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All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

This is a work of historical fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental, except where historical events and public figures are depicted for dramatic purposes.

The author gratefully acknowledges the extensive body of historical works concerning the service of Australian troops during the First World War, particularly the experiences of the 11th Battalion of the Australian Imperial Force. The training in Western Australia, the sea voyage to Egypt, the landing at Gallipoli Campaign, the harsh realities of trench warfare, and the later fighting on the Western Front in France form the historical foundation upon which this narrative is built.

Digital Edition: April 2026

Cover design by Ian D Bass

The Small Bites series grew from a simple, personal aim: to create stories that could be fully experienced in a single sitting. Written for readers with little time to spare—for moments stolen on trains, buses, or during lunch breaks—each piece delivers a complete, emotionally resonant narrative without demanding a long-term commitment. The stories are immersive yet concise, distilling the depth and power of a novel into a form that respects the reader’s time while never diminishing its impact.
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The Salt of the Earth follows Thomas Callaghan, a young man from Perth who leaves behind the wide, sunburnt landscapes of Western Australia to answer the call of war. Enlisting in the 11th Battalion of the Australian Imperial Force, he is swept into a journey that will test the limits of endurance, loyalty, and the human spirit.

From the dust and discipline of training camps to the long sea voyage toward an uncertain fate, Tom and his fellow soldiers are bound together by mateship and the fragile hope of adventure. That hope is shattered on the shores of the Gallipoli Campaign, where steep ridges, relentless enemy fire, and the brutal reality of trench warfare quickly replace youthful illusions.

As the campaign drags on, Tom endures the grinding hardship of battle—heat, disease, loss, and the constant shadow of death. The bonds between men are forged in suffering, even as the cost of survival becomes painfully clear. When Gallipoli ends, the war is far from over. Sent to the Western Front in France, Tom faces an even more devastating form of warfare, where mud, artillery, and endless attrition reshape both the battlefield and the men who fight upon it.

Through it all, Tom carries the memory of home—and the quiet hope that he might one day return. But when the war finally ends, he must confront the hardest journey of all: finding his place again in a world that has moved on without him.

Rich in historical detail and emotional depth, The Salt of the Earth is a powerful story of courage, sacrifice, and the lasting imprint of war on those who survive it.
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For those who left the quiet roads and open skies of home and never returned.

For those who did return—changed, burdened, and often unheard.

And for the families who waited, endured, and carried their memory long after the war had faded.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Salt of the Earth






[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part I — The Decision
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Perth, Western Australia

August, 1914

The cold rain drummed against the corrugated iron roofs of the city, running in thin streams along the paved streets, flowing down to the river.

The cold settled deep in the bones of every man who worked beneath the grey Western Australian sky. To Thomas Callaghan, the seasons had always felt like a living thing—something that watched, waited, endured.

He had grown up in it. Worked in it. Struggled in it.

And now, standing outside the recruiting office on St Georges Terrace, he felt it one last time before stepping inside.

A hand-painted sign leaned crooked against the wall:

YOUR COUNTRY NEEDS YOU

The 11th Battalion were raising men for war,

Tom read it twice.

Not because he didn’t understand—but because he wasn’t sure he believed it yet.

Behind him, Perth carried on as it always had. Horse carts rattled past. Men in coats with collars turned up argued over freight. Women moved quickly along the pavement, from shelter to shelter, clutching parcels and children alike. Life, stubborn and ordinary, refused to stop.

But something had shifted.

Ever since the news came—war in Europe, the Empire called—there had been a tension in the air. Not fear, not exactly. Something sharper. Expectation, perhaps. Pride. Restlessness.

Tom exhaled slowly.

“Bloody fool thing to do,” muttered a voice behind him.

He turned. His older brother, Patrick, leaned against the wall, hat tipped low, water dripping from the rim, arms crossed.

“Still time to walk away,” Pat added.

Tom gave a half-smile. “You came to stop me?”

“No,” Pat said. “Came to see if you’d actually go through with it.”

They stood in silence for a moment.

Pat would stay. Someone had to. The farm outside York couldn’t run itself, and their father’s health had been failing long before the war began. There were responsibilities that didn’t care for empires or flags.

Tom knew that.

He also knew he couldn’t ignore the pull any longer.

“They say it won’t last long,” Tom said quietly. “Over by Christmas.”

Pat snorted. “They always say that.”

Another silence.

Then, softer: “You think you’ll find something over there?”

Tom hesitated.

He didn’t have a neat answer. Not something he could put into words. It wasn’t glory—not really. Not adventure in the way the newspapers painted it.

It was something more personal.

A need to prove himself.

To step beyond the boundaries of a life already written for him.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I reckon I’ll regret it if I don’t go.”

Pat studied him for a long moment. Then he pushed himself off the wall and reached into his pocket.

He handed Tom a small object.

A worn pocketknife. Their father’s.

“Bring it back,” Pat said.

Tom closed his hand around it.

“I will.”

It wasn’t a promise either of them believed—but it was the one that needed saying.

Without another word, Tom turned and stepped through the door.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





