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	There was a land of colonies and crowns called the New World…

	There in this proud world, allegiance and dissension walked hand in hand…

	There was the last glimpse of Loyalists and Patriots, of privilege and unrest…

	Look for it only in our history books, for it is no more than a dream—those who fought and died for our independence and freedom, bound by honor and sacrifice for those they loved.

	A legacy now fading beneath torn flags and forgotten respect.

	A nation forged in fire…

	Rising from ashes to liberty.
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	I


	n the spring of 1774, the American colonies teetered on the brink of rebellion. To the north, Boston simmered with fury over oppressive taxes and the tightening grip of British rule. To the south, in Virginia's fertile Tidewater region, tobacco plantations basked in the golden glow of prosperity—but even those grand estates could not escape the rumblings of change. There, whispers of liberty clashed with the steadfast traditions of the Crown, forging a battleground as personal as it was political. For families like the Montgomerys, who had built their fortune on loyalty to the Crown and the toil of their land, the coming storm threatened more than their allegiances—it promised to unravel the very fabric of their world. As the rebellion spread and loyalties were torn apart, the world the Montgomerys had known—anchored in wealth, order, and tradition—stood on the edge of collapse, destined to be swept away by the fierce winds of liberty.
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Chapter 1
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	Roots Beneath the Ashes

	Tidewater, Virginia—Early Spring, 1774

	T


	he morning air was crisp, laced with the damp scent of freshly turned earth and the sweet bite of curing tobacco, mingled with a faint trace of salt carried upriver from the Chesapeake Bay. Dawn spread slowly over Montgomery Hall, gilding the rooftops in soft light and casting long, elegant shadows across the manicured gardens and endless rows of tobacco—the lifeblood of the Montgomery legacy.

	Charlotte Montgomery stood on the wide stone veranda, her hands lightly clasped as she gazed across the land her family had shaped for generations. At twenty-one, Charlotte had the quiet bearing of a woman raised in grace—but not untouched by doubt. Her chestnut hair was always pinned neatly behind her shoulders, and her eyes were a thoughtful shade of green that often gave away more than her words. She was not the kind to demand attention, yet the room always seemed to still when she entered. The view before her was steeped in memory and expectation—fields she had run through barefoot as a girl, now tilled by hands not her own. The familiar breeze stirred the hem of her skirts, carrying with it a tang of salt and something harder to name. Even there, surrounded by beauty and order, something in her chest tightened—a flicker of unease that no morning sun could warm away.

	Montgomery Hall rose tall and symmetrical behind her—a gleaming white mansion nestled between rivers and hills. Its whitewashed brick facade gleamed in the sunlight, the deep green shutters casting crisp shadows beneath a red clay roof crowned with a proud cupola that flew the banner of the king. Two wings flanked the central structure, joined by breezy colonnades. A grand portico upheld by Doric columns overlooked a circular carriage path lined with sculpted hedges and brick gateposts bearing the Montgomery crest.

	All around, the estate unfurled in graceful abundance—tight-trimmed lawns leading to groves, orchards, and, at the edge of the horizon, the vast rolling tobacco fields that fed the family's fortune. Nearly two thousand acres of rich Tidewater soil—and with it, the legacy of one of Virginia's most prominent Loyalist families.

	With its broad rivers and fertile deltas, Tidewater, Virginia, had become a kingdom of planters—and tobacco was its gold. It paid for fine horses, French wine, Cambridge tutors, London gowns, and gilded mirrors that reflected chandeliers from Williamsburg to Philadelphia.

	Colonel Charles Montgomery had returned from war with the scars of battle and the favor of the Crown. He had fought under His Majesty's banner during the French and Indian War, earning both a commission and grants of land that stretched as far as the eye could see. For his loyalty and service, he was rewarded with position, honor, and prosperity.

	Montgomery Hall was not merely a home. It was a monument—a testament to what steadfast loyalty could earn in a world still ruled by kings.

	From the distant fields, Charlotte heard the creak of wagon wheels and the soft rhythm of hooves. The planting season was beginning again, and every hand—free and enslaved—had a role to play.

	Samuel's voice carried on the breeze, firm but fair, calling orders to the workers tending to the first new rows of tobacco. Samuel had overseen the field laborers for years—a man born into bondage yet who carried himself with the quiet authority of one born free. Her father trusted him not only with labor but with the management of the fields themselves—a rare dignity in a land where men like Samuel were often treated as tools, not minds.

	Closer to the house, Ruth's familiar humming floated through the open kitchen windows. Ruth had served the Montgomery family for decades, first as a young house girl, now as the respected keeper of the household's rhythms. Though by law she was enslaved, in spirit she was something more—caretaker, guide, and quiet guardian of all that stirred beneath Montgomery Hall's grand corridors. She had rocked Charlotte through childhood fevers and wept in silence after Colonel Montgomery's safe return from long absences to attend court. She was family—though the laws of Virginia would never name her so.

	Meg's laughter rang faintly from the side gardens—a light, carefree sound. At only fifteen, Margaret "Meg" Montgomery was a whirlwind of energy and sunshine, bustling between the kitchens, the orchards, and the drawing rooms with baskets of apples or bolts of cloth trailing behind her. She was the youngest of the Montgomery children—too young for political conversations, too young to understand how close the world was to tilting beneath them. But not too young to see. Or remember.

	Inside the house, Charlotte's brother William would already be reviewing plantation ledgers in their father's study—ever the responsible heir, scribbling figures with the precision their father had instilled in him since boyhood. At twenty-four, William had grown into the role with somber resolve, though Charlotte sometimes wondered if he ever longed for a life beyond tobacco quotas and Crown obligations.

	Nathaniel, by contrast, could rarely be kept indoors. Just seventeen, he was all restless energy and flickering tempers—too old to be dismissed as a boy, too young to be taken seriously by men like their father. His questions were sharper lately, and his silences were more frequent.

	Their mother, Eleanor, held to tradition with quiet authority—a woman who hosted teas with perfect grace, spoke French with Charleston merchants, and never permitted her grief to reach the surface. Since the colonel's return from Williamsburg, she had been more guarded than usual, her tones clipped, her gaze lingering too long at the window.

	Charlotte tucked these thoughts away.

	Inside the house, she heard the low clink of teacups and the hushed tones of her mother's conversation with a visiting neighbor. They spoke of dresses, officers, and loyalty—words worn like polished jewelry at gatherings and assemblies.

	Safe words. Loyalist words. Words tethered to a distant king—and an even more distant parliament that had begun, it was whispered, to see the colonies less as subjects and more as dependents to be taxed and tamed.

	Charlotte turned her gaze northward toward the line of misty trees where the river bent out of sight—and beyond that, toward Boston. Boston, where crates of tea had floated like wreckage in the harbor. Boston, where anger had begun to find a voice.

	Virginia had not yet risen to violence, but something unspoken stirred beneath the civility of its courtrooms and drawing rooms—a quiet, coiling tension.

	Though her father was just inside the house, she could almost hear his voice in her mind—cautious, commanding, unwavering. He would say that liberty, like fire, should be respected, not toyed with.

	Once, she had not worried about such distant matters. Once, her world had been bound by the gentle hills of home, the steady presence of her father's voice, the warmth of candlelight and chamber music.

	She remembered being a girl, barefoot in the orchard, her father lifting her onto his shoulders as he pointed across York River.

	"Your brothers may inherit the land, Charlotte," he said, "but it is you who must guard what cannot be passed in a will—our name, our legacy, our blood. Hold it with love—and never with fear."

	At the time, she hadn't understood. She was beginning to now.

	Movement caught her eye near the garden wall. Nathaniel—her youngest brother—was slipping away from the kitchen path with a mischievous glint in his eye. No doubt plotting another escapade with Samuel's younger apprentices.

	She smiled despite herself. Then the smile faded.

	The world was shifting beneath their feet—and not even Montgomery Hall, with all its grandeur, could hold it back forever.

	***

	That evening, a letter arrived from Williamsburg—hand-delivered, unmarked, addressed in a sharp hand only her father recognized.

	Colonel Montgomery took it in silence and read it alone in his study, the candlelight casting shadows across his desk.

	"By His Majesty's Order: Major Alastair Beckett, recently of His Majesty's Intelligence Corps, is hereby assigned to observe and report upon the state of loyalty among the Tidewater gentry… His presence is confidential until necessity demands otherwise."

	The colonel exhaled slowly and folded the letter twice before tucking it into a drawer he kept locked. A single thought lingered as he stared out toward the distant fields:

	The Crown no longer trusts even its own.
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	Governor's Ball at Montgomery Hall

	Tidewater, Virginia—Spring, 1774

	T


	his year, the honor of the Governor's Ball had not fallen to Williamsburg, as tradition dictated, but to Montgomery Hall—the stately Tidewater estate of one of Virginia's oldest and most loyal families. The honor was both a mark of social prestige and a bold political statement: the Montgomerys had dedicated their home to His Excellency, Lord Dunmore, in a show of unwavering allegiance as he entered his second year as royal governor. The ball would honor a night of elegance, loyalty, and quiet calculation in a colony growing restless.

	Montgomery Hall had long been the subject of whispers, even among the gentry. Built nearly a century earlier and later expanded in the Georgian style, its grand facade concealed more than wealth. There were rooms not listed on the servants' ledger, passages that ran behind the walls, and tucked behind the study's north bookshelf, a hidden library was said to contain letters from governors, secret correspondences from London, and reports meant only for Loyalist eyes.

	No one outside the family had seen the hidden library in decades doubted it even existed. But servants spoke of old ledgers that vanished, drawers that locked themselves, and candles that flickered in rooms thought to be empty.

	To the outside world, the Montgomerys were the Crown's most steadfast allies. But within their walls, there were loyalties so deep they required secrecy. And secrets—no matter the cause—always drew speculation.

	Most dismissed the rumors as idle nonsense. But those who had seen the flicker of candlelight in a supposedly empty wing—or found footprints near the cellar door where no one should walk—knew better. Montgomery Hall kept its secrets close. And tonight, it would be crowded with strangers.

	Long before sunrise, the house stirred to life. Servants moved briskly through kitchens and parlors assembling trays of fruit and spice cakes, polishing silver, and checking deliveries from Williamsburg. In the dining wing, Ruth directed the last of the floral arrangements—delicate ivory roses paired with deep red tulips—to the grand ballroom being prepared on the lower floor.

	***

	Upstairs, Charlotte stood before a full-length mirror, arms outstretched as the final pearl buttons of her gown were fastened. The pale green silk shimmered in the morning light, imported from London by way of Philadelphia. Her mother had insisted on the color.

	"You'll look regal but soft," she'd said. "Like the daughter of a family the Crown can trust."

	***

	By late afternoon, the gravel drive echoed with the sound of carriages arriving. Footmen in livery guided polished coaches to the front steps. Soldiers stood at attention along the circular drive, their muskets gleaming in the setting sun. An honor guard snapped to salute as the most distinguished guest descended from his carriage: His Excellency John Murray, 4th Earl of Dunmore, Royal Governor of Virginia. Impeccably dressed and sharply observant, he offered a tight smile as he entered—a symbol of British order amid colonial unrest.

	Not long after, a second carriage arrived bearing Brigadier General Sir Edward Wentworth—a newly arrived officer from London, tasked with assessing defenses and reinforcing diplomatic ties with the colonies. His attendance, though ceremonial, added weight to the evening's tone: watchful, elegant, and veiled in suspicion.

	***

	Inside the grand ballroom, chandeliers cast shimmering reflections across polished floors. Candlelight glowed against mirrored walls and gilded sconces. Virginia's most loyal families filled the room, their powdered wigs and silk gloves, a portrait of civility in a season thick with unease. The Governor's Ball was more than social. It was strategic.

	Charlotte moved among them with practiced grace, but unease tightened beneath her ribs. The music swelled, fans fluttered—yet the whispers moved faster than the waltz.

	"The crates floated like coffins," a woman murmured behind her fan. "A mob, they say. Disguised as Native Americans."

	"The Sons of Liberty," came another voice, hushed. "They're spreading."

	Charlotte's steps slowed as a familiar figure appeared near the ballroom entrance—tall, composed, draped in the uniform of His Majesty's army.

	Lieutenant Edward Stanton.

	He moved like a man used to being obeyed, slicing through the buzz of gossip with little more than a nod. Their eyes met across the room, and for a moment, the world narrowed.

	"Miss Montgomery," he said, bowing slightly when he reached her. "You grace this room with quiet strength."

	"You speak like a poet, Edward," she replied, offering her hand. "Have they taught charm at the academy now?"

	"Only to those posted where hearts are as fragile as politics."

	They danced. He was steady, deliberate—the kind of man who offered safety and structure. He spoke of duty, of order, of the need to protect loyal families like hers from the chaos stirring in northern ports. His voice was calm, but his grip was firm.

	Yet even as he twirled her through the candlelit hall, Charlotte's attention caught on to a shadow near the archway.

	Benjamin Ward.

	He had arrived unannounced and unnoticed—no wig, no formal jacket, only a dark coat and raw defiance in his eyes. Where Edward offered the warmth of tradition, Benjamin carried the heat of rebellion.

	He did not bow.

	He did not smile.

	He watched.

	When the music paused, Charlotte politely excused herself and made her way toward the refreshment table. Benjamin was already there, as though he'd known she would come.

	"Miss Montgomery," he said, voice low and formal.

	"Mr. Ward."

	"You wear loyalty like lace tonight."

	"And you wear rebellion like mud."

	A faint smirk tugged at his lips.

	"Then we're both dressed for battle."

	She glanced toward the corners of the ballroom.

	"You shouldn't be here."

	"Neither should half the men in this room, if truth mattered more than titles. The Sons of Liberty are here tonight—and so are spies. Including one who wears red."

	She stiffened.

	"Be careful," she warned.

	"I was," he said. "Before Major Beckett arrived."

	The name hit like a musket shot to the ribs.

	"He's not here to observe. He's here to break us. I saw what he did in Boston. And now he's asking about your family."

	Charlotte's breath hitched.

	"Why?"

	"Because Montgomery Hall stands too high on the hill. And men like Beckett hate anything that doesn't kneel."

	Before she could answer, Edward reappeared—crisp and composed, his eyes narrowing on Benjamin.

	"Is this man bothering you?"

	"Not at all," Charlotte replied, voice even.

	Benjamin nodded once.

	"Lieutenant Stanton. You wear your chains well."

	"And you wear treason like a badge," Edward returned, steady and sharp.

	The tension between them crackled—two visions of the future colliding in silk and steel.

	Charlotte stepped between them.

	"Gentlemen," she said coolly. "Tonight is for dancing."

	But even as she took Edward's arm again, her thoughts spun wildly.

	Edward offered safety.

	Benjamin offered fire.

	And Major Beckett offered the Crown's tightening fist.

	Behind the music and lace, war was coming. And Charlotte Montgomery was already dancing with it.
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	Under Watchful Eyes

	Tidewater, Virginia—Spring, 1774 

	T


	he morning after the ball, the shine of silver and silk had faded, replaced by silence and long shadows along the corridors of Montgomery Hall. Charlotte moved through the drawing room, trailing her fingers along the lace-covered side table where her mother had set out cards and tea cakes just days before. She could still hear the swell of music, the clash of loyalty and rebellion whispered in corners—and see how Edward and Benjamin had looked at each other beneath the chandeliers.

	"You were seen," William said quietly, appearing in the doorway.

	Charlotte turned.

	"Speaking with him," he clarified. "Benjamin Ward."

	"It was harmless."

	"Nothing is harmless anymore."

	He didn't raise his voice. He didn't have to. William rarely wasted words. His shoulders were taut, his jaw locked. "You're the daughter of Colonel Charles Montgomery. You don't have the luxury of carelessness."

	Before Charlotte could respond, their mother entered briskly, holding a folded newspaper and glancing between the siblings.

	"Lord Dunmore demands that all gentry households compile inventories," she said. "Servants, land, provisions. They're beginning to question where loyalties truly lie."

	She set the paper down with a sharp motion.

	"And Major Beckett has issued his first formal statement to the Tidewater region. He means to make an example of someone."

	Rumors had traveled faster than carriages. A merchant from Yorktown had been taken for questioning after allegedly selling bulk ink and parchment to an unknown man. Another neighbor—the Redleys—had shuttered their house and disappeared with no warning, the hearth cold by morning.

	Charlotte had caught her mother in the study that morning, burning old letters.

	"Private correspondence," her mother had said tightly. "Nothing of consequence."

	But Charlotte had seen her hands shaking.

	In the stables, Samuel leaned on the gate of the outer pen watching the sky.

	"Miss Charlotte," he said as she passed.

	She paused.

	"There's talk among the others. Beckett's men came down the old road by night. Didn't knock. Didn't speak. Just walked the property lines with lanterns."

	Charlotte felt a chill rise up her spine.

	"I keep the younger boys in after dark now," he added. "And I lock the back sheds."

	In the kitchen, Ruth was kneading dough with rhythmic determination. She spoke without looking up.

	"That Meg's been wandering again. Down near the parlor steps. Listening more than she's talking."

	"She's just curious," Charlotte said softly.

	Ruth's hands didn't stop. "Children are always listening. Even when they don't know what they're hearing."

	Later that afternoon, a parcel arrived from Williamsburg—a bolt of ivory linen Charlotte had ordered weeks ago.

	She unwrapped it carefully and paused as a slip of folded parchment tumbled free.

	Inside: a single line, handwritten.

	They're watching your hall. And your gate. Meet where we first met, if you still care who walks through either.

	Benjamin.

	Charlotte's breath caught. Her fingers trembled slightly as she folded the paper again and burned the note in the hearth before anyone else could see it.

	***

	Two days later, Edward Stanton arrived at Montgomery Hall with a formal escort. He dismounted with the same practiced ease he had shown at the ball and was welcomed with warm ceremony.

	He joined Charlotte and her mother in the sitting room, offering polite smiles and speaking of Williamsburg's latest orders.

	"The governor's new list will include only the most trusted families," he said. "Loyalists of proven character. Your father's name carries weight, Miss Montgomery. So would yours—especially if formally allied with someone in His Majesty's service."

	Charlotte felt Her mother's eyes shift toward her.

	Edward continued, his voice softer. ""The world is changing, Charlotte. The Crown needs anchors—and so do I. Be mine."

	After he left, Eleanor folded her embroidery and spoke without lifting her gaze.

	"He would make a fine match."

	Charlotte said nothing.

	Later that night, she stood at her window staring out across the dark orchard.

	She thought of Edward's steady hand. His future offered quiet certainty.

	Then she thought of Benjamin's voice—urgent, defiant—and the flames that had consumed his message.

	And she wondered, not for the first time, if a woman could be torn between two futures and still keep her name intact.

	In Tidewater, the eyes of the Crown were many. But sometimes, the most watchful eyes were within one's own home.

	Tonight, Montgomery Hall still belonged to the loyalists.

	But tomorrow was no longer certain.
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	Ashes of Suspicion

	Tidewater, Virginia—One Week After the Governor's Ball

	T


	he air in Tidewater had changed.

	It wasn't only the restless clouds or the frost still clinging to the early morning fields—it was something colder. A quiet fear settling into parlors and prayer halls. The kind of fear that traveled faster than fire and settled deeper than ash.

	Charlotte stood beside Ruth at the window of the upper pantry, her hands folded as she watched a pair of riders gallop down the main road. Neither wore colors. Neither stopped to speak. But the dust they kicked up left a trail of dread behind them.

	"They're not merchants," Ruth muttered, tightening the cloth in her hand.

	"No," Charlotte said. "They're watching."

	Two days earlier, a man named Jasper Colling had been dragged through the square in Yorktown and bound to the public pillory by order of British troops. His crime: refusing to reveal the name of a man suspected of smuggling coded messages to rebel leaders near Yorktown.

	Before the townspeople could even gather fully, his shirt was ripped from his back and the first lash of the whip cracked through the air. A soldier counted with each strike—ten, twenty, thirty—until Colling's back was a sheet of blood. His cries were met with silence.

	Major Alastair Beckett stood nearby, mounted on a black gelding, his expression unreadable. When the final blow fell, he dismounted slowly and deliberately and addressed the assembled soldiers.

	"Let this serve as a lesson," he said, voice cold. "Insubordination, obstruction, and silence are treason's favorite weapons. But they will find no refuge here. Order must be enforced. And loyalty must be proven."

	He turned to the officer who had ordered the punishment. "You did your duty. Discipline earns respect. Weakness breeds rebellion."

	Then, turning back to the crowd, Beckett let his gaze sweep over them like a blade.

	"Let it be known—the Crown's justice does not sleep."

	He mounted again and rode off, the sound of hooves muffled only by the rustle of fearful whispers.

	That silence, more than the whip, had sealed the warning.

	Charlotte read the account that morning in a letter from Williamsburg. Her stomach turned. The words blurred as she blinked, imagining the man's screams echoing through the square.
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