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Visit


https://wendyneugentbooks.com/collections/history-detective-club 


for free bonus content, including The History Detective Club Casebook, a Boston Tea Party Unit Study, and more!
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History Detective Club Casebook



The History Detective Club Casebook is an interactive companion to Seeds of Rebellion. The Casebook invites you to become a real History Detective.

From secret codes and ciphers to vocabulary puzzles and reading challenges, every activity brings 1774 Williamsburg to life.

Whether you're a homeschooler, a teacher, a history buff, or a puzzle-loving reader, this casebook will test your mind, and train your time-traveling brain.

Join the mission. Crack the code.

History is waiting to be discovered.

Perfect for ages 8–12 (Adults enjoy it, too!).
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Free Boston Tea Party Unit Study

Make History Come Alive with the Boston Tea Party Unit Study
On December 16, 1773, patriots disguised as Mohawk warriors boarded ships in Boston Harbor and dumped 342 chests of tea into the water. But what led to this daring act of rebellion, and how did it change history forever?

This free Boston Tea Party Unit Study turns one of America’s most famous events into an interactive learning adventure. Inside you’ll find:


	Engaging activities and puzzles that make history fun


	Key facts and background to build real understanding


	Critical thinking questions to spark discussion


	Printable worksheets ready-to-use today





Whether you’re a homeschool parent, teacher, or history-loving family, this unit study is your ticket to exploring the American Revolution in a way your kids will never forget.

Ready to board the ships? Grab your free Boston Tea Party Unit Study!










  
  
For Lane Bell—


Kindred spirits, as Anne would say, are rare, but we found each other all the same, even across borders. Thank you for reading every word and believing in every story. Your unfailing support and thoughtful eye for detail have meant more than I can ever express. 


You are a 'Star' in every sense, brightening my life and touching countless hearts through the care and daily devotion you pour into our beloved Clue Crew community of readers.
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Author Wendy M. Neugent in front of Rose's home, The Sign of the Rhinoceros, on Christmas Day 1992




Author's Note

Working at Colonial Williamsburg after college gave me one of the greatest gifts of my life: the chance to experience Christmas in eighteenth-century Virginia. Yes, the days were often bitterly cold. Ice-sharp air crept under my woolen skirt, found the bare skin above my woolen stockings, and left my toes numb in my leather-soled shoes. Yet even the chill felt enchanted somehow when you were sipping hot mulled cider out of your salt-glazed mug, snacking on a ginger cake.

In my decade of working on cruise ships, I celebrated Christmas in some of the most beautiful places in the world, but nothing ever compared to the magic Christmas in Williamsburg. 

When I began dreaming up this series, I knew I wanted to bring some of that magic to you. To let you feel the candlelit Christmas wonder that filled colonial Virginia in 1776, and the echo of it that makes modern Williamsburg feel like stepping back in time. 

While researching Tidings of Liberty, I came across a brief notice in the Virginia naval records: three deserters from the brig Mosquito in November 1776. Thomas, James, and Jesse were real people who made a perilous choice, and I found myself wondering what drove them to it. 

The more I learned about life in the Continental forces—scarce food, unpaid wages, cold nights, and constant sickness—the more my heart ached for them. They were likely little more than boys who had chased adventure, only to collide with the harsh realities of war.

Their story made me think about what the holiday season truly asks of us: to see the stranger, the frightened, the hungry, and the lost with new eyes. To offer kindness where it is least expected, and mercy where it may not be deserved. 

In this story, Pearl, Rose, and Nathaniel choose empathy over condemnation. To me, that choice feels like the heart of Christmas and a reminder we can all carry with us.
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The books were heavier than Rose expected. 

She shifted her canvas tote higher on her shoulder as she walked through the gate Jess held open for her. They walked down the brick path and turned behind The Sign of the Rhinoceros, the historic home where Rose lived with her mom.

The late-afternoon air was icy enough to sting when she breathed it in. The sky was already turning that smoky late November blue, the kind that meant winter was coming fast. A gust of wind rattled the bare branches overhead, shaking loose a cascade of yellow leaves that skittered across the oyster shell path.

The back door creaked the way every door creaked in an eighteenth-century house, but the blast of warm air that greeted them was totally modern. The smell of roasted apples, cinnamon, and something buttery, made her stomach growl.

Her mom was baking again. 

"We need a better hook," Jess opened her spiral notebook and sank down into a kitchen chair.

Rose set the bag of books down beside her friend and hung her coat on the peg by the door. "How about this? ‘In the aftermath of independence, Virginia Loyalists faced exile, punishment, or silence. Their loyalty became a liability overnight.’"

Jess wrinkled her nose. "That sounds like something the announcer would say at the beginning of a documentary. We’re in eighth grade, not writing for PBS."

Beeswax candles flickered from the mantel, reflecting in the wavy-glass windows that had probably witnessed the same glow two hundred years ago.

Rose made them each a cup of hot cocoa and slid into the chair across from Jess. She pulled the notes for their history project closer.

Their assignment was to examine a specific event from the American Revolution from at least two different perspectives.

Rose and Jess had picked the Declaration of Independence.

"So," Jess stirred her cocoa with the candy cane she’d cracked in half, "what are your thoughts on how the signing of the Declaration impacted patriots and loyalists?"

"Complicated," Rose set her cocoa down.

"It would have been easier if we’d picked the British instead of the loyalists," Jess rolled her eyes.

"It would have been easier, but not as interesting." Rose shrugged. "Families were divided. Some loyalists lost everything. Did you know that Benjamin Franklin’s own son was a loyalist?"

Jess shook her head. "I didn't know that."

"William Franklin was jailed in the Revolution for telling the British about troop movements," Rose sighed. "His father never forgave him."

"That's awful." Jess bit her lip.

Rose reread a paragraph she’d highlighted earlier, the words underlined twice: "You have now pointed out to you, gentlemen, two roads," William Franklin had said, "one evidently leading to peace, happiness, and a restoration of the public tranquility. The other inevitably conducting you to anarchy, misery, and all the horrors of a civil war."

That quote hadn’t left her alone since she’d found it. She'd never thought of the Revolution as a civil war, but at the time, it had been. 

There was a knock at the kitchen door. A gust of leaves whirled across the floor as Nathaniel made his way into the kitchen. 

"Historic Area Holiday Doorway Decorating Contest." He held a flyer in front of his chest and read aloud. "Since 1937, residents of the historic area have held an annual holiday decorating contest. Residents must use authentic 18th century materials." Nathaniel lowered the flyer. "As in all the decorations must be colonial, handmade, with natural materials, and no plastic or glitter."

Jess wrinkled her nose. "No glitter? That eliminates ninety percent of my holiday personality."

Nathaniel tossed the flyer onto the table. "Judging starts in three weeks. Which means we need garland, candles, dried fruit, and pinecones."

"What if the three of us work together on the decorations for each other’s houses?" Jess tapped the flyer. "Then we’d each have three chances to win."

"Great idea!" Nathaniel sat down between Rose and Jess. "What are you working on?"

"Our project for Ms. Wiley’s history class," Rose pointed at the stack of books. 

Nathaniel raised an eyebrow. "I remember that project from last year."

The grandfather clock in the parlor ticked steadily along.

Rose traced the rim of a pewter plate with her finger. "Our project is about the division between patriots and loyalists after the signing of the Declaration of Independence. I was just telling Jess about Benjamin Franklin and his son."

"Well," Nathaniel shrugged out of his coat, "you sure picked an interesting angle." He drummed his fingers against the tabletop. "You always hear about the Civil War being fought brother against brother, but that happened in the American Revolution, too. A lot of families were divided during the war."

Jess put down her pen. "You know anything interesting about the Declaration of Independence that we might be able to use in our project?"

Nathaniel leaned forward, eyes bright. "Did you know the Virginia Gazette didn’t print the Declaration until July 20? Then there was a public reading at the courthouse five days later."

Rose reached into her folder. "Oh! I have a printout of that issue! Listen to this quote from the July 29, 1776, edition of the Gazette."

She read aloud: "'Thursday the 25th instant the Declaration of Independence of the United Colonies was proclaimed here, and received with universal applause…"

Nathaniel raised an eyebrow. "'Universal applause' might have been overstating things. Williamsburg was mostly filled with patriots, but there were a few Tories."

Rose suspected he was thinking about Pearl’s loyalist cousin, Billy, and the friction they’d witnessed in the Dixon family on their visits to the 1770s.

She continued reading, "…under a discharge of cannon, firing of small arms, illuminations in the evening…'"

Jess blinked. "Illuminations? Like the Grand Illumination?"

"Exactly." Nathaniel leaned forward. "Except now we use fireworks instead of cannons and guns."

The hallway creaked, and a moment later, Joshua appeared in the doorway, a book tucked under one arm, and a mug in his free hand. His cardigan sleeves were pushed up to his elbows, and his reading glasses dangled from the neck of his shirt.

"Did I just hear a primary source being quoted?" he asked with a smile.

Rose's stomach flipped. "Hey, Joshua. I didn't know you were visiting Mom." Her mom's boyfriend was a history professor at the college. "We're working on a project for history class," she tapped her notepad with her pen. "How the patriots and loyalists were impacted by the signing of the Declaration of Independence." 

"Loyalists, too?" Joshua leaned against the kitchen counter, careful not to spill his coffee. "Now, that's a topic most people don't touch. Everyone likes the Patriots, since they ended up winning. Not many people think about what happened to the ones who stayed loyal to the Crown." 

Nathaniel leaned forward. "What do you know about what happened to the loyalists?" 

Joshua nodded. "Quite a bit, actually. Virginia passed laws targeting Loyalists. Some were fined or imprisoned. Others lost their property. They couldn't vote. Couldn't buy land. Couldn't sue in court. They were considered enemies of the state." 

Rose's stomach dropped thinking of Billy and what might have happened to him. "That's not fair." 

"No," Joshua filled his coffee cup. "It wasn't." 

For a second, the only sound in the room was the low pop of the fire. 

He took a sip of his coffee. "Some were tarred and feathered. Others were run out of town. Their businesses were boycotted. And remember, this didn't just happen to powerful men. It happened to shopkeepers and teachers." 

Nathaniel leaned forward. "Were they really hated that much? I mean, enough to get run out of town?" 

Joshua nodded. "Loyalty to the crown wasn't seen as neutral. The Patriots felt the Loyalists were dangerous to their cause. By 1777, every free man over sixteen in Virginia had to swear loyalty to the new government. Refusal meant fines, imprisonment, or exile." 

Jess frowned. "So they didn't have a choice." 

"They had a choice," Joshua finished the last sip of coffee in his mug. "Just not a safe one. Sometimes rebellion means risking your life. Sometimes loyalty does." 

Rose pointed at her stack of books she'd checked out from the library. "Do we have anything written by Loyalists themselves?"

Joshua nodded and tapped the middle book. "There's a proclamation from a Loyalist family in Norfolk who begged the assembly not to seize their farm. There's also a list of people who refused the oath and were ordered to leave the state." 

What did it feel like to wake up one morning and find out your world was no longer your own? 

Jess blinked. "Ordered out? As in, 'pack up and leave right now?'" 

"Exactly. And some did. Some didn't make it. Some were killed. And some tried to come back later and found everything they owned, gone." 

The fire crackled in the background. 

"You're asking the right questions," Joshua gave a nod of encouragement. "History isn't just what happened. It's about who it happened to. And what it cost them." 

Joshua picked up his mug. "I'll let you all work. But if you want more primary sources, the library at the college has an entire Loyalist archive. I could get you access." 

Rose appreciated that Joshua talked to them like they mattered, like their questions were worth answering. It made it hard for Rose not to like him, even though it felt weird to her that he was dating her mom. "That... would be amazing." 

Joshua refilled his coffee mug. "Just say the word." 

He left the kitchen, his footsteps fading toward the narrow hall.

Jess leaned across the table. "Okay, I see why your mom likes him." 

Rose glanced at the photo on the sideboard of her and her dad at her dance recital last year. His arm was around her, and both of them were smiling. 

She pressed her lips together. Part of her felt guilty for appreciating Joshua's help, like she was somehow being disloyal to her dad. But another part recognized how nice he was to her and her mom, and how much he was willing to help her with their history projects.

"He knows his stuff," Nathaniel flipped a page in his notebook. "We should've asked him about the Declaration of Independence."

"Can you imagine what it would have felt like?" Rose leaned back in her chair. "To hear that reading. To know your world had changed in one afternoon. One moment, you're a colonist, a subject of your king. "Next, you're part of a new, independent country and at war with your previous king and maybe even your own family."

"Okay," Jess said suddenly, straightening in her chair. "We need to make this project good. Not just good, like award-winning good."

The three of them quieted.

Jess tapped her pencil. "You’d have joined the patriots. Right?"

Rose shrugged. "I guess." What does loyalty mean when your world is changing?

She reached for the newspaper clipping again. The words blurred slightly at the edges. Just as her fingers touched the edge of the paper, something slipped out from beneath it.

A second sheet.

One she hadn’t seen before.

Same date. Same newspaper.

But the headline was different:

LIST OF PERSONS SUSPECTED OF DISAFFECTION TO THE AMERICAN CAUSE.

Rose’s breath caught.

Jess leaned in. "What is that?"

Nathaniel squinted. "A list of real names."

Rose didn’t speak.

Because one of the names on the list… was a name she recognized.
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The necklace always felt warm against Rose's skin just before a time jump, as if it were coming alive. She clutched Nathaniel's hand tightly, the brass compass clutched between their palms. The world spun, colors blurring together. That familiar dizziness washed over her.  

Then darkness.

When Rose opened her eyes, Williamsburg had transformed.

Gone were the neatly trimmed hedges and carefully preserved buildings of the historic area. In its place stood a town on edge with muddied streets, weathered buildings, and the unmistakable presence of war.

"It worked," Nathaniel rubbed the sweat off his forehead.

Rose nodded as she took in the scene.

Early December 1776. Five months after the Declaration of Independence.

"The militia," Nathaniel pointed toward the green, where rows of tents had been erected.

Men in various states of uniform milled about. Some wore proper regimental coats, but many wore homespun clothing with only a ribbon cockade on their hat to mark them as soldiers. They huddled around fires, cleaned muskets, or marched in ragged formation. A drummer boy not much older than Nathaniel, beat out a steady rhythm while an officer barked commands.

"They're so young," Rose whispered.

Nathaniel nodded. "Most of them aren't much older than us."

A group of boys in their teens struggled with a heavy water barrel. Their faces were gaunt, their clothes too thin for the December chill.

One boy, tall and gangly with a shock of red hair, stumbled under the weight. The barrel tipped, spilling water into the mud.

"Clumsy fool!" An officer strode over, his face twisted with frustration. "That water was for the entire company!"

The boy straightened, his face pale. "Beg pardon, sir. Won't happen again."

"See that it doesn't, or you'll feel the lash."

Rose took an involuntary step forward, but Nathaniel caught her arm.

"We can't interfere," he murmured. "Not here. Not now."

She knew he was right, but her stomach clenched as she watched the boys scramble to right the barrel. The officer stalked away, and the tension eased, but only slightly.

"Rose! Nathaniel!"

They turned to see Pearl hurrying toward them, clutching her red cloak against the wind. Her cheeks were flushed with cold and her eyes were bright, but Rose immediately noticed the shadows beneath them and the tightness around her mouth that hadn't been there in their previous visits.

"Thank goodness you've come." Pearl hugged Rose briefly. "I've missed you both."

"How are you?" Rose searched her friend's face.

Pearl glanced around before answering, lowering her voice. "Everything has changed. The town is full of soldiers. Governor Henry has taken up residence in the Palace where Lord Dunmore once lived."

"Patrick Henry?" Rose asked. "The one we saw give the speech at St. John’s Church?"

"The very same," Pearl nodded. "'Give me liberty or give me death.' And now he has his liberty, we all do, but at what cost?" She gestured toward the green. "Boys who should be apprentices are now soldiers. Men who should be tending fields are drilling for war."

A patrol of militia marched past, their boots squelching in the mud. 

Rose noticed how some of them limped slightly, how their uniforms didn't quite fit. Not the polished Continental Army of her history books, but real men and boys, tired, cold, and hungry.

"Come," Pearl tugged at Rose's sleeve. "I need to get back to the print shop. The Gazette must be printed today, and we're short-handed."

As they walked toward the print shop, Rose took in the transformed town. Men on horseback galloped past, carrying dispatches. Women walked huddled in small groups, exchanging whispers that fell silent as soldiers approached.

Pearl paused as the soliders passed. "They say British ships have been spotted off the coast. After what happened in New York..."

"In New York?" Rose asked.

Pearl rubbed her temple. "General Washington's army has been pushed out of New York. The British captured Fort Washington last month. Nearly three thousand of our men were taken prisoner. Then Fort Lee fell. Our army is retreating across New Jersey, and there are rumors the British may press their advantage. If they do..." She didn't finish the thought.

"The Revolution could collapse?" Nathaniel touched her hand.

Pearl nodded. "The worst part is that many Continental enlistments expire at the end of the year. If the men don't re-enlist..." She swallowed hard. "We declared our independence in July. We may lose it by January."

A messenger raced toward the post office, his horse lathered with sweat despite the cold, its sides heaving.

"News from the north!" someone shouted. A crowd began to gather.

"General Washington continues his retreat through New Jersey," the messenger announced. "The British pursue closely. General Howe has offered pardons to any men who lay down arms and swear allegiance to the King."

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Women clutched at each other's hands. Men's faces grew grim.

"Pardons?" an old man muttered. "God help us."

"God help them," a woman corrected, her voice breaking. "My son is with Washington's army."

Rose felt a chill that had nothing to do with the December air. 

"Come," Pearl lowered her voice. "We should tell Father."

They made their way to the Dixon print shop. The familiar building hummed with activity. John Dixon, Pearl's father sat at his desk writing, while Jorden worked the press.

"There you are, Pearl," Mr. Dixon called out. He nodded to Rose and Nathaniel, too busy to question their arrival. 

Jordan glanced up and gave them a subtle nod of recognition before returning to his task. His face was thinner than she remembered.

"Where is Billy?" Pearl looked around the shop.

Mr. Dixon's expression darkened. "Gone to deliver papers to the Palace. And mind you, Pearl, let's try to keep him away from the Committee members. His tongue will be the death of him yet."

Pearl nodded, her face solemn. "I'll try, Father."

Pearl handed her father the package she’d picked up for him from Mr. Greenhow’s store. "Father, there’s a messenger from up north. He’s in front of the post office."

Mr. Dixon handed Pearl a stack of freshly printed broadsides. "Take these to the Raleigh Tavern. The Committee meets there this afternoon. I’ll go see what the messenger has to say." He climbed the stairs up to the post office.

Rose glanced at the papers. The headline read, "CALL FOR VOLUNTEERS: ALL ABLE-BODIED MEN BETWEEN 16 AND 50 YEARS URGED TO ENLIST."

Outside, the sky had turned a deep pewter gray. Lanterns were being lit along Duke of Gloucester Street, pools of golden light on the muddy road. The militia camp had grown quieter, with only sentries pacing between the tents.

They delivered the broadsides and then Pearl led them toward the stable behind the Dixon house. "I need to feed and water the horses. Come with me, and then I can speak with you away from Father's ears."

Rose and Nathaniel exchanged glances. "What is it?" Rose asked.

Pearl glanced over her shoulder before continuing. "Billy is in real danger. The Committee has been questioning him about letters he may have sent to loyalists in Norfolk."

"Did he?" Nathaniel asked.

Pearl bit her lip. "I am uncertain. He doesn't confide in me anymore. He had connnections there previously when he got information for me about Jenny. I suspect he..." She didn't finish the sentence.

"How bad is it for loyalists right now?" Rose asked.

Pearl's expression grew grave. "Worse by the day. Neighbors inform on neighbors. People speak in whispers even in their own homes." She lowered her voice further. "Billy says it's no different than the tyranny we claimed to be fighting against. That patriots have become the very thing they despised."

"And what do you think?" Nathaniel asked carefully.

Pearl looked torn. "I believe in the cause. I believe in independence. But..."

They reached the stable, a small wooden building that housed the Dixon’s two horses. Pearl lit a lantern and hung it from a hook. Long shadows streaked across the straw-covered floor.

"This is Penny," she gestured to a chestnut mare who nickered softly at their approach. "Father purchased her last month when our old gelding died."

Rose stroked the horse's velvety nose while Pearl fetched an apple from a barrel. "Pearl, what's happening with the College? Are classes still in session?"

A shadow crossed Pearl's face. "Many students have left to join the fight. Do you remember James Monroe? The tall, serious boy who studied law?"

Rose and Nathaniel exchanged glances realizing that Pearl was referencing the future President of the United States. "Monroe? Yes, I think so," Rose said carefully.

"He's left his studies to join the Continental Army," Pearl shook her head. "Just eighteen years old. I pray he is able to complete his studies one day."

Rose felt a chill. The future fifth President of the United States, now just a teenage soldier in Washington's retreating army.

"Billy was furious when he heard people celebrating Monroe's departure," Pearl continued. "He said it was a waste, sending boys to die for a lost cause." She stroked the mare's neck. "That's when the real arguments started between him and Father."

As she spoke, a sound came from the back of the stable. A soft rustling, then silence.

Nathaniel tensed. "What was that?"

Pearl frowned. "Possibly a rat. They're always getting into the feed."

Behind a stack of hay bales, a shadow moved.

"Hello?" Rose took a step back. "Is someone there?"
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