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Dedication

To my husband, my unexpected gentleman.
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April 25, 1803

The Honorable Henry Benedict Percival Darington, third son of the Earl of Lindford, clung to the railing of The Eagle with such force his knuckles were white. His journey from England to America was nearly over, and the ship was close enough to New York harbor that it could be seen without the use of a spyglass. He also found it easier to throw up over the side of the ship than into a bucket in his cabin. 

The trip had been a misery from the moment he stepped on board. Though he was a fine horseman, even on a spirited horse, and he’d rowed on the Thames many times in high wind and choppy water, he was useless when it came to sea travel. It had been a very good thing he had refused to join the Navy when his father insisted he find a position suited to the family name. He wouldn’t have survived on one of His Majesty’s ships. He’d barely survived on this one. 

His family would be very pleased to know that he would not be returning to England. He bared his teeth and shook his head at the thought. They had expressly sent him away to avoid the attachment of any further scandal and gambling debts to the family name. Given the severity of his seasickness, another long voyage would most likely end with him buried at sea rather than arriving at his destination.

It took another two hours before the ship was tied up along the dock and the gangplanks were lowered. The moment he had solid ground underneath his feet, Henry’s spirits rose and his queasy stomach settled.  

He made his way to the respectable boardinghouse the ship’s captain recommended. New York harbor was not as large as Liverpool or Belfast, but it had the same feel. All along the wharf, sailors were loading and unloading cargo, most of the ships carried goods rather than passengers. The colonies—these people who had gone to war with England and won—were expanding their commerce. Perhaps he could invest in a ship or some other aspect of trade to increase his income. He’d ask his host in this new country, a cousin of his father’s, for advice on the possibility. Hopefully, Cousin Peter would prove a wise advisor. After all, as a fellow younger son outside the line of succession, Peter had managed to prosper here. Henry could at least be thankful his family hadn’t sent him packing someplace with not a single friend to welcome him.

He shook his head to clear the tedious thoughts and strode away from the docks. A short walk later, he arrived at the boarding house. His first order of business, after renting a room, was to arrange for a bath. Those weeks at sea had done nothing to improve his appearance or diminish the odor of sickness that clung to him like a miasma. When he was clean and presentable, he made his way down to the common room for his first real meal since he had embarked. Even better, tonight he would have the luxury of sleeping in a bed that didn’t move. 

Henry turned his mind toward the next tasks on his list. He might be a bit...spirited, but he was neither reckless nor a simpleton. His fresh start would be better if it was thoroughly planned. Tomorrow he would go to the bank and ensure that the remittance his father had promised him was there. After that, he’d make inquiries about purchasing or renting a decent horse that could get him to Cousin Peter’s estate northwest of the city. 

Cousin Peter had left for the colonies when he was barely twenty. As a son outside of the line of secession, he would not inherit any titles or property. Peter had taken the chance that it’d be easier to make his fortune in the New World than in England. Family rumor had it that he fought the King of England’s soldiers during the American rebellion and was a close friend of General George Washington. 

That might explain why he was able to keep his lands after the colonies broke away from the mother country. Cousin Peter knew how to survive in this world, and Henry hoped he could teach him how to navigate these waters. Well, that and stay at his estate enjoying decent meals and sufficient serving staff until he was able to set out on his own. 

Henry shook his head. The English peerage rules of inheritance were very unfair. As the youngest son, he would inherit nothing of the family property or any titles. The oldest son inherited everything, any daughters received dowries to help them acquire a suitable husband, but the younger sons had to fend for themselves. He snorted. This was the root of all his problems.  

He forced himself to put the thoughts aside. What was done was done, and he would be better served to turn his attention to the future, which he had plenty of time to do, given that he sat alone at his table. There were other diners in the room, but he wasn’t in the mood for company. Besides, being a stranger to this harbor city and a British subject at that, he needed to be careful. It hadn’t been all that long ago that these people shot British soldiers. Some of them might not appreciate an Englishman in their presence, let alone a member of the aristocracy. 

The food at the boardinghouse was nourishing but plain, unlike the lavish dishes served at his father’s house. He closed his eyes and pictured the elegant dining table, with the fine china and family silver measured out by the butler to insure everything was in its proper place. The silver candelabra were always filled with lit wax candles. All the dinner courses were brought in with the take-away dishes—vegetables, potatoes, meats, and desserts—his father had an excellent cook. Once again, he pulled himself away from the urge to dwell in his misery. He opened his eyes and held his stomach. After his sea travels, the rich dishes served at home would never have stayed down. His plate of chicken, potatoes, and bread was just what his queasy stomach needed. 

He glanced around, wondering the occupations of his fellow patrons. What advice would Cousin Peter give him about a suitable occupation? He had a good education. He was fluent in French and could also read Latin. He had a good head for sums, but no actual skills like farming or running a business. As the younger son of an earl, he was expected to enter the clergy or the military, but neither occupation suited his personality. He lacked the discipline necessary for a soldier, he liked to gamble, and he enjoyed the company of women. Neither of those pursuits went well with the pious life of a clergyman, either. 

They also infuriated Henry’s father. When it became obvious he wasn’t going to change his ways, his father gave him an ultimatum. He would be given a remittance as long as he agreed to leave England and not return. 

He put down his knife and fork, irritated. A painting of him wearing the heirloom ring his mother had given him was in the gallery. At least the family wouldn’t forget what he looked like. 

After his first good night’s rest in weeks, he left the boarding house to find the bank. It took the better part of the morning to confirm the existence of the funds his father arranged and withdraw them. 

“Are you quite certain you wish to withdraw the full amount?” the banker asked, gazing down his thin nose at Henry. 

“Yes,” Henry answered, aware he was being short but not feeling compelled to explain his reasoning to the taciturn man across the desk. 

“You do understand you’ll need to make all withdrawals in person,” the banker continued.

“Of course,” he replied. That would be an inconvenience, but not an insurmountable one. He would simply have to leave Cousin Peter’s estate every ninety days for a few days travel. “Do you have any recommendations for a reputable stable?” It grated, asking the man who’d done nothing but sneer through the course of the meeting for advice, but in the interest of time, Henry would swallow his pride.

The bank officer sent another arched look his way, as though assessing Henry’s capabilities as a rider. Finally, he answered. “Try Jameson’s or Silverman’s. They are both good customers of the bank.” 

The banker concluded their business with a final derisive sniff and directions to the two livery stables. Henry was thankful for the small crumbs of progress 

Though it was rather warm this afternoon, a light breeze was coming in from the sea. He only wished it didn’t smell so much of fish. After tomorrow, he wouldn’t have to smell it for a while. Cousin Peter’s estate was miles inland. He longed for the smell of fresh hay and other growing things. He imagined Cousin Peter’s place to be much like his father’s country estate, a beautiful manor house surrounded by fields, an orchard, and sheep. Though he would’ve liked to learn more about the running of his father’s estate, that was an occupation not suited for the son of an earl. All the occupations suited to his station didn’t appeal to him in the slightest. Perhaps in this new land, things could be different, and he could manage his own estate.

He arrived at the first stable, only to find they had no horses available. He was forced to walk to the other side of town to inquire at the second stable. There, to his disappointment, they only had one horse for sale, a four-year-old, light-brown gelding named Pocket who was barely broken to saddle. The price was more than the horse was worth, but he had no choice. He paid the stable owner the asking price, and a night’s food and lodging for the beast. Impatience had him striding back to his own lodgings faster than the citizens walking the streets alongside him. He dodged between a tottering old woman and a man carrying bolts of cloth, muttering a quick apology when his arm brushed the other man’s sleeve. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough. He’d rise early, get another solid meal in his poor, shrunken stomach, and be on his way. 

“Good morning, Mr. Darington,” the chipper boarding house owner said upon his entrance to the dining room. “On your way this morning?” 

“Good morning,” Henry said. “Yes, I’m looking forward to beginning my journey. Perhaps you’d be so kind as to verify the directions I’ve been given?”

“I’d be glad it if I can. Where are you going?”

Henry told him the directions he was given. The man nodded and pulled out a piece of paper. “The best way to get there is actually following this road...”

Henry left the build with a rough map to the town closest to Cousin Peter’s estate. The morning was brisk but not too cold, and it looked like he would have a pleasant ride today. He secured his bag to the saddle and swung onto the horse’s back, anticipating setting a brisk pace and getting acquainted with the countryside. An hour later, he found out exactly why this horse was the only one available. Pocket wasn’t spirited; he was paranoid. The slightest crack of a tree branch or howl from an animal, and Pocket attempted to buck Henry off and run. By the evening of the first day, he had totally depleted his store of curse words and was forced to make up new ones. His throat was sore from shouting and he was seriously considering walking. 

He spent the next few days encouraging the horse forward while trying to stay in the saddle and the next few nights in campsites, given the lack of inns or other lodging. He finally reached the edge of Cousin Peter’s estate at twilight. He and Pocket came out of a thickly forested area, only to see a large smooth stone that rose a few feet above the ground. He led the horse onto the rock and stopped at the end. Here he had a view of a clearing with fenced paddocks and buildings in the distance. A house on the far side of the fields appeared large enough to be the manor house. 

He was looking around for the best approach to the house when it happened. A wolf’s wail sounded very close behind him. Pocket lurched, then dropped on its front legs and kicked up with its back ones. The motion sent Henry flying out of the saddle as the horse bolted away.  The last thing he saw as he went over the edge of the rock was a strange shimmer in the air.
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