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      To the memory of the noble fallen and their families. North and South, Confederate and American. To those who are fighting and dying for the country they love, even today. To them and all who follow, I thank you.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Foreword

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

      
        
          Afterword

        

        
          Terms to Know

        

        
          Song List

        

        
          Regiments

        

        
          Paying Honor to These Soldiers

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Also by Sheritta Bitikofer

        

      

    

    


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      The views expressed by the characters in this story do not necessarily reflect the views of the author – whether political or moral. However, it is the author’s intention to describe the horrors of the Civil War, as seen through the eyes of those who lived through it. War cannot always be accurately depicted in the literary sense. Flowery prose and words fail in comparison to the deep, visceral feelings and ideas that only battle can bring into being. No tongue or mind can possibly conjure an image to do the thing justice. All war is hell, as General William Tecumseh Sherman once said, but hell is different for everyone, just as the Civil War was experienced differently by all. Soldier and civilian, north and south, Federal and Confederate, man and woman, white and black, the elderly and the young, infantryman and cavalryman, spy and sailor. However, in this story, the prospective of a soldier in the Confederate army is told to the best of the author’s abilities. Memoirs, battle reports, and historical records have been read and reread in order to truthfully explain the movements of the army and the feelings of someone who would have served in the Army of Northern Virginia; and then for the loved ones left at home behind the battle lines. History is often written by the victors, and the glory of battles are given to the generals, and it is the intention of the author to peel back the layers in order to show the untold story that isn’t often studied in the classroom.

      Although this is a work of historical fiction and incorporates the existence of paranormal beings, many characters and figures mentioned were actual soldiers that lived and fought in the Civil War. Please refer to the end “Terms to Know” section for the list of names.

      It is the hope of the author that every representation of the soldiers, commanders, and civilians are faithfully portrayed and if any offense is given to the decedents of these honorable dead, it is unintentional. It’s for those men who fought and died for the cause they believed in, that the author dedicates this story.

      If the reader is intrigued and wishes to learn more about the Civil War, they are encouraged to visit their local library for further reading, or to the nearest Civil War battlefield that has been preserved for the education of future generations. Walking in the footsteps of the fallen can be a more powerful experience than imagining the events in one’s mind.

      

      “We were inured to privations and hardships; had been upon every march, in every battle, in every skirmish, in every advance, in every retreat, in every victory, in every defeat. We had laid under the burning heat of a tropical sun; had made the cold, frozen earth our bed, with no covering save the blue canopy of heaven; had braved dangers, had breasted floods; had seen our comrades slain upon our right and our left hand; had heard guns that carried death in their missiles; had heard the shouts of the charge; had seen the enemy in full retreat and flying in every direction; had heard the shrieks and groans of the wounded and dying; had seen the blood of our countrymen dyeing the earth and enriching the soil; had been hungry when there was nothing to eat; had been in rags and tatters. We had marked the frozen earth with bloody and unshod feet; had been elated with victory and crushed by defeat; had seen and felt the pleasure of the life of a soldier, and had drank the cup to its dregs. Yes, we had seen it all, and had shared in its hopes and its fears; its love and its hate; its good and its bad; its virtue and its vice; its glories and its shame. We had followed the successes and reverses of the flag of the Lost Cause through all these years of blood and strife.” – Sam Watkins, 1st Tennessee Infantry, Company H
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      September 16th, 1862

      Outside Sharpsburg, Maryland

      Near Boonsboro Pike

      

      The smoke from the dozens of fires sprinkled across the countryside did little to mask the stench of army life. Dustin could still smell the odors of the men who hadn’t bathed in weeks – perhaps months – and the spicy signature of fear that hovered over the camp. Like a constant cloud of dread, it followed the Army of Northern Virginia from Manassas to Leesburg, to Frederick, to South Mountain, and finally here.

      They all knew what would come the following day; more fighting, more blood and whizzing bullets, more death and suffering. If Lee hadn’t heard of Jackson’s good news from Harper’s Ferry, they might have retreated back into Virginia, instead of making this run to Maryland for support, which they had yet to receive.

      But the Confederate army and the generals who commanded it were in good. They were finally in Yankee territory and under Lee, who had been instrumental in the defense of Richmond months earlier, the Confederacy was considered to be well on its way to winning this war in its entirety. What they didn’t know was that they were still outnumbered, and though they had continued to whip their enemy time and time again in this most recent campaign, their winning streak wouldn’t last forever. Not while McClellan had been afforded this particular advantage that Dustin helped to provide.

      Dustin leaned against a tree, just on the edge of the firelight, his hands tearing at a long weed he had pulled from the ground a moment before. Only occasionally did he reach up to scratch behind his ear like an irritated, flea-ridden dog. The lice accompanied the hunger and filth that every soldier was issued once they joined the army. But that was a drop in the bucket compared to the multitude of complaints and grievances amongst the regiments.

      Like the other men, he couldn’t sleep. Not only because of the ominous foreknowledge of what would come at dawn, but because every little sound within a radius of three miles rang so loudly in his ears that sleep was unattainable on nights like this. If the army weren’t so troubled and they could hunker down for the night, then it might have been possible for him to settle onto his army-issued blanket in peace as well. But for a loup-garou - a werewolf - enlisted in the Confederate army, peace and quiet might have been a futile hope.

      Amongst the countless white steeples of tents, he could hear every muttered curse over a lost card game, the soft clattering of the dice as men gambled away at Chuck-A-Luck, every whispered conversation, and the crackling of burning wood. It all kept his mind active and pinging to one sound or another without reason or aim.

      Darren had taught him well over the past ninety years, but fatigue and hunger had worn him thin. He hadn’t forgotten his training. He could still hear his alpha’s words echoing their warnings at every turn. But when his body and wolf were so strained, so ragged like the other men of the fifth Alabama infantry, it was hard to ignore his surroundings. If his stomach wasn’t growling and he had any rabbit left in his haversack, perhaps his senses wouldn’t have been so overwhelmed.

      From where his regiment was bivouacked by the Piper farmhouse, he wandered south to Boonsboro Pike where it seemed slightly quieter. Some fifteen or so yards away, at the nearest campfire, he could hear a group of men under Anderson and Jenkin’s Brigade talking amongst themselves or obsessively cleaning their weapons.

      South Carolinians and Georgians exchanged stories about their time marching through Virginia and Tennessee. Not a single one of them spoke of the battles, or the bloody fights against the Federals. No one wanted to talk about those things, because no one wanted to hear them. As long as their rifles were propped up against one another in that typical tent-like fashion with their bayonets fixed, they didn’t want to think about the fighting and moments of pure terror they experienced as they were fired upon.

      Dustin didn’t want to hear them either. The average soldier was only aware of what was happening directly in front of them during any given battle or skirmish. Unfortunately for him and his acute sense of hearing, he was aware of much more than the enemy he engaged. He heard the death wails of men across the field, well out of sight and human earshot. He smelled the blood of hundreds of soldiers cut down in their advance or retreat from the field. The gunpowder, the trodden grass, the loosed bowels of the boys who would become men by the time the fight was over.

      He hated it. All of it. The only reason he was even here, enlisted as an infantry volunteer, was because he wanted out. Out of America, out of the south, out of the Confederacy and the Union alike. When he had told Darren that he was ready to leave and see the world, his alpha released him with more than a little grumbling. He said it was foolish to try and cross enemy lines, but it would have been equally foolish to try and smuggle his way past the Yankee blockade that encased the south.

      If only they hadn’t left France fifty years ago when they’d answered the call for volunteers to help a new settlement in what was now lower Alabama. He would have rather stayed in France and butcher the language every time he tried to speak it than suffocate his Irish accent to appear just as southern as the men in his company.

      This would be his last battle. The commander of the sixty-ninth New York infantry was expecting him as soon as McClellan was done destroying Lee’s army. The arrangements had been made, his betrayal of the Confederacy complete. All he had to do was fake his death tomorrow and he could gain safe passage to Washington. From there, he’d make his plans and buy his ticket for the next Atlantic voyage to Europe. He’d come back after the war, but as he told Darren, now that he had a firm hold of his abilities, he wanted to explore and travel. He couldn’t do that in Devia, Alabama.

      “If only I had taken that job with my cousin with the railroad,” one private griped, “I could’ve stayed home.”

      “What would that have done any?” another asked chidingly. “Ol’ Jeff still woulda constricted ya.”

      The first private, one he recognized as a Palmetto Sharpshooter, reclined against his knapsack. “Nope,” he said. “Any man doin’ some job for the Confederacy was exempt from the Conscription Act. My paw read it in the papers to me.”

      “Well, hell!” another from across the campfire exclaimed. “If that was true, I don’t deserve to be here. I gots a big ol’ farm to run down south. I’d be doin’ heaps for the Confederacy.”

      “Bull shit!” another called out. “You can’t have a farm. You ain’t got no brains for farmin’.”

      The soldier pinched up a bit of dirt and flung it at the other man from the sixth South Carolina Infantry. A few of the men chuckled and began tossing around good-natured insults. Some of these men had been with their companies from the start of the war, enlisting as soon as their states called for volunteers. Others were fresh recruits, hoping to revel in what false glory a soldier received during his enlistment term.

      Parading through towns and basking in the cheers of its citizens was the only glorious part that Dustin could see. Everything else, the marching, the deplorable rations, the drilling, the harsh generals and commanders that would sooner shoot a man for a small infraction than build up his morale, all of it was far from the preconceived image most citizens held of their proud boys in gray or blue.

      “Didn’t you have a farm, Ben?” one soldier from a Georgia company asked. “You coulda gotten out of gettin’ conscripted, right? Bet you’ve got a ton of darkies waitin’ on ya back home.”

      Dustin glanced up and let his tired eyes focus on the one soldier who had yet to speak. He sat quietly, his gray kepi wrinkled between his hands, wringing it until the wool was worn in places. It was the kind of fretful, nervous habit that he had seen amongst many soldiers, especially young ones who didn’t want to fight again.

      The young man’s face, however, was smooth and free of the worried lines that was usually paired with this kind of mindless behavior. The orange glow of the fire brought out the golden hue of his thin, slightly curly hair. The light twinkled in a set of light brown eyes that still retained a distant, faraway look after the other soldier had addressed him.

      He was much like the other soldiers. It was clear that his boyhood years had been spent in labor. His uniform jacket was laid across his lap, allowing Dustin to fully see the strong curve of his back and shoulders. Ben wasn’t a stranger to work, and that’s why his answer didn’t surprise him.

      “We didn’t work with darkies,” he said, his gaze fixed on the fire with a lazy kind of concentration.

      At this, several of the other soldiers looked to Ben in bafflement that such a statement shouldn’t have inspired. It was as if none of the others could even fathom a farm that didn’t have at least a few slaves working its fields. To his own chagrin, Dustin might have understood their confusion. Even in the deep south, it was rare to come across a wealthy landowner or merchant who didn’t have at least one African bound to him through the unjust practice.

      In the stunned silence, Ben finally blinked and looked up, which broke the spell of bewilderment over his comrades.

      “Who picked your cotton?” the other Georgian asked. “Y’all did grow cotton, right?”

      Ben nodded. “We grew it, but it wasn’t ours.”

      It was then that Dustin understood, along with the rest.

      “And you get paid to do that?”

      The farm boy nodded again, but showed no shame or pride in the admission. “Our employer didn’t own any slaves. He had two-hundred acres of cotton and paid plenty of other folks to help him pick it.”

      Some gasped at the sheer amount of acreage, others were still too puzzled to believe Ben was telling the truth. Dustin, however, knew he wasn’t lying. What reason did he have to lie about his job when it was a more prestigious thing to own another human being and force them to toil away without pay?

      “Ya some kinda darkie-lover?” asked one of the more ignorant of the South Carolinians. “Like one of them abolitionists?”

      Rather than offended or riled by the question, Ben just shrugged. “I’ll admit they make it hard for a farmhand to earn a livin’, but I don’t hate ‘em or love ‘em.”

      “Then why are ya even fightin’?” his neighbor asked, just as incredulous as the others. “Don’t ya know the Yankees wanna come and free all the slaves?”

      “Ain’t nonna my concern,” Ben said. “But I don’t reckon they can do that from what I been hearin’.”

      “They ain’t gonna free the slaves,” another soldier drawled. “They just wanna take away our constitutional right to have ‘em.”

      At this, a fervent argument erupted around the fire. All the while, Ben remained mute on the subject and resumed his study of the smoldering and popping logs in front of him. Dustin, though thoroughly amused by the turn this gathering had taken, watched the Georgia farmer. In one moment of honest confession, he set himself apart amongst his fellow Confederates. He wasn’t a slave owner, nor did he seem to endorse the system. He didn’t join in the debate over what they were fighting for, and he didn’t respond to any of the somewhat biting comments that could have been linked to his apathetic attitude toward slavery and the southern cause.

      Before he could realize it, Dustin had pushed himself off the tree and slowly started toward the congregation around the fire. The soldier who had been sitting next to Ben had risen from his seat and was now in a hot verbal sparring match with another man. This left Dustin a spot to slip in and sit beside the farmer.

      “So, if you’re not fighting for slavery,” Dustin began after leaning back on his hands and stretching his feet out toward the edge of the fire, “then what are you fighting for?”

      Ben, probably startled by his arrival into the circle, looked to Dustin with blonde brows arched. “Same as what everyone else is really fightin’ for, I guess. States’ rights and all that. I don’t have a head for politics, but I don’t get why the people in Washington are makin’ a big fuss about the slaves. It maybe ain’t right, but it sure as hell ain’t why we fired on Fort Sumter.”

      “So you’re fighting for Georgia?”

      Again, he nodded, making the tips of his curls bounce with the movement. “It’s my home. Who wouldn’t fight for their home?”

      A feeling of envy rose up in Dustin. His boyhood country, Ireland, was nothing more than a distant memory. It was his Eden and he had been cast out from its gardens forever. If he could return home, he would. Though Dustin could lift a house off its foundation, he didn’t have the strength to go back to Glengarriff.

      Ben, however, could point to a specific spot on the map and claim it as his. His hometown, wherever that may be, was filled with memories and a family that waited for his safe return.

      Dustin offered out his hand. “Dustin Keith. Fifth Alabama, Company D.”

      For the first time that evening, Ben cracked a smile and received the handshake, briefly pausing in the crinkling of his kepi. “Benjamin Myers. Seventh Georgia, Company G.” Upon release, he asked, “What are you fightin’ for then? Alabama?”

      Dustin had to resist the urge to roll his eyes. France was more of a home to him than the budding town of Devia where he came from. “Nah,” he said, remembering that he had to hide his true nationality. “I’m only here because I got conscripted.”

      Many soldiers had grown to resent their new country, especially in the spring of that year. Jefferson Davis had called every able-bodied man into service, though many were eager to go back to their homes since their first term had ended. It seemed as if no one ever expected the war to last this long. Some didn’t expect it to even begin, saying that neither side would take up arms against the other. He had heard so many times that it would be a quick and relatively bloodless war. Manassas and Shiloh proved them wrong.

      Now in its second year, both Johnny Reb and Billy Yank began to realize just how long this war would be. And no one wanted to fight it anymore, except for those who let themselves be blinded by pretty ladies tossing flowers and kisses to the handsome soldiers as they passed by their windows.

      “I could’ve gotten out of this monkey show this past summer, but I chose to stay.”

      Dustin looked to Ben’s twisted kepi with its bent leather brim. In that same glance, he saw the private didn’t have any shoes. The tops of his feet were almost blackened by mud. Where tan skin peeked out from beneath the layer of muck, he saw the thin pink lines of healing cuts and blisters. He wasn’t all too amazed to see this. If anything, he was surprised that Ben hadn’t picked up a pair of new shoes off a dead Yankee like so many others did. “You don’t look like a man who’d want to stay.”

      Following his stare, Ben finally looked to his mangled hat and smoothed it out again. That did little good. Unless the hat got shot to pieces, those creases would be there until the end of the war.

      “It’s really not all bad,” he said with a slightly nervous laugh. “We get paid, plenty of fresh air, and I haven’t had to pick cotton for a year and a half.”

      Over the raised voices of the other Confederates around them, the squealing growl of an empty stomach reached his ears. Every word that came in precedence from the soldier might as well have been a lie.

      Dustin smirked, admiring his bravery in the face of starvation that made no cause truly worthy. He then reached around into his haversack and pulled out a handful of hardtack that had been issued to him in the last payout of rations. Being a loup-garou, there was little he could eat outside of meat and fruit. The pan-fried flour cakes were not on his list of allowable snacks.

      Ben’s eyes went wide. “Ain’t you gonna eat ‘em?”

      Dustin let his face pull in a look of repulsion that didn’t have to be faked. “No. They’re just going to go to waste if I don’t eat them. Got some coffee to soften them up?”

      Reaching for the gift, he looked over his shoulder toward another fire where he could smell the pot of roasting “coffee”. “I think they’ve got some over there,” he remarked before excusing himself to investigate.

      Dustin watched him swing his haversack around to pull out a tin cup before approaching one of the other soldiers. Ben petitioned for some of the brownish muck the soldiers called coffee, though it didn’t adhere to the conventional ingredients of what he knew to be coffee. Instead of a traditional bean brew, Dustin had seen soldiers boiling everything from peanuts to beets to rice, corn, and even wood chips. The end result was a warm, flavored drink that gave no vitality to the drinker. Dustin found the concoction to be disgusting to say the least, but many soldiers loved it.

      On the other side of the fire, a soldier had pulled out a banjo and began carefully plucking at the strings to tune it. Dustin had heard this man’s playing across the campground on previous nights as they traveled from Boonsboro to Sharpsburg.

      Some of those who were deep in their naïve and single-minded discussions on the matter of war and economics, cut off their rants to listen and wonder what the musician would play to lift their spirits. No soldier would ever deny the calming, morale-boosting effect that music and song had upon the weary soul of men who had seen too much.

      But within the first few chords, Dustin knew the man had no such intentions. A song that pulled at the heartstrings of every veteran present could have the total opposite consequence.

      He began to sing, drawing the attention of others around the fire. “We shall meet, but we shall miss him, there will be one vacant chair…”

      “Don’t sing that!” shouted an officer standing nearby at the mouth of his tent. Accompanied by others of the same rank, Dustin saw they weren’t pleased with the choice of ballads.

      The musician immediately ceased his melody and started in on another. “Let us pause in life's pleasures and count its many tears, while we all sup sorrow with the poor…”

      “God dammit, Watson!” the same officer hollered. “Not that one either!”

      Dustin tightened his lips to keep himself from bursting into a laugh.

      The musician, Private Watson, let out a sigh and paused before starting in on his next attempt. “Just before the battle, Mother, I am thinking most of you.”

      Instead of receiving opposition from his commanding officer, Watson was shot down by his fellow privates. “That’s a damn Yankee song!” they screamed.

      Frustrated by the utter lack of appreciation for his efforts, Watson nearly slammed his banjo down beside him. “Well how the hell was I supposed to know that?”

      About this time, Ben came back with a steaming cup of the imitation coffee and after checking that the hard crackers had no weevils, dropped a few of the bits into the brew. He, too, seemed to be entertained by the scene of the downcast musician.

      Giving it one more try, Watson settled the banjo in his lap again and plucked at the strings in a slow and lilting rhythm that was nearly shot down before he could sing the first line. “The despot's heel is on thy shore. Maryland, My Maryland!”

      “No!” Was the resounding answer from almost every soldier in the camp who could hear the tune of the song. Some songs, like that one, had been worn as thin as the soles of their shoes during the long marches.

      It might have been considered safe enough to the officers, but no private wanted to hear that song again for as long as they were in the state. They had been marching for days to that ballad under orders by General Lee. It was presumed that it would hearten the people of the state to their cause and any Secessionist sympathizers would give their aid. Nothing of the sort happened, song or no song, because all the rebels who felt oppressed under Lincoln’s rule had fled south already.

      Dustin heard Watson grumble a few curses as he racked his brain for another song. Solemn and slow, he started in on what became his last try. If he recognized it correctly, Watson wouldn’t get far. “There's a low, green valley, on the old Kentucky shore. Where I've whiled many happy hours away…”

      “Are ya blind?” one irate soldier from Tennessee shouted toward their group from another fire. “This is a long way from Kentucky!”

      In a slightly comical turn, Watson sighed, propped his chin in his hand and simply stopped trying. Sympathetic to his plight, some soldiers shouted out their requests. Eventually, one was settled upon that most men were eager to join in the chorus. “Wait for the wagon! The dissolution wagon! The South is the wagon, and we'll all take a ride.”

      Dustin listened, as did Ben, and the two sat beside one another. Two men who were on the same side of a confrontation, but for entirely different reasons. They were of two different races, different backgrounds, but they did share one thing in common. They were both farmers. However, the connection Dustin felt toward this stranger went deeper than that.

      It wasn’t until he tried to search for the explanation that he realized it. His wolf approved of Ben, even perhaps liked him. That sentiment was rare for Dustin. Besides his alpha, he didn’t typically take to someone so quickly. It took years, sometimes a couple of decades, for both he and his wolf to be content in another person’s company – loup-garou or not.

      For a moment, he almost regretted the course of fate. Ben and the other soldiers around him were wholly unaware that they shared a fire with the man who might have expedited the coming battle. If he hadn’t told the Union soldiers were to find the abandoned copy of the marching orders directed to D.H Hill from General Lee himself, McClellan might not have known where to send his army to confront the rebels. It was a great deal of trouble to intercept that message – Special Order 191 - along with stealing the cigars to reward the finders of such confidential plans.

      In a move that Dustin tried so ardently not to feel guilty for, he might have signed the death certificates for many of these boys who would go marching into battle the following morning. Espionage might have been the only way to secure his escape to the north, but at what cost?

      As if to mirror his own dark thoughts, the clouds began to loose a drizzling shower over Sharpsburg. It was just enough to dampen their shoulders and hats, but not enough to douse the fires. The musician immediately stood to find good cover to keep his instrument safe while the other men began to complain about the rain, the rations, and the lice.

      But beneath it all, Dustin heard their confident boasting.

      “We’ll whip them Yankees and march right onto Washington!”

      Such a statement always proved to encourage the men to the southern cause once more and every heart around that fire beat strong with the determination to do just as they said. That is, all but two.
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      September 17th, 1862

      West Woods Behind Dunker Church

      

      March. March. March. Just keep marchin’.

      Ben focused all his energy into taking one step after another, following the man in front of him with his rifle propped against his shoulder. All around, the thunder of canons, the faraway shouts of troops, and the general stomach-turning fact that he was about to join the fight, made him want to turn tail and run.

      But he couldn’t allow himself to think. He took Brigadier General George Anderson’s advice and stayed all hands and all feet. Alert and yet numb to the battle and the dizzying thoughts of what they were getting themselves into. He couldn’t think about the shredded bodies of his old pals. He couldn’t think of Thomas Brittain who was shot at Manassas just a few weeks ago. Nor could he recall Henry Hester’s death mask when he lay dying from his wounds after the battle at Malvern Hill in July. And he couldn’t replay the last conversation he had with Jack Wilson back in June at Garnett’s Farm where he died at the hospital.

      He briskly shook his head and began muttering to himself, “March. March. March.”

      He, along with the rest of Anderson’s Brigade had been guarding Boonsboro Pike with the other regiments that made up D.R Jones’ Division. But that’s not where the fighting was. Farther north toward the cornfield he had seen when they arrived, the battle having commenced early that morning. The ground, wet from last night’s rain and the sky still overcast to give the day a gray and somber feel, it was proving to be a miserable dawn that would no doubt turn into a bloody day.

      Lee – whom they teasingly called Granny Lee for his snow-white beard and grandfatherly deportment toward his troops – made a habit of riding up and down the field of battle, assessing every situation carefully and coolly. Rarely raising his voice in anger toward the privates and giving clear instruction to his subordinate officers, Ben knew he would never serve under a better general. He was the picture of military strength and leadership. Under Lee, they couldn’t possibly lose.

      And that’s why when he ordered Anderson’s Brigade north to fight back an encroaching band of Union soldiers who were ready to take a good piece of strategic ground, Ben didn’t quake in his boots as some of the other men did.

      Already the victor of several battles, Ben had the good fortune of never sustaining a wound. He had been shot, but never in a place that mattered. Twice through his cartridge box, and once through the sleeve of his jacket. Each one narrowly missed its intended mark and each time, Ben thanked the good Lord above that the angels were looking out for him, even in the midst of so much death and carnage.

      Anderson’s Brigade had been ordered to join ranks with McClaw and Walker’s divisions, so Ben and the seventh Georgia infantry made their way toward a patch of woods. To their right, he could hear the roar of canons and feel the earth tremble beneath his bare feet with each deafening volley. Farther ahead and to the left, came the hurried orders from officers and a procession line of wounded men being carried to safe ground.

      The few glimpses of their beaten and battered bodies emboldened Ben. If Lee thought them capable of plugging this hole in his line, then he would do so and stop any advancing Yankee. Pride for his state, his country, and the cause for southern independence galvanized his courage.

      Ben trudged through the thicket – rather loudly due to the constant crackle of parched leaves and fallen branches beneath their feet - and could see the white brick of the church building they had passed the previous day. Empty of all its congregation and riddled with holes from artillery fire and rifle shot, it remained standing on the edge of the battlefield. He heard some other soldier say it belonged to some pacifist Germans. How ironic.

      Ahead, coming in at a slow and casual march, he could see the line of Federals through the trees. As soon as they spotted one another, the orders were given. Halt. Load. Aim. Fire.

      The air became alive with bullets as the enemy fired upon them.

      Ben, now a seasoned veteran of war, loaded his rifle with mechanic accuracy, speeding through the nine-step process. All those summer days spent hunting turkeys and bucks back home in Georgia with his older brother served as practice for shooting down his fellow men as he did now. He wasn’t quite as good as any of the sharpshooters in the army, but he rarely missed his target.

      Giving leave to take cover behind trees and bushes in the patch of woods to the left of the church, Ben shoved the soldier beside him – a man by the name of John Beck, who was also part of the Franklin Volunteers – into a cluster of tall pines.

      “Don’t forget your cap!” Ben told him, mostly out of a need to be helpful. He had wished some fellow soldier had reminded him of that during his first battle at Manassas. So often in the chaos of firing round after round, a man forgot one step or two in loading his own rifle, no matter how many times he had done it before.

      He grabbed another cartridge from the hard leather box on his belt, tore off the paper tie, poured the powder in and chased down the bullet with his ramrod. And taking his own advice, he made a point to grab a percussion cap from his other pouch and positioned it before taking his hastily aimed shot. All the while, he felt the vibration of the occasional bullet hitting the trunk of the tree he leaned his shoulder against. Splinters of wood and bark stung at his cheeks when the adjacent pine was struck in the same way. Beside him, John fumbled constantly with his ramrod. Once, he cursed himself for forgetting the bullet and accidentally firing nothing but powder.

      One by one, the Yankees in blue were mowed down as the cougar-like, explosive roar of the rifle fire split through the woods. Some Confederates fell and let out shrieks of pain or moans of agony, but Ben tuned them out. He had to or he’d lose his concentration for sure. The dead began to litter the ground, blood soaking into the earth and staining the grass around the fallen.

      The order was given to advance. Ben and John darted out from their safe cover and ran toward the enemy, firing off one more shot each while others fixed bayonets to the end of their rifles. The color bearer of the seventh Georgia Infantry preceded them, the red and white thick bands lazily waving above their heads, rallying them forward.

      “We got ‘em on the run, boys!” shouted Lieutenant Colonel George Carmical.

      The rebel yell swelled and rattled the very leaves in the treetops as the units realized they had taken the ground for the Confederacy. The Yankees turned tail and retreated from the woods, falling back to Hagerstown Pike and the open field beyond where the rest of the battle seemed to be drawing to a close.

      Hurriedly trying to load while sprinting through the brush, his pulse hammering in his ears like the booming sound of the artillery units to the south, Ben hardly noticed when he was no longer running with John Beck. He slowed and turned to look behind him as the rest of his company and regiment filed ahead, shouting in their small but glorious victory over the Federals.

      There, trying to scramble out of the way of the stampede, was John with a gaping hole in his chest. Blood seeped from his wound and decanted over his torso to darken the butternut brown fabric of his jacket. Risking a severe reprimand or punishment from his colonel, Ben ran in the opposite direction of their charge.

      John gasped for breath, a trickle of crimson oozing from the corner of his mouth as arms flailed to grab at the air. Ben was by his side, his gun dropped for the moment beside his comrade. He caught the desperate arm and held it tight, staring at the wound that he knew was fatal. There was no use in screaming for an ambulance or a stretcher to carry him to a hospital tent behind the lines. John Beck wouldn’t survive this day.

      “They still runnin’?” John choked out, wide eyes staring up into the face of the man who had enlisted with him on the same day in Atlanta.

      They stuck by one another in almost every battle, at every skirmish and engagement. They even tried to request furlough together and agreed to help one another with the train fare for the ride home to Georgia. Those requests were never approved, due to the sheer impossibility for the paperwork to please each and every officer in the chain of command whom it passed through. But they had tried together, and if they had gotten that furlough in the springtime, they would have gone home together too.

      Now, there would be no more chances for furlough.

      “Yeah,” Ben answered, forcing every ounce of strength he had left to be there for his friend in these final moments. “They’re still runnin’.”

      A mocking smile spread over John’s lips, which were colored a deep red by the blood he coughed up. “Bunch of cowards,” he wheezed.

      Ben tried to return the smile, but knew he had failed miserably and only nodded. “They sure are.”

      With shaking effort, John reached up and unfastened two of the brass buttons on his coat. It took him a couple of clumsy tries since the metal was slickened by his blood, but once they were undone and he was admitted access, he pulled out a piece of folded up parchment.

      “Give this to my folks,” he ordered to Ben, handing him the letter. “You’re gonna make it through this hell. I know it.”

      Ben swallowed hard, and though he didn’t want to take it, knowing it would be as if he accepted John’s inevitable death, he couldn’t deny his friend this last request. He took the letter and tucked it into his own jacket, a bit of blood transferring from John’s fingertips onto his own in the exchange.

      “I’ll give it to them,” Ben assured, squeezing his arm tighter as his friend became racked with coughs and gasps that told him the end was near.

      He remembered where John stowed away the tintype of his mother and younger sister and immediately fished it out of his haversack. He remembered they had talked about wanting to see their families one last time if the end should ever come on the battlefield. Obviously, John wasn’t in the position to remind Ben, and he was even surprised that he could recall the moment himself as bullets continued to whiz past him. One struck his kepi and knocked it clean from his head. Another lucky miss.

      But by the time Ben found the tintype, John had gone still and his arm no longer tremored. The spark of life in his dark eyes faded. Ben stared, taking the moment to recollect his last words. You’re gonna make it through this hell. I know it.

      How he wished they had a few more seconds, just one more minute so Ben could lift the tintype to Johns’ eyes. He knew that once this battle was over and his body was laid to rest with the other fallen soldiers, Ben would write a letter to John’s mother and tell him all about how bravely he had fought that day. He’d talk about how they’d driven back the Yankees and reclaimed the church for the Confederacy.

      Just as these thoughts entered his mind, as soon as the voices and tramping feet of the army moved on through the maze of trees, Ben heard the report of a gun from not too far away. At almost the same time, he felt the bullet pierce his side. He let out a cry and fell back with the impact, reflexively reaching for his gun as he searched for the one who had shot him.

      Twenty yards away, he saw the wounded Union soldier propped up against a pine just as his arms became too weak to hold his rifle.

      Ben, feeling a burst of panic, kicked at the ground to help him crawl toward some sort of cover. His back hit a bush, the tips of its branches jabbing into his shoulders as he lifted his rifle. Despite whatever wound kept him from retreating with the rest of his regiment, the Yankee gathered up what was left of his strength to slowly load his rifle one more time.

      Already two steps ahead in loading, Ben took aim. Just before he did, through the pain that blurred his vision, he remembered the percussion cap. It wasn’t seated.

      His fingers wrestled with the flap of his cap box and fished out his last one from the very bottom. He let out a tight breath as he took his final aim and shot the Yankee. The man jerked and then went limp against the tree, leaning to one side as blood ran out from the hole in his forehead.

      Now, with the last threat eliminated, Ben reached for his side. So much for his lucky streak. His whole body went cold at the sight of the wound. Part of his jacket was ripped open, showing the gory mess of blood and a gaping hole where the bullet had plowed through him.

      It was the worst pain he had ever felt in his life. Worse than when his brother broke his arm with the blunt edge of an axe blade when they got into a scuffle about something – as boys so often did. He felt the shakes spread through him, just as John had before he died and Ben refused to let himself think it. He couldn’t let his friend’s last words be a lie. He’d make it through this hell. He just had to hold on long enough for another regiment to pass by and find him. Then he’d go back to the field hospital.

      However, the longer he sat there, the jabbing bed of broken bush limbs digging into his back, he couldn’t hear his company returning. And each new marching regiment that happened to pass between the patch of woods and the church couldn’t hear his pleas for help. Pain and weakness had stolen his voice and every shout came out as a hoarse whisper that he could hardly hear himself.

      Each time he tried to lift his arm to wave for their attention, he realized it took far more effort and exacted more pain in his side with each movement and he gave up. With his rifle laid across his lap, Ben decided to be patient and wait a little longer.

      Every passing second felt like an hour, and every moment like a day as he suffered in this pain, feeling his hot blood chill the skin around his stomach. Trails of blood curved around his hips to soak the seat of his pants. Each labored breath left him hurting even more than the one before. But he had to keep breathing, had to stay awake and listen for aid that would surely come soon.

      He had to make it through this war. He had to make his family proud of him.
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      Sunken Road

      

      The air fizzed with the constant crackling of rifle fire as both sides reigned down bullets upon the other. Lying on his stomach on the embankment behind the rail fence, Dustin thought he was relatively safe from the enemy. The Napoleon canons belched hot smoke and lead across the battlefield, creating great chasms in the Union lines as they advanced and retreated in response. Dustin hadn’t been in the army for long, but if there was ever a more proper looking military ensemble, Dustin would have doubted its true existence. Complete with a band that failed to play their tunes over the thunder of the canons and the neatly formed rows of soldiers in blue, these Federals knew how to come into a battle.

      It was only too bad that they didn’t know how to stay in one.

      Despite the elbows and ramrods that jostled him from both sides on the tightly packed entrenchment, he still managed to fire a rifle and kill a Yankee every five or so seconds. As soon as the men from the Alabama regiments and North Carolinians took cover on the Sunken Road, it was agreed by all that the better shots should take places by the rail fence while the greenhorns loaded rifles and passed them forward.

      Dustin had never missed his mark and was the first to be pushed forward with a rifle in his hands. Behind him, Colonel John B. Gordon continued to shout his encouragement to the troops, even though Dustin knew the man had already been wounded more than a couple of times in the course of this battle. In the midst of one tirade against a soldier who wasn’t firing fast enough, he was struck again in the shoulder, but continued to scream his orders.

      Bits of dirt that had been flung up by bullets and shelling on the ground ahead of him got caught in his hair and rolled down the front of his shirt underneath his jacket. Bullets whistled past his ears, striking the poor soul behind him that had been handing up rifles for the last ten or
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