lowest price. "It doesn't matter why Hammersly offered, I've no intention of marrying the man. I'll simply have to come up with the money."

      Mother Hawkes nodded approvingly. "Good girl. How much?"

      Imogen took a deep breath and said, "About nine thousand dollars. I have until the 7th to pay or the Trust will begin foreclosure proceedings."

      Mother Hawkes frowned down into her tea-cup. "And unfortunately, all my ready funds are tied up in steel right now." She rose and began pacing the sitting room, her burgundy silk skirts rustling as she passed. "I would like to strangle Mr. Solomon. I won't, of course, but I do wonder what leverage Hammersly used to make Solomon hand over your mortgage. Hmmm. I know a couple of the Trust's board members. They might be interested to know how Hammersly's using his position there to his own advantage."

      Her mother-in-law had a great many friends, a trick Imogen had never managed. She had too much to hide. "It doesn't matter. It's just over two weeks. Hammersly has the upper hand so, for now, I only have one hope."

      Mother Hawkes sat down heavily as if her sixty-odd years had suddenly caught up with her. "Your horse has to win the Special Stakes."

      Imogen nodded. She'd been struggling to build a decent stable out of the mess Henry had left behind. This year after paying her bills, she'd put up every cent left over as stakes for the Special. It would be her first race as the farm's owner, but she'd never dreamed so much would ride on the outcome. "The purse would be at least fifteen thousand dollars. There are nine stables running."

      "Sanford has entered, hasn't he? He's got a very good two-year-old, I hear. And McCarran does as well."

      "I have faith in my trainer," Imogen said. "If Paddy can't get Blue Streak up to speed by the race, I'll eat my handbag." Paddy O'Donnell had been training horses at Hawk's Folly Farm all of Imogen's life. She couldn't imagine anyone who knew horses better than him.

      Mother Hawkes gave her a thoughtful look. "Give me your cup."

      Imogen handed it over. Her mother-in-law had a gift for reading the leaves, and Imogen hadn't known her to be wrong yet.

      Mother Hawkes stared into the teacup, her arched white brows drawn together. She turned it this way and that, and pronounced, "There's a whirlwind coming, girl, although I can't say whether it will bring good or ill. Be on the watch for it." She looked up at Imogen then. "How you handle it will determine the outcome."

      Imogen pressed her lips together. Her own mother would have cautioned her to ignore foolish prophecies. She would have said that Mother Hawkes' prediction was vague and could be interpreted in many ways. But something about her mother-in-law's words rang true.

      "I'll keep my eyes open," Imogen promised.
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      The drive back to the farm helped calm her, the regular clopping of the horse's hooves soothing her frazzled nerves.

      Hawk's Folly lay just over the rise, and when the buggy crested the hill, Imogen stopped to take it in. Despite the fact that Henry had willed the farm to her, Imogen had never truly felt she owned it.

      The Victorian house had been built by Henry for his first wife, Bella, a hot-house beauty who'd filled the place with frills and lace and dainty figurines. The house's pink siding needed attention, Imogen noticed. It hadn't been painted since '01, a couple of months before Henry died. Yet another thing that would have to wait now. The green-roofed stables were in perfect order, though.

      To the east of the stables lay the cause of her current woes, the practice track. Henry had mortgaged the entire property to pay for the thing's construction. A full mile, the track had all the trappings of the one at Saratoga save its grandstand and the fancy new judges' stand. A hedge of cedars surrounded it, meant to hide the neat white posts and fine dirt from prying eyes.

      Henry had had grand ideas, but he'd been hampered by both a complete inability to recognize a good horse and an unwillingness to listen to any advice, whether it came from his trainer, his mother, or his wife. It had taken Imogen a couple of years to accumulate decent breeding stock once she'd gotten rid of his questionable acquisitions. The current two-year-olds were her first crop, and the Saratoga meet would be their maiden outing.

      Barely visible from the rise was the old tenant's cottage at the far end of Hawk's Folly. When Imogen's mother had come over from England with an infant daughter, a 'recently dead' husband, and a single retainer escorting her for the sake of propriety, Mother Hawkes had taken them in and let the mother and daughter live in the cottage. She'd hired Paddy to work in the stables. As a child, Imogen had played there. She would help out with the horses whenever she could escape her mother's tight grasp. Her mother had other designs, wanting Imogen to be as proper and lady-like as herself. The fourth daughter of an earl, her mother took her consequence seriously.

      When her mother died, it had been Mother Hawkes who suggested to Henry that, since he'd been a widower for a couple of years, he could do far worse than to marry the girl from the old cottage. Imogen had always been grateful for his offer, even if she hadn't loved him. Eighteen and suddenly alone in the world, she hadn't had any place to go, no family that she knew, and no experience at making a living for herself.

      And after Henry's death it had all fallen on her, every inch of the land, its history, and its people. Now with it threatened, she could feel ties binding her there. Not just to the people who worked for her, but the farm itself. It was hers, and she didn't intend to let it go.

      The day was flying by, though. Determined not to waste it, Imogen snapped the reins and the horse trotted down the rise. Once she'd pulled the buggy into the stable yard, one of the hands rushed up to take the reins. Imogen climbed down, grabbed the package of supplies Paddy had requested from the store, and tossed it over by the main stable door for him. She cast a glance in the direction of the stalls but decided to change out of her town clothes first, so she headed up to the wide porch of the house and inside.

      Her bedroom was on the second floor with windows overlooking the green roof of the stable and the yard. Tired of living in the shadow of Henry's first wife, Imogen had repainted the room in a sunny yellow, sold the accumulation of knick-knacks, and purchased new bedding and a rug suited to her own taste—one of the few extravagances she'd allowed herself.

      She glanced out her windows and saw Paddy stalking toward the house, so she dashed into the dressing area between the two upstairs bedrooms to change. She stripped off her stained walking suit and pulled on a riding skirt in heavy brown twill and a fresh cream-colored blouse—working clothes, and far more suited to her taste. Then she headed down to find out what Paddy needed.

      "They're forgeries," Paddy said as soon as she made it down to the sitting room. When annoyed, his accent took on the thick brogue of the old country, but Imogen could usually follow it.

      She peered at the sheaf of papers he held up for her to inspect. The new stallion, she realized, her heart sinking. After seeing the horse's listing for auction in Boston, she'd bid on him sight unseen. His racing record alone should have made him valuable, and she'd been quite surprised when she won him. With the other news she'd gotten this morning, she didn't want to hear her gamble hadn't paid off. "Are you certain?"

      Paddy ran a hand through his gray hair and settled his tweed cap atop it again. "As sure as the day is long, girl."

      "They raced him under these papers, Paddy."

      "Someone in Boston turned a blind eye, then, something the fine gents in Saratoga aren't going to do."

      Imogen sighed. She grabbed one of Henry's old barn coats off the rack near the door. "Well, I suppose I should go take a look at the fellow. I paid enough to have him shipped here. Please tell me he has good points that outweigh his spurious pedigree. Can he be used for training, at least? A riding horse?"

      Paddy held the door open for her, his expression guarded. "I think it's best you see him yourself, girl."

      They walked together down the path toward the stables, Paddy clucking his tongue over their new acquisition all the while. A life-long pessimist, Paddy never failed to see the dark cloud under the silver lining. But he was probably right. If he thought the stud she'd purchased wasn't any good, then they probably had an expensive new gelding, not even suitable to be a riding horse.

      Imogen unpinned her braided hair as they walked. It had a coarse texture—like a horse's mane, her mother had always pointed out. A few white-blonde strands blew across her eyes, escaping confinement. She tucked them back behind her ears as Paddy led the way through the stable. The air smelled of horse and manure, hay and dust, all scents that seemed welcoming and safe to Imogen. The stables were large, the French style with two rows of stalls facing each other across a center aisle. The old stud, Dalmation—the only one of Henry's studs she and Paddy deemed worth keeping—had his stall down at the far end, away from the yearlings and colts. The newcomer waited a couple of stalls over.

      She looked over the door at the creature. A dark chestnut with neat compact lines, he looked exactly like the sketch published in the auctioneer's newsletter: five years old, deep chest, well-formed legs and haunches, clear eyes. About fifteen hands, he wasn't a large horse, but his racing record—she did know that to be accurate, at least—indicated he had heart. He'd had only one second place finish among dozens of wins.

      The horse stood in the far corner of the stall, his entire body quivering.

      "What's wrong with him?" Imogen asked.

      "Not any normal sickness," Paddy said.

      She glanced over her shoulder at him, surprised by his hesitant tone. "What have you tried?"

      His eyes drifted toward his boots. "Nothing to try, girl. The beast has the shakes."

      Imogen turned her attention back to the horse in the stall. That must be why no one else outbid her. They'd been at the auction and seen this display. "He certainly won enough races. The pedigree might be faked, but his track record isn't."

      "That horse is trouble, girl," Paddy said flatly. "We should ship 'im back."

      "We don't have the money for that now." She hadn't told him about Hammersly, thinking one catastrophe per morning all he needed. She lifted the wooden latch on the stall door. Paddy knew better than to protest—no horse would ever hurt her. Horses always knew somehow that she shared a bit of common blood. When she stepped closer, the horse's head came up and his eyes focused on her. She held out a gloved hand to let him get the smell of her.

      The horse's nostrils quivered. He took a step forward and set his forehead against her sternum. Surprised by the gesture, Imogen scratched under his forelock. Then she stepped back to get a better look at him. "He's docile enough."

      She laid one hand against the creature's neck and felt the shudders flowing through his body. When she pulled back to look at his teeth, she noticed that the halter's ring had worn a raw spot into his cheek. She found another at the top of the chinstrap as well, where that ring rubbed. A third reddened spot lay under the buckle of the headstall.

      He's not a horse.

      Imogen stared at the creature, amazed that he'd ended up in her stable. Of all the things her mother had ever dreaded, this would be the worst—a puca, one of the Fair Folk who could wear the shape of a horse. As such, he must have even less tolerance for cold iron than Imogen herself.

      She looked the stallion in the eye and unbuckled the harness, careful not to touch the metal. Even through gloves, it bothered her. Everywhere iron or steel touched his hide, the hair had worn away, leaving red and irritated skin.

      "Shouldn't do it," Paddy said. "That beast is trouble, girl. Send him back."

      She cast a glance over her shoulder at him. "You knew, didn't you?"

      Paddy just shook his head.

      She hung the harness over the stall door and turned back to the horse. He still quivered, which made her suspect another source must be causing his discomfort. She leaned against his shoulder and lifted one hoof—a bar shoe, already rusting. The bar had a special tongue attached, bent upward so that it brushed the inside of his hoof on the sensitive frog. It must be torture for the creature. "Get me a rope harness, Paddy," she snapped. "I want Jack right now."

      Grumbling, Paddy left.

      "I'm going to have those taken off," she told the horse. "So think kindly of us here."

      He nuzzled her shoulder and sighed. Paddy returned and handed a rope harness over the stall door. Imogen looked the horse in the eye, and then slid the harness up and over his muzzle. "Trust me."

      The horse followed docilely when she took him over to the work area the farrier used when he visited. A gray-haired horseman who'd been at the farm nearly as long as Paddy, Jack could turn his hand to almost anything. He produced a pair of pincers and pulled off the shoes. He frowned over the odd design but tossed them into a pile in the back with other old shoes and scrap. "Didn't know anyone used iron shoes," the wiry hand said to Paddy.

      Imogen didn't comment. She took the horse back to his stall, led him inside and removed the harness. The horse lipped her sleeve, but after a moment hung his head as if too tired for even that. But his shivering had passed, so she left him there and walked with Paddy back up to the house.

      "Shouldn't have done it, girl," he repeated under his breath, like a litany.

      "We have troubles enough, Paddy. Don't borrow from tomorrow. It was the right thing to do, and you know it." She left him at the door and went on to the office where she could sit and stew over the investment she'd just lost. That horse would have been valuable at stud—or so she'd thought.
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      The house's office was one of the few places where Bella's fripperies hadn't invaded. Imogen had always liked the room. She settled at Henry's desk and tried to concentrate on the account ledgers and all that needed attention: bills for feed, bills for the kitchens, paychecks to be written out. Instead she found her eyes drawn to the far wall and the tall white bookshelves there.

      Most of the books had come from the previous farmhouse, carefully packed away by Mother Hawkes herself. Imogen had borrowed many of these very same volumes as a girl. After making certain that the office door was closed, Imogen dragged over a heavy chair and climbed up onto it to retrieve a volume from the top shelf: The Fae, by Armstead Winston-Howell. The book was worn, its fabric cover of burgundy paisley frayed along the bottom and corners. Imogen had first read it when she was eight, although her mother would have objected strenuously if she'd known.

      Eugenia Villiers Smith had told Imogen very little about her father, wanting her daughter to follow in her footsteps, not his. Imogen had grown up knowing only his name, Finn, and that he was a puca—a fairy of sorts. From him she'd gotten her cream-colored hair, her dark eyes, and that tendency to make things come apart. According to the book, that was part of a puca's mischief, a talent for wrecking things.

      She turned to the page in the book that addressed the puca. Only a single column, it hadn't given the eight-year-old Imogen much to build on. The puca, the book informed her, is one of the Lesser Folk who can take on many shapes, most common of those being a dark horse with glowing eyes. The book went on to describe a creature who loved to entice unsuspecting humans out for midnight rides. Most folk claimed that such rides ended with no more harm than the fright given to the rider, but in a few counties in Ireland, it was held that a puca would then try to drown his rider in the nearest lake or pond. The author, however, kindly explained that they were possibly being confused with kelpies in those instances. Imogen's mother certainly hadn't been drowned.

      She read through the entry again and shook her head. The Fair Folk weren't even supposed to exist in the United States, to some extent because the ocean trapped them in Ireland. Supposedly, they couldn't cross moving water. Imogen closed the book, scowling. As a baby, she had crossed the ocean herself, although according to Paddy she'd been sick the whole way. Evidently that stallion out in the stables had somehow managed as well.

      Pondering the path that must have led him to her farm, Imogen went to bed that night, her mind still in a whirl.
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      In the morning, she donned her aged brown riding habit and headed out to the stables to face Paddy first. When she told him about the mortgage, he responded with a few colorful things about Hammersly. As Paddy had never liked the man, Imogen wasn't particularly shocked by his language.

      "He's always wanted to get his hands on this land," Paddy finished, and moved straight to the only solution. "I'll get Tommy up on Blue Streak, and we'll work on his times. And by the by, the fence in the west meadow washed out night before last. We need to get that fixed, girl, or we'll lose horses onto Hammersly's land."

      Yet another problem, Imogen thought ruefully. It was as well she'd intended to make a tour of the fences that morning.

      The dark horse nickered when he saw her emerging from the tack room with a length of rope over her shoulder, so she stopped to check on him. The irritated spots on his cheeks and under the forelock seemed to be improving, far more quickly than they would have on a normal horse.

      He lipped at her ivory braid over the stall door. Imogen pulled her hair free and scowled at the creature. "Don't get any ideas."

      She felt sure he could leave if he wanted to. Without iron to bind him in that form, he could simply walk away with a glamour wrapped about him to hide himself. Then again, he might not feel well enough to leave. She didn't know how long he'd worn those iron shoes, but the fact that he'd been racing in Boston for three years suggested it had been at least that long. She couldn't imagine what that had done to him.

      He snorted and tossed his head, shaking out his mane.

      "No, I'm not taking you anywhere," she told him. "I'm not that much of a fool."

      She scratched under his forelock. Then she had the horrified thought that she shouldn't be touching him—not encouraging him in any way. He wasn't a horse. She climbed down off the door and walked away without looking back.

      At the gate, one of the hands already had Captain saddled up for her. "Thank you, Billy," she told the young man.

      Billy nodded his dark head. "Is it true, ma'am? Hammersly's trying to force us out?"

      One thing she knew, the hands were all fiercely loyal to Paddy, and thus to her. "I'm afraid so. We'll weather this, Billy."

      He helped her up into the sidesaddle, nodding grimly. "Yes, ma'am. Whatever we need to do."

      It made Imogen feel better to have steadfast workers on her side, but she was responsible for them as well. She nodded to the young man and started off on her survey of the property's fences, starting to the east of the drive and going round the entire property. She checked on the currently empty cottage and found it locked up tight as it should be. She came back up through the paddock where the yearling fillies gamboled out in the July sunshine, and finally rode through the main paddock and down the meadow to the west edge of her land.

      Paddy was right about the fence.

      Imogen tied Captain to a sadly leaning post and went to survey the damage. A narrow stream ran through her land there, sloping down several feet as it crossed onto Hammersly's land on its way to one of the local lakes. The fence had followed the terrain before, but now four posts were missing, washed out by the stream's swelling. They would have to be completely replaced, and the posts on either side already leaned. The rails between them were down. She felt lucky none of her mares or foals had wandered through the gap and onto Hammersly's land. She'd never see them again if that happened.

      She could take a couple of hands off the training schedule for a day to fix it, or hire it done, but they really couldn't afford either just now. So for the time being, she would have to make do. She unbuttoned her riding jacket and left it over one of the rails. Then she tucked her skirt up into her belt and waded back and forth across the stream—shuddering involuntarily as she did so—to run the rope across the gap. She wished she'd thought to wear her Wellingtons, but her half-boots were ancient anyway.

      Once finished, she let down her damp skirt, and turned back toward the stables just in time to see the new stallion using his teeth to tug loose the slip knot in Captain's reins. Freed, Captain simply stood and waited for her. The stallion snorted at him. Captain jumped like a startled grasshopper and took off toward the stables.

      That left her alone with the dark horse, who turned one eye on Imogen's bedraggled form and then lifted his muzzle toward his bare back.

      He'd let himself out of his stall; Imogen had no doubt of that. He'd either jumped the pasture's fence or opened that gate as well. Then he'd sent Captain packing like the lowliest servant. She could see the stable yard from the meadow, so she grabbed up her jacket and pulled it on. "It's not that far. I'll walk."

      She started back and heard the horse following, his hooves squelching in the soft earth. After a moment, she felt his breath on her neck, and he started lipping at her collar. She turned to fix him with a stern look. "I know what you are. I know better than to ride you."

      He nickered at her and bumped her chest with his nose, but she kept her hands at her sides, resisting the urge to scratch him. "My mother made that mistake once," she said. "I know better."

      He tugged at her shirt and then, with a clear 'snick' of his teeth, sheared off one of her buttons. He spat it onto the damp grass.

      Sighing, Imogen fished the button out and stuffed it into a pocket. She walked on, buttoning her jacket over her gaping blouse as she went and cursing her luck under her breath.

      The horse followed at a distance this time.
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      After reviewing the farm's books, she decided they would have to fix that fence themselves. Unfortunately, if they did a poor job of it, Hammersly would know exactly how tight her finances were. She didn't want that.

      She could sell a couple of the yearlings. That would be a last option, she decided after discussing it with Paddy. Once one started selling off stock out of season, all the other stable owners knew there were money problems. Hammersly would find out within a day if she resorted to that.

      That evening, she opened her bedroom windows to let in the cooler air. She changed into her nightgown, pulled on her old apple-green housecoat, and lay down atop her covers to read for a time. Her mother had always favored improving literature and forbade the reading of novels, claiming they weakened both the mind and moral fiber. That hadn't kept Imogen from borrowing the occasional volume from Mother Hawkes. Since she hadn't had time to get to the library in town recently, Imogen had been rereading the Austen novels. She fell asleep with Persuasion still in her hands.

      In her dreams, the horse lipped at her collar again. His lips turned to her own then, and the absurdity of that thought jolted her awake—only to see a man leaning over her in the dim light.

      She drew a breath to scream, but his hand settled firmly over her mouth—strong enough to give her pause. And then she realized who he was.

      A lock of dark chestnut hair fell over his forehead, and his eyes were the same shade of brown. Patches of reddened flesh marred his cheeks, and his skin was pale, as though it rarely saw sunlight; she suspected it might not have for some time. His hand lifted after a moment, and he regarded her with a raised brow.

      He made an attractive man, his deep chest translating into broad shoulders and his powerful haunches into well-shaped thighs, currently on display since he had somehow entered her house nude. She hoped no one had seen him.

      He said something to her in what must be Gaelic—not a question, she guessed from his tone, just a statement. Then he stepped back, putting enough distance between them that she didn't feel threatened.

      She still didn't know how to handle him. Her mother's many rules failed to provide instructions for this situation. "Do you speak English at all?" she managed.

      "Well enough," he said—with an accent that sounded much like Paddy's.

      Imogen was determined not to back down in front of this creature, not inside her own house. Even so, she scooted over and got off the other side of the bed, putting it between them. She gathered up the crocheted throw draped across the curved footboard and tossed it at him. "For heaven's sakes, put that on."

      He caught the bundled throw and, with an amused look on his face, wrapped it about his waist. "You know, darling, I've been standing in that stall naked for the last two days. You said nothing about your bashfulness before."

      "It's not the same thing," she said, hoping to dismiss the subject.

      His dark brows lifted, but he didn't answer. Instead he settled on the upholstered chair by the window. Imogen edged around the bed, and then went to the door and held it open. "Go."

      "Now, darling," he said, "I only came to beg a favor. No need to make a fuss."

      A favor. Imogen clenched her jaw. She should never have spoken to him at all. He would want to make a bargain, and she knew she wasn't clever enough to beat one of the Fair Folk at that. On the other hand, she really didn't have any means of throwing him out, short of summoning all the stable hands. And the presence of an unclothed man in her bedroom would be difficult to explain, even to the most loyal of employees. Imogen shut the door, but stayed there, far out of his reach. "What is your name?"

      "Whirlwind," he said.

      For a second her breath wouldn't come. Mother Hawkes will find that absolutely hilarious.

      She cast a glance at the window and wondered if climbing out was a viable option and then shook her head, reckoning that this must be the time when her actions would determine the outcome of whatever Mother Hawkes had foreseen. "Is that your real name?"

      He shrugged. "Not my true name, of course. As real as any other."

      Knowing the true name of one of the Fair Folk granted great power over them, the reason Imogen never spoke her birth name aloud. Even half-blooded as she was, it would give the speaker an advantage she didn't like to contemplate. She and her mother had always used the surname Smith instead her mother's family name—Villiers. "I understand the concept," she said.

      He leaned back and put his hands behind his head as if he intended to stay. "And what is your name, darling?"

      "Imogen," she told him.

      His expression suggested that he didn't approve. "Imgen?"

      "Im-o-gen," she said slowly. "I know what you are. I don't want you making any trouble here. We've tried to be hospitable. We have enough worries right now without your compounding them with foolishness."

      He looked scandalized. "Foolishness?"

      "Broken fences, leaking buckets, pregnant housemaids."

      "No, never," he said, laying one hand over his heart.

      "Do you mean, no, you won't cause trouble?"

      His eyes narrowed.

      "No, you won't cause trouble for this household," she clarified further, hoping he wouldn't take it in his head to terrorize the neighboring farms either—well, perhaps Hammersly's, a little. It would never do to say so, as asking one of the Fair Folk to do something malicious was doubly dangerous.

      "Deal?" he asked.

      Unfortunately, her mind, once started on that track, clung to it as a matter of nature. She could no more refuse an offer to bargain than he could. She heard herself say, "What would you ask in return?"

      His soft lips curved. "One night."

      Imogen shut her eyes and leaned back against the closed door.

      He would keep to the word of his bargain.

      If she agreed with his terms, he would refrain from causing trouble, although possibly only within the strictest interpretation of her words. If she refused, he would leave, but then he might not feel any guilt over stirring mischief. That was what his kind lived for, her mother had warned.

      She tried to remember if there was some special phrasing she should use to get him to obey her but, without knowing his true name, she didn't have much leverage. And being honest with herself, she admitted she didn't want him to leave. That half of herself that she'd never had the chance to know, her father's blood—the creature before her represented a window into a world her mother had always tried to keep tightly locked away from her. Imogen wanted to ask him a thousand questions, only she had nothing to bargain with. Save what he'd already asked of her.

      His fingers touched her cheek, even though she hadn't heard him approach.

      She hadn't made up her mind yet. She couldn't retreat through the door, so she stood there under his touch. He pressed closer, and his lips—as soft as she remembered—touched her earlobe. He wasn't much taller than she was. Imogen kept her eyes shut, trying to decide the wisest path. She probably should have shipped him back to Boston as soon as she realized what he was, but it was far too late for that now.

      He kissed her, his mouth tasting of sweet hay. She pressed her hands back against the door to keep from touching his skin. She whimpered, and then felt a surge of embarrassment at her audible reaction.

      "How long?" he whispered.

      Her marriage hadn't left her with a desire to seek out a lover; Henry had never exhibited much interest in her, his passion saved for his horses and his memories of Bella. And Imogen wasn't the sort to jeopardize her standing in the community by indulging in affairs. It was difficult enough to garner acceptance among the local landowners without a man nominally in charge of her farm.

      She opened her eyes and looked into the warm brown ones so close to her own. "A long time. It's not wise for a woman in my position to become involved."

      He drew back. "Is that a no?"

      He didn't smell quite like a man, but then again, he wasn't one. Her blood pounded in her ears as if it recognized that he shared her heritage, as if it recognized the likeness in him. She could tell him no and he would be bound to leave her alone, but his offer was so very tempting. Any liaison between them would be on her terms, under her control, and in the end he would leave with none the wiser. She licked her lips and said, "No one can know about this."

      A glint appeared in his warm eyes. "Two nights, then,"

      "What will you promise me in return?"

      "I will cause no trouble for this household," he said, "and none will know I was here with you. In return for two nights."

      Imogen considered that offer as his fingers slid along her braid, the pale hair simply unraveling at his touch. He lifted a hank of it to his lips and regarded her with a raised brow. "A deal," she whispered.

      "A deal, then." He grinned, and added, "You should know I would never have dreamed of causing you harm, darling, not after you removed my bonds. And the fence, that was not my doing."

      Imogen shook her head, disgusted with herself. She shouldn't have assumed he intended mischief, no matter what her mother had told her of his kind. But now she was bound by her word. Even half-blooded, she could no more go back on it than he could have.

      His hand stroked her cheek. "I only sought you out meaning to barter work for clothes, darling, but you looked so lovely lying there. I couldn't resist trying to steal a kiss."

      Imogen gazed up at him, unsure what she should do or say.

      "It won't be so bad," he said, his dark eyes dancing with laughter. "You might even like me."

      Imogen took a deep breath and, as she had no intention of backing down, she put her arms around his neck and kissed him.
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      He seemed to doze, although Imogen wasn't sure. The pinkish light of dawn stole along his pale skin and brought out reddish glints in his dark hair. She'd seen many more handsome men in her life, but he was still a pleasure to look at. He hadn't bothered to draw a glamour about himself either, which would have made it harder for a human woman to resist him. That pleased her, as if it meant he dealt truthfully with her.

      His hands were still red and raw, as well as the soles of his feet. Having endured that sort of reaction herself, Imogen ached to see it. She touched a finger to his reddened palm.

      He opened one dark eye. "Time to go, is it?"

      "Who put those shoes on you?" she asked. "How long ago?"

      He propped himself up on one elbow. "Ten years. Not a fond memory at all. Better to talk about last night. Did I not say you would like me?"

      The night had been far lovelier than she'd expected. Despite looking years younger than Henry, he was likely older and more experienced in such things. She wondered briefly if he was ageless, like some of the Fair Folk were said to be but was afraid to ask. "You did warn me," she finally admitted.

      "And now I must go, more's the shame," he said. "No longer night, is it?"

      Imogen wet her lips. None of the maids would come in. No fire to lay in the summer, and she always went down to breakfast. But tempting though it might be, it would be a mistake to give him more than the terms of their bargain. "Yes, you should go."

      He looked disappointed, but he dutifully pressed a kiss into her palm and rose naked from her bed. Then, remembering his ostensible reason for seeking her out last night, she said, "You could take some of Henry's clothes. From the dressing room, I mean."

      His eyes followed her pointing finger. "Truly? I am willing to work for my keep."

      "It's all right," she said, clutching the sheet to her chin as she sat up. He inclined his head and then disappeared into the dressing room.

      Imogen found herself staring at the white-painted door and feeling dazed. She'd taken a lover, something she'd never intended to do. All her self-control had gone out the window when he'd come close to her, and for the first time she understood how her mother could have done such a thing. Her serious mother, who had traveled across an ocean with a sickly infant to start her life over, away from the censure of English society. It had cost her dearly to bear his child, but she had done so and never looked back. Imogen closed her eyes to gather her scattered thoughts.

      "You're fond of pink." His voice floated out from the dressing room, laughter in it.

      Imogen clutched the sheet tighter. She spotted her abandoned housecoat on the rug, dashed over, and drew it on. As she tied the sash, he emerged from the dressing room wearing a pair of Henry's old trousers and what must be the most decrepit shirt he could find. The trousers were too big, but braces held them up. He set a worn pair of boots on her table and began to roll up the shirt-sleeves. He glanced at her, one brow raised.

      "I don't like pink," she managed. "My husband did. I wore it to please him."

      "Ah," he said.

      For a moment, neither spoke. Imogen curled her bare toes in the rug. She had never been in this situation before. She had no idea what he expected her to do or say.

      "So I shall go," he said. "Thank you for the clothes." He turned and walked out of her room, wrapping a glamour about himself that would likely keep others from seeing him, although it failed with her.

      Once Imogen had gotten her feet moving again, she dressed in her oldest work clothes and the still damp boots she'd worn the day before. Paddy was the first to greet her when she walked down to the stables. "That damned horse was out of his stall last night."

      She stopped in her tracks. "Is he there now?"

      "Yes, looking innocent, he is." Paddy took off his cap to run fingers through his gray hair as Imogen tried to decide what an innocent expression looked like on a horse. "But don't be surprised if you find the fences torn down," Paddy said.

      "We already had fences down," she reminded him. "We've been hospitable. There's no reason for him to cause us harm."

      Paddy just shook his head and went on to review the schedule for the day.

      "We need to get the fence repaired," she said. "Can you spare any of the boys?"

      "Not until after the race," Paddy said.

      She'd expected that answer. "I can work on it myself."

      "Not a job for a girl." Paddy knew, of course, that whenever he said that it would almost certainly goad her into action, wise or not.

      "I'll see if I can get a start on salvaging what's left."

      She went back to the house, grabbed her Wellingtons and a canteen full of water, and headed out to the west meadow on foot. The late July sun promised a warm day, and she was perspiring by the time she'd reached the far end of the meadow, so she tugged off her jacket and laid it over one of the steadier rails. The breeze carried the scent of the pine and larch trees that stood over on Hammersly's side of the fence to the west of the stream. As a girl, Imogen had believed those trees haunted. Even now she had her doubts about them.

      She set down her canteen and plotted her morning's work. Since the rails all appeared to be salvageable, she started with those. She'd managed to drag several of the downed rails into a pile when she spotted someone walking across the meadow toward her. She squinted in the bright sunlight and then sighed.

      "Don't you ever rest, darling?" he asked when he got close enough. "Me, I'd rather be in bed still, but..."

      She shook her head, exasperated. "I've work to do. What are you doing here?"

      He regarded her with raised brows. "You mean here on this farm? I do believe you had me brought here."

      "No, I meant in this pasture," she clarified.

      "Well, you did tell me no broken fences," he said. "So I came to see to this one, as I don't want you to think I've weaseled out of the terms of our bargain."

      Imogen didn't think it fair to hold him to the bargain retroactively. He hadn't caused the fence's destruction. But he had said he was willing to work, and she could use the help. She pointed out one of the rails that had fallen into the stream. "Could you help me lift that out of the way?"

      Between them they carried the fallen rails to one side and stacked them neatly. When they'd set down the last of them, she wiped a gloved hand across her brow. "Do you have a name? Other than your horse name, I mean."

      His eyes laughed at her. "You don't like it?"

      She had no intention of calling him Whirlwind. "A name I can say without feeling foolish."

      "Guaire," he said.

      She tried out his name mentally and decided it suited him. It sounded Gaelic, which meant she had no chance of being able to spell it correctly. "Thank you."

      He smiled at her again and then casually asked, "So, why does Paddy hate this Hammersly fellow so much?"

      She went over to get her canteen. "Was Paddy talking in front of you?"

      "People will say almost anything in front of a horse, Ginny."

      Imogen was tempted to say something sharp but ground her teeth and kept the urge under control. Only her mother had ever called her Ginny. Not even Henry had done so. She took a sip from the canteen and then politely offered it to Guaire. And as he reached over to take it, she saw for the first time that his palm was worn bloody. She grabbed his wrist and turned his hand to survey his blistered and raw skin. "Why didn't you pick up some gloves?"

      "They'll heal," he said dismissively. "There were no gloves in that wardrobe of yours, save some dainty white things that look like a lady's only far too big for your delicate hands."

      No, she'd turned every last pair of Henry's useable gloves over to the stable hands, save for his dress attire. "Why didn't you pick up a pair in the stables? I'm sure they're lying about everywhere."

      He shook his head and his hair fell over his eyes. "I'll not steal from your men."

      Imogen bit her lip. "I'll see if I can find a pair that would fit you."

      "Thank you." He nodded, wiped the blood from the canteen with his sleeve, and handed it back to her. "Hammersly?"

      "His lands march with mine," she told him. "On the other side of this fence, in fact. He wants my land, and he's willing to stoop pretty low to get it."

      "And how low is that?" he asked. She explained about the mortgage, at which he looked as scandalized as she'd felt. "They had a bargain with your husband, Ginny. I don't see how they could sell his word away."

      "They don't have the same scruples you do." She leaned on one of the solid posts. "Hammersly has offered to pay it off if I marry him. Of course if I did so, the entire farm would become his property, so it's no real gift at all."

      The more she thought about it, the more it seemed like an insult than anything else.

      Guaire regarded her steadily. She didn't know what he expected her to say, so she turned back to consider the pile of rails. "I need to get the fence back up," she told him. "If any of the mares wanders through the gap and onto his land, I'll never get them back."

      "No need to worry over that. I asked them not to," he said. "Figured you wouldn't want 'em to."

      She surveyed the pasture. The mares and foals were, indeed, at the far corner.

      Guaire's eyes returned to the missing fence span. He gestured toward the stream bed. "The problem is the stream, not the fence. You need a deeper bed, you see. Dig it out."

      "I don't have the men to do that."

      "I can do it," he said. "I've nothing else to do with my days."

      Imogen regarded him with a furrowed brow. "What do you want in trade?"

      He shook his head. "You should not have asked, Ginny."

      He hadn't been offering a bargain. He'd simply offered to do the work, with no strings attached. But now he was tied to the deal; he had to make an offer. She could either accept or refuse, but there it was.

      "One night," he said.

      "For all that work?"

      "Well worth it, in my mind," he said with a twinkle in his eye. "Well worth it."
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      Imogen left Guaire that afternoon with a request not to damage his hands too badly, which he seemed to take with the same lack of seriousness he brought to everything else.

      "The damned horse is gone again," Paddy told her in a sour voice as he walked by with Faithful on a lead rope.

      Imogen wondered if he had any idea where Guaire had been all day...and the previous night. Rather than ask him, she surveyed the two-year-old he led instead. The Special Stakes required that she list three of her two-year-olds, although Blue Streak would be the one to run. Faithful and Hawk's Cry were her two spares. "How are they doing?"

      "Blue Streak shaved three seconds off his time today," Paddy said.

      "I wish I'd been there to see it."

      "Race day, soon," Paddy said. "If he takes the race, you'll have enough to buy that paper back, girl."

      Enough to bring it up to date, at least, and pay the stakes for the next race. "That's what we have to hope for," she said. "How did Faithful do?"

      Paddy shook his head and patted the two-year-old's neck. "This one just doesn't have his heart in it. We'll keep at him, but I don't know if he'll ever improve."

      A shame, in her opinion, since Faithful's bloodlines were every bit as good as Blue Streak's, both colts having been sired by Dalmation out of winning mares. "Perhaps next time," she told Paddy and headed up to the house.
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      Imogen capped off her afternoon trek to town with a stop at the drug store. She'd arranged for a shipment of oats and a handful of fence posts, ordered the new bit Paddy requested and handed Mrs. Dougherty's list to the grocer for delivery. She'd even found a pair of gloves at the hardware store over on Caroline Street that should fit Guaire. She deserved a small extravagance.

      Her heels clicked on the tile as she walked toward the case where the soaps and lotions were housed. The two clerks were near the back of the back of the store speaking with their employer's wife, so Imogen perused the neatly lettered signs in front of each stack of soap, trying to decide what fragrance she'd like to try. She'd used plain oatmeal soap for years and thought that perhaps the time had come for a change.

      She'd decided on the jasmine-scented soap and glanced up when she heard feet approaching. She was surprised to see Mrs. Menges herself come over to wait on her.

      "Good afternoon, Mrs. Hawkes," the older lady said. As always, Mrs. Menges wore a stylish outfit, a light green day dress with full sleeves and ivory lace adorning the high neck. She leaned closer. "Have you heard the news?"

      Not being one of Mrs. Menges' circle, Imogen usually didn't talk much with her. She was surprised to be approached now. "I don't suppose I have," she admitted.

      "Well, I thought you would want to know," Mrs. Menges said. "I have it that Sanford's prime two-year-old colt split a pastern yesterday."

      "Mohawk?" Imogen flinched. "How terrible. An injury like that could keep him out of racing for the rest of the season."

      Mrs. Menges nodded in a conspiratorial fashion. "But good news for the other stables in the Special Stakes, isn't it?"

      Imogen laid one hand over her mouth, working out how that improved her horse's chances in the race. The bell on the store's door rang, and Mrs. Menges looked past her as another customer entered the store. A flash of annoyance crossed the woman's face.

      Imogen turned and, too late, saw that the new customer was William
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