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Introduction

A war can begin with a speech, a cannon, or—most quietly—a slip of paper pulled from
a wooden drum. This book begins with the latter. In the season when boys measured
their futures in harvests and hymns, a draft lottery turned a tune-keeper into a soldier.
He arrived at the camp of instruction with a battered fife, callused fingers, and the
naive belief that rhythm alone might organize chaos. What he found was a new world
of tents and timetables, of orders barked like insults and kindnesses offered without
witnesses, a place where the distances between fear and courage were walked on
blistered feet.

The Conscript’s Song is, at heart, the record of a listening life. Our conscript learns to
read the field not only by the signal flags and ordinances drilled into him, but by the
subtler cadences—the scrape of a ladle in a mess tin, the creak of a wagon at dusk,
the long rests that hang after a volley like a held breath. Where official reports tally
the bodies and the miles, his ear catches what is not easily counted: the jokes traded
in the rain, the prayer a surgeon mutters with bloody hands, a corporal’s voice
cracking when he tries to sound brave for the new men.

Conscription camps were crucibles where law and luck met the blunt arithmetic of
need. In them, our young musician becomes a practiced observer of the economies
that govern survival: the sutler’'s ledger and its quiet taxes, the barter of tobacco for
thread, the moral debt accrued when a man takes the last biscuit. He drills until
commands enter his bones, then learns the even harsher instruction of
waiting—waiting for pay, for leave, for a letter that might not come and might, if it
does, divide a life into before and after.

The songs he writes begin as small comforts, a way to outtalk the cold and pass the
hours on picket. But lines and refrains soon acquire their own uses. Within the
company, tunes become a private lexicon: a certain lilt to warn of a prowling officer, a
borrowed hymn to name a shared grief without reopening it, a marching air reshaped
so its missteps signal a message, harmless to outsiders and plain as daylight to
friends. In a war whose languages are doctrine and steel, the men steal back a lesser
tongue to say what they cannot otherwise afford to speak.

This is not a tale that flatters certainty. It moves along the seams where necessity
frays law: foraging that looks like theft until hunger is considered, silence that looks
like cowardice until mercy is counted, obedience that looks like honor until it is
measured against a single unarmed man. The company’s songbook swells with
contradictions—ribaldry beside lament, bravado beside apology—and, as months
harden into years, our musician learns that keeping time is not the same as keeping
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faith. He will be loved and resented for the same gift: the way his ballads remember
what some would sooner forget.

What follows tries to balance mud and music. It will not pretend that smoke is poetry,
or that poetry can stop a bullet. Yet it insists that a life can be understood in the
interplay between the real and the lyrical—the cracked heel and the line of verse
carried like a charm in the mouth. This is a fiction stitched from many true textures:
diaries written by candle-stub, orders copied in a clerk’s cramped hand, broadside
ballads hawked at depots, the unrecorded harmonies of ordinary endurance. It is a
case study of a small company’s weather inside a larger storm.

If you listen as you read, you may hear the novel’s shape: a march that begins with
the sharp rap of the muster roll, opens into the long swing of campaign, and resolves
into the quiet room where a single note hangs and fades. Between first drum and final
coda, we will keep company with boys made older than their years, with officers
learning to lead without losing their souls, and with a musician who discovers that the
hardest part of any song is not the beginning, nor the end, but the measure you must
hold when the world tries to rush you.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Lottery Drum

The morning air in Willow Creek clung to the wooden benches of the town hall like a
thin shroud, damp from the night’s rain and tinged with the scent of pine sap that
seeped through the open doors. Farmers in their patched overalls shifted their weight
from foot to foot, eyes darting between the brass drum on the stage and the faces of
their neighbors, searching for any sign of favor or folly. Children perched on their
fathers’ knees, gripping the edges of their benches as if the very act of holding on
could keep the world from tipping over.

At the far end of the hall, a tall man in a faded blue coat stood beside the drum, his
hands resting on the polished rim as though it were a loyal steed awaiting command.
He was the provost marshal, a figure whose presence usually meant paperwork and
fines, but today his demeanor was oddly solemn, as if he understood that the slip of
paper he would soon draw held more weight than any ledger entry. A hushed murmur
rose when he lifted the heavy wooden lid, revealing a tangle of folded slips inside,
each one a potential destiny.

Eli Harper, seventeen and already known for the calluses that marked his fingertips
from years of coaxing music from a battered fife, slipped into the hall just as the
marshal began to speak. He had come straight from the family farm, his mother’s
hand still warm on his shoulder from the blessing she had pressed into his palm before
he left the porch. The fife, wrapped in an oilcloth sack, rested against his thigh, a
familiar weight that felt both comforting and absurdly out of place among the sea of
rough-spun coats and work-worn boots.

The marshal’s voice, when it finally cut through the low hum, was surprisingly gentle
for a man accustomed to barking orders. He explained the mechanics of the draw:
each slip bore a name, each name a number, and the numbers corresponded to the
guotas set by the state. Those whose numbers appeared would report to the nearest
conscription camp within three days, there to be fitted with uniforms, taught the
manual of arms, and prepared for whatever fate the war had in store. The crowd
listened, the words settling over them like a fine dust, each syllable a reminder that
the abstract machinery of war had found a concrete point of entry in their humble
town.

When the marshal reached into the drum, his fingers closed around a slip and pulled it
free with a soft, almost reverent rustle. He unfolded it slowly, as if the paper might
tear under the weight of expectation, and read aloud the name inscribed in a neat,
copperplate hand: “Eli Harper.” The hall fell silent, the only sound the distant lowing of
a cow from a pasture beyond the town’s edge and the faint creak of the hall’s old
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beams settling under the weight of collective breath.

Eli felt a strange sensation, as if the world had tilted just enough to make his stomach
flip, yet his feet remained planted firmly on the rough pine floor. He glanced at his
mother, whose eyes had widened just a fraction, then at his father, whose jaw
tightened as he swallowed a curse he dared not utter in the presence of the marshal.
A ripple of sympathetic murmurs rose from the crowd, not so much for Eli himself but
for the shared understanding that the lottery had claimed another son, another
brother, another potential voice that might soon be silenced by cannon fire or disease.

The marshal, sensing the shift in atmosphere, offered a brief nod and a word of
encouragement that sounded more like a formality than genuine solace. “Report to
Camp Stanton by sunrise on the third day,” he said, his tone flat, as if announcing a
scheduled train departure. He then slipped the drawn slip back into the drum, closed
the lid, and proceeded to call the next name, the process continuing with a
mechanical rhythm that belied the gravity of each selection.

Eli's thoughts, however, were already drifting elsewhere. He imagined the fife, its
silver keys dulled by years of use, resting against his lips as he marched in step with a
line of men he had never met. He pictured the camp’s wooden barracks, the smell of
damp earth and gunpowder, the first tentative notes of a reveille that would soon
become a daily soundtrack to his life. A reluctant smile tugged at the corner of his
mouth; music had always been his refuge, and perhaps, absurd as it seemed, it might
also become his compass in the chaos to come.

His mother stepped forward, her hand hovering near his elbow before she decided
instead to press a small, folded piece of cloth into his palm. It was a handkerchief,
embroidered with a single blue thread in the shape of a musical note—a token she had
stitched secretly during the long winter nights, hoping it would remind him of home
when the world grew loud and unforgiving. Eli slipped the cloth into his pocket, feeling
the familiar texture of cotton against his skin, a quiet promise that some things would
remain unchanged even as uniforms replaced overalls and drums replaced the
cadence of harvest.

The marshal called the next name, and the hall’s attention shifted once more. Eli,
however, remained rooted to the spot, his mind replaying the moment his own name
had left the drum. He thought of the evenings spent on the porch, fife in hand, playing
lilting tunes that made the fireflies dance above the meadow. He thought of the way
his father would nod approvingly, a rare gesture of pride that had always felt like a
quiet benediction. Those memories, he realized, would now be the cargo he carried in
his heart, to be unpacked only in moments of rare stillness amid the drills and
marches.

When the final name was drawn and the provost marshal thanked the assembled
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townsfolk for their cooperation, the hall began to empty. Men clapped each other on
the back, women exchanged tight-lipped smiles, and the children, sensing the tension
ease, began to chatter about the day’s upcoming chores. Eli lingered a moment
longer, his gaze fixed on the drum now silent and closed, its wooden sides scarred
from years of service. He imagined the countless slips it had held, each one a folded
hope or dread, each draw a tiny revolution in the lives of ordinary folk.

Outside, the sun had broken through the lingering clouds, casting a golden wash over
the town’s main street. The air smelled of wet earth and distant woodsmoke, a
perfume that spoke of both renewal and the inevitable march of time. Eli tightened the
strap of his fife case, feeling the familiar reassurance of the instrument’s weight
against his hip. He took a deep breath, steadied his nerves, and began the walk home,
each step a quiet affirmation that, despite the lottery’s arbitrary cruelty, he still
possessed the agency to choose how he would meet the days ahead.

The road to his family’s farm wound past the old mill, its wheel stalled for repairs, and
the creek that sang a constant, bubbling refrain beneath the stone bridge. As he
approached the farmhouse, he saw his father leaning against the porch rail, staring
out at the fields with a furrowed brow. His mother stood in the doorway, wiping her
hands on her apron, eyes red but dry. Eli stopped a few paces away, lifted his fife from
its case, and brought it to his lips. He played a simple, rising scale—notes clear and
bright, a tentative greeting to the day and to the life that lay ahead.

The melody floated over the fields, mingling with the rustle of corn and the distant low
of cattle. For a brief moment, the war felt like a far-off rumor, its drums muffled by the
music of home. Eli lowered the instrument, feeling the familiar vibration resonate in
his chest, and exchanged a look with his parents that needed no words. They
understood, as he did, that the lottery had taken his name, but it could not yet claim
the song he carried within—a song that would grow, adapt, and perhaps, in time,
become the very thing that helped him and those around him endure the long,
uncertain march ahead.
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