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Chapter 1: The Eve of Division
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The morning broke clear and perfect across the Whitaker farm, the kind of spring dawn that seemed to promise the world would never change. Daniel Whitaker stood at the edge of the eastern field, watching his younger brother Thomas mend the split-rail fence that marked the property line, their synchronized movements born of twenty-six years of shared labor. The sun climbed behind them, painting the fields in shades of gold and amber that made the work seem almost sacred, a continuation of the endless cycle of seasons and seasons that had defined their lives. Behind the farmhouse, smoke rose from Eleanor's kitchen fire where she was beginning the day's cooking. The barn stood solid and red against the pale sky, and somewhere in the outbuildings, their father Samuel was already moving through morning chores with the methodical precision he brought to everything. This was the farm their grandfather had carved from wilderness, the land their father had improved with decades of careful management, the inheritance that seemed as permanent and unquestionable as the mountains that rose in the distance. Daniel knew every stone in these fields, every gnarled oak tree, every path worn by generations of Whitaker boots. He knew the way morning light fell across the western slope and the particular quality of silence that came before the workday fully began. He should have known it was too perfect to last.

Thomas straightened from his work, pressing a hand to his lower back and grinning at Daniel with the easy affection of brothers who had never seriously questioned their unity. "Father's going to have something to say about the fence on the north side," Thomas called, his voice carrying across the morning air. "Those horses got through again yesterday. I saw tracks near the creek." Daniel nodded, moving toward his brother to help with the final section of rail, and as they worked together in companionable silence, Eleanor appeared on the farmhouse porch and rang the bell for breakfast. The sound carried across the fields with its familiar summons, and for a moment—just a moment—the two brothers paused in their work, looking back at the house and the woman standing in the doorway, looking at them with an expression that seemed to hold something Daniel couldn't quite name. Young Tommy came running from the barn where he'd been helping Samuel with the chickens, and Mary Catherine emerged behind Eleanor with an armload of fresh bread. The farm was gathering itself for the day as it had gathered for a thousand days before, the machinery of family and work and home running smooth and certain. Neither brother could have imagined that this was the last morning they would ever work together in peace, that within weeks the nation would fracture and take their family with it, that the fields they stood in would soon echo with the sounds of warfare and burn with flames that would consume everything they had built. For now, in the clear spring light, it was simply another day—one of countless days that stretched behind them and seemed to stretch endlessly ahead.

The breakfast table held the particular warmth that came from a family settled into its rhythms. Samuel carved thick slices from the ham Eleanor had cured last autumn, while Mary Catherine poured fresh milk still warm from the morning milking. The youngest Whitaker children—Rebecca, barely fourteen, and little James, who would turn twelve come summer—chattered about their plans for the day, their voices bright with the energy of youth untouched by the darkness gathering beyond their valley.

"Daniel's been reading those newspapers again," Thomas said, reaching for the cornbread Eleanor had pulled from the oven. "Saw him up past midnight with a candle burning."

Eleanor's hands paused over the serving bowl. "What news could be so urgent it couldn't wait for daylight?"

Daniel set down his coffee cup, the ceramic making a soft clink against the wooden table. "South Carolina's talking secession again. More serious this time."

"Politicians always talk," Samuel said, not looking up from his plate. "They talked about this nonsense ten years ago during the Missouri business. Came to nothing then."

"This feels different, Father." Daniel's voice carried a weight that made Rebecca stop chattering mid-sentence. "The rhetoric's getting sharper. People are choosing sides."

Thomas laughed, but the sound held an edge. "Sides? What sides could there be? We're Americans, all of us."

"Are we?" Daniel's question fell into the sudden quiet like a stone into still water. "When one part of America holds another part in chains?"

The silence stretched taut. Samuel's fork stopped halfway to his mouth, and Eleanor's face grew very still. Mary Catherine reached for little James's hand as if to anchor him to something safe.

"The slaves aren't our concern," Thomas said finally. "We don't own any. Never have."

"That doesn't make it right."

"Doesn't make it our fight either."

Daniel leaned forward, his voice gaining intensity. "When good men do nothing—"

"Boys." Eleanor's single word cut through the rising tension like a blade. "Not at my table."

But the damage was done. The easy harmony of the morning had cracked, revealing the fault lines that ran deeper than anyone had wanted to acknowledge. Outside, the spring morning continued perfect and unchanged, but inside the Whitaker farmhouse, something had shifted forever.

The mill wheel turned with its eternal rhythm, grinding corn into meal as it had for twenty years, but the voices gathered around Zeke's workspace carried a different energy than the usual talk of crops and weather. Daniel felt the change the moment he and Thomas followed their uncle through the heavy wooden door—the air itself seemed charged with something volatile.

"Lincoln's election changes everything," Zeke said, his sleeves rolled up past his elbows as he hefted a sack of grain. "Man's made his position clear on slavery, and the South knows it."

Old Henrik Paulsen spat tobacco juice into the sawdust. "Virginia's been good to us. We've got no quarrel with our neighbors."

"Our neighbors?" Zeke's laugh was harsh. "You mean the ones who'd see us all in chains if it served their purpose?"

Thomas shifted beside Daniel, his jaw tightening. Several other farmers had gathered—men Daniel had known since childhood, now eyeing each other with new suspicion. The familiar faces seemed strange in this charged atmosphere.

"West Virginia could stay neutral," offered Bill Morrison, Eleanor's cousin. "Let the politicians sort their own mess."

"Neutrality's a luxury we can't afford." Zeke wiped flour from his hands with deliberate force. "When half the nation believes they can own human beings like livestock, there's no middle ground."

Daniel found himself leaning forward. "What about gradual emancipation? Some kind of compromise?"

"Compromise?" Zeke fixed his nephew with a stare that made Daniel feel suddenly younger. "How do you compromise with evil? You free half the slaves? Keep the others in chains on weekends?"

"The boy's got sense," Henrik muttered. "This abolition madness will destroy the economy."

"Whose economy?" Zeke's voice rose. "Built on what foundation?"

Thomas finally spoke, his words measured and quiet. "My concern is preserving the Union as it is. These radical changes will tear the country apart."

"The country's already torn apart," Zeke shot back. "Question is whether we pretend otherwise or face the truth."

The mill wheel continued its grinding, the sound suddenly oppressive in the tense silence. Daniel watched his brother's face—saw something closing off there, a decision forming behind Thomas's careful expression.

After the others drifted away, Zeke caught Daniel's arm near the grain sacks.

"Your brother's got Confederate sympathies," Zeke said bluntly. "Don't pretend you haven't noticed."

Daniel's stomach clenched. "He's just cautious."

"Cautious men don't change the world, Daniel. Sometimes a man has to choose what matters more—keeping peace with his family or keeping peace with his conscience."

The mill wheel turned on, indifferent to the fractures spreading through everything Daniel had thought permanent.

That evening, Daniel found Thomas alone in the barn, methodically oiling the leather harnesses by lamplight. The familiar ritual of maintenance seemed almost desperate now, as if caring for equipment could somehow preserve the world they'd always known.

"You think I'm wrong," Thomas said without looking up from the bridle in his hands.

Daniel settled onto a hay bale, breathing in the scent of animals and grain that had comforted him since childhood. "I think you're scared."

"Damn right I'm scared." Thomas's hands stilled on the leather. "You want to tear apart everything Father built, everything we've worked for, over people we've never met."

"They're not property, Thomas."

"I know that." The words came sharp, defensive. "But what happens when we free four million slaves overnight? Where do they go? What do they eat? Who protects them from the men who'll want revenge?"

Daniel had wrestled with these same questions during those midnight hours with his newspapers. "So we do nothing? Let injustice continue because change is difficult?"

Thomas hung the bridle on its peg with exaggerated care. "I'm saying we don't burn down the house to kill the rats."

"And I'm saying some houses deserve to burn."

The lamp flame flickered between them, casting shifting shadows across the barn walls. Thomas finally turned to face his brother directly.

"If war comes—and God help us, it might—you'll choose your principles over your family."

"You'll choose tradition over what's right."

"I'll choose preservation over destruction."

They stared at each other across the small space, twenty-six years of brotherhood suddenly feeling fragile as old paper. Outside, a horse nickered softly in the paddock, and somewhere in the distance, a whippoorwill called.

"We could leave," Thomas said quietly. "Pack up, head west. Start fresh somewhere the politics haven't reached."

For a moment, Daniel felt the pull of that possibility—clean land, clear skies, the chance to remain brothers without the weight of history crushing down between them. But the moment passed.

"Running away won't change what's coming," Daniel said.

Thomas nodded slowly, as if he'd expected that answer. "Then I guess we both know where this ends."

He blew out the lamp, leaving them in darkness that seemed to swallow more than just light.

The kitchen held a different quality of silence at this hour—not the peaceful quiet of a sleeping household, but the restless stillness of minds that refused rest. Eleanor sat at the worn wooden table where her family had shared countless meals, her hands wrapped around a cup of tea that had long since grown cold. Above her head, the floorboards creaked with Samuel's movements as he paced their bedroom, and she knew sleep eluded him as completely as it did her.

The lamp flame cast dancing shadows across the familiar walls, across the shelves holding her mother's china and the herbs hanging in careful bundles from the rafters. This kitchen had seen three generations of Whitaker women, had weathered storms and celebrations, births and deaths. Her own mother had sat at this same table during the troubles with the British in 1812, hands folded in worry as she waited for news of Eleanor's father.

"Mama," Eleanor whispered into the darkness, "how did you bear it?"

But the memories her mother had shared carried no comfort now. That war had been distant, fought by other men in other places. This felt different—personal and inescapable, as if it would reach into every home and claim every family.

The tea tasted bitter against her tongue. She set the cup aside and pressed her palms flat against the table's scarred surface, feeling the grain of wood Samuel's father had hewn from trees that once covered this valley. Everything solid seemed suddenly fragile.

Upstairs, Samuel's pacing stopped. She could picture him standing at their bedroom window, staring out at fields that might soon echo with violence, at land that might not remain theirs to protect. The weight of his helplessness pressed down through the ceiling beams, as real as physical presence.

Eleanor closed her eyes and tried to pray, but the words felt empty before they formed. What prayer could hold back the tide of hatred she sensed building beyond their valley? What supplication could preserve the love between brothers when the nation itself was tearing apart?

"Keep them safe," she finally whispered. "Whatever comes, let them both come home."

But even as she spoke the words, she knew their inadequacy. War would demand choices no mother should have to make, would test loyalties in ways that love alone could not bridge.

The lamp flame guttered, threatening darkness. Eleanor reached to steady it, her hands trembling slightly. Tomorrow she would smile for her children, would maintain the careful peace of her household. But tonight, in the honest darkness, she acknowledged the truth her heart had known for weeks—that the world was breaking apart, and all her fierce devotion might not be enough to hold her family together against the storm.

The letter arrived on a Tuesday morning in April, carried by a dust-covered rider who barely paused long enough to water his horse. Daniel recognized the official seal before Eleanor could hide it behind her apron, and the weight in his chest told him everything he needed to know before she broke the wax.

"Fort Sumter," she read aloud, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands. "Fired upon by Confederate forces. President Lincoln calls for seventy-five thousand volunteers."

Samuel set down his coffee cup with deliberate care. "So it begins."

The kitchen fell silent except for the steady tick of the mantel clock and the soft scrape of Mary Catherine's spoon against her bowl. Outside, the morning continued its ordinary procession—birds singing, wind rustling through the new leaves on the oak trees—but inside the farmhouse, something fundamental had shifted.

Thomas pushed back from the table. "I need to check the horses."

Daniel watched his brother's retreat, noting the rigid set of his shoulders, the carefully controlled movements. They both knew what the President's call meant, what choices would soon demand answers.

"Daniel." Eleanor's voice cut through his thoughts. "Finish your breakfast."

But food held no appeal now. He could feel history pressing against their small valley, demanding decisions that would split families and destroy the careful neutrality his father had tried to maintain. Around the table, his family seemed frozen in tableau—little James still chewing his cornbread with the oblivious contentment of childhood, Rebecca's eyes wide with questions she didn't dare voice, Mary Catherine staring at her hands as if they might provide answers.

"The Union will call for regiments from West Virginia," Daniel said quietly.

Samuel's weathered face showed nothing. "I expect they will."

"And Virginia will secede."

"Likely so."

The words hung between them, heavy with implication. West Virginia would have to choose—remain loyal to the Union or follow Virginia into rebellion. And the Whitaker family would fracture along the same lines that were splitting the nation.

Daniel rose from the table, his chair scraping against the wooden floor. Through the kitchen window, he could see Thomas near the barn, his movements sharp with barely controlled energy. Soon—perhaps today—one of them would ride away from this table, this family, this life they had built together.

"Where are you going?" Eleanor asked.

"To find Uncle Zeke." The admission felt like stepping off a cliff. "The Union will need good men."

Eleanor's face went pale, but she didn't try to stop him.

The path to Zeke's mill had never seemed longer. Daniel's boots found every familiar rut and stone, but the landscape around him felt transformed—charged with possibility and dread in equal measure. The morning air carried the scent of apple blossoms from the orchard his grandfather had planted, and somewhere behind him, he could hear Thomas chopping wood with the rhythmic precision that had always marked his brother's approach to difficult emotions.

Each step carried him further from the careful neutrality that had protected their family through the mounting tensions of the past months. Once he spoke to Zeke about enlistment, there would be no pretending the war remained someone else's concern.

The mill wheel came into view through the trees, its steady rotation suddenly seeming urgent rather than peaceful. Zeke stood beside the grain chute, his sleeves already rolled up despite the early hour, but his posture suggested he was waiting rather than working.

"Figured you'd come today," Zeke said without preamble. "Soon as that rider left town, I knew."

Daniel stepped into the mill's shadowed interior, breathing in the familiar scent of ground corn and machinery oil. "What do you know about forming a regiment?"

"More than you might expect." Zeke wiped his hands on a flour sack, his eyes sharp with something Daniel had never seen there before—hope mixed with grim determination. "Been talking to men from Morgantown. They're organizing the 9th West Virginia Cavalry."

The specific name made it real in a way Daniel hadn't anticipated. Not just abstract talk of war and principles, but an actual unit with officers and orders and a place in the Union Army.

"How soon?"

"Recruiting starts next week. Training camp's being established near Clarksburg." Zeke studied his nephew's face carefully. "You certain about this, boy? Once you put on that uniform, there's no stepping back."

Daniel thought of the newspaper articles he'd read by candlelight, of the moral certainty that had grown stronger with each passing week. He thought of Thomas's retreat to the barn, of the careful way his family had begun avoiding discussions of politics, of the knowledge that neutrality itself had become impossible.

"I'm certain."

Zeke nodded slowly. "Then we'd better talk to your father."

The words hit Daniel like cold water. He'd been so focused on his own decision that he hadn't fully considered the conversation that must come next—the moment when he would tell Samuel that one son was riding away to war.

The barn held the particular stillness that came just before sunset, golden light slanting through the gaps between weathered boards and dust motes dancing in the amber air. Daniel found Thomas there as he'd expected, sitting on an overturned feed bucket with his head in his hands, looking younger than his twenty-four years despite the stubble darkening his jaw.

"We need to talk," Thomas said without looking up.

Daniel settled onto a hay bale, noting the tension in his brother's shoulders, the way Thomas's fingers worried at a loose thread on his shirt cuff. The familiar sounds of evening surrounded them—horses shifting in their stalls, the distant lowing of cattle, Eleanor's voice calling the younger children in for supper.

"I've been thinking about what you said," Thomas continued, finally raising his head. "About choosing sides."

"And?"

Thomas's laugh held no humor. "Funny thing about choices. Sometimes they find you whether you're ready or not." He stood and walked to the barn door, staring out at the fields that caught the last light like molten gold. "Captain Morrison came by yesterday while you were at the mill."

Daniel's stomach clenched. "Confederate Morrison? Eleanor's cousin?"

"The same." Thomas's voice was carefully controlled. "He's raising a company for the Virginia 12th Infantry. Says they need good men who know this country."

The words hit Daniel like a physical blow. "You told him no."

Thomas turned back to face his brother, and Daniel saw something in his expression that made his chest tighten with dread.

"I told him I'd consider it."

The silence stretched between them, broken only by the soft whicker of horses and the sound of Daniel's own breathing, suddenly loud in his ears. The golden light seemed to dim, shadows lengthening across the barn floor.

"You can't be serious."

"Why not?" Thomas's voice carried a defensive edge. "You're planning to ride off and fight for your principles. Why shouldn't I fight for mine?"

"Because your principles are wrong." Daniel stood, his hands clenching into fists. "You'd fight to preserve slavery?"

"I'd fight to preserve my home." Thomas stepped closer, his own voice rising. "This is Virginia, Daniel. Our grandfather cleared these fields. Our father built this farm with his own hands. You want me to turn my back on all of that?"

"I want you to turn your back on human bondage."

"And I want you to think about what happens to our family when Union soldiers come through here looking for rebels. You think wearing that blue uniform will protect Mother and Mary Catherine when your own regiment burns our barn?"

The accusation hung between them like a blade. Daniel felt the truth of it—the terrible possibility that his own choices might endanger the people he loved most.

"We don't own slaves, Thomas. We never have."

"That won't matter to men drunk on righteousness and gunpowder."

They stared at each other across the small space, twenty-four years of brotherhood suddenly feeling fragile as spun glass.

The barn door creaked in the evening breeze, and both brothers turned toward the sound as if expecting salvation or judgment to walk through it. Instead, Samuel appeared, his weathered face grave in the amber light. He looked from Daniel to Thomas, reading the tension in their postures with the practiced eye of a father who had settled countless boyhood disputes.

"Your mother sent me to fetch you for supper." His voice carried none of its usual warmth. "But I suspect neither of you has much appetite."

Thomas kicked at a loose board with his boot. "Depends what's being served."

"Truth, mostly." Samuel stepped fully into the barn, his presence somehow making the space feel smaller. "Along with some hard decisions nobody wants to make."

Daniel felt his throat tighten. "You know, then."

"About Zeke's recruiting talk? About Morrison's visit?" Samuel's laugh was bitter. "Son, I've been watching this storm build for months. Only question was which way the wind would blow when it finally hit."

The older man moved to the nearest stall, running his hand along the mare's neck with automatic gentleness. "Thirty years I've been building something here. Not just a farm—a family. A place where decent people could live decent lives without the world's poison seeping through the cracks."

"Some poison can't be kept out forever," Daniel said quietly.

"No." Samuel's agreement carried the weight of defeat. "I suppose it can't."

Thomas shifted beside the grain barrel. "So what do we do?"

Samuel was quiet for a long moment, his fingers working through the mare's mane. When he spoke, his voice sounded older than Daniel had ever heard it.

"We try to remember who we are underneath the uniforms. We try to come home to each other when this madness ends." He looked up at his sons, his eyes bright with unshed tears. "And we pray that love runs deeper than politics."

The supper bell rang across the farmyard, Eleanor's call carrying its usual authority despite the tremor Daniel thought he detected beneath the familiar sound. But none of them moved toward the house. They stood frozen in the barn's golden light, three generations of Whitaker men facing the knowledge that their world was ending.

"War's coming whether we choose it or not," Samuel said finally. "Question is what kind of men we'll be when it gets here."

The recruiting office occupied a cramped room above Morrison's general store, its windows overlooking the main street where Daniel had walked countless times as a boy. Now the familiar view seemed foreign, as if seeing it through different eyes—the eyes of a man about to become a soldier.

Captain William Hartley possessed the kind of quiet authority that commanded respect without demanding it. His uniform was clean but not ostentatious, his handshake firm without being crushing. He listened as Daniel explained his convictions, nodding occasionally but never interrupting, his steady gaze suggesting a man who understood the weight of the decision being made.

"Most men who come to me are running from something," Hartley said when Daniel finished. "Debt, scandal, boredom. You're running toward something."

"Yes, sir."

"That's rarer than you might think." Hartley leaned back in his chair, studying Daniel's face. "Idealism can carry a man through battles that break others, but it can also get him killed if he's not careful. The war we're about to fight won't be clean or noble."

Daniel met his gaze steadily. "I understand that, sir."

"Do you?" Hartley's voice carried a gentle challenge. "When you're charging Confederate positions, some of those boys in gray might be your neighbors. Your friends. Your—"

"My brother." The words came out harder than Daniel intended.

Hartley nodded slowly. "Then you understand exactly what this war will cost."

The papers felt heavier than they should have in Daniel's hands. His signature looked strange in the lamplight—formal and final. When Hartley shook his hand again, Daniel felt the full weight of what he'd done settle into his bones.

The walk home stretched longer with each step. Daniel rehearsed conversations, discarded explanations, tried to find words that might soften the blow he was about to deliver. The familiar path through the woods offered no comfort now—each landmark seemed to reproach him for the choice that would take him away from everything he'd known.

Twilight painted the farmhouse windows gold as he emerged from the trees. Smoke rose from the kitchen chimney, and he could see Eleanor's silhouette moving with practiced efficiency as she prepared the evening meal. The scene looked exactly as it had a thousand times before, but Daniel knew it was a performance—his mother maintaining normalcy against the storm she felt approaching.

Inside, the kitchen smelled of cornbread and bacon, but the familiar comfort felt hollow. Eleanor glanced up from the stove, and Daniel saw his future reflected in her eyes—the knowledge that her son had crossed a line from which there could be no return.

"Supper's almost ready," she said, her voice betraying nothing.

Daniel nodded, the enlistment papers burning like accusation in his pocket.

Samuel sat at the head of the table with his hands folded, waiting. The pose might have seemed casual to a stranger, but Daniel recognized the rigid control his father employed when emotions threatened to overwhelm him. Beside him, Eleanor ladled beans with mechanical precision, her movements too careful, too measured. Mary Catherine kept her eyes fixed on her plate, while the younger children sensed the tension without understanding its source.

Thomas arrived last, settling into his chair with a glance toward Daniel that carried its own weight of knowledge. The brothers had always been able to read each other's decisions before they were spoken aloud.

"Daniel has something to tell us," Samuel said, his voice cutting through the pretense of normalcy.

Eleanor's ladle stilled over the serving bowl. Rebecca looked up with the bright curiosity of youth, while little James continued eating, oblivious to the undercurrents swirling around him.

Daniel reached into his pocket, the papers crackling as he withdrew them. The sound seemed unnaturally loud in the quiet kitchen.

"I've enlisted." The words fell into silence like stones into deep water. "The 9th West Virginia Cavalry. I report for training next week."

Eleanor set down the ladle with deliberate care. Her face had gone pale, but her voice remained steady when she spoke.

"I see."

Rebecca's fork clattered against her plate. "Enlisted? You mean... the army?"

"The Union Army," Daniel clarified, though the distinction felt both crucial and inadequate.

Thomas leaned back in his chair, something unreadable flickering across his features. "So you've made your choice."

"Yes."

Samuel reached for his coffee cup, his weathered hands trembling slightly. "Captain Hartley's a good man. You could do worse for a commanding officer."

The casual acceptance in his father's voice hit Daniel harder than anger would have. Samuel had already begun the process of letting go, of accepting what couldn't be changed.

"I know this isn't what you wanted," Daniel said.

"What I wanted stopped mattering the moment they fired on Sumter." Samuel's eyes met his son's across the table. "War chooses us, not the other way around."

Mary Catherine finally spoke, her voice small in the charged air. "How long will you be gone?"

Daniel had no answer for that. None of them did. The war felt both urgent and eternal, a storm that might rage for months or years or decades. He folded the enlistment papers, the creases sharp beneath his fingers.

"As long as it takes."

The evening dissolved into a series of small, careful gestures—Eleanor clearing plates with unusual precision, Samuel retreating to his chair by the fire, the younger children dispatched to bed with gentle firmness. Daniel found himself alone in the kitchen with Thomas, the weight of unspoken words pressing between them like a physical presence.

"Morrison's company leaves Thursday," Thomas said quietly, not meeting Daniel's eyes.

The coffee cup in Daniel's hands suddenly felt too heavy. "You've decided, then."

"Have to. Can't let you be the only hero in the family."

The bitter joke fell flat between them. Outside, an owl called from the oak tree where they'd built a treehouse as boys, where they'd shared secrets and dreams that belonged to a world that no longer existed.

"We could still—"

"No." Thomas's voice cut through the desperate hope. "We couldn't."

They sat in silence while the fire settled in the hearth and the old house creaked around them with familiar sounds. Eleanor appeared in the doorway, her face composed but her eyes bright with tears she refused to shed.

"Your beds are ready," she said, as if this were any other night, as if her sons weren't preparing to ride away and possibly never return.

Daniel rose first, his chair scraping against the worn floorboards. He paused beside his brother, searching for words that might bridge the chasm opening between them.

"Thomas, I—"

"Don't." Thomas finally looked up, and Daniel saw his own grief reflected there. "Don't make this harder than it has to be."

Upstairs, Daniel's room felt strange and temporary, like a place he was visiting rather than one he'd inhabited for twenty-six years. His clothes lay folded on the bed—Eleanor's doing, her way of helping without having to speak the words. On the nightstand, she'd placed his grandfather's Bible and the small wooden horse Samuel had carved for his fifth birthday.

Through the thin wall, he could hear Thomas moving around his own room with restless energy. Tomorrow they would begin the process of becoming strangers, of choosing sides that would make enemies of brothers. Tonight, they were still Daniel and Thomas Whitaker, sons of this house, products of this valley.

Daniel knelt beside his bed as his mother had taught him, but the prayers wouldn't come. Instead, he listened to the night sounds of home and tried to memorize them against the silence of camps and battlefields that waited beyond the morning.
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Chapter 2: Chapter 2: Brothers in Arms
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The rooster's crow pierced the pre-dawn darkness, but Daniel had been awake for hours, listening to the house settle around him. He dressed quietly in the clothes Eleanor had laid out—his best shirt, patched but clean, and the wool coat that had belonged to his grandfather. Downstairs, she waited by the stove with coffee and biscuits, her movements efficient despite the early hour.

"Eat something," she said without looking at him.

The food tasted like sawdust, but he forced it down under her watchful gaze. Samuel appeared in the doorway, fully dressed and holding the bridle for Daniel's horse.

"Thomas?" Daniel asked, though he already knew the answer from the silence upstairs.

"Gone to Fletcher's before dawn," Samuel said. "Said he had business there."

The lie sat heavy between them. Thomas couldn't face this moment, couldn't watch his brother ride toward the war that would make them enemies. Daniel nodded, understanding even as it cut him.

Mary Catherine emerged from the stairs with red-rimmed eyes, Tommy clinging to her skirt. Sarah Anne followed, her young face set in careful lines that made her look older than her fourteen years.

"Where's Daniel going?" Tommy's voice carried the confusion of seven years old. "Why is everyone sad?"

"He's going away for a while," Mary Catherine managed, her voice breaking on the words.

Outside, morning mist clung to the valley like smoke. Daniel's horse stamped impatiently while the family gathered in a loose circle. Eleanor pressed a cloth bundle into his hands—more food than he could eat in a week, wrapped with the desperate precision of a mother trying to provide for a son beyond her reach.

"Promise me you'll write," she whispered.

"I promise."

Samuel stepped forward, extending his weathered hand. They shook formally, man to man, but Samuel's grip lingered.

"You're a good boy, Daniel. Don't let the war change that."

Mary Catherine sobbed openly now, past pretense. Sarah Anne stood rigid, her small hands clenched at her sides. Tommy tugged at Daniel's coat, still not understanding why everyone seemed to be breaking apart.

Daniel knelt and pulled his youngest brother close, breathing in the familiar smell of sleep and innocence.

"Take care of everyone," he whispered.

The mounting and riding away happened too quickly and too slowly. Eleanor followed him to the gate, her hand pressed against her mouth. Daniel turned once in the saddle, memorizing the tableau—his mother small against the morning sky, the farmhouse where he'd grown to manhood, the fields that had shaped his hands and his heart.

When he faced forward again, the road stretched empty before him, leading toward an uncertain war and an unimaginable future.

The recruitment station buzzed with nervous energy and tobacco smoke. Daniel tied his horse to the hitching post outside the weathered building that had once housed a grain merchant. Now it served as the Union Army's gateway for West Virginia volunteers, marked only by a hastily painted sign and the Stars and Stripes hanging limp in the still air.

Inside, Captain Hartley sat behind a scarred wooden desk, his uniform crisp despite the early hour. Three other young men waited on benches, fidgeting with their hats and speaking in hushed tones. Daniel recognized one—Jacob Miller from the next valley over, whose father had argued with Samuel about secession at the last church social.

"Whitaker," Hartley said, looking up from his papers. "Punctual. Good trait in a soldier."

Daniel approached the desk, his boots echoing on the bare floorboards. The captain's eyes were sharp and measuring, taking in Daniel's build and bearing with professional assessment.

"Any second thoughts since we spoke?"

"No, sir."

Hartley nodded and slid a document across the desk. The words swam before Daniel's eyes—terms of enlistment, oath of allegiance, details of service that transformed him from farmer to soldier with the scratch of a pen. He signed his name with steady strokes, though his heart hammered against his ribs.

"Congratulations, Private Whitaker. You're now a member of the 9th West Virginia Volunteer Cavalry." Hartley stamped the papers with official finality. "Report to Camp Carlile tomorrow at dawn. Bring what clothes you can carry and leave sentiment at home."

Outside, Jacob Miller caught up with him at the horses.

"Strange feeling, ain't it?" Jacob's voice carried forced cheer. "Yesterday we were farmers. Today we're soldiers."

Daniel mounted his horse without answering. The transformation felt less like becoming something new and more like losing something irreplaceable. As he rode through town, neighbors watched from doorways and windows. Some nodded approval; others turned away. Mrs. Peterson, whose son had headed south to join Lee's army, spat in the dust as he passed.

The road home stretched longer than it had that morning. Each familiar landmark—the old oak split by lightning, the creek where he and Thomas had caught their first fish, the hill where they'd raced horses as boys—felt like a goodbye. By evening, he would be Private Whitaker instead of simply Daniel. By tomorrow, he would belong to the army instead of the farm.

The sun climbed higher, burning off the morning mist and revealing a world already changed by his decision.

The farmhouse came into view as Daniel crested the final hill, but something felt wrong. No smoke rose from the chimney despite the cool morning air. The yard stood empty of the usual activity—no chickens pecking near the porch, no wash hanging on Eleanor's line. Even the dogs were nowhere to be seen.

Daniel spurred his horse forward, dread settling in his stomach like a stone. As he drew closer, he spotted movement near the barn. Thomas stood in the shadows of the doorway, still wearing yesterday's clothes, his face haggard and unshaven.

"Thought you'd gone to Fletcher's," Daniel called, dismounting near the fence.

Thomas stepped into the sunlight, and Daniel saw the truth written in his brother's red-rimmed eyes and hollow expression. The Confederate recruiter had been there first.

"When?" Daniel asked, though the word came out barely above a whisper.

"This morning. Before dawn." Thomas's voice carried the weight of a man who'd aged years in hours. "Couldn't sleep anyway, so I walked out to think. Found Lieutenant Morrison waiting by the creek with papers already drawn up."

They stood ten feet apart, the distance between them feeling like a chasm. Daniel's own enlistment papers rustled in his coat pocket, suddenly heavier than iron.

"Pa know?"

"Not yet. Ma does." Thomas gestured toward the house. "She's... not taking it well."

Through the kitchen window, Daniel glimpsed Eleanor's figure moving mechanically between stove and table, her usual purposeful energy replaced by the motions of someone trying to hold herself together through routine.

"We leave tonight," Thomas continued. "Both of us, I expect."

The words hung between them like a verdict. Daniel had imagined this moment differently—a proud departure, perhaps tearful but ultimately supported by family understanding. Instead, he faced the reality of two sons abandoning their parents to fight each other in a war neither fully comprehended.

"Thomas, we could—"

"No." His brother's voice cut sharp and final. "You made your choice. I made mine. There's no going back now for either of us."

Thomas turned toward the barn, then paused without looking back.

"Tell Ma I'll write when I can. Tell her..." His voice caught. "Tell her I'm sorry."

Daniel watched his brother disappear into the barn's shadows, understanding with crystal clarity that this might be the last conversation they would ever have as brothers rather than enemies.

Daniel found Eleanor in the kitchen, her hands working bread dough with mechanical precision. Flour dusted her apron and the wooden surface, but her movements lacked their usual rhythm. She didn't look up when he entered, though her shoulders tensed at his footsteps.

"Thomas told you," he said.

"Confederate cavalry. Leaves tonight for training camp in Virginia." Her voice held the flat tone of someone reciting facts to avoid feeling them. "Lieutenant Morrison seemed quite pleased to recruit a Whitaker boy."

Daniel pulled the Union papers from his coat and laid them on the table beside her mixing bowl. Eleanor's hands stilled in the dough, her knuckles white with pressure.

"Both my sons." The words came out as barely a whisper. "Both of them."

"Ma"

"Don't." She finally looked at him, and the pain in her eyes made him step back. "Don't try to explain it to me. Don't tell me it's necessary or righteous or any of the other words men use when they want to justify breaking their mothers' hearts."

Daniel reached for her flour-covered hand, but she pulled away, returning to her kneading with renewed violence.

"Your father's in the fields. Hasn't spoken since Thomas told him. Just walked out like he could plow this whole mess into the ground if he worked hard enough."

Through the window, Daniel spotted Samuel's distant figure behind the mule, cutting furrows in the far pasture with methodical determination. Even at this distance, Daniel could see the rigid set of his father's shoulders, the way he drove the plow harder than necessary.

"Mary Catherine's taken the little ones to her room. Sarah Anne keeps asking questions I can't answer." Eleanor's voice cracked. "How do I tell a fourteen-year-old girl that her brothers are going to war against each other? How do I explain that to myself?"

The bread dough tore under her hands, and she stopped kneading altogether, staring down at the ruined mass.

"Twenty-six years I carried you. Fed you, nursed you through fevers, taught you right from wrong. And now you'll point guns at each other because strangers in distant cities told you to."

Daniel opened his mouth to speak, but Eleanor held up one flour-dusted hand.

"Save your words, Daniel. You've already made your choice. Just... promise me you'll come home. Both of you. I don't care what uniform you wear or what cause you serve. Promise me you'll come home."

Samuel's fork clattered against his plate when Thomas spoke the words. The sound echoed through the kitchen like a gunshot, followed by silence so complete that even the evening crickets seemed to pause.

"Confederate cavalry," Thomas repeated, his voice steadier than his hands. "I leave for Richmond tomorrow morning."

Samuel's chair scraped backward as he stood, his face cycling through expressions—confusion, disbelief, then a rage that transformed his weathered features into something Daniel barely recognized.

"You goddamn fool." The curse exploded from Samuel's mouth, shocking in its rarity. "One son to the blue, one to the gray. You've made me the laughingstock of two armies."

"Pa, I had to—"

"Had to what?" Samuel's voice climbed toward shouting. "Had to tear this family apart? Had to make your mother choose between her boys when they start killing each other?"

Thomas flinched but held his ground. "I'm following my conscience, same as Daniel."

"Conscience?" Samuel laughed, bitter and sharp. "Daniel can tell you chapter and verse why he's fighting. Can quote Scripture and newspaper editorials about the moral necessity of his cause. You want to know what your conscience tells you, boy? Tell me."

Thomas opened his mouth, then closed it. His face reddened under his father's withering stare.

"Honor," he managed finally. "Defending my home."

"Home?" Samuel gestured wildly around the kitchen. "This is your home. Right here. And you're abandoning it to fight for strangers who never gave a damn about West Virginia until they needed our boys for cannon fodder."

Eleanor sat motionless through the exchange, her hands folded in her lap with unnatural precision. When Thomas looked to her for support, she met his gaze with eyes that held depths of sorrow he couldn't fathom.

"Your father's right about one thing," she said quietly. "You can't tell me why you're going, not really. Daniel burns with conviction. You... you're running from something you can't name."

The accusation hit Thomas like a physical blow. He stood abruptly, knocking his chair backward.

"I won't be called a coward in my own house."

"Then don't act like one," Samuel shot back. "Stay and defend this home instead of chasing after some romantic notion of glory."

Thomas stormed from the kitchen, his boots heavy on the stairs. A door slammed overhead, rattling the windows. Samuel sank back into his chair, suddenly looking every one of his fifty-eight years.

Eleanor reached across the table and covered his hand with hers. They sat in the wreckage of their family dinner, understanding that tomorrow would bring a silence neither had imagined possible.

Dawn broke gray and cold, matching the mood that had settled over the farmhouse like a shroud. Daniel dressed in silence, knowing Thomas was doing the same in the room across the hall. The floorboards creaked with familiar sounds that would soon become memories.

Downstairs, Eleanor had prepared breakfast with the grim efficiency of a woman performing last rites. Eggs, bacon, biscuits—enough food for a harvest crew, though only four people sat at the table. Samuel stared into his coffee as if it held answers to questions he couldn't voice.

"Eat," Eleanor commanded when neither son touched their plates. "God knows when you'll have a proper meal again."

Daniel forced down bites that tasted like ash. Across from him, Thomas picked at his food with equal reluctance. The silence stretched between them, twenty-six years of brotherhood reduced to the scrape of forks and the tick of the mantel clock.

Mary Catherine appeared in the doorway holding Tommy's hand, both children dressed for the occasion though neither understood its gravity. Sarah Anne followed, her young face set in lines too mature for fourteen.

"You look like soldiers already," Tommy announced with the bright observation of childhood.

"Hush," Mary Catherine whispered, but the damage was done. Eleanor's carefully maintained composure cracked, and she pressed her napkin to her eyes.

Samuel stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. "Time to go. Both of you."

Outside, morning mist clung to the valley like smoke from a distant battlefield. Two horses waited—Daniel's bay gelding and Thomas's gray mare, both saddled and ready for journeys in opposite directions. The symbolism wasn't lost on any of them.

Eleanor emerged from the house carrying two cloth bundles, her movements mechanical. She pressed one into each son's hands without speaking, her lips compressed into a thin line of determination.

"Write," she managed finally. "Both of you. I don't care what uniforms you wear or what causes you serve. You're still my boys."

Samuel shook hands with each son formally, his weathered palm rough against theirs. No embraces, no tears—just the grip of a man trying to hold his family together through sheer force of will.

The brothers mounted their horses, facing each other for what both understood might be the final time. Thomas touched his hat brim in a gesture that could have been salute or farewell.

"Daniel."

"Thomas."

They rode away in opposite directions, leaving their family standing in the yard like survivors of some natural disaster, watching their world split apart along lines they couldn't control or comprehend.

The road to Camp Carlile stretched through familiar territory that felt increasingly foreign with each mile. Daniel passed the Morrison farm where smoke still rose from the chimney, a testament to families that remained whole. Mrs. Morrison waved from her garden, her gesture carrying the weight of a woman who understood what his departure meant—her own nephew had ridden south just days before.

At Miller's Creek, Daniel watered his horse and tried not to think about the fishing expeditions he and Thomas had taken here as boys. The water ran clear and cold, indifferent to the human dramas unfolding along its banks. He cupped some in his hands and splashed it on his face, washing away the salt tracks he hadn't realized were there.

The gelding picked up his ears as they approached the main road, sensing the change in his rider's posture. Daniel straightened in the saddle, pushing down the grief that threatened to overwhelm him. He had made his choice based on conviction, not sentiment. The Union needed men willing to fight for principles larger than family loyalty.

But principle felt cold comfort when he crested the hill and saw Camp Carlile spread below him—rows of white canvas tents arranged with military precision, men in blue uniforms moving with purpose between them. Smoke from cooking fires mixed with dust kicked up by drilling soldiers, creating a haze that softened the camp's hard edges.

A sentry challenged him at the perimeter, examining his papers with the bored efficiency of a man who had processed dozens of new recruits. 

"Whitaker, Daniel. Ninth Virginia Cavalry." The guard scratched something on a roster. "Report to Sergeant McKenzie at the far end. He'll assign your tent and mess."

Daniel rode through the camp, drawing curious glances from soldiers who had already begun the transformation from civilians to warriors. Their faces carried the same mix of excitement and uncertainty he felt churning in his own chest.

He dismounted near a group of men clustered around a tall, weathered sergeant who was demonstrating the proper way to clean a rifle. The sergeant looked up as Daniel approached, his eyes taking quick inventory.

"Another farm boy," McKenzie announced to no one in particular. "You ever fired anything besides a squirrel gun, son?"

"Yes, sir."

"We'll see." McKenzie's grin held no warmth. "Welcome to the war, Private Whitaker."

Daniel nodded, understanding that his old life had officially ended.

Zeke arrived at the farm three days after the boys left, his horse lathered from hard riding and his face set in grim lines. Samuel spotted him from the porch and felt his stomach clench—his brother's visits had become exercises in endurance since the war began.

"Heard Daniel enlisted," Zeke called, dismounting with sharp movements. "Good boy. Following his convictions."

"Both boys enlisted," Samuel said quietly.

Zeke's head snapped up, his eyes narrowing. "Both?"

Eleanor appeared in the doorway, her hands already twisting her apron. She had been dreading this moment since Thomas rode away, knowing her brother-in-law's capacity for righteous fury.

"Thomas joined the Confederate cavalry," Samuel continued, his voice steady despite the storm he saw building in Zeke's face.

"Confederate?" The word exploded from Zeke like a curse. "That boy's chosen slavery over freedom, damnation over salvation. He's dead to me."

"Watch your tongue," Samuel warned, stepping down from the porch. "That's my son you're condemning."

"Your son chose his side when he put on gray." Zeke's voice carried the fervor of a preacher denouncing sin. "Any man who fights to preserve human bondage has sold his soul. I don't care whose blood runs in his veins."

Samuel's hands clenched into fists. "Thomas doesn't own slaves. Never has. He's fighting for what he believes is right, same as Daniel."

"Right?" Zeke laughed bitterly. "There's only one right side in this war, Samuel. One moral choice. Your boy made the wrong one, and I won't pretend otherwise for family sentiment."

Eleanor stepped between them as both men moved closer, her small frame inadequate to the rage crackling between them. "Stop this. Both of you."

"No, Eleanor." Zeke's eyes blazed with the certainty that had always marked his convictions. "Some things matter more than blood. Thomas Whitaker fights for an abomination before God. He's chosen his allegiance, and I've chosen mine."

Samuel pushed forward, forcing Eleanor to brace against his chest. "You sanctimonious bastard. You think your politics give you the right to judge my boy?"

"My politics?" Zeke's voice climbed toward shouting. "This isn't politics, it's morality. Good against evil. Light against darkness. And your son picked darkness."

"Get off my land," Samuel growled, his voice low and dangerous. "Take your righteousness and get out."

Zeke mounted his horse with jerky movements, his face flushed with anger and something that might have been grief.

"When this war ends and slavery's destroyed, remember that one of your sons helped build the kingdom of God while the other tried to tear it down."

He spurred his horse hard, leaving the Whitakers standing in his dust, understanding that the war had claimed another piece of their family.

Eleanor found Samuel an hour later in the barn, sitting on a hay bale with his head in his hands. The late afternoon light slanted through the gaps in the weathered boards, casting long shadows across the packed earth floor. His shoulders shook with silent sobs—the first tears she had seen him shed since the boys left.

"He's always been a hard man," she said softly, settling beside him on the bale. "Even as a boy, Zeke saw everything in black and white."

Samuel raised his head, his eyes red-rimmed and hollow. "Twenty years we've been neighbors. Twenty years I've listened to his sermons about right and wrong. But to condemn Thomas..." His voice broke. "To call him dead to the family."

Eleanor reached for his weathered hand, feeling the calluses earned through decades of honest labor. "Thomas chose his path. Zeke chose his judgment. Neither changes what's in a father's heart."

"Does it?" Samuel turned to her with desperate eyes. "Should it? Maybe Zeke's right. Maybe there is only one moral choice, and I've raised a son who picked wrong."

"You raised two good boys who listened to their consciences. That they heard different voices isn't your failing."

Samuel stood abruptly, pacing to the barn door where he could see the empty fields stretching toward the horizon. "Consciences," he repeated bitterly. "Daniel burns with conviction about slavery's evil. Thomas feels pulled to defend his homeland. And I... I just wanted to keep my family whole."

Eleanor joined him at the door, her presence steady beside his turmoil. In the distance, Mary Catherine led the younger children back from their evening chores, their voices carrying across the yard in fragments of conversation about ordinary things—chickens and homework and what Mother might prepare for supper.

"Look at them," Eleanor whispered. "Mary Catherine trying to be mother and father both. Sarah Anne pretending she doesn't cry herself to sleep. Tommy asking every morning when his brothers are coming home. This war isn't just taking our sons—it's stealing childhood from the ones who stay."

Samuel's jaw worked silently as he watched his remaining children. When he finally spoke, his voice carried the weight of a man who had aged years in days.

"I built this farm to leave something lasting for my boys. Now one fights to preserve the Union that protects it, and the other serves a cause that would tear it apart. Everything I worked for has become a battlefield."

The evening wind rustled through the barn, carrying the scent of coming rain and the distant sound of his children's laughter—both precious and heartbreaking in its normalcy.

The cavalry barracks buzzed with the controlled chaos of men learning to be soldiers. Daniel clutched his gear—a worn saddle, bridle, and the few possessions that had survived Sergeant McKenzie's ruthless inspection—and searched for an empty bunk among the rows of canvas cots.

"You look lost as a preacher in a whorehouse."

Daniel turned to find a stocky man with intelligent eyes and a crooked grin watching him with amusement. The speaker couldn't be much older than Daniel himself, but something in his bearing suggested he'd already adapted to military life with the easy confidence of a natural survivor.

"Jim Cowan," the man said, extending a calloused hand. "Pittsburgh, by way of too many bad decisions. You're the farm boy from the hills, right? Whitaker?"

"Daniel Whitaker." The handshake was firm, testing. "How'd you know?"

"Word travels fast in a camp this size. Plus, you've got that look—like you still smell hay and hear roosters crowing." Jim gestured toward an empty cot next to his own. "Bunk here. I'll keep the worst of the card sharks and Bible thumpers from bothering you while you figure out which end of your rifle shoots."

Daniel dropped his gear gratefully, already sensing he'd found something valuable in Jim's easy friendship. A few cots down, a lean man with graying temples watched their exchange with the measured attention of someone accustomed to evaluating new soldiers.

"That's Henry Walsh," Jim said, following Daniel's gaze. "Career cavalry. Fought Indians out west before this mess started. He'll teach you to ride like you mean it, assuming you survive his training."

Walsh approached with the fluid gait of a man who'd spent more years in the saddle than on foot. His handshake was brief, professional.

"You handle horses, boy?"

"Since I could walk."

"Farm horses are different from war horses. Farm riding's different from cavalry charges." Walsh's gray eyes held no warmth but no hostility either—just the practical assessment of a craftsman evaluating raw material. "We'll see what you're made of when the shooting starts."

That evening, Daniel sat on his cot with writing paper balanced on his knee, struggling to find words that could bridge the distance between this new reality and home. Around him, men cleaned equipment, wrote their own letters, or played cards with the focused intensity of soldiers grabbing pleasure between duties.

Dear Mother and Father, he began, then stopped. How could he explain the strange comfort he found in the regiment's rigid structure? The relief of having his moral convictions translated into clear orders and concrete action?

Jim glanced over from where he was methodically cleaning his rifle. "First letter home's always the hardest. What do you tell folks who've never slept in a tent or eaten hardtack?"

"That I'm doing what needs doing," Daniel said finally, his pen moving across the paper. "That feels like enough for now."

"Might be all any of us can manage," Jim agreed, returning to his weapon with practiced efficiency.

Daniel continued writing, finding his rhythm in simple truths—that the men were good, the training hard, and the cause just. He didn't mention the ache of homesickness or the weight of knowing Thomas might be writing similar words to the same parents from a Confederate camp. Some truths were too heavy for letters home.

The letter arrived on a Tuesday morning, delivered by a rider who accepted Eleanor's coffee with grateful hands before continuing his route. The envelope bore Daniel's careful script, and Eleanor clutched it against her chest before calling for Samuel.

They gathered in the kitchen—Samuel, Eleanor, Mary Catherine, and Sarah Anne. Tommy played with wooden soldiers on the floor, oblivious to the weight of the moment. Eleanor's fingers trembled as she broke the wax seal.

Camp Carlile, September 15th, 1861

Dear Family,

I am well and learning much about soldiering. The men in my regiment are good people—farmers and shopkeepers mostly, with a few city boys thrown in for flavor. My bunkmate Jim Cowan keeps me from taking myself too seriously, which you know I need.

The training is hard but necessary. Sergeant McKenzie says we'll be ready for field duty soon. I cannot say where we might be sent, but I trust in Providence and the righteousness of our cause.

Please give my love to Mary Catherine and the children. Tell them their brother thinks of home every evening when the sun sets over the mountains. I dream of Mother's biscuits and Father's voice calling us to supper.

*Your devoted son,

Daniel*

Eleanor folded the letter carefully, her eyes bright with unshed tears. "He sounds... different. Older."

"Three weeks in the army will do that," Samuel said gruffly, though his voice carried relief. "At least he's eating regular meals."

Sarah Anne looked up from her mending. "Did he mention Thomas?"

The question hung in the air like smoke. Eleanor shook her head slowly, understanding what Daniel couldn't write—that acknowledging his brother's existence would make the war's reality too painful to bear.

Mary Catherine rose and moved to the window, watching the road as if expecting another rider. "Two letters," she murmured. "We need two letters to know both our boys are safe."

But Thomas's letter didn't come that day, or the next. As September faded toward October, Eleanor found herself watching the road with increasing anxiety, wondering if Confederate mail moved slower than Union dispatches, or if Thomas had found his own reasons for silence.

Outside, the leaves began their autumn turn, marking time's passage with colors that reminded her of childhood autumns when both boys had raced through the yard, their laughter echoing off the hills like promises of permanence she now knew were fragile as morning
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