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  I hated all the things I had toiled for under the

  sun, because I must leave them to the one who

  comes after me. And who knows whether he will

  be a wise man or a fool? Yet he will have control

  over all the work into which I have poured my

  effort and skill under the sun.

  This too is meaningless.


  —Ecclesiastes 2:18-19 NIV


  
Prologue


  The Wilds of Virginia

  October 1781


  On a cool autumn twilight, Seth Braxton rode his horse through a grove of dark-green hemlocks in a primeval Virginia forest, distressed that he might not make it to Yorktown in time. He ran his hand down his horse's broad neck to calm him, slid from the saddle, and led his mount under the deep umbra of an enormous evergreen. Golden-brown pine needles shimmered in the feeble light and fell. In response to his master's touch, the horse lifted its head, shook a dusty mane, and snorted.


  “Steady, Saber. I’ll be back to get you.” Seth spoke softly and stroked the velvet muzzle. “Soon, you’ll have plenty of oats to eat and green meadows to run in.”


  He threw a cautious glance at the hillside ahead of him, drew his musket from a leather holster attached to the saddle, and pulled the strap over his left shoulder. Out of the shadows and into bars of sunlight, he stepped away to join his troop of ragtag patriots. Through the dense woodland, they climbed the hill to the summit.


  Sweat broke over Seth's face and trickled down his neck and into his coarse linen hunting shirt. He wiped his slick palms along the sides of his dusty buckskin breeches and pulled his slouch hat closer to his eyes to block the glare of sun that peeked through the trees. A lock of dark hair, which had a hint of bronze within its blackness, fell over his brow, and he flicked it back with a jerk of his head. Tense, he flexed his hand, closed it tight around the barrel of his musket, and listened for the slightest noise—the soft creak of a saddle or the neigh of a horse. His keen blue eyes scanned the breaks in the trees, and his strong jaw tightened.


  Shadows quivered along the ground, lengthened against tree trunks, then crept over ancient rocks. Within the forest, blue jays squawked. Splashes of blood-red uniforms interspersed amid muted green grew out of earthy hues.


  A column of British infantry, led by an officer on horseback, moved around the bend. His scarlet coat, decked with ivory lapels and silver buttons, gleamed in the sunlight, his powdered wig snow white. An entourage of other lower-ranking officers accompanied him alongside the rank and file.


  Without hesitation, Seth cocked the hammer of his musket to the second notch and pressed the stock into his shoulder.


  “Wait.” Daniel Whitmann, a young Presbyterian minister, pulled out his handkerchief, mopped the sweat off his face, and shoved the rag back into his pocket. “Wait until more are on the road. Wait for the signal to fire.”


  Seth acknowledged the preacher with a glance. “Pray for us, Reverend, and for them as well. Some of us are about to face our Maker.”


  Whitmann moved his weapon forward. “God shall not leave us, Seth. May the Almighty's will be done this day.”


  Seth fixed his eye on the target that moved below. He aimed his long barrel at the heart of the first redcoat in line. No fervor for battle rose within him, only a heartsick repulsion that he would take a boy's life, a lad who should be at home tending his father's business or at school with his mind in books. The boy lifted a weary hand and rubbed his eyes. The officer nudged his horse back and rode alongside the boy. “Stay alert, there!” The boy flinched, stiffened, and riveted his eyes ahead.


  A muscle in Seth's face twitched. He did not like the way the officer cruelly ordered the boy. With a steady arm, he narrowed one eye and made his mark with the other. He moved his tongue over his lower lip and tried to control a heated rush of nerves. He glanced to the right, his breath held tight in his chest, and waited for the signal to fire. His captain raised his hand, hesitated, then let it fall.


  Flints snapped. Ochre flashed. Hissing reports sliced the air. The British surged to the roadside in disorder. Their leader threatened and harangued his men with drawn sword. He ordered them to advance, kicked laggards, and shoved his horse against his men, while bullets pelted from the patriots’ muskets.


  Seth squeezed the trigger. His musket ball struck the officer's chest. Blood gushed over the white waistcoat and spurted from the corner of the Englishman's mouth. He slid down in the saddle and tumbled off his horse, dead.


  “Fall back!” Redcoats scattered at the order, surged to the roadside, slammed backward by the force of the attack. The fallen, but not yet dead, squirmed in the dust and cried out.


  A redcoat climbed the embankment, slipped, and hauled back up. His bayonet caught the sunlight and Seth's attention. The soldier headed straight for Whitmann.


  His hands fumbled with his musket, and Whitmann managed to fire. The musket ball struck the redcoat through the chest. A dazed look flooded the preacher's face.


  Seth grabbed Whitmann by the shoulder and jerked him away. “Don’t think on it, Reverend.”


  He shoved the heartsick minister behind him. A troop of grenadiers hurried around the bend in the road, their bayonets rigid on the tips of their long rifles. They faced about, poured a volley into the hilltop, and killed several patriots.


  A musket ball whizzed past Seth's head and smacked into the tree behind him. Bark splintered, and countless wooden needles launched into the air. His breath caught in his throat, and he pitched backward. Blood trickled from his temple, hot against his skin. He rolled onto his side, scrambled to a crouched position, and slipped behind a tree. Beside him, Whitmann lay dead, his bloody hand pressed against the wound, the other clutched around the shaft of his rifle, with his eyes opened toward heaven.


  “Retreat! Retreat!” The command from a patriot leader reached Seth above the clamor of musket fire. With the other colonials, he ran into the woods. His heart pounded against his ribs. His breathing was hurried.


  He glanced back over his shoulder and saw that he must run for his life. Redcoats stampeded after him through the misty Virginia wilds. His fellow patriots scurried up the hill ahead of him and slipped over the peak. With unaffected energy, he mounted the slope to follow them and ran as fast as his legs could carry him over the sleek covering of dead leaves. He had to catch up. Exhausted, he forced his body to move, crested the hill, and hastened over it, down into the holler of evergreens.


  Without a moment to lose, Seth leapt into the saddle of his horse, dug in his heels, and urged Saber forward. The crack of a pistol echoed, and a redcoat's bullet struck. Against the pull of the reins, the terrified horse twisted and fell sideways. Flung from the saddle, Seth hit the ground hard, and his breath was knocked from his body. For a tense moment, he struggled to fill his lungs and crawl back to his fallen horse. His heart sank when he saw the mortal wound that had ripped into Saber's hide. Desperate for revenge, Seth grabbed his weapon and scrambled to his feet. But the click of a flintlock's hammer stopped him short.


  “Drop your weapon, rebel.” A redcoat stood a stone's throw away, his long rifle poised against his shoulder.


  Seth opened his hand and let his musket fall into the leaves. Soldiers hurried forward and confiscated his knife and musket, shot and powder horn. Saber moaned, and from the corner of Seth's eye, he saw his faithful mount struggle to rise.


  The redcoat that held him at gunpoint glanced at the suffering horse, and a cruel light spread across his face. Helpless, Seth watched the redcoat take the musket from a soldier and aim. The forest grew silent, and Seth's quickened heartbeat pulsed in his jugular. He clenched his teeth and shut his eyes. Then his musket ended his horse's misery.


  At the blast, Seth jerked. He stepped back from the putrid smell of rum and sweat, from the pocked face that glistened with grime, and from the eyes that blazed with sordid pleasure. A firm voice gave orders to make way as an officer on horseback cantered toward him. The Englishman dismounted, took Seth's musket from the rum-smelling buffoon, and turned it within his hands.


  “Iron. Smoothbore barrel. Maker's mark.” The officer examined the craftsmanship of the wood and forged brass. “Walnut full stock. Board of Ordnance Crown acceptance mark on the tang. Regulation Longland, I’d say. A quality piece by American standards.”


  Seth bit his lower lip and clenched his fists. “I cannot kill any of your men. It's not loaded. You have my shot and powder. Return them to me.”


  The officer handed the musket over to an Iroquois scout. “A gift. Show it to your people. Tell them the king of England wished you to have it.”


  “We captured a rebel.” The redcoat who shot Seth's horse threw his shoulders back.


  Colonel Robert Hawkings stood nose-to-nose with the soldier. “You think yourself worthy of some reward? One prisoner is something to boast about?”


  Corporal John Perkins nodded. “Better than none at all, sir.”


  “Out of my sight, you foul-smelling oaf.”


  Perkins shrank back, red-faced. Hawkings planted himself in front of Seth and met his eyes. “Your colonials killed several of my men, including our major. Not only are you a rebel, but a murderer as well. You’ll hang for it.”


  Seth stared straight into his enemy's eyes. “It would be better to suffer the noose than be under the bootheels of tyrants.”


  Blue veins on Hawkings's neck swelled and he struck Seth across the face. Seth's head jerked from the force of the blow. Slowly, he turned back and spat out the blood that flooded his mouth.


  Nearby a younger officer watched. His expression burned with arrogant pride. Seth noticed the tear in the man's jacket and saw a stream of blood had stained the white linen beneath it.


  To the rear, another man stepped forward.


  “Colonel Hawkings, trade this prisoner for one of our own.” He spoke in a quiet, controlled tone.


  Hawkings's brows arched, and he spun halfway on his heels. “Captain Bray, you have no satisfaction in seeing a traitor hang?”


  “Hanging is for those who have been tried and sentenced. This man has not had that afforded him.”


  “He deserves nothing in that regard.”


  “Our government has given prisoners of war the rights of belligerents, sir. They’re not to be executed.”


  “You doubt my authority in this matter?” Hawkings said.


  Bray's frown deepened. “No, sir, only your better judg-ment.”


  “Stand back. I’ll shoot this rebel myself.”


  Hawkings drew his pistol, pointed it at Seth's head and cocked the hammer. Stunned, Seth's breath caught in his throat. His body stiffened in a cold sweat. .


  Bray lunged and cuffed Hawkings's wrist. “He's unarmed.”


  Hawkings shoved Bray back. “Take your hands off me. You dare defy me?”


  “We are Englishmen and Christians. Let us abide by the rules of just conduct.”


  Hawkings grabbed Bray's coat and yanked his face close. “I am the officer in charge. I can do anything I wish.”


  “Shooting an unarmed man is murder,” Bray said.


  Hawkings paused. His expression grew grave as though he considered the word murder with great care. A moment later, he lowered his pistol. “Murder, you say? Well, I’ve had enough blood this day. I know my officers shall agree this man is guilty and that hanging is a more just and merciful punishment. Perkins, secure this rebel under that tree, the one I mean for him to swing from at dawn. Let him listen to its branches creak all night. Perhaps that will humble his rebellious heart.”


  Hawkings strode off. Perkins grabbed hold of Seth and tied his wrists together. Seth lowered his eyes, stared at the ground, and refused to give Bray any sign he was grateful he had stood up for him.


  “If I were you, I’d mind my place, Bray.”


  Seth lifted his eyes to see Bray turn to the man who taunted him.


  “Have you no honor, Captain Darden?” Bray said. “A man must speak up for justice.”


  Darden pulled away from the tree he leaned against. “If you do not take care to show respect to Colonel Hawkings, you’ll regret your interference. You should know what meddling could do, after what happened at Ten Width.”


  Seth let out a breath and frowned. What did these men know of Ten Width, his grandfather's estate in England? Yanked forward, he caught Darden's stare. Within the depths of his pale-gray eyes burned hatred. A corner of Darden's mouth curled and twitched. To stay silent, Seth bit down hard on the tip of his tongue.


  They led him to the oak, where he struggled with the understanding he’d die young at twenty-six. Under the shadow of the tree's colossal branches, he cried inwardly, Let the sighing of the prisoner come before thee; according to the greatness of thy power preserve thou those that are appointed to die.


  Seth's burdened heart hoped heaven heard him, but his weakened flesh doubted.
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  The sky hung inky-black, burdened with stars. The moon, umber and maize, cast its light over twisting leaves. With a heavy heart, Seth gazed at the vaulted heavens and made out the constellation Lyra. “Where is God my maker, who giveth songs in the night?” he murmured, his eyes gathering together the stars that made its shape. What lay beyond those heavenly places? Was he prepared to meet his end?


  He had lived in the Virginia wilderness, fighting alongside a handful of patriots from the Potomac Militia after a gut-wrenching farewell to his father, Colonel Nathan Braxton, and his younger sister, Caroline. Caroline was but a child then, and the war-torn colonies were no place for a motherless girl. He thought of her, with brotherly longing, far away in England, glad she was at least safe, fed, and clothed, living in their grandfather's house.


  A frown quivered at the corners of his mouth. She had no idea her brother was a prisoner of the British army, assigned a traitor's death.


  When the soldiers settled down before the fire and stretched out on the ground to sleep, Seth laid his head against the rough bark of the oak. A thread of blood that had seeped from the wound on his temple felt cold against his skin. Though his death was promised on the morrow, something stronger rallied his courage. He refused to accept such a fate and opened his eyes to study his surroundings. The campfire was low and gave little light. Behind him, the forest brooded in darkness.


  He thought of ways he might escape and, with much tenacity, he loosened the ropes that dug at his wrists. That's all there was to it—break the bindings and with care and caution vanish into the dark.


  He twisted and turned his hands and strained hard against the cords. A slight change happened, but not enough to free him. He repeated the process again with added determination. Through the gloom, he saw Bray walk toward him. He relaxed his struggle, so as not to give away his plan.


  “I’m sorry you are to die tomorrow.” Bray crouched in front of him. “I did what I could to prevent it.”


  Seth pressed his mouth hard, and turned his head the other way. “What is one rebel more or less to you?”


  “A human life is precious.”


  “Not in war.”


  “Are you thirsty?” Bray yanked the stopper free on his canteen.


  Seth nodded. Bray put the opening to Seth's mouth. The water tasted cold and sweet, and he was grateful for it.


  “I’d give you something to eat, but we have nothing. Well, nothing you would want. Our men were starving, and your horse … I’m sorry.”


  Seth pushed down his rage and swallowed hard.


  Bray pinched his brows together. “Tell me your name.”


  Seth hesitated, then replied in a short breath. “Braxton.”


  “Braxton? An English name.”


  “It was once.”


  “Have you family in England?”


  “My grandfather and sister live in Devonshire in some ruin of a place, where he eats his beef and subjects her to his politics.”


  Bray made no sign of offense at Seth's bitter remarks. “Is Caroline Braxton your sister?”


  A jolt gripped Seth at his sister's name. “You know her?”


  “I do. She told me she had family in Virginia.”


  “Is she well?”


  “The last I knew, she was well.”


  “At least I’ve been afforded some comfort before I die.”


  “You’ll not hang,” Bray whispered. “I owe it to Caroline to help you.”


  Bray drew his knife and slipped the blade between the cords and Seth's flesh. Seth strained to pull the ropes open to give Bray room to slice. Soon the bindings broke and he rubbed his bruised skin.


  “They’ll hang you instead of me,” he said.


  “Trust me, I’m safe.” Bray glanced back at the sentry and set the knife back in its sheath. “There is more to tell, but we have no time. Perhaps we’ll meet again someday.”


  With the cloak of darkness to cover him, Seth slipped away. Moonlight marked his path. He went heel-to-toe and stepped through the tangled maze of leaf and root. He traveled several miles before the faint rim of the land leveled off into green fields. To the east, toward the bay and river, seams of fog wove through the bottomlands. Through the trampled battlefield, Seth trudged and paused to glance at the outworks the British had abandoned—the empty trenches and redoubts.


  When he reached the heart of the encampment, he moved on toward a farmhouse. He entered through the front door into a sparsely lit room, where lay row upon row of injured patriots. He made inquiries among the men and learned from a wounded solider that his father had fallen in the early hours before Cornwallis surrendered.


  With bleary eyes, and his head wrapped in a bloody bandage, the lieutenant smiled up at Seth. “I know Major Braxton. I saw him fall not five yards from where I stood. He fought bravely. I cannot say, lad, whether he is living or dead.”


  At these words, Seth's hopes sank and he leaned down. “Do you know where I might find him?”


  “Could be among us wounded.”


  Seth thanked him and went on to look for his father. After a desperate search, he found Nathan's body, battered and bloody from battle. He lifted the blanket that covered him. Blood stained the linen shirt, waistcoat, and navy-blue jacket. In his father's hand, he saw the glimmer of a gold locket. He knew it kept safe his mother's portrait. He took it and shoved it into his pocket.


  He curled his hands into fists and dug his fingers into his palms to steel himself against the pain. Grief broke through, clawed at his heart, and pummeled him. He silently wept and lifted his father's body into his arms.


  “Grandfather will never understand the man you were,” he whispered against his father's cold cheek.


  He laid him back. His hand trembled, along with his heart, when he touched his father's eyes and closed them.


  
1

  Devonshir, England

  Winter, 1783


  Juleah Fallowes stepped out of the carriage and gazed up at the full moon above a dark, spear-like chimney that belonged to Ten Width. Her deep brown eyes, flecked with russet, drifted over to a candle set against the blackness of the ivy-covered walls that glowed from inside Benjamin Braxton's bedchamber window. A chill swept through her—from the wind and from a sense of what she might find beyond the frosted glass.


  The lantern outside the door sputtered against the winter night. She gathered the sides of her hood closer to her cheeks and entered the dark foyer where a servant met her. Benjamin's physician, Doctor Yates, donned his hat and nodded to her. She pushed back her hood, and her hair fell in auburn twists about her face and shoulders. The long ride from Henry Chase had left her chilled, and she hesitated to remove her cloak. When she caught the way Yates's eyes roved over her blushed face, it gave her more reason to keep her womanly figure concealed.


  “There is nothing I can do, Miss Juleah.” He grazed her arm with a sinewy hand and withdrew it slowly. “He shall not last the night.” Grave, he looked into her eyes one more time and strode out the door to his horse.


  When the door finally closed, Juleah shed her dove-gray cloak, mounted the stairs, and entered the room. Benjamin lay in his bed. Propped up against high pillows, he made slight efforts to breathe. Caroline, his granddaughter, Juleah's closest friend since childhood, sat by his bedside and looked up at Juleah's approach. Her jade eyes were teary, and her face pale as the lace cuffs on the faded dress she wore. At first, her expression was one of grateful relief, but then changed to fatigued sorrow.


  Caroline hurried away from the bedside. “Oh, Juleah. I’m glad you came.”


  “I am here for as long as you and Squire Braxton need me.” She squeezed Caroline's hand.


  With despairing eyes, Juleah saw the bluish lips and heard the faint gurgle of liquid that filled Benjamin's lungs. He coughed, and Caroline rushed back to him and held a cloth to his mouth that caught the blood-streaked mucus. She washed his lips with a moist sponge and spoke quietly in an effort to soothe him. Waves of steel-gray hair fell back from his forehead along the pillow, his eyebrows winged upward above hazel eyes.


  The clock on the mantelpiece sped past the half hour. Juleah stood at the window and pressed her back against the grooves in the jamb in a poor attempt to abate the churning in her belly. She gnawed her lower lip, while watching Caroline lean over to lay her cheek against Benjamin's hand. Juleah was troubled that he lay dying in a drafty bedchamber on a grim, wintry day at twilight, to face the sort of emancipation most men fear, with only his granddaughter to comfort him. His sons were all gone, and his grandson lived in the wilderness of America. Wind rattled the panes, shook off the hoarfrost that encrusted the trees, and rushed down the fireplace flue. Frigid gusts blew over the coals of the fire and scattered wispy breaths of silvery ash onto the flagstone hearth.


  “How cold and lonesome a tomb will be,” Benjamin muttered.


  Juleah turned to see sorrow flood her friend's eyes.


  “Do not speak so grim, Grandfather,” Caroline said.


  Benjamin turned his head to her. “I suppose, child, you’d rather me think of heaven, that it must be warm and bright and make one forget the cares of an earthly existence.”


  She nodded. “Indeed, I would.”


  “Then for your sake, I shall make every effort to do so.” He reached his hand over and she took it. “I have asked you and Juleah to sit with me, with the intention you must hear what is about to take place. You both are to witness all that I say and promise you will stand upon it when I am gone.”


  “I will, Grandfather.” Caroline pressed his hand against her cheek, and her eyes sparkled from the tears she forced back. Juleah felt sorry for her and dreaded the idea she, too, would lose her parents someday.


  Benjamin's gaze shifted to Juleah. “And you, my girl? Do I have your word?”


  “You do, sir,” she answered, her heart in her throat.


  Carriage wheels crunched over the gravel in the drive, and she leaned closer to the window. Below, Philip Banes, Benjamin's long-time lawyer, stepped out, careful to avoid the muddy snow. She drew away and went downstairs to meet him.


  From the dimness of the entrance, Juleah watched Caroline's serving girl, Claire, open the front door and, with a quick curtsey, show Banes inside. At the foot of the staircase, Juleah waited, while Banes handed over his cloak and slapped his leather gloves inside the bowl of his hat.


  “This had better be important—and worthy of my time. I shall double my fee for the trouble.”


  She stepped up to him and looked at Banes squarely. “He is dying, Mr. Banes. Please keep that in mind and show compassion for his suffering.”


  While Claire trailed behind them, she led Banes up the staircase to Benjamin's bedchamber. Banes hesitated before going further inside, glanced around the room, then rested his eyes on Juleah. Firelight flickered across the dull oaken floor and reached the tips of his buckled shoes.


  “The squire usually offers tea, Miss Juleah. Today I hope he offers a glass of brandy to warm my arthritic bones.”


  “Claire, please bring Mr. Banes a pot of tea.” She stirred the coals in the hearth with a poker and prayed his time at Ten Width would be short-lived.


  Banes touched the serving-girl's elbow. “I’d prefer warm brandy.”


  Straight as a rod, Claire shook her head. “Aside from tea, sir, all we have is cider. I’ll warm that for you.”


  She turned to go, but he stopped her with a wave of his hand. “If you do not have something stronger, I’ll have nothing at all. I had hoped I would not have to drink the expensive elixir within my flask and could keep it for the frigid journey home.”


  “As you wish, sir,” Claire said.


  A rancid scent of approaching death mingled with the breath of the fire and the intrusion of wind. Benjamin's rattled breathing arrested Banes, and Juleah saw him wince.


  “Dear me, Miss Juleah. How thin and pale Benjamin has become. And Miss Caroline looks poorly.”


  Juleah drew him aside. “Please, Mr. Banes, do not worsen Caroline's distress any more than it is by commenting on her appearance at such a moment.”


  Banes gave her a curt nod and set his portfolio on the table near the hearth, beside a high-backed chair once a deep indigo, now faded to gray.


  “You are right, Miss Juleah. But I’ve never seen Benjamin look so bad,” he whispered. “Indeed, it won’t be long now.”


  She pressed her mouth together hard. If only Banes would keep such comments to himself. A naked branch rapped against the window. Her skin went cold, as if a hundred icy fingers tapped up and down her body.


  Banes put his hand over his heart and approached Benjamin's bedside. “I am here at last, sir.”


  Benjamin fixed his eyes forward. “The roads were poor?”


  “Frozen, hard as stone. Pitted with potholes the size of stew kettles.” Banes moved to the hearth. “You must excuse me, Benjamin. It is needful for me to sit by your fire. The cold has gone straight to my bones.”


  “My life had been a small flame, giving little warmth.” Benjamin's voice quivered. “Soon the wind will blow upon my soul, and my body will turn into something like the gray, gritty ash in my hearth.”


  Juleah saw the pained look on Caroline's face, equal to the regret she felt that Benjamin would speak so bleakly. Grieved to see her friend suffer, she reached over, took Caroline's arm, and looped it within hers. They sat together close in silence.


  “I cannot help but think of Elizabeth,” Benjamin said.


  “First wives are the most missed.” Banes held his hands out to the fire. “How long has it been?”


  “Fifteen years next month. She was the jewel in my crown.”


  With ascending sorrow, Juleah looked up at the ceiling. She traced the cracks with her eyes to distract herself from the conversation.


  Benjamin sighed and looked over at his granddaughter. “I had to bring you back with me when the rebellion started. You understand, don’t you, Caroline?”


  She gave him a weak smile. “Of course, Grandfather.”


  “You were far too young to be exposed to the brutality of war and had no mother or older sister to care for you.”


  “You spared me much suffering.”


  His frame began to shudder. “I tried to convince your brother to leave with us, but he turned his back on me and strode away angry. It was the last time I saw him. You must tell him how sorry I am.”


  She nodded. “I will. I promise.”


  “Where is the current Mrs. Braxton?” asked Banes, laying out more papers. “Shouldn’t she be present?”


  Juleah cringed that Banes would ask. She knew it would exasperate Benjamin's suffering to speak of his present wife. She remained silent, turned, and met Caroline's eyes.


  “She is not available, Mr. Banes,” Juleah said. “There is no need to say anything more about her.”


  Banes drew out his spectacles and curled the stems over his ears. “Most unusual, indeed.”


  Benjamin gathered the blanket in his fist and squeezed. “I sent her back to Crown Cove, where she belongs.”


  Banes's eyebrows arched. “Sad that she is not at the side of your deathbed, Benjamin. A devoted wife can ease a man's passing. At least you have these two young ladies here.”


  Uneasy with the conversation and concerned for Benjamin's feelings, Juleah looked over at the old man. By his expression, she knew that the terrible feeling of not knowing what lay ahead had seized him. He returned her gaze, and her heart stretched out to comfort him.


  “What shall it be, Juleah? Suffering and eternal separation from perfect love? Or blank oblivion?” Tears stole up into the corners of his eyes.


  “Neither, sir. Rest easy. You are not forsaken.” She knew nothing else to say.


  “You are good, Juleah. You’ve been a sister to Caroline and a daughter to me.”


  Banes cleared his throat. “May we proceed to the business at hand?” He pulled a writing table up against his knees and spread the parchments out. “I made the changes you requested in your letter. I had no idea your grandson had come into your favor. When did this happen?”


  “Seth has never been out of favor with me. It is I who am out of favor with him.” Benjamin's eyes were misty and he turned them back to Caroline. “I repent that my allegiance to the king separated my family. The bulk of my estate is Seth's. What I’ve promised you and your son shall stand, Caroline. You must help Seth make the right decision. You must write to him and urge him to come.”


  Caroline gripped his hand. “I’ll do everything in my power to convince him, Grandfather.”


  Banes stood from his chair, with document in hand. “Do not allow your hopes to rise high, Benjamin. Why would he quit his life in America for here?”


  “His inheritance will not require he stay.”


  “He will face prejudice and even harbor some of his own.”


  Banes rubbed his eye with his finger and sighed. Once more, he dipped the nib into the ink and tapped the shaft against the rim of the bottle. The quill scratched over the parchment. Mingled with the vines that rapped outside the window and the fire that crackled in the room, the sound dominated.


  “Shall I read it back?” Banes asked.


  Benjamin nodded and shut his eyes in preparation to hear his final wishes, his firm treaty before God and man.


  “In the name of God, amen. I, Benjamin Braxton of Ten Width, in the Parish of Clovelly, in the County of Devonshire, squire, being weak in body but sound and disposing in mind and memory, thanks be to God, for the same do make and ordain this my last Will and Testament as following. First, I commend my soul into the hands of God Almighty, my Creator, hoping through the merits of Jesus Christ my Savior, to receive free pardon and remission of my sins, and my body I do commit to the earth. As touching my worldly estate, as God hath been pleased to bless me with, I do dispose of the same as follows. I bequeath unto my grandson, Seth Braxton, and to his heirs and assigns forever my estate at Ten Width where I now dwell. If my grandson, Seth Braxton, has no descendants, or refuses this inheritance set forth, my estate is to be bequeathed to my great-grandson, Nathaniel Kenley.”


  “To my granddaughter, Caroline Braxton Kenley, I discharge the sum of £250 a year during her natural life, to be paid on the first of January after the date hereof. My will is that my grandson, Seth Braxton, shall pay the said principal sum of £350 to my great-grandson, Nathaniel Kenley, so soon as he shall come of the age of one and twenty years. To my wife, I leave £100 yearly for her natural life.”


  Banes rose and brought the quill and parchment over to the bedside. “I need your signature, Benjamin.” He helped him grip the shaft between his fingers.


  Juleah sensed within herself the wretched reality of her own mortality and all those she loved. It troubled her, as she watched, with her hand firm in Caroline's. She rallied against it, took a deep breath, and whispered a prayer. “I am the resurrection and the life.” Caroline heard her, and laid her head on Juleah's shoulder.


  Benjamin's hand trembled, and he brought the tip of the quill down above the parchment. A moment and he hesitated. Then he scrawled his name along the bottom.


  
2

  Virginia, July 1784


  Seth walked the river path, where the peace of the countryside had returned. As he neared home, his spirit lifted. He stood still for several moments and estimated what war and time had done to his father's house. Thick green ivy covered the facade. Airy roots clung to the mortar between the stones. Grass grew tall, encroached with thistle, brown and brittle. The oak beside the house, and the rope that hung from it, the one he had swung on as a boy, looked exactly as he remembered, although one limb was black from a lightning strike.


  He hurried up the steps, crossed the porch, and pushed the door in. Dirt and leaves were everywhere as if the place had become a living part of the wilderness. The July heat drove him to the river. He stripped off his clothes and sank into the shallow rapids. While he rested his head back against a rock, the current whirled around his body. His hair soaked up the water, grew darker with it, and clung to his neck.


  He watched a nighthawk mount the sky against a mammoth thunderhead. A red-winged blackbird sang in the cattails, leapt up, caught a cicada in its beak, and flew off. He remembered how, three years earlier, a plague of black locusts swept the east. Ruby-eyed, with jeweled transparent wings, their incessant whirl had been deafening. Tonight crickets and tree frogs chirped and clicked in a chorus. He soaked in the peaceful timbre, while he listened to the murmur of the river as it cascaded over the rocks.


  He would have stayed longer, but he grew weary of the lengthening shadows and made his way back up the path. Surprised to see a chestnut horse in front of his house, Seth halted. He gripped his hand around his musket, the new one he purchased a week after Yorktown.


  Upon the step sat a young horseman in a moth-eaten, blue regimental coat, old leather breeches, and a tricorn hat. Beside him, a dented tin lantern glowed and cast a yellow fan across the crude planks of the porch.


  The lad in muddy boots pulled off his hat and turned the rim between his fingers. “Captain Braxton?”


  “Who are you?” Seth asked.


  The lad eyed the weapon. “A messenger. Name's John Sanson. My employer, the best lawyer in Annapolis, has been looking for you for months.”


  Seth settled his musket at his side. “Has he?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “A Maryland lawyer, you say?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Disinterested, Seth proceeded up the steps and scraped the mud off the soles of his boots against the iron rod by the door.


  “I’ve brought a letter.” Sanson pulled it from his bag and handed it over. “I’ll be going, unless you have a reply.”


  “I won’t know until I read it.” Seth glanced at the handwriting on the front. “Come inside. I’ll give you what meat I have.”


  Sanson smiled and strode up the stairs to the door. “Thank you, sir. I haven’t had a meal since yesterday, just hard biscuits.”


  Seth moved to the table inside the dimly lit dwelling. After he lit a candle, he blew out the match and tossed it into the fireplace. The young messenger looked hungry, so he poured him a tin of water and gave him a plate of cold venison.


  Without a word, Seth broke the scarlet seal on the letter and unfolded the page. A moment later, he folded it back up and set it on the table near the candlestick.


  “I have no reply,” he said.


  Sanson nodded, finished his meal, and went out to mount his horse. “A girl waits for me on the other side of the river. It's easier to travel by night than in the heat of day.”


  Seth followed him outside. “Below the hill, you’ll find a shallow place. You’ll know it by the dead willow lying in the water. It's easy to cross there.”


  The lad climbed into the saddle, tipped his hat, and galloped off. Seth sat on the step and stared up at the crescent moon above the treetops. It bathed the land in a cool blue haze. The night sky and the trees that moved in a soft breeze caused his heart to grow heavy. He would be unable to sleep again. His mind was troubled, his thoughts cluttered. The letter declared that he had inherited his grandfather's estate. If the land were in America, he would not hesitate to take it. But England? How could he? He had rightly lifted up arms against the British. How on earth could he consider leaving his home in Virginia?


  But then there was Caroline.


  The last time he saw his sister, she was a child of twelve. He remembered her smile, the mass of wheat-colored curls that toppled over her head, the bright green eyes. At eighteen, he entered the Continental Army. He recalled how she cried, how her arms stretched out to her papa when her grandfather took her away.


  Who cared for her in England now that his grandfather was dead? What had become of her? Did she care she had a brother, a rebel at that? He must think through everything with a rational mind and assume nothing.


  Weary, he brushed the sweat off his brow and marked the moon above the inky treetops. A meteor shot across the sky and awe filled him.


  At midnight, he stood and went inside. The letter sat on the table, and with hands upon hips, he stared with a lengthening face at the open pages.


  Frustrated, he blew out his candle and went soberly to bed.
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  It took Seth two days to make a decision. At nine in the morning, he headed across the Potomac to the village of Point of Rocks on the Maryland shore. From there, he traveled through the rolling fields of Frederick County and turned southeast onto the Annapolis Road. Four pennies and seven silver dollars lined his pocket.


  Out in a field of golden summer wheat, a farmer waved to him. Seth jumped the fence that separated the farmer's land from the road. “Do you have a horse to sell or loan?”


  “I’ve got a gray better for riding than work. You can have her, saddle and bridle, if you’re willing to pay,” the farmer said. “Come on up to the barn and I’ll show her to you.”


  Seth looked the horse over, then emptied his pocket of two silver dollars. “Will this be enough?”


  The farmer's brows shot up. “For that old nag, aye. She's slow, but she’ll get you where you need to go.”


  Seth climbed into the saddle and ran the reins through his hands. The sway of the mare's back had a wide girth—not at all like Saber, who had once been all muscle and brawn. He allowed the sad memory to be fleeting and settled back, for the journey would be long.


  The road was hard and dusty, and alongside it purple thistles grew among knee-deep rows of snowy Queen Anne's lace. The day would be hot from the way the stems bent hook-like, with the heads turned downward, eager for the earth's dew.


  Riding along, he dragged off his hat and mopped the sweat off his forehead. The hours slipped by, until night fell and he settled down in a field under the stars to sleep.


  He reached the bustling town of Annapolis late in the afternoon the following day. Rain clouds hovered over black slate roofs and church steeples, but had not yet blessed the thirsty earth. Along the busy, cobbled streets, Seth moved his horse. He rode past St. John's College and neared the waterfront where tall ships were moored in the Severn River, their creamy sails furled. Seagulls darted and whirled between the black lines of rigging.


  He reached inside his waistcoat pocket, drew out the letter, and glanced at the address. John Stowefield's house stood out from the rest by reason of its bright red door with stark black fixtures and the numerous pots of scarlet geraniums out front.


  After he tethered his mount, he bounded up the stairs and approached the door, tired and sweaty from the long journey and perpetual heat. Removing his tricorn hat, he frowned at its tattered appearance, brushed it off, and tucked it beneath his arm.


  When the door opened, he was shown inside Stowefield's office, a room with large mullioned windows, where the sunlight seeped through the draperies. Stowefield sat at his desk dozing, his steel spectacles low on the bridge of his nose. His hair, a mass of gray locks, matched a pair of bushy eyebrows. His housekeeper nudged him on the shoulder and he shook and sputtered awake.


  “What is it, Partridge?”


  Seth waited inside the doorway. He smiled at the pronouncement of the woman's name. She resembled the bird, with her tiny eyes and spherical face, stout neck and body, the way her arms hung away from her sides when she walked.


  “Mr. Braxton here to see you.” Partridge folded her hands over her apron. “You must rise from your nap.”


  “Braxton, you say? Well good.” Stowefield shifted in his Windsor chair. It creaked beneath his weight. “Bring us coffee, Partridge. Make it strong.”


  With a quick jerk of her head, Partridge turned. “I’ll make the best coffee for you, sir.”


  Stowefield let out a heavy sigh. “You see, Mr. Braxton? Whenever a handsome face new to Partridge comes to my house, she's flustered. I promise, the tray she brings will be more substantial than my usual coffee and buttered bread.”


  Hat in hand, Seth stepped forward and extended his hand. He had no riding gloves, and frowned a moment at the red chafing over his knuckles made so by the leather reins. “I hope I haven’t come at a bad time, sir. It's late in the day.”


  Stowefield stood to shake Seth's hand. “Aye, ’tis late, but too early to doze off at one's desk. Makes one look the sluggard at his trade. I stayed up late last night playing Whist with a client. Sinful, I know, and I should repent of it.”


  “Whist, sir?”


  Stowefield smiled and his eyes enlarged. “Yes, Whist. Do you play?”


  Seth shook his head. “I’m not inclined to sitting room games.”


  “I imagine it's not a game younger men enjoy these days. Others are more challenging. The ladies for example?” He wrinkled his nose and let out a snort meant to be a laugh.


  Seth smiled and changed the subject. “You sent me a letter concerning my grandfather's estate.”


  “I’m glad you’ve taken my advice and come.”


  “Only that, sir.”


  Stowefield dragged off his spectacles and put them on his desk. “What do you mean?”


  “I’ll not take his property.”


  Stowefield raised his brows. “But it's been willed to you. You’re the legal heir. It’d be foolish not to take it. Think of the fortune you’d have.”


  “I have my father's land.”


  “And what will that bring you but a pocket of scratch? You’ll be in the poorhouse by winter. This drought will wipe out many a landed gentleman.”


  “A landed gentleman I’m not, Mr. Stowefield.”


  Stowefield cocked one brow. “Well, not in English terms perhaps. But that is beside the point.”


  “I’ve other plans besides planting.”


  “Such as?”


  “I want to breed horses and restore the house.”


  “Noble goals they may be, but …”


  “It will take some time to raise the money, but it's my ambition to raise the finest racers and hunters in Virginia.”


  Stowefield sighed. “Well, your grandfather has left you enough to raise a hundred or more.”


  Seth lowered his eyes with a frown. “I don’t want his money. I’ll raise the funds on my own. A few good seasons and …”


  Stowefield raised his hand. “You’re too young to know what is wise to do. I mean no insult by it, but you need sound advice. You cannot let your feelings or prejudice rule you in this matter. I know you fought for independence, and I hear you paid dearly for it. But a man has a duty to his family no matter what country he may live in or what political allegiances he may have.”


  “And it is for that reason I’ll not go to England. How can I live in a country I rebelled against?”


  “Have you forgotten your sister?”


  “No, sir, I have not.”


  “What will she do now that she's alone?”


  “I would hope she’d come home and live with me until she weds.”


  A look of consternation rose on Stowefield's face. “Forgive me for saying so, but I think you may be uninformed on such delicate themes.”


  “In what way, sir?”


  “You expect her, a woman, to journey across the ocean alone? America would be unfamiliar to her now. She has lived in England for a long time.”


  “It would be her decision, of course.”


  “She’ll have wolves prowling at her door. Have you thought of that?”


  Seth shifted on his feet. He had an obligation to his sister, and he was fighting it.


  Partridge brought in the tray. Coffee, sliced apples coated with cinnamon and sugar, and baking powder biscuits with pats of bright yellow butter were upon it. She had used the best china and silver.


  When she left, Stowefield sipped his coffee. He looked at the black brew and licked his lips.


  “I say. This is the best coffee Partridge has ever concocted.” He glanced over at Seth and grinned. “No doubt it's for you and not for an old man like me.”


  Seth smiled at the compliment, but said nothing in reply. He, too, enjoyed the little repast she provided.


  “As I understand it, you’ve had no contact with your grandfather since the beginning of the war.” Stowefield picked up an apple slice between his fingers and tasted it. “He left our country with Caroline in seventy-six. Is that correct?”


  “Yes, that's right, she without our mother and too young to suffer a war.”


  Stowefield popped the rest of the apple slice into his mouth, chewed it, and washed it down with his coffee. “Benjamin remarried years ago. Did you know?”


  This new twist added sober surprise in Seth. “No, sir.”


  “Well he did, and at his advanced age. The woman was comely for her years, but poor, so this letter states. He married her out of loneliness, no doubt. New love is rare when one is old.” Stowefield set his cup on the table. “Beggars cannot be choosers.”


  Seth let out a short laugh.


  “I know what you’re thinking.” Stowefield winked. “How can I, an old man, say as much? Experience, I can tell you. Whether a wife be a titled lady or a milkmaid, it is she who makes a home out of four lonely walls.”


  Seth shrugged. “Some men prefer four walls that are his alone, no matter how dark or lonely. Marriage for some is bondage, for others freedom. I suppose my grandfather couldn’t do without it.”


  “She brought a son into the marriage by her first husband.” Stowefield, refilled his pipe, lit a match, and put it to the bowl. “I learned he's a man about your age.”


  This brought a rise of pain. To him, he and his father had been replaced. Seth clutched his fists hard, stood from the chair, and stepped over to the window.


  “That's not unusual. Why should it matter to me or to my inheritance?”


  “It's of no importance,” Stowefield replied. “Indeed, it's common. Your grandfather left his widow an annuity of one hundred pounds per year. More than generous for them to live comfortably on.”


  “Then why does there seem to be a problem?”


  “I’m afraid if you do not lay hold on your inheritance this gentleman might try to claim it for his own. He may leave your sister in a situation where she's forced to marry where she does not wish. I have no doubt Benjamin's stepson is hell bent on having his way if he craves more money, and things could be complicated, if not compromised.”


  “How would you know this, sir?”


  “My profession is the law, Mr. Braxton. My hobby is detection.” Stowefield squinted his eyes and tapped the side of his nose with his forefinger. “It is the wording of the letters that paint the picture. The story holds the keys to determining which course of action your grandfather's stepson would most likely take. Do you see?”


  “I think so.” Seth shifted on his feet. “Who are these letters from?”


  Stowefield settled back in his chair. “One is from Mr. Banes, your grandfather's lawyer. The other is from your sister, Caroline. It is but simple facts she discloses, and her urging for me to convince you is profound.”


  “Is it?” Seth moved back to the chair but remained standing.


  “Indeed so. A letter is enclosed to you as well.” Stowefield handed it to Seth. He stood up and moved toward the doorway. “I’ll provide a few moments for you to read it. Perhaps later you’ll have an answer for me.”


  Seth waited while Stowefield left the room. The door clicked shut. Upon Seth's neck, the heat of the evening sun poured through the window. The letter lay in his calloused hand. He stared at it a moment, at his name scrolled in a feminine hand on the front. He broke the seal and unfolded the pages.
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  My Dear Brother:


  I pray Mr. Stowefield has been able to find you. I hope you will listen to his advice with an open mind. Before Grandfather died, he begged me to write to you and ask that all injuries be forgiven. He lived this last year in relentless anguish and rued the past.


  I married a good man, but he has left me a widow, with a young son, age two years. He's a fine boy and brings me joy.


  I am sure Mr. Stowefield informed you that our grandfather remarried several years ago. His widow is cold in manner and never was a mother to me. I never see her, and I believe she is a sick woman. Her son says if you are alive, the government would refuse to acknowledge you as heir and brand you a traitor and rebel. I do not believe this, dear brother. He says you are undeserving under the grounds of treason for having fought in the Revolution. Mr. Banes has assured me otherwise.


  Therefore, my dear brother, I beg of you to come to Ten Width. Come at least for a time, and then, if it is your wish to return to Virginia, I shall understand.


  My friend, Juleah Fallowes, Mr. Stowefield's niece, has stayed with me following the days after Grandfather's death. She has provided a shoulder for me to cry upon. Without her, I’d be alone in the house except for two servants and my little lad. I cannot bear the sorrow here.


  So much has happened in my short life. Things I cannot tell you until I see you again. You must send me word of your decision, and hopefully your arrival.


  Your devoted sister, Caroline
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  When Mr. Stowefield returned, Seth sat in the chair with the letter in his hand. Contemplative thoughts stirred his mind and he felt them expressed upon his face. The setting sun spread the copper light of twilight inside the room, and for a moment, he watched it play over the wood furnishings.


  “Mr. Stowefield,” he said. “I need time to think.”


  “I understand that principle, sir.” Stowefield tucked his spectacles inside his waistcoat pocket and sighed. “But if you think too long and hard on the matter, you’ll find a way to talk yourself out of it.”


  “Wisdom demands caution, sir,” Seth replied. “A man who makes his steps too hasty and bases his decisions on feelings may fall into a pit.”


  Stowefield chuckled. “You’re a farmer and a scholar.”


  “I’m not good at either profession. Nonetheless, I thank you for the compliment.”


  “Forgive me for asking, young man. But doesn’t it feel grand to have become so wealthy?”


  “No, I feel doubtful.”


  At once Stowefield's brows shot up. “That's most incredible, sir.”


  Seth stood and picked up his hat. “I must be leaving. Direct me to a cheap inn if you know one.”


  Stowefield threw back his shoulders. “I’ll do nothing of the kind. My house is large and I’d be honored if you’d be my guest.”


  “I cannot impose upon you.”


  “Why waste your money on an inn? You’ll not find a finer table than mine, nor better conversation.”


  Though reluctant, Seth agreed to stay. Partridge told him she was pleased to wait upon him, and showed him upstairs before dinner. The glow of the candle fanned out before them as they climbed the staircase. The room stood at the far end of the house.


  “Have you a good coat with you, sir?” Partridge's voice was motherly, her gray hair spying out from beneath her white mobcap. “The wise gentleman brings a good coat with him when away from home. If you give me your traveling suit I’ll brush it for you and polish your boots.”


  Seth pulled off his boots and handed them over, then his coat. She was short, stout about the middle, and waddled over to him to take them in hand. “These are fine, Mr. Braxton.” She held them out and studied them. “Soon you’ll have finer.”
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