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July 1864 — Somewhere Between Georgia and Oblivion

We fought like hell to get there.

Didn’t sleep more than an hour a night.

Stole from men.

Begged from women.

Waded rivers with fever in our blood and blisters between our toes.

Crossed chest-deep water dragging everything but hope.

We thought if we could just make it in time—

if we gave enough of ourselves—

it might matter.

It didn’t.

The battle was over.

Death had already claimed the field.

The smell met us before the sight.

It rolled off the hills like a sick tide—thick, sour, clinging to your throat as if the earth had turned against its own flesh.

It wasn’t just blood.

It was everything: ruptured bowels, scorched hair, and the syrup-sweet perfume of decay swollen by July heat.

Not the clean sting of smoke.

Not the sharp bite of powder.

This was rot rendered down—like someone had boiled war to its marrow and poured it into the air.

You could taste it before you smelled it.

It curled on the tongue, coated your spit, stuck in your throat like spoiled communion.

They’d been dead two, maybe three days.

In this heat, that’s all it takes.

We crested the rise thinking we were near salvation.

Thought we’d find a command tent.

A map.

A voice that knew what the hell came next.

Maybe coffee. Maybe bacon.

“I see smoke,” I said.

“Singin’,” Silas muttered, like a man trying to wish a hymn into the air.

We all imagined the same lie—

that at the top of the hill, someone was still in charge.

Instead—

we found the end of the world.

The field opened below us, wide and flat, heat-shimmer trembling above the bodies.

Too quiet for a place where so many had screamed.

It didn’t look like a battlefield.

It looked like a funeral nobody stayed to finish.

Men lay where they fell—contorted, split open, half-consumed.

Some were missing limbs. Others, faces.

Some had been stacked into barricades—red clay packed around their boots like mortar.

Others had crawled to those same barricades for shelter, only to die slumped against the backs of their dead.

One boy had no face left—just teeth and hair.

Beside him, a tin portrait of a woman—rusted, blood-streaked—eyes turned away like she couldn’t bear to see what he’d become.

A burned-out caisson still smoked in the gully, half-sunk in mud.

One wheel turned slow in the breeze, creaking like it remembered something no man had the heart to say.

A child’s arm hung from the spokes.

A wedding band dangled loose on his finger.

Couldn’t have been more than sixteen.

Nearby, a bundle of letters fluttered in the grass—stained, folded, never read.

Love sealed in blood.

Hope returned to sender.

I turned and puked into the brush.

Silas staggered back, mumbling half a psalm that didn’t survive the smoke.

Beau didn’t move.

Just chewed the inside of his cheek, like he was keeping something holy from spilling out. He had a talent for not confusing gestures with goodness.

The cries came soon after.

Not loud.

Not sharp.

Just one long, rolling moan rising from dozens—maybe hundreds—folded into a single sound so broken it stopped being human.

It sounded like the land itself had lungs.

And it was exhaling grief.

The wounded were out there—

hearts still beating,

lungs still working,

bodies that had given up.

Some called for water.

Some called for mothers.

Some begged to die.

Some just whispered mama

until the flies found their tongues

and the words died stillborn.

And some didn’t say a thing.

They just looked at us—

eyes dusted with death, waiting to be seen.

We couldn’t help them.

There wasn’t enough mercy left in us.

We moved like ghosts.

Didn’t speak.

Didn’t cry.

Didn’t pray.

The heat had blown their bellies tight with gas.

Flies blanketed wounds like black gauze.

Boots sank into blood-heavy mud.

Every step cracked a bone.

Every shadow twitched.

I stepped on a pair of spectacles.

Glass crunched under my heel like hard sugar.

The Georgia clay had gone black from blood and powder.

When you moved, it squelched like something breathing.

The air stung your eyes.

Worse than the stench was the silence after—

the kind of silence that makes a man smaller than he ever meant to be.

We picked through the field like vultures too tired to fly.

Didn’t take inventory.

Didn’t barter.

Just scavenged what we needed to survive.

I found a Navy Colt under what used to be a boy, and hated the way my hand fit its grip so easy.

Silas scraped powder from a horn still clutched in a cold hand. “Sorry, friend,” he whispered.

Beau pried a cartridge belt from a Union sergeant—slow and gentle, like returning something borrowed.

No pride.

No shame.

Just what it took to stay upright.

That’s how you lived—

by forgetting how to feel.

A blue-coat near the fence tried to sit up when I knelt to take his canteen. His jaw was broken; his words came out sideways.

“Water,” he breathed.

I tipped the canteen. He swallowed, flinched, swallowed again.

“Tell... her,” he said.

“Tell who?”

He blinked like a man trying to keep a name from floating away.

The third blink never finished.

I set the canteen in his hands and folded his fingers over it. Some lies are the only decent thing left.

At the edge of the field stood a chapel.

Whitewashed pine, now soot-black.

Steeple gone.

Bell cracked open like a skull.

Inside, pews lay scattered like ribs.

The altar burned to ash.

A Bible sat half-melted to the floor—pages fused into one final, unreadable verse.

We sat in the cinders anyway.

Not to pray.

Not in hope.

Just because there was nowhere else left to be human.

Sometimes a man’s left with only ruin, and enough silence to remember what he’s lost.

Beau leaned his captured Spencer against the frame where the altar used to be and struck a match with a tenderness I only ever saw in him around flame. He cupped it, lit a cigarette, exhaled like smoke could carry anything out of him that didn’t belong.

“Y’all headed somewhere?” he asked finally.

“Arkansas,” Silas said, voice like gravel and guilt. “If there’s still such a place.”

I nodded, though the word felt imaginary—

a lullaby we once believed in,

or a lie we kept telling so we wouldn’t disappear.

Beau didn’t reply.

Just watched the field like maybe it still owed him something.

We didn’t bury the dead.

The ground was too hard.

The sun too hot.

And maybe we were too close to dying to dig for someone else.

But we saw them.

Every face we could bear to look at.

And maybe—just maybe—they saw us.

Not with eyes, but with whatever the dead have left to see through.

Maybe that counts.

Maybe witness is the last mercy war allows.

A crow landed on the lintel and cocked its head like it had opinions. Another answered from the pecans by the fence. Their talk sounded like coins dropping into a jar you couldn’t fill.

We rose to leave and the bell gave a tired groan when the wind shouldered it—no ring, just a sound like memory refusing to heal. At the doorway, a scrap of hymnbook lay fused to the plank with resin. The line that survived said only: Lead me... still waters. The rest was ash.
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The Hands That Raised Us

Yell County, Arkansas — Spring 1861

I used to think the world was smaller than it is.

Smaller than the stretch between two cotton fields.

Smaller than the walk from church to river.

Smaller than a boy’s name carried home on the wind before supper went cold.

But it ain’t.

The world is wide.

And it’s cruel.

And it waits for men like it waits for meat.

We didn’t know that then.

Not me. Not Silas.

The Sunday We Swore

We stood outside the white clapboard church, Sunday shirts buttoned too high, sweat tracing our spines like nerves learning to pray. The bell above had cracked that winter. No one fixed it. Folks called it a sign, though they never agreed on what it meant. Either way, it never rang true again.

Behind us, the pine trees whispered like they knew what we didn’t.

Ahead, Reverend Jessup dipped two fingers into a chipped saucer of oil and anointed our foreheads as if he were sending us to glory.

I remember the smell—it wasn’t holy. It was old bacon grease, gone sharp with age.

The enlistment book wasn’t a polished government ledger. Just an old grain co-op log, its pages smudged with barley tallies and seed debts. Jessup had us swear with one hand on the family Bible, its pages curled and brittle from decades of summer heat and winter funerals.

Silas stepped forward first. He always did.

Taller than me, but not by much. Rust-colored hair. Eyes that had read more scripture than sin. His father had been a schoolteacher until winter took his lungs, and Silas carried that absence—quiet, thoughtful, poor enough to feel it in his bones.

“I swear my allegiance to the Confederate States of America,” he said.

The words sounded too big for a seventeen-year-old mouth. He looked straight ahead, chin high, voice steady—not like he was swearing to Richmond, but to something older.

Then it was my turn.

I hesitated—not from doubt, but from the fear of sounding small. My voice still cracked. I was sixteen, raw-boned, too tall for my weight. Still dreaming with milk teeth but trying to walk like a man.

“I swear,” I said. And I meant it.

To something. To someone.

The sun bled down our backs as Jessup prayed—asked the Lord to guide our rifles, guard our steps, and count our names among the righteous if we didn’t come home.

I remember thinking: Will He really count them? All of them?

The Last Meal Before War

Silas’s mama brought fried chicken in a grease-stained paper sack. She kissed his forehead and kissed mine too, though I wasn’t hers.

“Keep him close, Eli,” she said. “He talks big, but he don’t think before he runs.”

We laughed.

She didn’t.

When we left that day, we carried more than rifles. We carried letters we hadn’t written, boots too stiff to trust, and a belief—that if we fought hard enough, fast enough, brave enough—it would mean something. That we’d come back changed, but only in ways that counted.

We were sharecroppers’ sons—broke and used to it. Worn the same pants three winters straight. Called ’em Sunday wool, though they were just patched-over cotton. Our boots were hand-me-downs from men too dead to need ’em. The only land we touched belonged to someone else, and all it ever gave us was dust and hope.

First Steps Out

Our first night out, we slept under a lean-to of scrap pine near Little Rock, waiting for a regiment to take us in. The wind moaned like a widow. The fire cracked like old bones. I could still smell Silas’s mama’s chicken—sweet and sour in the smoke. We’d saved the last piece like it was sacred.

“Still reckon we ride through with it?” Silas asked, chewing slow.

“Don’t want to,” I said. “But I ain’t one to turn back with boots on.”

He nodded. That was enough.

We didn’t talk about slavery. Not really. It wasn’t why we enlisted.

We were broke. Bone-tired. Starving for meaning.

Pawns and Queens

There was a boy from Georgia with us—called himself Clay. Said he had thirteen sisters and no future. He carved a chess piece from hickory and said:

“War’s just rich men moving pawns to keep from losing queens.”

We didn’t know what he meant.

Not yet.

Our first marching orders came with a cracked bugle and a colonel who spat tobacco through a gap where a tooth used to be. Told us we were heroes in the making. Said it’d be over by Christmas. Said we were fighting for honor.

But honor’s a word made of smoke.

You see it clear—until you try to touch it.

Becoming Soldiers in Name

The uniforms came next. Not neat. Not noble. Just gray wool—thick enough to itch, thin enough to bleed through. Mine had sleeves too long and blood in the seams. Someone died in it. Probably someone like me. I wore it anyway.

Silas tucked his Bible into the breast pocket—said he needed a weight over his heart. I carried nothing but a photograph of a girl who didn’t know I loved her.

By August, we’d seen death—not in battle, but in the slow, seeping ways. A fever took Clay in Mississippi. He died whispering a psalm with no end. The crows picked him clean by morning.

We left his chess piece on a stump. Called him First.

That night, none of us slept. We started calling ourselves “the ghosts” before we ever fired a shot.

The March to First Blood

In Memphis, we crossed a swollen river after two days of rain. Mud swallowed our boots. The water turned to syrup. Two boys drowned trying to carry a crate of rifles not worth a funeral.

Silas lit a smoke with damp fingers. “We’re just names in someone else’s story,” he said.

Maybe that’s all war makes of men—names in stories no one wants to tell.

The first gunfire came near Pine Bluff. Just a skirmish, they said. A test.

It wasn’t like the stories.

It wasn’t sharp or noble.

It was chaos.

Like God cracking His knuckles.

And then the screams—high, shrill, animal.

We saw our first body that night—a boy our age, uniform soaked black, one arm gone, one eye open to the stars. Silas bent down and closed it, saying nothing. Just laid his hand on the boy’s chest like he was keeping time with what no longer beat.

We didn’t know his name. We called him First. First to fall. First we couldn’t save. First proof we weren’t prepared.

Hard Lessons

By October, we could load rifles in the dark, eat without tasting, sleep in shifts, bury the dead fast.

We learned what the papers don’t print:

Most officers drink too much.

Some men fire high on purpose.

The cold finds your bones faster than bullets.

And if you don’t have a reason to keep breathing,

war will give you a hundred to stop.

One night, a storm rolled over the Ouachita like a freight train of thunder. Tents tore loose. Trees bent like sinners.

I woke to Silas humming a lullaby—for his sister, he said. Helped her with night terrors. He didn’t look at me. Just rocked slow, eyes on a sky that held no mercy.

The next morning, a Missouri boy slit his wrists with a canteen cap. Bled out under a cedar. The chaplain tried to speak, but the wind stole his words. He held a wet book of Psalms with half the pages gone.

None of us repeated the prayer—not because we didn’t care, but because grief was rationed, and we were already down to crumbs.

Winter and the Hollowing

Winter bit hard—the kind of cold that cuts through wool and prayer alike. I saw a man lose three toes and beg not to be sent home. “Rather die out here with brothers,” he said. He did.

Beef jerky froze. Coffee turned to ash. Snow made the screams echo longer.

Silas kept reading his Bible, even as ink bled from snowmelt. I asked if he still believed. He didn’t answer—just thumbed the cracked spine like it owed him something.

That’s when we met Ransom Carter. Older, voice like split timber. Said he fought in Mexico. Said war don’t make a man—just shows what kind he already is.

Taught us to listen for birds.

“Birds go quiet when men are near.”

It was true.

We learned to hear war in the silence more than the noise.

Ransom died from lice fever—fast and brutal. We burned his coat to stop the spread. Silas said a prayer. I didn’t repeat it. I was forgetting the shape of belief.

First Kill

By March, I’d killed a man.

He came from the brush, hands high, eyes wide—too fast to think. I fired. He fell.

Only afterward did I see the white scrap tied to his bayonet. He was surrendering.

He had a biscuit in his pocket. Still warm. He never got to eat it.

I did. Shamefully.

Silas pulled me back by the shoulder. Said nothing. His eyes said too much.

I vomited behind a stump. Didn’t eat for a day.

That’s when something in me shifted. Not shattered. Just hollowed—like war had carved out the part that flinched and filled it with ash.

Beau Harlan

We met Beau in Tennessee.

He stepped from the trees with blood on his coat and silence in his eyes. Didn’t say where he’d been. Didn’t ask where we were going. Just sat by our fire like he’d always been there.

And we let him.

Because by then, we’d learned something most men never do:

The ones who speak the least usually carry the most.

And the ones who walk alone... are usually walking away from graves.
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We Marched Before We Knew Why

Arkansas–Tennessee Border — Early Spring, 1862

Some folks say the first year of war makes a man.

But they never say what kind.

It don’t forge you.

It hollows you—like a house slow-burning from the inside out, quiet at first, then gone before you even know where the fire started.

We didn’t become soldiers.

We became something quieter. Thinner.

And we marched before we ever knew why.

The Waiting Season

The rains came hard that spring—hard enough to drown worms and worry both. The kind of rain that doesn’t wash you clean, just packs the mud deeper into your soul, like it’s trying to keep you buried alive.

Our camp sat on a patch of half-dead corn stubble near the Arkansas–Tennessee line. Fence posts leaned like drunkards, the soil soft enough to swallow your step if you lingered. The land looked tired—like it had seen too many armies already and was done picking sides.

Thirty-eight of us shivered in trenches and slapped-together lean-tos. Wool soaked to the bone. Socks stiff with mildew and blood. Some boys went barefoot just to give their boots time to dry—even if it meant thorns and frostbite. They said it beat trench rot. I didn’t argue.

The sky above wasn’t even gray. Gray has shape. This was blank—like the canvas before God remembers what colors are for.

That’s when we first heard the name: Shiloh.

It sounded soft. Almost kind.

Names and Meanings

Sugar—our molasses-hoarding boy from Georgia—said it meant “place of peace” in the Bible.

“Then we’ll be safe there,” someone muttered.

Beau spat into the mud. “Ain’t never met a peaceful place that needed a thousand rifles to hold it.”

Silas just closed his eyes like he was tasting the word and finding it thin.

He kept a running list in his head of the Bible’s gentlest names turned inside out by war. Shiloh was about to join them.

Nights Before the March

The nights before the march were the worst. No fire. No singing. No dice or cards. Just wet canvas, whispered prayers, and the soft coughs of men pretending they weren’t afraid. Now and then, you’d hear the slow rasp of a knife on stone—not because it needed sharpening, but because the rhythm gave your hands something to do while your mind tried not to picture the morning.

The ground smelled of root rot and wet iron. Even our breath felt heavier, as if the air was reluctant to carry it away.

I got a letter that week. Anna’s handwriting came pressed tight and neat, like she was trying to anchor her words against the coming storm. She folded two lavender petals into the creases, said they reminded her of home, said she tucked me into prayer each Sunday—between Psalms and blackberry pie.

I read it five times. Folded it twelve. Kept it against my heart like a promise I didn’t deserve.

Silas read it too, eyes low with that strange reverence he reserved for things still unspoiled.

“She don’t know what you’ve seen,” he said.

“No,” I told him. “And I don’t want her to.”

The Death Before Battle

Four boys died before we ever took a step toward the battlefield. Two from dysentery. One from fever. One—Reece, from Mississippi—tied a rope to a pine and stepped off like it was a final hymn.

He carved three words into the bark first: No more nights.

We didn’t pray over him. There are moments too heavy for scripture, too sacred for sound. We just stood there, hats off, while the wind ran its fingers across that tree like it was trying to read the pain still soaked in the grain.

The chaplain mumbled some comfort, but the wind swallowed his voice—and so did we.

Into the Fire

Then came morning. The sky lit red before it turned gold—not from sunrise, but from the first flash of artillery punching through the clouds like thunder with teeth.

Ransom had warned us: You’ll know it’s real when your ribs buzz.

Mine did. Buzzed like a hive cracked open too soon.

They sent us in quiet. No drums. No speeches. No flags. Just the wet slap of boots in mud and the breath of men who marched like they were being led to baptism or slaughter—and weren’t sure which was worse.

Beau walked ahead, coat still crusted with blood from the last fight. Hadn’t cleaned it. Said it wasn’t worth pretending.

Silas fingered the spine of his Bible with one hand, gripped his rifle with the other—trying to decide which one might carry him through the day.

Shiloh

Shiloh didn’t begin with warning. It began with annihilation.

The first volley cracked through the trees like lightning fired sideways. Earth tore open. Men screamed like trapped beasts. I didn’t aim—just fired at noise, at shadows, at something too fast to name.

Then I saw his face. Same age as me. Same hands. Same fear.

Blue coat.

He wasn’t shooting. He was reaching—maybe surrender, maybe plea, maybe just reflex.

But I’d already pulled the trigger.

The shot folded him, dropped him like laundry off a line.

Beau passed me, unmoved.

“He could’ve shot you first,” he said. “You were just faster.”

I stared at the boy’s boots. They were nicer than mine.

The Stew of Battle

The air smelled like a pot of hell left on too long—blood, piss, black powder, burnt meat, bile. A stew no preacher could bless. One man screamed with no jaw left to scream with. Another tried to hold his brother’s insides in like stuffing back into a broken toy.

Sugar took a gut full of shrapnel. We wrapped him in two blankets and whispered lies in his ear until he stopped twitching. His molasses sock was still in his boot. I kept it. Not sure why. Maybe grief. Maybe hunger.

By dusk, the trees had turned red—not from the sun, but from what the sun saw: blood, fire, and the smoke of a hundred men too young to die but too slow to live.

The Silence After

We didn’t cry. Not because we were brave, but because the dead were listening, and we didn’t want them to know we were next.

That night, the cannons fell silent. But none of us slept. The silence was louder than the battle—like the earth itself was holding its breath. Someone passed me a harmonica. I didn’t play it—not because I couldn’t, but because I didn’t want to break the silence that held the last note of the dead.

Silas leaned against a stump and hummed something low—a hymn, maybe. Or just a memory trying to sound like one.

Beau sat like a statue with his rifle across his knees, staring into nothing like it owed him an answer.

Withdrawal

Then, just like that, morning came and the order followed: Pull back.

No explanation. No victory. No honor. Just mud, and silence, and the rustle of crows rising from the corpses like black petals on the wind.

We obeyed. Because obedience was all that remained.

They told us we’d won.

But the ground said otherwise. So did the sky. So did the faces of the men who walked away with less than they came in with—and more pain than they could ever name.

I never forgot Reece’s tree. Never forgot those three words: No more nights.

I used to think he meant sleep.

Now I think he meant memory.

Because some nights stay with you.

Not because you want them to—

but because they refuse to let you go.
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Names in the Smoke

Spring 1862 — Hatchie Bottom, Tennessee

The war grew quieter after Shiloh.

Not peaceful—just quieter.

Like a scream that had run out of breath.

The kind of silence that settles in after a man hears the sound of his own breaking and realizes it’s his new voice.

We moved like ghosts through charred pines and churned mud, slower than the wounded mules limping behind us. The ground was wet with thaw and memory, and the only thing louder than our boots was the buzz of flies trailing the dead we hadn’t found time to bury.

We weren’t chasing glory anymore.

We were just trying not to rot before someone wrote our names down.

The Church That Forgot Its Hymns

One evening we bivouacked beside the ruins of a gutted Presbyterian church west of Hatchie Bottom. The pulpit had split clean down the middle like a snapped bone. Melted glass from the tall windows had puddled into warped floorboards—blue and jagged, as if Heaven had tried to weep but didn’t finish.

A busted upright piano leaned in the shadows. Keys yellowed, cracked, some gone altogether. The hammers stuck up like ribs in a shallow grave. Beau brushed his fingers along the lid—not to play, just to remember what music used to feel like.

“Sounds like home forgot how to sound,” he muttered, then wandered outside and lay down beside the graves of men who’d died where the pews once stood.

Flank in the Fog

At dawn, the bluecoats tested our flank—fast and cruel.

A probing volley.

Smoke rolled in so thick it tasted like scorched wool and copper pennies. Rifles jammed from the storm the night before. The wind carried the whistle of lead like the devil blowing a tune through broken teeth.

Three boys didn’t make it.

One was Jonah Hatch, the farm kid from Natchitoches who still carried a ragdoll in his haversack. Took a ball through the neck mid-laugh. Dropped like a feed sack. Bled out whispering something about his little sister. Never once looked afraid.

The other two—I don’t remember their names.

And God help me, I hate that more than the blood.

Beau came back from the woods after the smoke cleared. He was carrying a Yankee haversack soaked through with peaches, hardtack, and .58 cartridges. Dropped it at my feet and pulled out a warm peach.

“For Jonah,” he said.

I stared at it like it might still bleed.

Cedar and Crosses

That night, Silas dug the graves himself.

No orders. No chaplain. Just a shovel, a bayonet, and two short prayers that sounded more like questions than convictions.

He carved rough crosses into cedar stumps and scored three initials into the bark with his bootknife.

“What if that ain’t their names?” I asked.

Silas didn’t look up.

“Then the Lord can sort it out.”

We stayed there longer than we should have. The trees didn’t sway in the breeze anymore. They just stood—still and watchful. Like judges. Or ghosts. Or graves waiting their turn.

Carvings

Silas began muttering in his sleep. Bits of scripture. Fractured hymns. One night I heard him whisper, “Lead me beside still waters...” before choking on the next line.

I didn’t wake him.

Some things a man’s got to lose quietly.

Beau started carving names each morning.

Not real names—just names that sounded right. He’d pull a splintered board from the wreckage, squat by the fire, and etch letters with the edge of his belt buckle or the brass cap of a spent cartridge.

When I asked why, he said:

“If nobody else remembers them, I will. And if I’m wrong, well—at least they’ll have a story.”

He started carving other things too—symbols, shapes, the face of a woman he never spoke about. One morning I saw him scratch a heart, then gouge it through with a broken nail.

Things That Don’t Belong

By late April, the stench of dead mules and burnt men thickened the air. You could taste it before dawn. Like the whole world had spoiled and no one dared throw it out.

Silas began copying names from the linings of dead men’s coats—stitched there by mamas or sweethearts or girls too in love to know better. He’d pencil them into the margins of his Bible with a stub wrapped in oilcloth.

That Bible looked like a battlefield.

Blood by Psalms. Burn marks in Exodus. Names crowding the corners like soldiers too tired to stand.

I asked why he didn’t pray with it anymore.

He looked up, eyes hollowed out like busted lanterns.

“I still do. Just ain’t sure who’s listenin’.”

We passed a tipped-over wagon near Tippah Creek—half-covered in lye-dusted sheets. When Beau peeled one back, the corpse underneath was a girl. Maybe fourteen. Shot once in the chest. Barefoot. Her dress torn from the knees down. No soldiers. No family. Just her.

Silas knelt beside her like he already knew her name.

“She don’t belong to this,” he said.

“None of us do,” I said.

Beau covered her again. Tight.

“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “We’re in it now.”

Rain and the Fading

Rain fell for three straight days. The hard kind. Bone-deep. The kind that softened your thoughts until even memory started to sag.

Everything turned to mud—our tents, our bread, our prayers.

We huddled under collapsed barns and watched the grave markers Silas had carved dissolve in the downpour. Crosses split. Initials bled down the bark like forgotten oaths.

I went to fix one. Silas stopped me.

“Let ’em fade,” he said. “A name ain’t what saves a man. It’s the remembering. And if we try to remember every single one, there won’t be nothin’ left to remember us.”

That night, I counted my own name over and over again.

Eli Sutton. Eli Sutton. Eli...

Like a boy repeating it to keep the dark from swallowing it whole.

The Root Cellar

The next day, Beau found an old root cellar off the road. Inside, someone had scratched a verse into the stone:

They have sown the wind, and they shall reap the whirlwind.

— Hosea 8:7

Silas stared at it long.

“Reckon that’s us?”

Beau didn’t blink.

“No. We ain’t the whirlwind. We’re just the dirt it throws around.”

His Own Name

That night, we buried another man.

Didn’t know his name. He wasn’t from our company. Just wandered into our lines, gutshot, asking for water.

Died before he finished the sentence.

Beau didn’t speak. Just laid the man’s cap across his chest and stepped back like a ghost being dismissed.

Later, I found him alone, carving again.

This time, he wasn’t making strangers’ names.

He was carving his own.

Over and over.

Into a broken piece of church pew.

The shavings fell into his lap like they meant something.

Maybe to him, they did.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Siege Within

May 1862 — Outside Corinth, Mississippi

We didn’t dig trenches.

We dug our own coffins.

Then we laid down in them each night like men deciding whether waking up was still worth the trouble.

It wasn’t a siege—it was a slow, grinding funeral.

A hot, wet rot that wrapped around your spine and whispered: You’ll leave something here, whether you want to or not.

Corinth wasn’t a town to be taken.

It was a mirror.

And what we saw in it wasn’t the enemy.

It was ourselves.

Rot in the Air

The first thing that goes is your sense of smell.

Then it comes back twice as strong, and you wish it hadn’t.

The heat thickened the air until it felt like breathing through wool soaked in blood and piss. The stench wasn’t just bad—it was personal. It got inside you. Spoiled meat. Latrine steam. Powder crust. Unwashed fear. The sweet-gut reek of dying men.

We stopped covering our noses. We stopped noticing.

That’s how it gets you. Not all at once. Just... slowly.

The Devil’s Belly

They named our trench as a joke that stuck: The Devil’s Belly.

Not for the danger of its position, but for what it did to the men in it.

A boy from Clark County named Avery Lee—red-haired, rail-thin, clever with his hands—once built a windchime from shell fragments and tin scraps, hung it above the latrine trench, swore it kept away bad dreams.

A week later, he hung himself with the same wire.

Nobody took it down. The wind kept it rattling, a sound like a prayer you didn’t believe in anymore.

Fever and Names

The sickness came with the mud.

We had no drainage, no clean water, no decent rations. The only thing that flowed was the sweat off our necks and the fever out of our skin.

Silas caught it first—chills, then shaking, teeth clacking like dice in a gambler’s palm. He muttered names in his sleep—none I recognized. Not family. Not saints. Just... names.

When he stopped drinking, I soaked a cloth and wiped his lips. He opened his eyes once—barely—looked through me, and said:

“Don’t let Beau bury me face down.”

Then he passed out again.

Beau stopped sleeping.

Paced the trench at night, knife in hand, carving strange marks into the dirt walls like a man tallying debts only he could see.

I asked what they meant.

“Just names,” he said. “Not of people. Of things I’ve killed in myself.”

Then he walked off into the fog like that was explanation enough.

Cracks in the Cloth

We’d been there nineteen days when Chaplain Merton cracked.

He started preaching in the dark—alone, loud, like he was arguing with God. One night, he climbed the trench wall and shouted at the sky:
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