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Ch 1

 

Darkness. There is nothing but empty blackness. I do not

know if I'm awake or dreaming. I know not if I'm even alive. My

mind is with me, is it not? Surely I must be alive even if the

darkness hides the evidence from me. Something--anything--appear

to me and assure me I am merely dreaming! Nothing comes. Panic

quickly takes me. I feel nothing--my senses have left me. There

is nothing but my thoughts and this god forsaken darkness.

Suddenly, I feel like I have been cast into icy waters. As

quickly as the panic had come, my senses have been jolted awake.

My nerves feel aflame with life. Excruciating pain consumes me.

My mind is stabbed with blinding awareness as if every thought

within my brain has been unleashed at once. And still there is

only darkness. My eyes! I must will them open. What has never

required effort before now seems utterly impossible. Open your

damn eyes, Daniel! The searing pain abruptly fades. The torrent

of undecipherable thoughts pouring from my mind quickly stops. A

single thought survives the damming. Daniel. My name is Daniel.

With this single bit of truth, I arm myself to face the
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darkness. I am Daniel. I am alive. My mind is my own again. I

feel the pain only something so wonderfully alive can feel. I am

alive! Now, release me from this emptiness!

A sudden rush hits me. Air has breached the darkness. I

feel the air on my face. It is crisp and cool and carries a

scent that is overwhelming. I cannot make sense of the smell. It

is the forest. It is the grass. It is a campfire, a pot of stew,

and--blood? It is blood. Oh dear lord, I smell blood--and sweat

and urine. I smell death and the stink of burnt hair and flesh.

All of these smells come in a flurry--overlapping and

confounding. I had cursed the darkness for not letting me see,

but for what my nose has discovered, I now do not know if I dare

to open my eyes.

Whatever it will show me, I must shed the darkness. Through

inexplicably exhaustive effort, the darkness fractures and light

floods in. I have cracked open an eye and am met with a

brightness that tempts me to close it once more. Painfully

bright as it may be, I am relieved to find that I am indeed

alive--awakened and whole again. I have escaped the solitude of

darkness and apparent death to return to the land of the living.

Or have I?

 

As I blink away the haze and my focus returns I face a

nightmarish sight. I would now take great comfort in this being

a dream, but I know it to be real. Why did you insist upon
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waking up, Daniel? I am lying on my side, face down, in a small,

foggy clearing in the woods. Frost and ice covers everything in

sight, but does not disguise the numerous bodies strewn about.

Gore, blood, and limbs, under a glaze of frost, litter the

ground. Everything here is dead. Everything once warm and alive

is cold, still, and deathly quiet. What has happened here? Where

is here? Fuzzy thoughts push their way forward and fade before I

can make sense of them. Questions, so many questions. I feel

lost. My mind feels scattered and thin. I've got to think. As

the urge to collapse back to the darkness returns I hear my own

voice in my head. Get up, Daniel.

I tell myself to get up, but my body is uncooperative. I am

staring directly at my hand, fingertips blue from the cold, but

caked in dried blood up to the elbow. A small twitch from my

index finger. I saw it. And now my thumb. Life slowly returns to

my hand. I can feel it pushing against the cold earth. I shift

in an attempt to roll over onto my belly and lift my head, but

my cheek seems frozen to the grass. I can taste the blades and

soil in my mouth. I sputter out a whisper of a breath and draw

in air as if having just emerged to the surface from a dark,

bottomless lake. The air is cold. It stings my lungs. I peel my

face from the ground and roll onto my elbow, grass blades

cracking and crunching beneath me. My head is heavy. My dark

hair clumped and stiff from the frost. I gasp in my second deep

breath and my mouth is overcome with the mineral taste of soil
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and the salty iron of blood. I try to manage spitting it out,

but there is no moisture. My mouth is dry and clotted with dirt

and blood. Thirst overtakes me. The need for water seems to

speed up the rest of my body. My deep, choking gasps of breath

soften to a pant. I press up with both arms, roll, and slide my

legs up beneath my pelvis. I am completely and utterly naked.

Kneeling there in the clearing, naked and covered in dried

blood, surrounded by frozen death and absolute silence, I am

unsure how long before I rose to my feet. As I stood there

taking everything in, the only indication time had passed was

the slow roll of the ground fog across this grisly sight before

me. I know this place. A brief surge of clarity. This was our

camp. This is the camp of our platoon! These men lying dead on

the forest floor were my soldiers. I'm Daniel Warren, 1st Sgt,

113rd Pennsylvania Infantry in the Federal Army. We had set camp

and were waiting on the calvary brigade from the east, but--I

don't know what followed. I turned this over and over in my head

trying to shake loose another clue to explain how this happened.

Still, nothing comes to make any sense of this. The relief of

waking and being alive proves short-lived as my eyes start to

survey the campsite. It's not long before I count 20 men, their

faces frozen in horrific expressions, the frost tinting their

skin a ghostly blue. The wounds are savage gashes and torn

flesh. These are no war wounds. This was no Confederate attack.

I see no musket shot or sword wounds. Every last man appears to
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have been ravaged by a wild beast, but that is absurd. A bear

attack? I suppose it could be, but not 20 armed men. No, that's

impossible. Could these be axe wounds? Were we ambushed by an

Indian tribe? But there are no Indians among the dead. If they

had wiped out the entire platoon its possible they collected

their dead and left. No, there's no arrows anywhere. They could

not have collected all of them. There's not a one. My head hurt.

What in God's name has happened here?

A ringing in my ears was building. My head began to throb.

The confusion of the situation is too much. None of this makes

any sense. The more I thought about what surrounded me the

louder the ringing got, the more my head hurt. Then it all

silenced. Why am I not cold? I'm standing in a clearing where

everything I see is coated in frost and ice. I'm naked. I'm not

cold. My body has not shivered. How is this possible? I take

several moments looking myself over. I have a wound that looks

weeks old across my chest and ribs that I don't remember at all.

Both arms are coated in dried blood from my hands up to my

elbows. Crystallized blood was caked in the hairs on my

forearms. My legs are splattered with blood and mud from my bare

feet well past my knees. My skin is blue, but my color appears

to be returning. I see no evidence of frostbite on my hands or

feet. In fact, they are not bruised or scraped at all. I have no

fresh wounds. This blood is not mine.

Crack.



Surname / Story Title / 6

A sound off to my right spins me around in an urgency that

surprises me. I know exactly where it came from and my eyes snap

to a spot just 10 feet beyond the ring of trees circling the

clearing. My breathing speeds. My eyes meet a figure stepping

out from the fog and shade. His movement is relaxed. I feel my

body tense up. He does not appear to be on the attack, but I

cannot help but be cautious.

As he steps into the light I can see that he is naked as

well. He's tall, lanky even, but looks strong. His features are

sharp and weathered. I can see the remnants of blood on him as

well, though it appears he has washed some away.

 


