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The trench stank.

Not just of mud—though there was plenty of that, thick and sucking at boots—but of rot, wet wool, unwashed bodies, and something sweet underneath it all that nobody ever named out loud. The kind of smell that clung to the back of the throat and stayed there.

Private Thomas O’Reilly spat into the muck and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Rain’ll drown us before the damned Germans do,” he muttered.

Beside him, Private Sam Walker shifted where he sat on the duckboards, pulling his coat tighter though it was already soaked through. “Better than the shells,” he said.

Tommy gave a short, humourless huff. “You’ll learn, lad. There’s worse things than shells.”

Sam didn’t ask what. He was learning not to.

A flare went up somewhere beyond the wire, washing the trench in a sick white light. For a second, everything stood still—the sagging walls, the sandbags bleeding dirt, the men hunched like old dogs in the cold.

Then darkness dropped back in.

Somewhere down the line, Corporal Bouchard started swearing in French.

“Rats again?” someone called.

“Bigger than rats,” Bouchard snapped. “One of these days I’m eating one, I swear to God.”

A ripple of tired laughter followed that. It died quick.

Sam glanced sideways at Tommy. Even in the dim light, he could make out the man’s profile—his broad nose, rough jaw, stubble that never quite went away. There was always something steady about him, even when the ground shook from german shells.

“You ever think about home?” Sam asked, quiet.

Tommy didn’t answer right away. He shifted his Lee-Enfield rifle in his hands, checked the bolt by habit. “Don’t help,” he said finally. “Thinking.”

Sam nodded, though Tommy wasn’t looking. “Yeah.”

A pause.

Then, softer, Tommy added, “Still do it though.”

That was how it went with him. Short. Crooked. But honest.
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The two soldiers ended up sharing a dugout because there wasn’t room anywhere else when morning came and they were relieve from their posts.

It was not much of a place. Just half-collapsed timber roof, walls sweating mud, a bit of tarp strung overhead that leaked whenever it pleased. But it was out of the wind, mostly. And it gave a sense of safety from the artillery shelling.

The first night, they sat shoulder to shoulder because there was nowhere else to sit.

The second night, it didn’t feel like an accident.

“You snore?” Tommy asked.

“No.”

“Good.” A beat. “You talk in your sleep?”

Sam hesitated. “Don’t think so.”

Tommy grunted. “If you start crying for your ma, I’m kicking you out.”

Sam almost smiled. “Fair enough.”

Silence settled in again, thick as the mud outside. Rain tapped overhead. Somewhere, a man coughed—a wet, tearing sound that didn’t stop.

After a while, Sam said, “You from Ireland, yeah?”

“Aye.”

“What’s it like?”

Tommy shifted, leaned his head back against the dirt wall. “Green,” he said. “Too green. Hurts your eyes some days.”

Sam let that sit in his mind. Tried to picture it. Clean air. Grass instead of mud. “Sounds alright.”

“It is.”

Another pause.

“Better than this,” Sam said.

Tommy turned his head then, just enough to look at him. “Everything’s better than this.”
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Days blurred.

Stand-to at dawn. Stand-to at dusk. Mud. Rations. Lice. The constant waiting.

Sam got quieter. Not weaker—just...pulled inward. Like he was folding himself up to fit inside it all.

Tommy noticed. “Eat,” he said one evening, shoving a tin into Sam’s hands.

“I’m not—”

“Eat,” Tommy repeated.

Sam obeyed.

Across the trench, Private Jenkins was showing a photograph to anyone who’d look. “My girl,” he said, for the tenth time. “Back in Halifax. Prettiest thing you ever seen.”

“Ugly as sin,” Bouchard called without looking up.

“Jealous, you are.”

“Of you? Christ, no.”

Jenkins just grinned and tucked the photo back into his breast pocket like it was something sacred.

Sam watched him for a moment. Maybe it is. Then looked away.

“You got someone?” Tommy asked, low.

Sam shook his head. “No.” Not a lie. Not quite the truth either.

Tommy studied him, like he might say something else. Didn’t.
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The first time it almost happened, it didn’t.

Night watch. Cold enough to bite through bone. The two of them posted together, rifles resting on the parapet.

“Quiet,” Sam whispered.

“Too quiet,” Tommy said.

They stood like that for a long while. Breathing fog into the dark.

Then Sam’s hand brushed Tommy’s.

It should’ve been nothing. It wasn’t.

Neither of them pulled away right off. Just... stayed there. Not touching, not quite apart.

Tommy cleared his throat. “Careful,” he muttered.

“Yeah.” Sam said, but his voice had gone rough.

A flare burst overhead.

They stepped apart like they’d been burned.

After that, they didn’t speak for the rest of the watch.

––––––––
[image: ]


Word spread fast in the trenches. Not facts—never facts. Just looks, guesses, scraps of talk,  between the other soldiers.

Sam started noticing it. A glance held a second too long. A mutter cut short when he passed. Once, he caught Jenkins looking at them—him and Tommy—then quickly looking away. That sat wrong in his gut. That night, in the dugout, he carefully kept his distance.

Tommy noticed that too. “What’s got into you?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t give me that.”

Sam rubbed a hand over his face. “Just—leave it, alright?”

Tommy’s jaw tightened. “Fine.”

They sat in silence, the space between them suddenly too big for the cramped hole.

Outside, the guns started up again.

The bombardment didn’t build this time—it fell.

No distant warning, no slow crescendo. Just a sudden, violent tearing of the sky as shells screamed in and slammed into the earth with bone-shaking force. The trench convulsed. Mud sloughed off the walls in wet sheets. Timber braces groaned, one cracking with a sharp report as dirt cascaded down into the firestep.

“Stand-to!” someone shouted, though half the men were already scrambling, dragged upright by instinct more than orders.

Tommy grabbed Sam by the sleeve and hauled him toward the parapet just as another shell hit close—too close. The blast punched the air from their lungs, sent a spray of muck and shattered wood over their backs.

Sam hit the wall hard, ears ringing, vision flashing white.

“Sam!” Tommy’s voice came muffled, distant.

“I’m—” Sam coughed, spitting grit. “I’m here.”

Another impact. Then another. The trench line became a jagged rhythm of explosions, each one threatening to cave it in entirely. Somewhere down the line a man was screaming—not wounded, not yet—just screaming because there was nowhere for the sound to go.

“Keep your head down!” Bouchard barked, crouched low with his helmet tilted forward, cigarette somehow still clinging to his lip. “They’ll walk it right over us!”

Sam risked a glance over the parapet between blasts. No-man’s-land was a churned, smoking wasteland, craters filling with dirty water, barbed wire half-buried and twitching from the concussions.

A flare went up—not theirs. Enemy lines, signalling.

“They’re coming,” Sam said.

Tommy nodded once, already checking his rifle, fingers steady despite the tremor running through the ground. “Course they are.”

The shelling shifted then, lifting slightly past them. Not gone—never gone—but enough. Enough for the next horror.

Whistles.

Low at first. Then rising. A line of them, thin and sharp through the ringing in Sam’s ears.

“Positions!” the captain roared somewhere down the trench. “Get ready!”

Shapes began to form through the smoke—figures climbing from the opposite trench, dark silhouettes moving in uneven lines, some stumbling, some running. Rifles glinting. Bayonets catching what little light there was.

Sam swallowed hard, bringing his rifle up, trying to steady the sight picture. His hands felt distant, like they belonged to someone else.

“Wait,” Tommy muttered beside him. “Wait...”

The enemy came closer. Closer. Mud sucking at their boots, some falling and not getting up. “Now!” someone yelled.

The trench erupted.

Rifles cracked in ragged volleys. Machine guns hammered from further down the line, stitching the ground with dirt and bodies. The air filled with smoke, with shouting, with the wet, awful sounds of bullets finding flesh.

Sam fired. Worked the bolt. Fired again. Each shot a mechanical act, stripped of thought. A figure dropped. Another took its place.

Beside him, Tommy moved with brutal efficiency—aim, fire, cycle—jaw clenched, eyes locked forward. “Left!” Tommy shouted suddenly.

Sam turned just in time to see a cluster pushing through a break in the wire, closer than the rest. They fired together. One went down. Another kept coming.

Too close now.

A man vaulted the parapet a few yards down, landing hard in the trench with a grunt. Chaos erupted there—shouts, a scuffle, a bayonet thrust. Jenkins was in it, face twisted, grappling with the attacker in the narrow space.

“Help him!” Sam started forward—

Tommy caught his arm. “Hold the line!”

Another shell screamed overhead. Another wave was coming behind the first.

Sam hesitated—just a second—but it was enough.

Bouchard barrelled past them with a roar, slamming into the trench intruder and driving him back against the wall. A knife flashed. It was over quick.

Jenkins staggered back, breathing hard, hands shaking. He fumbled at his chest, as if checking—yes—the photograph still there. Then he grabbed his rifle and turned back to the parapet.

No time. No space for anything else.

The attack dragged on in bursts—surges forward, then faltering under fire. Men fell. Some cried out. Most didn’t. The ground beyond the trench grew littered, uneven shapes swallowed slowly by mud and smoke.

And then, like a tide pulling back, it ended.

The whistles didn’t come this time. Just a gradual thinning. Fewer figures. Then none.

Silence didn’t return right away. It seeped in, broken and fragile, punctuated by distant gunfire and the low moans of the wounded.

Sam lowered his rifle, arms trembling now that the fight had passed. His ears rang. His throat burned. Everything felt unreal, like he was standing just outside himself, watching.

Tommy leaned against the trench wall, breathing hard, face streaked with mud and something darker. Something redder. He glanced at Sam. “You alright?”

Sam nodded automatically. Then shook his head. Then just...didn’t answer.

A stretcher team moved past them, careful, practised. Someone called for a medic. Someone else laughed—sharp, cracked, wrong.

Jenkins sat on an ammo crate a few feet away, staring at his hands. After a moment, he pulled out the photograph again. It was smeared now, edges damp. He wiped it carefully on his sleeve anyway. “Told you,” he muttered hoarsely, to no one in particular. “Prettiest thing you ever seen.”

No one argued this time.

Sam sank down onto the firestep, suddenly exhausted in a way that went beyond his body. He scrubbed at his face, leaving behind streaks of mud.

Tommy crouched beside him. Close again. Not touching. Not quite apart.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke,

Then, quietly, his voice almost lost beneath the distant rumble of guns, Tommy said, “You pulled away.”

Sam’s hands stilled. “I had to,” he said, just as quietly.

Tommy’s gaze hardened, but there was something else there too—something tired, something wounded. “Did you?”

Sam didn’t look at him. His eyes stayed fixed on the churned earth beyond the trench.

“They see things,” he said. “They talk.”

“They always talk.”

“Yeah.” Sam swallowed. “This...is different.”

Another stretcher passed. A boot hung limp off the side, swaying with each step.

Tommy followed Sam’s gaze, then looked back at him. “So what, then?”

Sam didn’t have an answer.

The space between them stretched again—thin, fragile
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