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The house had made a strong impression on her, despite having only seen it once as a child. It had tall, white columns supporting a large, wrap-around porch, which made it look grand. These columns also framed a second-floor balcony, adding to its beauty.

Upon entering through two large oak doors, you found a bright foyer that felt open and elegant. To the right, there was a large sitting room that was as big as a ballroom, giving a feeling of luxury and comfort. The house's design combined classic styles with a warm, welcoming feel, making it a memorable symbol of elegance and refinement.

Three years had passed since their previous visit. At that time, she was just twelve years old. Her father’s cousin had extended the invitation, and her father, eager to win his favor, had readily accepted. But it wasn’t her father who caught the attention of Bradley Townson that summer. It was twelve-year-old Luella Carter who drew his eye.

Even then, the early signs of her beauty had begun to bloom—her wavy auburn hair catching the light like burnished copper, her flawless skin dewy and fresh, as though the morning itself had chosen to touch her first.

Although the house was more magnificent than she had imagined, Luella felt no eagerness to return.

Bradley had left his stately Tennessee home to visit his cousin in Georgia, staying for two weeks. During that time, he found every excuse to be near Luella—and her father allowed it, even encouraged it. Though not poor, her family had slipped into leaner times. With the growing threat of war, her father feared his resources would not hold if conflict disrupted trade.

He had told her as much, speaking with the bluntness of a man accustomed to securing advantage where he could. Bradley’s interest in her was no secret to him; he saw it as an opportunity. If he could win his cousin’s favor, it might mean a new shipping line—and with it, security for the family, no matter what storms might come.

Bradley wasted little time. Before his visit ended, he asked David for Luella’s hand in marriage. The conversation was brief, almost businesslike. Bradley spoke of family ties, of strengthening their ventures, of ensuring stability in uncertain times. David agreed without hesitation. The match was advantageous, and to him that was enough.

After Bradley had left the room, David Carter summoned his daughter Luella and told her of the arrangement as though it were already settled. Shock washed over her, followed quickly by dread. She could not imagine marrying a man her father’s age, a man whose gaze felt more possessive than kind.

“No,” she said, her voice trembling but firm. “I do not wish to marry him, or anyone else for that matter.”

Her father’s expression darkened. The air seemed to harden around them.

“You will do as you are told,” David said, his tone sharp with anger. “This is not a matter for your whims. Your duty is to your family. To me.”

Luella's face tightened, her eyes narrowing as a flicker of defiance crossed her features. “I don’t love him,” Luella whispered.

“Love,” he snapped, “does not keep food on the table nor protect a household when war comes. You will marry Bradley, and you will be grateful for the security it brings.”

His words fell upon her like cold iron, stripping away the fragile warmth of her defiance. For all her protest, Luella was beginning to perceive the cruel simplicity of her position. From infancy, she had been coddled and adorned, a cherished ornament in a world that delighted in her beauty but never in her will. Now, as the truth took shape before her, she understood—perhaps for the first time—that her life was not her own to command. The path ahead had been chosen long before she had learned of it or had an opportunity to speak against it.

When the day came to leave for Johnson City, Tennessee, and the great house of Bradley Townson, Luella was told she would ride in the carriage with Bradley himself. Her father would follow behind in his buggy, accompanied by a driver. Bradley’s group consisted of a cook and his wagon, two drivers, two armed men on horseback, and a young man to tend the horses. The journey would take at least seven days—longer if storms or muddy roads delayed them.

Luella had resisted from the beginning, but her protests sharpened into panic when she learned she was expected to travel alone with Bradley. Though he had always been polite—gentler, even, than her father—there was a weight in his gaze that made her skin crawl. The thought of sitting beside him for days, trapped in that carriage with nowhere to escape, turned her stomach. She went to her father in quiet desperation, hoping he might understand.

“Why can’t I ride with you, Papa? I don’t want to ride with him,” she said, her voice trembling despite her effort to sound steady. “Please, Papa... don’t make me.”

David’s face tightened with irritation rather than concern.

“You will ride with him,” he said, his tone flat and final. “He is your betrothed. You will be seen as a proper young lady, traveling under his protection.”

“It makes me... afraid,” she whispered, her eyes burning with unshed tears.

Something in him seemed to harden into stone. “Afraid?” he echoed, the word laced with contempt. “You are a child, speaking of things you cannot begin to fathom. Fear will not feed you, nor keep the roof above your head when war leaves this land in ruin. This marriage will shield you—and me—and every soul who depends upon this house. You will do your duty. That is the end of it.”

Luella stared at him, her throat tight, her pulse drumming in her ears. The defiance that had flared within her faltered beneath the cold authority in his eyes. In that moment, she understood that her pleas, her dreams, her very will were as nothing against the iron weight of his resolve. A tremor passed through her—part fury, part despair.

“Very well...” Her voice broke, soft as falling ash. “Father.”

The word hung between them like a shroud. He turned away without another glance, his boots striking the floor with the measured certainty of a man who believed himself righteous. Luella remained where she stood, the silence closing around her like water over a sinking stone. A hollow ache bloomed in her chest—not grief yet, but the dawning sense of something irretrievably lost. In that stillness, she felt the first quiet fracture of her obedience.

His voice had cut like steel, leaving no room for hope. Luella felt the fight drain from her as swiftly as breath in frigid air.

The next morning dawned gray and heavy, the mist clinging low across the fields. The carriage stood waiting, polished black and gleaming like some great, silent animal ready to swallow her whole. Bradley waited by the open door, his hat in hand, a polite smile fixed on his lips that did nothing to ease the hollow in her chest.

Her father stood nearby, arms crossed, his presence stern and unyielding. He did not speak, but his eyes told her plainly: Obey.

Luella lingered on the steps longer than she should have, every heartbeat screaming to run, to flee back into the house, to hide. But there was nowhere to run—not from the future her father had chosen.

At last, she forced her feet forward. Each step toward the carriage felt like surrender.

Bradley Townson sat facing forward, his posture as rigid as the high-backed seat allowed. Beside him rode the young man who tended the horses, lanky and silent, his eyes fixed on the road. Across from them, Luella Carter sat alone, her small gloved hands folded in her lap, head bowed so low the brim of her bonnet shadowed her face. She dared only the briefest glances—quick, guilty peeks at the man who was soon to be her husband and the boy who served him—before her gaze dropped back to the worn floorboards of the carriage.

She felt small and terribly vulnerable, as though time itself had turned backward and left her once more a frightened child, clutching at certainties that no longer existed. A tremor passed through her, not from the chill of the air, but from the realization that she stood utterly alone, stripped of the illusions that had once kept her safe.

Little was said in the first miles of the journey. The wheels creaked over the rutted Georgia roads, the horses snorted, and every so often a crow split the silence with its harsh cry. The air inside the carriage felt close and heavy, scented with leather and dust. Luella could feel her father’s decision pressing on her like the humid August heat—unseen, suffocating. Each turn of the wheels carried her farther from home and closer to the man she would wed not for love, not even for kindness, but for the promise of money that was not hers to claim.

She wondered if Bradley noticed her silence, or if he cared. His face, glimpsed between the swaying curtains of her bonnet, was calm and unreadable. He was older than she’d expected, perhaps forty-five—but not unhandsome. Still, there was something in his stillness that chilled her, as if he were a man long used to having the world bend without raising his voice.

Outside, the pine woods gave way to rolling fields burned gold by the sun. Somewhere far behind, her house and all she knew were gone. Luella clenched her hands tighter to keep from crying. Her father had said it was a good match, the only match, that Bradley Townson’s wealth would steady the Carter family and keep the farm from slipping away. He had said, You’ll thank me one day, girl. But she could not imagine any day, in any year, when she might.

The road unrolled slow and dusty before them, each mile no different from the last. The journey to Johnson City would take a week, her father had said—seven long days of wheels and hooves and silence. Luella wondered if anyone meant to speak at all.

Bradley Townson shifted at last, the leather seat creaking under his weight. He carried himself with the quiet certainty of a man accustomed to getting what he wished.

“You’ve traveled far before, Miss Luella?” His voice was smooth but deep, a drawl that stretched the words without warmth.

Luella startled and lifted her head just enough to answer. “No, sir.” The bonnet’s brim hid her eyes. “Only the one time we visited you. Other than that, I did go as far as Macon once.”

“Macon,” he repeated, as if the name were a curiosity. “Then this will be new to you. Roads change when you cross into Tennessee. Rugged hills. Different light.”

She nodded, unsure if he expected more.

The young man beside him glanced over briefly. He couldn’t have been much older than she, maybe seventeen, though his shoulders were already broad from work. His hands rested easily on his knees, sun-browned and calloused. When he saw her looking, he offered the faintest of smiles, polite but fleeting, before returning his gaze to the window.

Bradley leaned an elbow on the armrest. “You’ll find Johnson City finer than any place you’ve seen, I expect. Town full of carriages, grand houses along the river.” His eyes—gray, cool—rested on her a moment. “It will suit you.”

“Yes, sir,” she said again, though she could not picture it.

The boy studying the road outside seemed to consider something before speaking for the first time. “Weather’s fair enough for travel,” he said softly, almost shy. His voice carried a hint of kindness, a careful courtesy. “Shouldn’t be rain till Thursday.”

Bradley gave a short nod. “Good to know, Marcus.” Then to Luella, “That’s Marcus, my stable boy. Helps with the horses. Hard worker.”

Marcus dipped his head slightly, not meeting her eyes, though his quiet deference felt more gentle than Bradley’s easeful authority.

Luella whispered, “Pleased to meet you.”

Marcus’s lips tugged in a small, respectful smile. “And I you, miss.”

The carriage rattled on, the silence creeping back but thinner now, cracked by the sound of voices—a beginning, perhaps, though it did nothing to ease the weight pressing in her chest.

The sun climbed higher until the pines thinned and the fields flattened into open country. Bradley spoke now and then, not unkindly, though always with the air of a man telling facts rather than inviting talk.

“You’ll find the air in Tennessee milder than Georgia’s,” he said after a time, eyes still fixed on the road ahead. “Not so heavy in summer, though the winters bite harder. Good for farming if a man has the means.”

“Yes, sir,” Luella murmured, barely more than a breath. Her hands stayed folded tight in her lap, fingers worrying at one another.

He spared her a glance, brief as a blink. “Your father said you read. Books and such.”

“A little,” she said, her voice small, as if afraid of taking up too much space.

“Reading’s well enough,” Bradley allowed, his tone flat, giving nothing away. “Though a wife’s work keeps her busy enough without too much of it.”

Luella nodded, though he wasn’t looking. The sound of the wagon wheels filled the silence that followed, and she let it, grateful for the noise to hide behind.

Luella lowered her gaze again. She heard Marcus shift slightly beside Bradley, but he said nothing.

Once, when they stopped to water the horses, Marcus offered her a hand to step down. His eyes were gentle, but he didn’t linger. Bradley remained seated, watching the men work the reins and fill buckets. When the animals were ready, he rapped the carriage wall with his knuckles, a signal to move on, and they rolled forward without further pause.

They did not stop again until late afternoon, when the sun burned low and the road began to wander beside a slow, tea-colored river. A few weathered buildings huddled along the bank — a trading post, a smith’s lean-to, and a tavern that doubled as an inn for travelers. Bradley called the halt with the same crisp efficiency that marked everything he did.

“Allendale,” he said, as if announcing a fact on a map. “We’ll camp here the night.”

Men from the wagons busied themselves at once, unhitching horses and hauling barrels. Bradley stepped down first, his boots raising a little dust. Marcus followed, stretching his long arms, then turned wordlessly to help Luella down. She placed her gloved hand in his, grateful for the steady grip.

Bradley glanced around the rough clearing, weighing what belonged to him. “You’ll stay in the tavern, Miss Carter,” he said. “It’s no great house, but better than the ground.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll take my tent. The men will see to the wagons.” His gaze slid past Marcus without a word. “Marcus, make sure the horses are fed and watered.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Townson,” Marcus answered quickly.

By dusk, a small camp had formed. A fire burned low near the wagons, where hired hands sat cross-legged with their supper. Bradley’s tent stood apart, canvas staked firm, a single guard posted at its entrance — one of Bradley’s men, lean and watchful, musket propped against his knee. Marcus worked quietly near the horses, rubbing them down and spreading feed. He did not look toward the tavern.

Inside, the tavern smelled of smoke, pine pitch, and stewed meat. The common room was dim but warm, with rough tables and a few lanterns flickering against the walls. The innkeeper’s wife led Luella up a narrow stair to a room barely big enough for a bed and washstand. The sheets were coarse but clean. She sat on the edge of the mattress, hands still gloved, bonnet still tied, listening to the muted voices below and the lonely creak of the sign outside.

Through the window she could see Bradley’s fire-lit camp — the white tent, the ring of wagons, the shadow of the guard keeping watch. Farther out, Marcus moved through the half-light, a dark shape among the restless horses.

She pressed her hands into her lap until her fingers ached. Tomorrow would be another day on the road, another day closer to Johnson City and the life that waited there — a life she had not chosen and could not turn from.

The tavern settled into stillness as the evening wore on. Voices downstairs thinned to a low murmur — traders talking business, hired men sharing stories too soft to catch. The smell of smoke and boiled meat lingered in the narrow hall. Luella sat on the edge of the bed, her bonnet hung on the peg, fingers twisting in her lap.

A knock came at the door. Soft, but sure.

She hesitated, then rose and opened it. Her father stood there — David Carter, hat in hand, travel-dust dulling the black of his coat. He looked older than he had that morning, though his back was still straight.

“Evenin’, Luella,” he said softly from the doorway, his hat turning slow in his hands. “May I come in?”

She hesitated just long enough to make him feel it, then stepped aside. He crossed the threshold, the boards complaining under his boots. The room was close and dim, the single candle on the washstand casting long, uneasy shadows.

He looked around as though he’d never been there before. “You’re settled, then.”

“I suppose,” she said, her voice flat, the edges tight.

He nodded, the hat twisting once more between his fingers. “I only wanted to see you’re well. It’s a long road, and the start of a harder one yet. But—” He swallowed. “It’s the right thing, girl. You know it.”

Her hands curled into fists at her sides. “You’ve said so,” she answered, each word clipped.

“I’ll say it again.” His tone lifted, a hint of the old authority returning. “Bradley Townson’s a good man. A rich man. He’ll keep you fed, keep you safe. And he’s keepin’ our land, too. Without this, we’d lose near everything. Your brothers would have nothin’ to come back to.”

Her jaw trembled before she steadied it. “And me?” she asked. “What will I have left?”

He met her eyes then — just for a heartbeat — and she saw the shame flicker there. “You’ll have a home,” he said low. “You’ll be cared for. Better than most girls can hope.”

She shook her head sharply, the candle flame quivering with her movement. “I don’t love him,” she said.

David’s shoulders stiffened. “Love don’t feed a family, Luella. It don’t patch a roof nor fill a table come winter.” He took a slow step toward her. “You think I don’t know what I’m askin’? You think I want this?” His voice broke for the first time. “I’d trade places with you if I could.”

She drew herself up, small but defiant, chin lifted toward him. “Then don’t ask it of me.”

Something in him closed. The gentleness drained away, replaced by the worn steel she’d heard all her life. “Enough now,” he said, the softness gone. “What’s done is done. You’ll do your duty, and you’ll mind your tongue. I won’t hear more of this.”

Her breath came sharp through her nose, her face pale but unyielding. “You can make me go,” she said quietly, “but you can’t make me grateful.”

He stood there a long moment, his shadow large against the wall, his hand half-raised as though to touch her shoulder — then he let it fall.

“You’re still my girl,” he said at last, voice rough and tired. “And I’m doin’ what I must.” He turned toward the door, pausing just long enough to add, softer, “Get some sleep.”

When he was gone, the boards still echoed underfoot, and the candle burned lower, spitting once before steadying — like her breath.

He turned and left, closing the door behind him with a muted click.

Luella stood very still, heart pounding hard enough to hurt. Anger rose in her like a tide — anger at her father, at Bradley, at the whole quiet, merciless world that had turned her into a bargain to be made.

She crossed to the small window and pushed the curtain aside. Night lay over the camp, broken by the orange glow of the fire. Bradley’s white tent stood like a pale tooth among the dark wagons. The guard sat with musket resting on his knee, unmoving. Beyond them, nearer the treeline, a lone figure moved — Marcus, gathering wood, his arms stacked with branches. He moved with quiet ease, sure-footed even in the dusk.

She watched him, still and hidden in shadow. At some instinct, he suddenly paused and looked up, straight toward her window. For an instant, she froze, heart leaping. Then he saw her — saw her — and his face softened into the smallest smile, quick and real and startling in its warmth.

She didn’t know why, but she didn’t look away. Something in her chest loosened, just a little.
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Chapter Two
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Morning came pale and damp, a thin mist curling over the river flats and the roofs of Allendale. The tavern stirred early — boots on the stairs, clatter of pots from the kitchen below, a man calling for his mule. Luella dressed slowly in the gray light, fingers clumsy as she tied her bonnet. Her sleep had been thin and full of restless dreams, her father’s words echoing long after he left.

Outside, the camp was already waking. Smoke from the dying fire drifted low, and horses stamped and snorted against the morning chill. Marcus moved among them with quiet efficiency, checking straps, tightening cinches, his hands sure and unhurried. Bradley stood near his tent, speaking in hushed tones to one of his men. Even in travel clothes he looked precise, as if the dust dared not touch him.

David Carter appeared from the tavern door, shrugging into his coat. He caught Luella’s arm lightly when she stepped out. “Best to keep up,” he murmured, already looking toward the wagons. “Bradley’s not one for dawdling.”

Bradley turned as they approached, his expression cool, businesslike. “We ride at once. Weather will hold if we make good miles today.” He didn’t greet Luella beyond a short nod, as though she were part of the arrangements and not worth further remark.

Marcus led the horses forward, the leather creaking in his hands. For an instant, as Luella moved toward the carriage, he glanced up at her — quick but unmistakable, a spark of recognition from the night before. His gaze held a quiet question, or maybe just an unspoken kindness, before he lowered his eyes and stepped back.

Bradley saw it. His gray eyes flicked toward Marcus, measuring, cool and unreadable. But he said nothing. Only turned, lifted himself into the carriage with practiced ease, and waited.

Luella felt her father’s hand squeeze her arm once — a silent be still, do as you must — before he let go and turned away. She climbed in opposite Bradley, her skirts brushing the doorframe. Marcus swung up to his place beside his master, offering a quick “good morning.”

Bradley settled his hat against the low roof. “Drive on,” he said.

With a cluck of the tongue and a gentle snap of leather, the driver set the horses moving. The wagons creaked to life behind them, the whole procession stirring from the clearing like a slow-beating heart. The guard who had watched the tent last night now rode behind, musket across his lap.

As the trading post disappeared behind a bend in the road, Luella glanced once out the small side window. The river lay still under the morning mist, and the little inn faded into the trees. Then the world became road again — long and rutted and leading ever north.

Bradley said nothing. Marcus, ahead beside him, kept his gaze on the path, but once — just once — he shifted as though he could feel her watching.

The day stretched long and pale. The early mist burned away, leaving a hard blue sky and a road that wound through pine and marsh. The carriage rocked with every rut; the smell of hot dust and horse sweat seeped through the thin walls.

Bradley spoke now and then, never idly. His voice was low and measured, his eyes fixed on the road ahead as though the talking were a duty to be done.

“You’ve friends you will miss, I suppose,” he said at one point, not turning his head.

“Yes, sir. Two close friends.”

“They’ll miss you, I’m sure, as you will them. You will make new friends.”

“I’m sure I will,” she said softly. 

Bradley nodded once, as if this were confirmation of a ledger. 

After a moment, he added, “You’ll not go wanting in Johnson City. The town’s got shops, a church, and society enough to keep a lady busy. My house is properly built — brick and broad rooms. My sister kept it until she married. You’ll take her place.”

“Yes, sir,” Luella murmured, the words tasting like chalk.

Bradley’s eyes slid to her then, cool and appraising. “You’ll learn the ways of it. Keep the household running clean. I’ve servants enough, but I like order.”

She swallowed, hands twisting in her lap. “I can learn.”

“Good.” He looked away again. “I’ve no wish for a house turned lazy.”

For a time there was only the sound of wheels and hooves and the whisper of wind in the pine. Luella stared out at the passing trees, trying not to think of the brick house in Johnson City and what it would mean to walk its halls as a wife to a man she barely knew.

They stopped once at a creek to water the horses. Marcus was the first down, leading the animals to drink, his sleeves rolled, boots dark with mud. He worked quickly and well. Bradley stayed seated, checking the sky and the road ahead, speaking a few quiet words to one of the guards. When Marcus returned, offering them water, Bradley merely tapped the carriage side and said, “Move on.”

By afternoon, the sun was hot enough to burn through Luella’s bonnet. Sweat prickled her back beneath the stays of her dress. Bradley seemed unaffected — or perhaps simply ignored the discomfort. He spoke once more, abrupt and spare.

“You read scripture?”

“Yes, sir,” she said, her voice neat and small, like a folded handkerchief.

“Keep to it,” Bradley said. “Makes a woman steady.” He paused, long enough that the air seemed to grow heavier between them. “Children need a steady mother.”

The words struck her unready. Children. She had not let her mind wander that far — not to the bed, nor the long years that might follow. Her throat tightened, the wagon seeming to pulse with her heartbeat.

She felt his gaze, level and expectant, waiting for the right reply. So she gave it, though her tongue felt thick and strange in her mouth. “Yes, sir.”

He nodded, satisfied, and turned his eyes back to the road ahead.

Luella sat rigid beside him, her hands clasped so tight her knuckles shone white. The wagon wheels droned beneath them, a dull, steady sound that seemed to stretch on forever.

She tried not to picture the faces of children who might call her Mama — children who’d bear another man’s name, another man’s look. She tried not to think of what it meant, to belong in that way. But the thought had taken hold, small and terrible, and it would not be pushed aside.

He said no more after that.

Marcus did his best to appear as though not listening. Once, when Bradley leaned forward to speak to a guard riding just ahead, Marcus shifted slightly, just enough to glance at Luella. Their eyes met for the briefest breath — his gaze questioning, hers weary but aware. Then he looked out the window again, face carefully blank.

Bradley did not notice. Or if he did, he gave no sign.

By midafternoon, the road narrowed and dipped toward a slow, brown river that cut through the flat country like a lazy snake. The ruts ended at a small landing of the Edisto River where a flat-bottomed ferry waited, its deck no more than rough boards lashed together, a rope strung across the water to guide it. A single ferryman, weathered and sun-dark, leaned on the railing, hat low against the glare.

Bradley rapped the side of the carriage once, brisk. “We’ll cross here.”

The driver slowed the team and brought them to a careful halt. Other travelers had gathered — a pair of wagons piled with barrels, a family on foot with two goats tugging their ropes, and a lone rider whose horse tossed its head impatiently. The air smelled of water and warm mud; cicadas buzzed loud in the trees.

The ferryman spat into the river and called out, “Two pennies a wheel, gentlemen! Livestock extra!”

Bradley stepped down without waiting for help, his movements smooth but brisk. He spoke briefly with the man, drew a coin from his coat, and handed it over. The ferryman touched his hat, half-respectful, half-practical, and began hauling the thick rope to pull the ferry closer to the bank.

Luella, climbing down with Marcus’s hand to steady her, felt a strange ripple of life at the sight of so many strangers after the long, closed road. The family with the goats smiled at her shyly; one of the children, barefoot and sunburned, stared at her fine dress as if she were a creature from a story. She managed a faint, uncertain smile back.

“Keep close,” Bradley said, though he didn’t bother to look at her as he gave the order. He was already checking the wheels and giving quiet instructions to one of his guards.

Marcus stayed near the horses, but his eyes wandered — taking in the goats, the ferryman’s slow labor, the wide sweep of the river. When Luella glanced at him, just briefly, he caught her look and almost smiled again before turning back to his work, careful and reserved. It was the barest thread of camaraderie in a day that had felt all weight and silence.

The ferry groaned as it took on the first wagon. The planks trembled beneath hooves and wheels. Bradley waited until the first load was nearly across before motioning for his own carriage and wagons to follow.

“Stay close to me,” he said again to Luella, his voice calm but edged with the authority of habit.

She obeyed, stepping onto the ferry’s deck beside him. The river smelled of wet earth and fish. For a moment she felt the gentle sway beneath her boots and looked out over the wide, brown water. Sunlight scattered on its surface like hammered brass.

It was oddly freeing — the way the current slid past, steady and slow, as if the land itself were loosening its hold for a while. She caught Marcus looking at the water too, a quiet wonder on his face that he hid quickly when Bradley turned his head.

The ferryman’s son — a boy not much younger than Marcus — moved among the passengers to check the lines. He grinned at Luella shyly when their eyes met, then hurried on. For the first time since the journey began, she felt something small and human pierce the tight shell of fear around her. Just the sight of boys laughing under the sun, the smell of river mud and pine.

Bradley, noticing none of it, merely adjusted his coat against the wind and kept his gray gaze forward.

When they reached the opposite bank, the wagons clattered back onto dry ground. Bradley gave the ferryman another curt nod and a single silver coin — more than required, but tossed with no ceremony. “Keep it steady,” was all he said.

The road rose again on the far side, winding into open fields gone gold in the slanting light. The small moment of life at the ferry fell behind them as the carriage rocked on and the silence reclaimed its place, though not quite as heavy as before.

The sun was low when the road met a narrow line of iron rails and a weathered sign that read RED BANK. The place was hardly more than a siding — a rough platform of pine boards, a small shack of an inn with its shutter half-hanging, and a long, low warehouse used for storage. A few stray chickens pecked along the packed dirt yard, and an old man with a lantern nodded to the travelers as they arrived.

Bradley surveyed the open ground with the same cool eye he’d turned on every stop. “We’ll camp here,” he said, already stepping down. “Wagons in a ring. Keep watch set through the night.”

His men moved quickly, unhitching horses and setting a small fire. Bradley claimed the warehouse’s shaded porch for himself, having a cot and canvas brought out and a guard stationed near. Luella’s father spoke with the wagon master for a time, then saw to his own bedroll among the hired men.

Luella, weary and stiff from the day’s ride, took what space she could on a bench near the station platform. No one bothered her. The air smelled of creosote from the rails and the sweet rot of summer grass.

When most of the camp had settled — men eating by the fire, Bradley in low talk with her father — Marcus appeared from the shadows, carrying a bucket of water for the horses. He paused when he saw her alone. For a long moment, he seemed to weigh whether to speak, then came closer, slow and respectful, hat in hand.

“Miss Carter,” he said quietly.

She looked up, startled but not frightened. “Evenin’, Marcus.”

He set the bucket down, wiped his hands on his trousers. “Beggin’ pardon, miss. Just makin’ sure you’re set for the night. Wagon master said you’d be near the inn.”

“I’m well enough,” she said, though her voice sounded thinner than she meant.

He hesitated, then sat a safe distance away on the edge of the boardwalk, boots dangling over the dirt. “Long road today,” he offered, careful.

“Yes,” she whispered. For a moment she didn’t know what to say, then, almost without thinking: “Do you like workin’ for Mr. Townson?”

Marcus shrugged, a small lift of one shoulder. “It’s work. Pays fair. Horses don’t mind who owns ’em.” He glanced at her then, his face gentler than his words. “He don’t talk much, does he?”

“Not to me,” she said. The quiet stretched, filled only by the clank of pots from the fire and the far-off trill of frogs.

She should have stayed silent. But the day’s weight, her father’s harsh words, and the long miles with Bradley’s cool gray eyes wore something loose in her. She kept her gaze on the dark rails as she spoke.

“I don’t want to marry him.”

Marcus didn’t answer right away. He shifted slightly, as though the words had startled him, though he hid it quickly. When he spoke, his voice stayed soft, careful.

“I reckoned maybe you didn’t.”

She looked at him then, really looked — a boy just older than herself, sunburned and dusted with travel, but eyes clear and kind in a way she hadn’t seen all week. “But I have to,” she said, the confession breaking small and sharp from her throat.

Marcus lowered his gaze to the dirt, thumb worrying at the brim of his hat. “Sometimes folks don’t get to choose,” he said quietly. “Don’t mean it’s right.”

For a heartbeat she wanted to say more — to tell him of her father’s debts, of the way he hadn’t fought it, of the fear that waited in every mile. But footsteps scraped behind them, and she stiffened.

It was only one of Bradley’s men passing with a lantern. He didn’t spare them a look, but the spell broke all the same.

Marcus stood quickly, taking up the bucket again. “Best I see to the horses,” he said, low. Then, softer still, so only she could hear: “Get some rest, miss.”

She watched him walk away into the dark, shoulders straight, water sloshing quietly at his side. Her hands trembled in her lap.

From the porch, Bradley’s silhouette shifted against the lantern light — still and watchful. Whether he’d seen them speak, she could not tell. She had not done anything unbecoming, yet she worried he might condemn their speaking.
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