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  Part 1


  Peace I ask of thee, O River

  Peace, peace, peace

  When I learn to live serenely

  Cares will cease.

  From the hills I gather courage

  Visions of days to be

  Strength to lead and faith to follow

  All are given unto me

  Peace I ask of thee, O River

  Peace, peace, peace.

  —Attributed to Janet E. Tobitt
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  The Potomac Heights, Maryland


  1797


  She’d been warned not to venture far from the house, nor go near the river, nor climb the dark shale bluffs above it. But Darcy Morgan had inherited an adventurous spirit that could not be bridled. It had been her favorite place to retreat since the age of nine, when she had discovered it one morning while trekking with her cousins over the ridge that shadowed the Potomac River.


  Bathed in sunlight, she stood at the bluff’s edge and gazed down at the water as she had done a hundred times before. She looked at the sky. Pink and pearled, speckled with white summer clouds, it looked heaven-like in the glow of a golden dusk.


  Mottle-winged caddis flies danced in hordes at the brink and Darcy paused to study them. How could such delicate wings flit so high without turning to dust in the breeze? It caressed her face, blew back her dark hair, and eased through her cotton dress. She breathed deep the scent of wild honeysuckle that traveled with it. Drowsy warmth hung everywhere, while the birds sang evening vespers.


  With closed eyes, Darcy listened to the water tumble over the boulders and rocks below. Stretching out her arms, she turned in a circle and soaked in the majesty of creation.


  “Darcy … Darcy Morgan … Where are you, you adventuresome pixie?”


  Turning, she spied her uncle, William Breese, as he lumbered along the ridge toward her. With caution, he stepped over rocks and between roots of great trees, a barrel-chested man with stocky legs. His eyes were pale green against his swarthy face, his head framed in a nimbus of white hair. Darcy’s father, Hayward Morgan, had been his half-brother, and Darcy wondered if her father’s eyes had been like her uncle’s, for she could not remember his face. Breathless, her uncle glanced up to see her, and she skipped down the path toward him.


  When she reached her uncle, he put his hands upon his knees to catch his breath. “Your aunt has been fretting all afternoon, wondering where you had gone off to.”


  Regretting she had caused her aunt such uneasiness, Darcy brushed back her hair and halted before him. “I am sorry, Uncle Will. I should have told her. I did not mean to cause Aunt Mari to fret.”


  “Ah, the woman has had a nervous constitution from birth to forty and two. She fears that one of her girls, and you, Darcy, could be injured or lost, fall from the bluffs, or be swept into the river and drowned. She goes so far as to believe that one of you could be carried all the way to the Chesapeake and then out to sea.”


  Darcy giggled. “It would be an adventure to survive such an ordeal, to perhaps be rescued by our Navy.”


  He shrugged. “Only you would think so. Your aunt wrings her hands and paces the floor every time one of you ventures out-of-doors. Think of me, dear girl, what I’ve had to endure.”


  Darcy smiled and put her arm around him. “Are you angry with me?”


  He smiled and wiggled his head. “I could never be angry with you, Darcy. I like your drive for exploration. Just look at that patch of sky. Only God can paint a picture like that.”


  She raised her face to meet the sunlight. “I’ve been watching it for hours, how the light mellows the clouds.”


  “I wish your aunt were more attentive to the things of nature.”


  “To console you, Uncle, I have seen her pause to admire the flowers she brings into the house.”


  “Indeed, and now she has news and is eager for you to come home.” Mr. Breese looped Darcy’s arm through his and proceeded to walk with her down the hill. “She has the girls gathered in the sitting room and refuses to read a letter until I bring you back and we are both present.”


  “I imagine she is cross,” Darcy said.


  “She would have forbidden you at this late hour. Next time tell me.” He threw his free arm out wide. “I don’t mind, and most likely will join you.”


  The house belonging to Mr. Breese was modest by well-to-do standards, but affluent for a Marylander living miles away from the cities of Annapolis and Baltimore. Darcy loved it, with its broad porch and dark green shutters. Its meadows filled with Queen Anne’s lace. Its forests thick with ancient trees and wild lady slippers. Above all, she loved the river and the creeks that flowed into it.


  She stepped down the path between rows of locust trees, aiding her uncle along, for he was not strong in the legs at his time of life. The windows glowed with evening sunlight. The front door sat open, allowing the breeze to flow free. A shaggy brown dog slumbered on the threshold with his head between muddy paws, and when he heard her whistle, he lifted his head and bounded up to her and her uncle.


  When Darcy entered the cool narrow hallway of the house, she pulled off her broad-brimmed hat and shook back her hair. Even with a bright sun that day, she had not worn it on her head, but let it hang behind her shoulders. She set it on a hook beside the door and paused when she heard her aunt’s voice in the sitting room.


  “Darcy,” Mari Breese called.


  She stepped inside with a smile. “I am here, Aunt Mari.”


  “Where on earth have you been? I have worried.” Mrs. Breese fanned her face with the letter, set it on her lap, and fell back against her chair. Accustomed to her aunt’s melodrama, Darcy dismissed her troubled tone of voice.


  “I was out walking.” She kissed her aunt’s cheek.


  “Walking, walking. What is so grand about walking? On my word, I do believe there are still Indians roaming about who would be pleased to snatch away a beauty like you. They might lust for that lovely hair of yours, I dread to think.”


  Proud of her locks, Mari Breese tucked her mouse-brown hair, peppered with gray, further into her mobcap. Her eyes were dark blue, close to the shade of ink that stained the letter she held. The rose in her cheeks heightened, not from the heat in the room, but from the excitement. Darcy wished she could calm her. Everyone would be better off.


  “Uncle Will said you have news, Aunt. May we hear it?” Darcy sat next to her cousins, who were seated with perfect posture in a row upon a faded settee.


  “Yes, Mama. You said you would read it once everyone was here,” said Darcy’s cousin Martha.


  Her eldest cousin possessed a flawless row of pearl-white teeth and eyes like her papa’s. She and Darcy were the same age, and their resemblance to each other caused people to think they were sisters. She wore her hair in a loose chignon today, silky and dark brown, accenting her fair skin. Darcy could not tolerate the style, and each time Martha urged her to try it she exclaimed it gave her a headache.


  “We have been patient,” Martha reminded her mother. The other girls—Lizzy, Abigail, Rachel, and Dolley—chimed in.


  “If your father would be so good as to sit down, I will begin. It involves all of us.”


  Mr. Breese drew his pipe out from between his teeth. He sat in a chair beneath the window, picked up the newspaper, and proceeded to look it over.


  “Will, your attention please.” Mrs. Breese slapped her hands together.


  “Here’s an interesting article, girls,” he said. “In March, a gentleman by the name of Whitney invented a machine that removes the seeds from cotton. Calls it the cotton gin. Fancy that!”


  “More than likely it will add to the South’s sinful institution of slavery,” Darcy said.


  “I hope not, Darcy. But with an invention of this kind …”


  Mrs. Breese stamped her foot. “Husband, do you wish to hear this or not?”


  He set the paper down on his lap. “What is so important, my dear?”


  “We’ve received an invitation. I must say, I have been anticipating this, and now we have something to break the boredom we endure in this wilderness.”


  “Boredom, my dearest? With this lot, how can you be bored? And it’s hardly a wilderness anymore, not with towns and villages springing up everywhere. It is no different here than in New York.”


  Mrs. Breese huffed. “New York indeed. New York is a city. This is the end of the earth as far as I am concerned.”


  “No different from where you were raised, then.”


  “Indeed that is true. This invitation reminds me of when I was young. You girls shall benefit from this.”


  Darcy’s cousins pleaded for her aunt to reveal the facts. She sat quiet, her mind summing up all the things this invitation could be. A ball? A dinner party or picnic? She thought of the few neighbors they had, and not a one seemed given to hold such events. But on the other side of the river were large plantations, and the Virginians were noted for gatherings of all sorts. She’d never been to the other side of the Potomac, and the chance excited her.


  Mr. Breese lifted his paper and glanced over it. “Are you going to keep us in suspense, my dear?”


  “I shall read it when I am ready … I am ready now.”


  “I am glad to hear it, my dear.”


  “Which do you wish to know first, who it is from or where it is from?”


  “I suppose you will tell us both, whether I want to know or not.”


  “It comes from Twin Oaks. A country picnic and dance is to be held this Saturday in celebration of Captain and Mrs. Rhendon’s son’s homecoming.” She wiggled and her mobcap went awry. The girls were bursting with smiles and exclamations.


  “How thrilling.” Mr. Breese yawned.


  “It says here that Daniel Rhendon has returned from a long stay in England and wishes to celebrate. I imagine everyone has been invited. Meaning those of good social standing like us.”


  “Why do you suppose that, Mother?” Rachel winked at her sisters, her blonde curls, amid a wide blue ribbon, toppling over her slim shoulders.


  “Because, my dear, we are people of quality, and it is only proper the Rhendons would invite us.”


  Darcy wondered, Why now? “They never have before, not in all the years we have lived here.”


  “That is true. Perhaps an acquaintance mentioned us.”


  Mr. Breese blew out a breath. “It would displease your dear departed mother to know you approve of the Rhendons, my sweet.”


  Mrs. Breese arched her brows. “How so, my dear?”


  “Have you forgotten, she was a loyalist during the Revolution?” Darcy’s cousins turned their heads in unison and looked at him with wide-eyed interest. “Their neighbors convinced your papa to join the militia at a ripe old age. Remember?”


  Mrs. Breese shrugged. “I do. And Mama said rebellion was an evil thing. She grieved that Papa thought differently and took up arms against the King. I recall her wails that he’d be hung by the neck along with the rest of the traitors—which meant the Patriots.”


  This sparked Darcy’s interest. Her aunt shared so little about her family. “Did their difference of opinion cause them to love each other less, Aunt?”


  Mari Breese shook her head. “Not one whit. Mama swore she would not abandon Papa for his misguided politics, and she never did. His stint in the militia did not last long. He was too old to cope.”


  It pleased Darcy to hear that love had won out over all odds. If only it had been that way for her parents. She knew something dark had happened between them, with the little she could remember, but she had never dared to force the information from her aunt and uncle. They never offered to reveal anything. And so, she left well enough alone.


  Darcy shut her eyes and forced back one memory—that of her mother lying still and pale. She could not see Eliza’s face, only a flow of dark hair. She remembered the firm touch of her father’s hands, the sound of his voice, and the words—You’ve heard of Hell, haven’t you? Well, that’s where your mama will be.


  She had vague memories of her father, some that were nightmarish that she kept to herself, others of a loving parent who pampered her. Her heart ached recalling him and her mother, whose faces were a blur in her mind.


  “This gives me pause to think of your own parents, Darcy,” her aunt said. “Such negligence by your father to have left for the West the way he did, leaving you with us without a forwarding address of any kind. But I should not have been surprised.”


  “I do not remember him well enough to know, Aunt. And I doubt there are forwarding addresses into the Western territories.”


  “I would say it was more that he did not wish the responsibility of raising a girl,” said her aunt.


  You see, if you are a bad person and sin—that is where you will go. That is where your mother is going … forever.


  Those words came back again, causing her heart to sink. She gazed at the evening light pouring through the window and wished it could erase them from her memory.


  Night was falling and the crickets in the garden were chirping. Aunt Mari stood and pushed the window wider to allow the breeze to pass into the room. Then she sat back down and looked over at Darcy. “Oh, it has troubled you for me to mention them. Would it help if I told you that your papa loved your mother? That much I can say with certainty, Darcy.”


  Darcy raised her eyes to meet her aunt’s. “Do not worry yourself, Aunt Mari. I was so young and do not remember them. You and Uncle Will have been my parents, and I thank God for it.”


  “I believe the truth is when Eliza died, Hayward went West to lose himself in his grief,” her uncle said.


  “Oh, how romantic!” cried Dolley. Her winsome blue eyes glowed as she clutched her hands to her heart. Dolley heaved the next two breaths while she brushed back her light brown hair from her forehead.


  “Romantic?” Mrs. Breese clicked her tongue. “A sad turn of events, shrouded in mystery is hardly romantic, Dolley. There were things said and done we will never know … never.”


  Darcy grew silent, for she had nothing she wanted to say that would reveal her own thoughts and feelings on the subject. But within her, emptiness remained.


  Her aunt reached over and patted her hand. “Never mind, Darcy. You should not think on such sad things. I’m sorry for mentioning them. Let us return to the Rhendons’ invitation instead. I wager you will catch the eye of many a young man at this event. Perhaps even find a husband.”


  Darcy shook her head. “Oh, not me, Aunt.”


  “Why not? You are just as pretty as Lizzy and Martha, and I dare say even Abby and Rachel. Dolley is yet too young.”


  Darcy disagreed. She thought her cousins were far more attractive. They were enamored with fashion, wore their hair in the latest styles, and always wore stockings and shoes; whereas she cared little for what was in and what was out, wore her hair loose about her shoulders, refused to wear stockings in hot weather, and loved going barefoot in summer.


  She stood up and, going to the window seat, leaned on the sill and drew in the air. “If you could have your way, Aunt, you would have us all married by Saturday eve.”


  Her aunt sighed. “Well you should have married a year ago. Lizzy and Martha should be married by the year’s end. I was sixteen when I married Mr. Breese.”


  Mr. Breese looked over the rim of his spectacles. “Thank you for the reminder, my dear.”


  She gave him a coy look in response. “Now, girls,” she went on. “We should look at each one of your dresses to see if they are in acceptable condition for this affair. If they are not we shall see if we can make subtle repairs or changes to them, perhaps add or subtract where needed.”


  “Can we not make new dresses? Or go into town and buy new ones?” Lizzy gazed over at Mr. Breese with a demure smile and batted her large blue eyes. Darcy had seen it many times— Lizzy’s attempt to twist him around her finger.


  “For all six of you?” Stunned, Mr. Breese lifted his brows. “I am not a rich man, Lizzy. You must make do with what you have.”


  The girls pouted in unison, but Darcy rose to her feet and swung her arms around her uncle’s neck. “We shall make you proud of us. Our clothes are just as good as any others, and we should not be judged by what we wear. French fashion is out, since their gentry are wearing sackcloth and ashes these days.”


  Mrs. Breese brushed her handkerchief over her neck. “Oh, Darcy. I hope you keep opinions like that to yourself while at Twin Oaks. Many people judge a young lady by the clothes she wears. It says where you fit in.”


  “Yes, Aunt.” Darcy wrapped a strand of her hair around her finger. “I hear they have fine horses at Twin Oaks. Do you suppose they shall let us ride?”


  Astonishment spread over her aunt’s face. “Certainly not. It would be unbecoming.”


  “But ladies ride all the time, Mother,” said Abby. She had not spoken until now, and Darcy smiled. Lately, Abby strove to break out of her shy nature and join in the conversation. She was the politest of young ladies, and in appearance the image of her mother. Horses were her passion, and the idea of possibly riding one at Twin Oaks caused her eyes to light up.


  “I do hope the Rhendons allow it, for you especially, Abby,” Darcy said.


  “Ladies should not ride horses at country picnics,” said Mrs. Breese. “I will not have my girls racing about the grounds like backwoods bumpkins.”


  Lizzy had to inject. “What do you suggest we do, Mother? Sit all day fanning ourselves, melting in the heat, making eyes at the boys?” Each girl giggled, except for Darcy, who smiled.


  “There will be other things to do,” said Mrs. Breese. “You older girls must strive to be noticed, dance with those who ask, and do all you can to win a heart or two.”


  “Sounds boring to me,” Rachel moaned, “and too hot to do anything.”


  “Then be sure to wear plenty of powder, and stay in the shade,” said Mrs. Breese.


  “Anything else we should know?” Mr. Breese folded his paper again.


  “Well, I have not finished reading the invitation.” Mrs. Breese held the letter up to her eyes. “It says young Mr. Rhendon has brought a party with him from England. It does not list the names, but it says he brings two ladies and a gentleman.”


  “The English cannot keep themselves away, can they?” Darcy said.


  Mrs. Breese gave her a sidelong glance. “It says here, the gentleman is an exceptional rider and will make inquiry into Captain Rhendon’s thoroughbreds.” Again, she set the letter down on her lap and sighed with delight. “How interesting is that, my girls? Two ladies and an English gentleman.”


  Mrs. Breese folded the invitation and set it on the side table next to her.


  Darcy went from the room out into the hallway. She stepped out the door, sat down on the stone stoop, and stroked the dog’s ears. What would happen if she caught the eye of some gentleman at this gathering? He would have to have excellent qualities for her to like him, and she doubted if there was such a man alive, for her expectations were much too high.


  She wanted a man like her uncle, kind, generous, with a sense of humor that matched his sense of duty. Could there be such a man searching for a girl like her?


  She listened to the chatter coming from upstairs where the girls had gone to sort through their clothes. Missy, their housemaid, came down the stairs with an armload of frocks, stockings, and laces, all in need of washing and repair.


  Her aunt appeared on the upstairs landing. “Darcy, come look at your gown. It is important.”


  She did as she was asked, and when she drew out the best dress she owned from the armoire, she held it out before her and looked it over. Her aunt stared at it, tapped her forefinger against her chin, and huffed, “It will have to be made over.”


  The gown in question opened down the back and closed with hooks and eyes. The bodice seams were piped with narrow cording of matching fabric, and the deep hem was faced with heavier fabric to protect it from wear.


  “I think it is fine the way it is, Aunt. But if you think it needs altering …”


  “Oh, indeed it does. We will alter the sleeves and add ribbon and trim. And we should remove the lace. It is so out of fashion.”


  “Seems like too much work for one day’s outing.”


  Mrs. Breese took a step back and squared her shoulders. “I dare say, Darcy, I have never known you to have a lazy bone in your body. Believe me, altering this gown shall be well worth your time. Besides, the cloth was too dearly acquired to abandon, and too many hours went into the original stitching to cast it off.”


  Darcy agreed. She was not in the least bit slothful, but sewing made her fingers sore. Yet, she would follow through. “I did not mean we should cast it off, Aunt. I just happen to like it the way it is.”


  “Then keep it as it is, if it pleases you.” Slapping her hands together, her aunt let out a little giggle. “I am so happy that full skirts and tight bodices are out of fashion, as well as highdressed hair and painted faces.”


  Darcy smiled at the image in her mind. “I cannot picture you with your hair piled high and powdered, or your face painted.”


  “Never!” said her aunt. “A tight bodice yes. But the rest, I cared not. For it was so vain and made a woman look clownish.”


  Expecting such an answer, Darcy laughed. “Then I, too, am happy.”


  Her aunt leaned toward her. “Now, we have four days to complete our tasks. Saturday shall be here before we know it.”


  “Yes, Aunt.”


  “Missy shall take care of the rest of the chores so you girls can work without interruption. Now you should be glad for that. No feeding the chickens. No collecting eggs. Isn’t that grand?”


  “I like feeding the hens and collecting eggs.” She glanced at her aunt with insistence. “I can still do my work and finish my dress.”


  “Let us not put that to the test, Darcy.” And off her aunt went through the door, leaving Darcy to stand in the middle of the room with her dress in hand. She held it against her body and gazed into the mirror.


  “It will do just as it is.”


  With that resolved, she put it away and headed downstairs. She took up a willow basket from beside the kitchen door and went off to the hen house.
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  Along the country road, summer thrived, and the breeze blew dogwood petals onto the ground. Wild raspberry bushes drooped with succulent blood-red fruit along dusty hedgerows, and the songs of goldfinches echoed through the woods.


  The Breeses owned one wagon, which doubled for family transport when needed. Mr. Breese had applied a fresh coat of black lacquer to it and painted the wheel spokes bright red.


  “I wish we owned a carriage.” Mrs. Breese frowned. “People will stare and think very low of us.”


  Darcy moved closer to speak to her aunt. “Just think, Aunt Mari, no wagon of this kind has ever rolled down the lane at Twin Oaks before, or along the river road for that matter. People will admire it, you’ll see.”


  Darcy and her cousins sat together in the rear, while her aunt and uncle sat in front on cushions. A hat made of tightly woven straw shaded Darcy’s face. Her plain gown paled among the pink and blue calicos her cousins wore. Their hats were trimmed with matching ribbons, and each girl wore tan gloves and pale yellow shoes.


  “Gloves are out of the question on such a hot day.” Darcy slipped them off and set them beside her. Her aunt turned with pursed lips.


  “Dear me, Darcy. No gloves? What will Mrs. Rhendon think? At least keep your hat on until we enter the house.”


  Darcy smiled and adjusted the wide ribbon under her chin. She brushed away a few petals that had found their way into the folds of her gown and settled back. Pulled by two dappled horses, the wagon rolled over the river road under a canopy of tall trees and then crossed the creaky bridge into Virginia. Crossing the bridge frightened Mrs. Breese, and she looped her arm through her husband’s and shut her eyes the whole way over.


  When Twin Oaks came into view, Darcy put her hand above her eyes to study the large house with white porticoes and a wide porch. Embowered in wisteria, it stood at the end of a broad drive lined with sugar maples, with two oak trees out front. Farther back in the rear stood a stable, a smokehouse, and an icehouse constructed of whitewashed stone.


  Locusts trilled, and warm air drifted through the trees. To the right waved wheat fields, to the left an apple orchard. At first glance, Twin Oaks appeared a pretty picture, but Darcy wondered how appealing were the lives that dwelt within its massive walls.


  Out front were a number of carriages and saddled horses. “Many guests have already arrived,” commented Mrs. Breese, nodding back to the girls. “I’m glad we are not the first. I just hope we are not the last.”


  “I hope they have lemonade.” Dolley fanned her face with her hand.


  “And cake,” Rachel chimed in. “I adore cake.”


  Martha nudged Rachel’s shoulder. “How can you think of food on a day like today?”


  Abigail and Lizzy joined in to chastise their sisters, each chattering away at the same time. Darcy sighed and gazed up at the lush umbrella of limbs overhead. How misty the streams of light looked as they filtered through the trees. It made her heart swell. Why could her aunt and cousins not see such beauty and soak it in the way she did?


  Dolley and Rachel sat on each side of Darcy and she looped their arms within hers. “Just look at the light coming through the branches above us. Is it not lovely?”


  Dolley huffed. “Oh, Darcy. Must you grow poetic? We’d rather see tables full of cakes and pies and …”


  “I am certain they shall have food and lemonade in abundance for you and Rachel to enjoy, Dolley. Your sisters are older and have no interest in the food at such a gathering as this. For there are other distractions.”


  “Darcy is right,” Martha said. “Just look at the men gathered on the porch. Have you ever seen such gallants as these?”


  “Are they not fine?” Abigail sighed.


  “We are not close enough to tell,” Darcy said. “Besides, they may all be taken.”


  “Still there are plenty to dance with,” finished Lizzy.


  After they alighted from their wagon, a carriage rumbled toward the plantation house along its shady drive. Clouds of rust-colored dust whirled about its wheels. When it came to a halt at the front of the veranda, swarms of people gathered around.


  “Look, it is Daniel Rhendon and his party.” Martha said. Darcy’s cousins straightened their backs and lifted their heads to get a better glimpse of the English guests.


  Lizzy sighed. “He’s handsome.”


  “Yes, but too young,” Martha said. “I prefer an older man.”


  Lizzy laughed. “Very well for me then, for I like him. Unless you are interested, Darcy.”


  Darcy glanced over at her cousin and smiled. “I will not interfere with your pursuits, Lizzy. But prepare yourself, for one can see he has designs on the lady he is helping down.”


  Darcy watched on as the ladies were handed down. Two were lovely, their posture regal, and their clothes the finest summer gauze. The third woman was older and dressed like a servant. Her matronly attire matched her figure, her posture stiff as starch. Darcy’s gaze shifted to the man who had given his hand to a lady. He held her fingers firm until her pink satin shoe reached level ground. Then he let go.


  Her first impression of him rang of prejudice, he being British. But she liked how he dropped the lady’s hand and moved back. Perhaps such a woman had no power over him. The lady glided away and at that moment, his gaze turned toward Darcy. Their eyes met and held. Darcy looked away.


  Mr. Breese placed his lady’s hand over his arm and proceeded toward the veranda. Arms linked, the girls followed. Anxious young men gathered on the porch fixed their eyes upon them.


  “Why do they stare at us?” Martha whispered to Darcy.


  “They are looking at you and Lizzy, because you are so beautiful.”


  “You leave yourself out, Darcy?”


  “I do. I am plain next to you.”


  “That is not true. You are so lovely, especially your hair. You know I’ve always envied it.”


  “You are sweet to say so, cousin.”


  “You caught the Englishman’s eye.”


  A corner of Darcy’s mouth lifted. “I doubt it.”


  “He is very handsome.”


  Darcy hugged her cousin closer. “Do not be deceived by the outward appearance, Martha. There is no telling what kind of rogue is beneath that skin.”


  She looked back over her shoulder. The English gentleman turned his eyes and held Darcy’s gaze, then turned away, his brow gathered. Had she intruded upon him?


  His dark brown hair touched the edge of his collar. The cut of his coat, his black leather boots, and his white linen neckcloth were simple attire compared to some of the other men’s. Either he was rich and preferred not to flaunt his position, or he was a man of modest means.


  Martha pulled her along, and as they reached the top step, Captain Rhendon and his wife welcomed them. His neckcloth, snowy-white and looped about his neck, looked too snug. His hair, gray and brown, whisked forward along his forehead and temples. Mrs. Rhendon, a head shorter than her husband, stood beside him.


  A glimmer of envy was noted in her aunt’s eyes when she laid eyes on their hostess’s gown. Darcy did not care in the least what Mrs. Rhendon wore, but she did admire the color of the fabric. Pale yellow looked striking against her flawless skin.


  “My dear Mr. and Mrs. Breese, so good of your family to come.” Mrs. Rhendon held out her hand. “We’re all about to gather out on the lawn. I hope the food meets the taste of Marylanders.”


  Mrs. Breese smiled. “I’m sure it will. My, what a beautiful home you have here.”


  “These are your daughters?” Mrs. Rhendon glanced over at the girls. Each curtsied prettily and smiled.


  “Indeed they are. This is Martha our firstborn, hopefully the first to wed. And this is Lizzy. Her artistic talents are unsurpassed. And Abigail here has the voice of a nightingale.”


  Appearing intrigued, Mrs. Rhendon’s brows arched. “Oh really? Perhaps she will entertain us with a song later.”


  “She’d be glad to. Won’t you, Abby?” Mrs. Breese squeezed Abby’s elbow, and Abby nodded. “Rachel is an accomplished musician and plays the pianoforte very well. She and our youngest, Dolley, are with the other girls their ages. So you must excuse them.”


  Darcy was last to be introduced. Her uncle, looking assertive, drew her forward. “And this is our niece, Darcy Morgan.”


  Captain Rhendon lifted his chin. “Morgan? Not of River Run, I hope.”


  His reaction to her hurt, but she tried not to show it by maintaining her smile. “I was born there, sir.”


  Captain Rhendon spoke something beneath his breath, so quiet, no one caught his words. But Darcy had no doubt it was an expletive. River Run had not been lived in since she left it. The last time she ventured near it, thistles and pokeweed smothered what had once been a green lawn.


  “We had no idea, Mr. Breese, you were related to that particular family,” said Mrs. Rhendon.


  Mr. Breese made no effort to explain, but simply said, “My half-brother, ma’am, was Hayward Morgan, a true patriot of our cause.”


  Mrs. Rhendon snapped her fan shut and turned to Darcy. “Your mother was a beauty, Darcy.”


  “You knew her, ma’am?”


  “Yes. When your father returned here with her, they attended a similar affair here at Twin Oaks. I recall her gown was deep amber, which set her apart from all the other ladies. But I dare say you take after your father’s good looks.” There was a faint ring of sarcasm in her voice, but her eyes, so well trained, did not show it.


  Darcy extended a polite smile. “Thank you for your kind words, ma’am.”


  Mrs. Breese squeezed Darcy’s hand. “Is your son well, now that he is home?”


  Darcy breathed a sigh of relief that her aunt was astute enough to change the subject. For a moment, she dwelt on why the Rhendons seemed repelled by her last name.


  Mrs. Rhendon replied. “He is well, thank you. You’ll meet him shortly.”


  “We have met him already,” Darcy said.


  “Where? When?”


  “It was long ago. We were down at the river one Sunday, and he …”


  Mrs. Rhendon stiffened. Darcy realized she did not wish to hear anymore about her son’s treks to the river—or hers. Her aunt touched her sleeve, a sign for her to rein in. “The English ladies and their gentleman companion must find Twin Oaks a rival to what they are used to back home, Mrs. Rhendon,” said Mrs. Breese. “I do not doubt they envy it.”


  Mrs. Rhendon fluttered her fan near her chin. “No doubt they do.”


  Mrs. Breese’s eyes blinked. “Are the ladies beautiful? I was unable to see them clearly from a distance. My eyesight is poor.”


  Darcy drew in a slow breath and looked away. It was embarrassing to have her aunt dig for information, and she hoped Mrs. Rhendon would answer her in such a way that her mind would be satisfied. Their hostess craned her neck to look out among her guests. “Miss Byrd is a lovely girl with pretty eyes. But Miss Roth rivals her in beauty. I do believe she is Mr. Brennan’s intended, although he did not introduce her in that way. One would assume there is an understanding between them since she never leaves his side.”


  “I imagine Mr. Brennan is a fine gentleman,” Mrs. Breese was so bold to say.


  “He is, Mrs. Breese. You must excuse me. I have other guests.” And Mrs. Rhendon stepped away with a sweep of her gown.


  Moving to the lawn, the girls sat under the shade of an enormous oak. Darcy looked out across the green that stretched to the top of a hill. Her romantic nature carried her away to it, and she wondered what beauty lay beyond.


  She stood and put her hand over her eyes. “I wish to walk the grounds. The ride over stiffened my legs.”


  “You’re always walking about, Darcy.” Lizzy sighed. “Can’t you sit still for five minutes?”


  Darcy smiled down at her cousin. “No, not when there is such beauty to see.”


  She stepped away, with her gown clinging to her limbs because of the breeze. With a graceful, yet eager stride, she strolled up the green expanse bordered by forest. When she reached the summit, she gazed down into a valley. In the meadow, deer grazed. They lifted their heads, sensing her presence. A stream curved through the vale and flashed in the sunlight.


  Such beauty poured into Darcy with romantic passion. The land seemed to be a great barrier between her and some place that she would be called to someday. Where and when she did not know, but she yearned for it, for the adventure of it, the love that awaited her, and even the hardship and peril that would bring her closer to finding her heart’s desire.


  She stood beneath a solitary maple so large she could not imagine how long ago the Ancient of Days had sprouted it from the earth. Heavy branches stretched high above her, and the cool shade fell over her. She shook back her hair and raised her face. Shutting her eyes, she drank in the world around her. Beneath her feet, she felt a vibration, soft at first, then stronger as if a hundred drums beat beneath the sod. The hard gallop of a horse grew louder, and before she could move from the rider’s path, he crested the hill. Startled, she turned and threw her back against the tree. The horse, black and large, reared and curvetted, having too been startled by her presence and the violent pull of its rider. It whinnied, blew out its nostrils, and pawed the mossy earth.


  The rider swung down from the saddle and approached her. A thump in her chest snatched her breath and she placed her hands behind her to feel the safety of the tree.


  “Are you all right?” Standing but a yard away, he breathed hard.


  She nodded. “I believe so.”


  “I was unaware anyone would be here.”


  “I was unaware anyone would be riding so fiercely toward me.”


  The regret in his eyes deepened. “Please forgive me. You could have been hurt.”


  Darcy gazed at him, and then checked her winsome expression. “You did not know, sir.”


  “That is no excuse for me not to have been more careful. At least allow me to take you back down. The horse may look fierce, but he is harmless.”


  She glanced at the fearsome stallion. “By the size of him, and the way he behaves, I doubt your word.”


  “Doubt it, but just the same, he is gentle. I am considering buying him from the Rhendons to take back to England.”


  “His gentleness is not proven by how unsettled he appears. I hear they have a fine gray in the stable which would give no trouble.”


  The gentleman’s countenance eased and he inclined his head. She knew what he interpreted in her comment—that his judgment was weak—and felt her face flush.


  “I have plans to buy a mare as well. You could give me your opinion.”


  “I am not that astute when it comes to buying horses.”


  “Well, at least let me take you back.”


  “I am able to find the way myself.” She smiled and walked away knowing he watched her go. She glanced back at him over her shoulder. “Thank you for not running me over.” She hurried away, down the hill, skipping at places.


  “But what is your name?” he called.


  Forcing herself not to look back at him again, she did not answer. A smile brightened her face and laughter rose in her throat. He would have to make inquiries to discover who she was.
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  Taken off guard by the opinionated female, Ethan stared after Darcy as she descended the grassy field toward the house. His eyes followed the twists of her hair, how it tumbled about her shoulders down to her waist, how it caught the sunlight. Miss Roth wore her hair parted in the center in tight corkscrew curls. He found it stiff and unnatural, something a man dare not reach out and touch. She would not permit it. He did not desire it.


  As for this girl, he could run his fingers through her hair if she permitted him. “Who are you, that God would put you straight into my path?” A brave and spirited one, for she had not screamed nor fainted when he came upon her.


  He thrust his boot into the stirrup and swung into the saddle. The girl with the high spirits and flowing hair disquieted Ethan, and as he moved the horse on, he watched her walking in the distance. She bent down, her gown clinging to her well-formed legs as she plucked a dandelion from the ground.
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  Dar—cy! Mar—tha!” Mari Breese waved her handkerchief as if she were swatting a fly. “Come away from there at once and join us.”


  If only her aunt would not call to her, wave to her in such a flustered way, then people would not be staring and drawing conclusions. A few more paces down the hill and Darcy met Martha.


  “I wish Mother would be more reserved,” Martha said, walking alongside Darcy. “Everyone is looking at us.”


  “She means well. She’s a mother hen who likes her chicks around her, you know. Besides, not everyone is looking. Just that group of ladies and gentlemen within earshot.”


  “Well, that is enough, I’d say. I am glad you are back. My sisters left me alone, and I grew worried about you.”


  Darcy smiled as she recalled the rider’s astonished look when he happened upon her. “I returned as I left you—even though the Englishman nearly ran me over with one of Twin Oaks’ horses.”


  Martha gasped. “The English gentleman?”


  Darcy nodded. “Yes, the English gentleman.”


  “He is reckless, Darcy, and obviously has no mind to be aware of young ladies strolling the grounds. You should have nothing more to do with him.”


  The sun strengthened through the trees and she stepped into a shady spot. The cool caress of the breeze and the scent of lilacs and roses filled the air. For a moment, it distracted Darcy from thinking about Mr. Brennan.


  “I think it’s time we show Miss Roth how fast our thoroughbreds are,” she heard Daniel Rhendon say to the guests gathered on the porch.


  “Surely, sir, our Virginia horses are superior to what they breed in England,” said one gentleman in a gray suit. “What proof do they need?”


  “Since you have no English stallions in your stable, Mr. Rhendon, I do anticipate your competition between riders,” said Miss Roth, while fanning her face with an ivory fan. Her eyes glanced sideways toward Darcy, and then moved back to the circle of men. Then from out on the lawn, a man shouted, “Here they come!”


  The guests rushed to the porch rail, and some hurried out onto the lawn. Down the hill came two riders. They jumped their mounts over a hedge, gained control, and galloped at a breakneck speed past the crowd. Cheers rang out as they skidded to a halt, the horses rearing under their firm hands. Ethan dismounted along with his competitor and they shook hands.


  Captain Rhendon threw up his arms with a broad smile. “I’m afraid it is a tie, ladies and gentlemen. Both gentlemen have shown exceptional horsemanship. And my horses? Well, it goes without saying how superior they are.”


  Cheers and handshakes all around, the crowd dispersed back to the veranda or the shade of the trees. Darcy turned away. “We cannot judge Mr. Brennan too harshly,” she told her cousin. “He is a bold rider and that says something about his character.”


  Martha guffawed. “Hmm. I’d like to know what.”


  Darcy took her cousin’s hand and moved with her to a bench beneath the veranda. “I have a stone in my shoe.” At once, she drew it off and shook free a tiny pebble. She hesitated when, just above her, she heard voices and the stomp of boots across the porch. She slipped her shoe back on and looked up through the lattice above her.


  With his back turned, Ethan could not see her below. She noticed flecks of mud on his boots. Sunlight alighted over the earthy color of his hair and across his broad shoulders. How would it turn the color of his eyes? Would they lighten, or be averse to the glare?


  She heard him say, “Who is the young woman with the glorious hair?”


  Daniel replied, “Which one? There are several—and all so pretty.”


  “The one who does not wear it up, but loose down her back. Do you know her name?”


  “Ah, yes. I know whom you mean.”


  Martha’s mouth fell open, and Darcy pressed her finger against her cousin’s lips to silence her.


  “I believe her name is Darcy. Her aunt and uncle are over there, Mr. and Mrs. Breese. I saw her once down at the river. She and her cousins were wading … a wondrous sight for any young man to behold. Hair Glorious had her dress looped up above her pretty calves.”


  Ethan leaned back against the banister. “I imagine the rest of her is just as lovely.”


  Darcy widened her eyes and a flutter seized her. Never had she heard a man speak of her in that fashion. How dare he say such a thing aloud, or think of me in that way.


  Martha cupped her hand and whispered in Darcy’s ear. “He must be a libertine and a hedonist. Did you hear what he said about you just now?”


  “I could not help hearing it.” If their paths crossed again, she determined she would get the best of him. Were not the English more reserved than this?


  “Come on,” Daniel said. “We shall hunt her and that fetching cousin of hers down, and I’ll introduce you.”


  Then from the corner of her eye, Darcy watched Ethan turn away. “Later.”


  A coy smile tugged at her mouth, and a tinge of insult caused her eyes to narrow. “Later?” she whispered back to Martha. “I shall avoid him at all costs.”


  “Girls!” Her aunt tapped her fan against the railing and leaned over another inch or two. She made a most severe motion for them to make their way above.


  Martha walked ahead of Darcy, with her head erect and her gait graceful. Darcy followed her up the stairs, and as she turned to the left to join her aunt and cousin, a shadow fell over her. She stopped short, glanced up, almost bumping straight into the man who seemed bent on meeting with an accident that would embarrass them both.


  His eyes fixed on her face. “Excuse me.”


  “Again I am in your way, sir. I should not rush so.”


  “Nor should I …”


  “I am to join my aunt and cousin, so if you will excuse me.”


  He turned and looked over at the lady fast approaching them. “Would you be so kind as to introduce me? After all, I may need to do some explaining to your aunt if word gets out that I almost trampled you.”


  Darcy shook her head. “No, you cannot say a word of it to my aunt. You have no idea how fast she can spread a story and how twisted it will be in the end.”


  He inclined his head and spoke low. “You spare me, Miss …”


  The warmth of his breath caressed her cheek and the tone of his voice captivated her. He stood near and a strange sensation filled Darcy, as if he were meant to be so close, a kind of sentinel over her.


  “Dear me.” Mrs. Breese put her fan between them and Darcy stepped back.


  “I found one, Ethan.” Daniel Rhendon drew Martha forward, smiling. “And you the other. Mr. Ethan Brennan, may I introduce Mrs. Breese?” Darcy’s aunt dipped with her eyes lowered. “Miss Martha Breese.” Martha mimicked her mother. “And finally, Miss Darcy Morgan.”
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  A muscle in Ethan’s chest constricted when Daniel pronounced her name. He could not help staring at her face, at its delicate shape; could not help gazing into her vivacious eyes, and comparing them to another pair he knew. “Morgan, you say?”


  Daniel gave him a slight nod. “Yes. A fine name for a fine lady.”


  The twists of hair that fell over her head and along her throat were tantalizing, and Ethan found himself soaking her in with his eyes, drawing in the essence of her with each breath. Her mouth parted to speak, but faltered. An impression he had no word for suddenly swelled within him as dusky pink swept into her cheeks. He knew then that she was not accustomed to a man’s eyes being so intent upon her.


  The temptation to reveal to her the secret he held tittered on his lips. But the oath he had made kept him in check. “The surname of patriots,” Ethan said.


  Mrs. Breese sighed with approval. “You know our history, Mr. Brennan?”


  “Only what I have read, ma’am.”


  When Mrs. Breese extended her hand to him, she bumped into her charge, which caused Darcy to stand closer to Ethan. His hand touched her forearm to steady her.


  “I beg your pardon, sir.” Mrs. Breese waved her hand at Darcy. “Darcy, you are too close to the gentleman. Step aside and give him room. You must excuse my niece, Mr. Brennan. She has a tendency to be in places where she should not be. Not that being in your presence is wrong, mind you. It is hot and crowded here on the porch and not suitable for lengthy conversation.”
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