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Chapter 1: Hunger in the Pines
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Winter did not announce itself at Valley Forge.

It simply remained.

The snow lay heavy beneath the trees, packed hard by weeks of boots and sleds and men dragging themselves where horses could not. What had once been white was now gray and granular, sharp enough to cut through thin soles and thinner patience. The forest stood stripped and exposed, branches bare as bone, every sound carrying farther than it should.

Silas Mercer moved carefully.

He had learned early that the woods noticed carelessness. Every step mattered. Every snapped twig felt like a confession. He kept his musket loose in his hands, not raised, not resting—ready without pretending it would help.

Hunger gnawed at him in a way that no longer surprised him.

It was not a sudden pain, but a steady hollowing. A presence that pressed inward and asked nothing except to be endured. He had eaten yesterday—if hardtack soaked thin and half a frozen turnip counted as eating—but his body had already forgotten it.

The pines closed tighter as he moved uphill, their needles whispering softly when the wind passed through them. No birds. There hadn’t been birds for weeks. Even the crows had learned better.

Silas paused near a shallow gully where a trickle of water had frozen into dark, twisted veins beneath the ice. He crouched and examined the snow, breath slow, eyes trained on details most men missed.

Tracks.

Not fresh. But not old enough to dismiss.

Boots, yes—but scattered oddly, as if the men who made them had stopped paying attention to where they stepped. The trail ended abruptly at the edge of the trees, snow unbroken beyond.Silas frowned.

Men did not vanish like that.

He straightened slowly, scanning the forest. The cold pressed close, not biting so much as watching. He had the uneasy sense of being somewhere he should not linger, though nothing visible threatened him.

He told himself it was fatigue.

The winter had thinned everyone’s nerves. Even the forest felt wrong now—too quiet, too still, as if holding something back.

Silas moved on.

By the time he reached the edge of camp, smoke hung low over the clearing, drifting sideways beneath a sky the color of old iron. Fires burned grudgingly, fed with damp wood and desperation. Tents sagged under the weight of frost, their canvas stiff and torn, patched too many times to count.

Men huddled in small groups, wrapped in rags and borrowed coats. Some slept standing. Others stared into fires as if waiting for answers there.

A sled scraped past, its runners grinding over frozen ground. Two soldiers hauled a body toward the burial hill without speaking. There were no prayers left for such moments.

Silas did not look away.

Looking away did not stop death.

“Anything?”

Sergeant Eli Blane stood near the quartermaster’s tent, chewing on a strip of leather that might once have been part of a boot. His beard was rimmed with frost. His eyes were sharp despite everything.

“Nothing living,” Silas said.

Blane nodded. “That’s been the pattern.”

Silas hesitated. “Tracks stopped short in the pines. Like whoever made them... didn’t leave.”

Blane snorted. “Men wander. Men get turned around. Men freeze.” He spat into the snow. “Winter doesn’t need help killing us.”

Silas accepted that answer without agreeing to it.

He moved toward his assigned fire pit and crouched near the embers, hands extended. The heat barely reached his fingers. Across from him, a boy no older than sixteen coughed wetly into his sleeve and did not look up again.

Silas watched the smoke rise and vanish.

The sense of wrongness lingered.

That night, after the camp settled into its uneasy stillness, Silas woke without knowing why.

The fire had burned down to ash. The tent was silent but for breathing—too shallow, too uneven. He lay still, listening.

Something had changed.

Not a sound. Not movement.

Just the feeling that the forest beyond the canvas was paying attention.

Silas sat up slowly and pulled his coat tighter around his shoulders. He did not reach for his musket. He did not call out.

Outside, the trees stood unmoving beneath the weight of snow.

And somewhere beyond them, unseen and unnamed, something watched the camp endure.
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Chapter 2: The Silent Dead
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They found the first body just after dawn.

It lay beyond the eastern tree line, where the ground dipped and the snow collected in uneven drifts. The man was facedown, one arm twisted beneath him, fingers frozen in a half-clench as if he had tried to grab hold of something that had already let go.

Silas arrived with the others and stopped short.

There was no blood.

That alone was wrong.

Men froze to death at Valley Forge every day now. Some went quietly. Some fought it. But freezing left marks—darkened lips, burst vessels, the raw violence of the body resisting what it could not survive.

This man showed none of it.

They rolled him carefully.

His eyes were open, glassed over, reflecting the pale winter sky. His mouth was slightly parted, breath long gone. The skin of his neck was pale and unbroken.

Too unbroken.

“Jesus,” someone muttered.

Sergeant Blane crouched beside the body, expression unreadable. He pressed two fingers to the man’s throat, though it was unnecessary. Then he nodded once.

“Gone,” he said.

A few men shifted their weight, boots scraping softly against the frozen ground. No one crossed themselves. That habit had worn thin weeks ago.

“Who is he?” Blane asked.

“Private Collins,” someone answered after checking the coat. “New Jersey line.”

Blane exhaled slowly. “He wander?”

“No tracks leading away,” another man said. “Just... ends.”

Silas knelt near the man’s shoulders and studied the snow.

The prints were scattered, uneven, as if Collins had been disoriented. But there was no sign of a fall. No drag marks. No struggle.

Just absence.

“He didn’t freeze here,” Silas said quietly.

Blane looked at him. “You sure?”

Silas nodded. “If he’d gone down on his own, there’d be marks. He was placed.”

That earned him a look. Not disbelief. Consideration.

They wrapped the body in a blanket and hauled it back toward camp. The men moved quickly, eager to be done with it. Death had become work.

By midday, they found the second.

This one lay closer to the creek, tucked beneath a stand of bare alders. The ice nearby was cracked, dark water visible beneath, whispering softly.

This man had no blanket.

No coat.

His boots were missing.

“Thief?” someone suggested weakly.

Blane shook his head. “Not like this.”

Silas felt it again — that tightening in his chest, that sense of being somewhere that did not welcome witnesses.

He crouched and examined the ground.

Again: no blood.

Again: no wounds.

But something else was wrong now.

“His face,” Silas said.

Blane leaned closer. The man’s features were slack, peaceful in a way death rarely granted here. No fear. No pain. Just... emptied.

“That’s not freezing,” Blane said.

“No,” Silas agreed.

They buried both men that afternoon, shallow graves on frozen ground that resisted the shovel at every strike. There were no words spoken. No chaplain present. The earth took them reluctantly.

By evening, the camp had begun to whisper.

Not loudly. Not yet.

Men spoke in pairs. Glances lingered toward the trees longer than before. Fires burned closer together, as if proximity might ward something off.

Silas sat near his assigned pit, sharpening his knife with slow, deliberate strokes.

Across the clearing, a small group of French volunteers passed quietly between tents.

They moved differently.

It was subtle — posture straighter, steps measured, coats cleaner than they had any right to be. They did not huddle near fires. They did not linger.

One of them turned his head slightly as he passed.

Not enough to be obvious.

Enough to look directly at Silas.

The man’s expression was calm. Curious.

Evaluating.

Silas felt a chill unrelated to the cold.

The Frenchman did not smile.

He did not slow.

He simply continued on, vanishing between tents as if he belonged to the shadows rather than the camp.

That night, another man failed to return from latrine duty.

They did not find him until morning.

This one lay farther out, near the ridge path Silas had walked before. His body was propped awkwardly against a tree, as if set there deliberately.

No blood.

No wounds.

No explanation.

The snow around him was pristine.

Silas stood at the edge of the clearing as dawn broke weakly over Valley Forge, watching men gather, watching fear begin to organize itself into something heavier.

Winter had been killing them for months.

Now something else had joined in.

And it was quieter.
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