
    
      [image: Book cover]
    

  
		
			Foxholes in Flanders

			A Boys’ Love WWI Novel
set on the Flanders Front
(Autumn 1916)

			Echoes Between Wars
Book 1

			Leo Vescari

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2025 Leo Vescari

			All Rights Reserved

			No part of this book may be reproduced by any means whatsoever without the written permission of the author,
except for very brief portions of the book
which may be quoted for the purpose of review.

			Published by WMC Publishing

			https://wmcpublishing.com

			[image: ]

			Please visit Leo’s author page at:

			WMCPublishing.com/leo-vescari

		

	
		
			Contents

			Chapter 1: Crossing the Muddy Veins

			Chapter 2: Shadows of Doubt

			Chapter 3: Whispers in the Dug-out

			Chapter 4: Echoes Through the Tuyaux

			Chapter 5: The Chaplain’s Move

			Chapter 6: A Conspiracy of Messages

			Chapter 7: Rendezvous and Crossfire

			Chapter 8: The Night of Reckoning

			Chapter 9: Battle’s Aftermath, Hallowed Ground

			Chapter 10: Dawn Over No-Man’s-Land

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Crossing the Muddy Veins

			The bunk offered no comfort, only damp straw and the permanent chill of earth packed too close to human flesh. Tom Bennett stirred in the grey pre-dawn, his body responding to instincts honed by months of surviving the Flanders Front. Sleep had been thin. It always was before a run.

			Around him, the dugout breathed with restless movements. Someone coughed wetly in the darkness, the sound echoing off timber supports that creaked under the soil and sandbags above. The air hung thick with unwashed bodies and damp wool, cut through with chloride of lime from the latrines. A rat scurried across the earthen floor, claws scratching against discarded tin cans.

			He sat up carefully in the narrow space, a familiar ache settled in his shoulders from the wooden slats beneath his thin mattress. The movement sent dirt cascading from the ceiling onto his blanket. Somewhere in the support trenches, a sentry called the half-hour in a voice hoarse from the night’s cold. The sound carried through the underground warren, passed from post to post until it faded into the army’s perpetual murmur.

			His runner’s pack waited beside the bunk. Tom reached for it with hands that trembled slightly in the morning air. The tremor had developed over months at the front, a gift from too many close encounters with German artillery. His fingers worked despite the shake, checking the contents with methodical precision.

			The sealed message pouch sat wrapped in oiled cloth, its weight both negligible and enormous. Inside, folded papers carried intelligence that had cost men their lives to gather. Reconnaissance reports. Artillery calculations. Orders that would reshape the day’s battle and determine who lived to see evening. Tom had learned not to speculate about the contents. His job was delivery, not interpretation.

			Water sloshed quietly in his canteen, still half full from yesterday’s ration. In this sector, water was more precious than ammunition. A single shell hitting supply lines could leave an entire company drinking from puddles tainted with cordite and worse. Tom had seen men die from bad water as surely as from German bullets.

			A stale biscuit wrapped in brown paper would serve as breakfast and possibly lunch. The bread was hard enough to break teeth, but it would not spoil in conditions that rotted everything else. He tucked it into his tunic pocket, feeling its corners dig into his ribs. Small discomforts were luxuries when measured against larger miseries.

			Bandages came last, a small roll of clean cotton that might mean the difference between bleeding out in a shell crater or making it to the aid station. Tom had used similar bandages on other men, watching white fabric turn red as it soaked up evidence of human fragility. He rolled the cotton tight and secured it with a safety pin that had once held together his younger sister’s school uniform.

			Boots were the hardest part. Mud caked the leather in thick layers that cracked when he flexed the material, revealing glimpses of brown surface beneath. The accumulated filth added pounds to each foot, but removing it would only mean collecting fresh mud within minutes. Everything the trenches touched became variations of the same grey-brown paste.

			Tom worked his feet into the boots, feeling yesterday’s dampness seep through his socks. Leather had molded itself to his feet over months of wear, creating a second skin that chafed in familiar places. He reached for the laces, finding them stiff with moisture and grime that made them resist his fingers.

			Each eyelet fought him as he worked laces through metal corroded by constant exposure to chemical fog. The laces themselves had been replaced twice since his arrival in France, worn through by constant tightening and loosening. He pulled until they bit into leather, then tied them with double knots that would hold even if he had to crawl through wire.

			Tom stood and tested his balance in the narrow space. His pack settled against his back with familiar weight, straps finding grooves worn in his shoulders. His legs felt steady despite the tremor in his hands, muscle memory guiding him through movements performed countless times.

			Outside the dugout, the communication trench waited in perpetual twilight. The sky above showed the faintest hint of grey as dawn crept across the scarred landscape with reluctant fingers. Mist hung in the air, obscuring the middle distance and reducing the world to earthen walls that pressed in from all sides.

			Sandbags lined the walls in neat rows, their canvas surfaces dark with moisture that never quite dried. Behind them, wooden revetments held back tons of Belgian soil that wanted nothing more than to collapse back into holes men had carved from it. Corrugated iron sheets covered the deepest sections, their surfaces pocked with shrapnel scars from previous bombardments.

			Duckboards created a treacherous path through mud that could swallow a man to his waist. The wooden slats were slick with slime that made every step a calculated risk. Tom had seen men break ankles on the boards, watched them disappear into shell holes filled with water that might be three feet deep or thirty.

			He moved with practiced ease, reading subtle signs that distinguished a solid footing from a death trap. Boards sagged under his weight but held, distributing their load across supports driven into the earth below the worst of the mud. Behind him, support bunkers housed men who would spend another day counting the hours until their next meal, their next letter from home, their next chance to sleep without listening for incoming shells.

			Corporal Edward Naylor sat on an ammunition crate near the communication trench entrance, rifle across his knees. He worked a pull-through down the barrel with steady strokes, weathered hands moving with automatic precision. The brass cartridge case that served as a weight for the cord caught the weak morning light as it emerged from the muzzle.

			At twenty-eight, Naylor possessed the calm authority of someone who had survived long enough to become genuinely useful. His face carried the permanent stubble of a man who shaved when hot water was available, which meant rarely. A scar traced from his left ear to the corner of his mouth, a souvenir of a German trench raid that had gone badly for everyone involved.

			“Nasty morning for it,” Naylor said without looking up from his rifle. His Yorkshire accent carrying the flat pragmatism of industrial towns and hard winters, vowels flattened by generations of men who had learned to waste neither words nor energy. “Keep your head down, lad.”

			Tom nodded. The advice was unnecessary but comforting. Naylor had been offering similar wisdom for three months now, ever since Tom had joined this section of the endless trench network that carved up Belgium. Repetition was part of the ritual, acknowledging that another day had arrived and someone would try to survive it.

			“Fritz is feeling chatty today,” Tom observed, tilting his head toward German lines. “Started his morning hate early.”

			Distant artillery muttered across No Man’s Land. Thunder that never quite arrived. The sound rolled through earth and bone, a constant reminder that death waited in every direction. Tom had learned to distinguish between different guns by their voices. The high crack of field artillery. The deeper boom of the howitzers. The peculiar shriek of minenwerfer that could drop shells directly into trenches with surgical precision.

			Each weapon produced its own signature of destruction. British eighteen-pounders that served as the artillery backbone. French seventy-fives that could fire twenty rounds per minute when properly served. German seventy-sevens that answered back with methodical efficiency. An entire vocabulary of violence that soldiers learned whether they wanted to or not.

			Naylor glanced toward enemy lines, though nothing was visible beyond the maze of wire and mud separating opposing armies. “Aye, they’re in a mood. Word is they brought up heavy pieces during the night. Stretcher bearers saw gun flashes moving position after midnight.”

			Intelligence flowed through a thousand small observations. A sentry noticing unusual movement. A listening post reporting wagon wheels in the darkness. Prisoners taken during raids revealed details their captors had not thought to ask about. Information filtered backward through the trenches, analyzed until it became intelligence that shaped tomorrow’s orders.

			Tom checked his watch, squinting at the luminous dial. Twenty minutes past five. The message in his pack was timed for delivery at half past seven, which meant covering two miles of trenches in just over two hours. Possible, if communication lines stayed clear and Fritz didn’t decide to make the morning interesting with a proper bombardment.

			His route would take him through four different trench systems, each with its own character and dangers. Communication trenches that snaked back toward artillery positions. Support trenches where reserve battalions waited for orders. Approach trenches that led directly to the front line. Finally, jumping-off points where men gathered before going over the top into No Man’s Land.

			A flash bloomed on the distant horizon, silent in the morning mist. Tom stopped walking and focused his attention on the German positions, his body automatically shifting into the stance that allowed him to read artillery signatures most clearly. His head tilted slightly, eyes narrowing against the weak light as he waited for the pattern to reveal itself.

			The flash repeated, followed by another, then a third. His lips moved silently as he processed information, translating a visual language that most men never learned to recognize. Each flash carried data, caliber, range, target selection. Destruction’s rhythm made visible across the battlefield.

			“What do you see?” Naylor asked quietly. He had learned to trust Tom’s peculiar skill, though he had never asked how it worked or where it came from.

			Tom watched three more flashes before answering, the mental calculations automatic after months of practice. “Seventy-seven millimeter. Shrapnel rounds. They’re ranging the supply depot behind Hill Sixty.”

			The skill had developed gradually, born from necessity and sharpened by survival. During his first weeks at the front, Tom had noticed that different artillery pieces produced different patterns of light when they fired. Flash duration. Color temperature. How light spread and faded. Each gun had its own signature, visible to anyone who learned to read war’s language.

			Most men saw random flashes and dove for cover. Tom saw intelligence that could save lives and determine tactics. Range estimates that helped predict where the next barrage would fall. Target selections that revealed enemy intentions. Destruction’s rhythm transformed into useful information for men who needed every advantage.

			It was not a gift he advertised widely, but word had spread through informal networks connecting soldiers who trusted each other with their lives. Officers had begun seeking his opinions before planning movements. Other runners consulted him about the safest times to move through exposed areas. Another tool in the arsenal of survival that each man assembled according to his own talents.

			“Supply depot,” Naylor repeated thoughtfully, processing implications. “That’ll keep them busy for a while. Good time to be somewhere else entirely.”

			Tom shouldered his pack properly and stepped onto the communication trench duckboards. The wooden slats were slick with moisture and treacherous in the half-light, but they provided the only reliable footing through the maze connecting the front line to the world behind it. Each board had been placed by men who understood that a solid footing might mean the difference between completing a mission and disappearing into Belgian soil forever.

			“See you for evening stand-to,” he said, offering the traditional farewell that acknowledged both hope and uncertainty.

			Naylor’s answering grunt carried years of experience with men who made promises they might not be able to keep. He returned to his rifle, working the pull-through with steady strokes that would continue until the weapon was perfect or the war ended, whichever came first.

			Tom walked deeper into the maze, leaving behind the relative safety of the support lines for more dangerous territory ahead. Each step took him closer to the German positions and farther from the comfortable illusion that this particular morning might pass without incident. The message in his pack seemed to grow heavier with each yard covered, weighted with the responsibility of men who depended on information to make decisions that would send other men to their deaths.

			The trench narrowed as Tom moved deeper into the communication network, walls pressing closer with each turn. What had been a relatively spacious corridor in the support lines became a cramped tunnel barely wide enough for two men to pass. Sandbags bulged inward where earth had compressed them, creating bottlenecks that forced him to turn sideways and squeeze through gaps that seemed to shrink with each bombardment.

			the air grew thicker here, heavy with the accumulated breath of thousands who had passed this way before. Cigarette smoke lingered in pockets where the breeze could not reach, mixed with the sweet corruption of unwashed bodies and the sharper tang of carbolic soap from medical stations. Someone had been sick recently. The smell clung to the wooden duckboards despite efforts to scrub them clean.

			Soldiers huddled in every available space, their bodies creating a landscape of khaki and mud that seemed to merge with the trench walls themselves. Men leaned against sandbags with the boneless exhaustion of those who had learned to sleep standing up. Others sat on ammunition boxes or makeshift stools carved from timber, rifles propped between their knees while they dozed fitfully in the weak morning light.

			Tom navigated through the human obstacles, his boots finding purchase on duckboards that sagged under too many feet. The wood was worn smooth in some places, splintered and treacherous in others where shells had damaged the supports beneath. Each step required calculation. A misplaced foot could send him tumbling into mud that lurked between boards, or worse, into deeper sections where men had simply disappeared.

			Soldiers clustered around a small brazier fashioned from a discarded ammunition box. the fire burned low, fed with scraps of wood and paper that produced more smoke than heat. They shared a single tin cup that made its way from hand to hand, each man taking a careful sip of what might have been tea or coffee or simply hot water flavored with hope.

			One looked up as Tom approached. Private William Harper, no more than nineteen, with the kind of smooth face that betrayed his youth despite the dirt and stubble covering it. His eyes held the brightness of someone still new enough to the front to find wonder in small things. Most men lost that quality within weeks, but Harper had been here two months and still possessed it.

			“Off on another run, Tom?” Harper asked, his voice carrying an accent from somewhere in the Midlands where factories and farms existed side by side. Something approaching reverence colored the way he spoke, as if Tom’s role as a courier elevated him above ordinary soldiers who waited in the trenches for orders that might never come.

			Tom paused, though he could feel time pressing against his schedule. “Aye. Message for the field hospital.”

			“Must be important, sending you out in this weather.” Harper gestured toward the grey sky visible above the trench walls. The clouds hung low and heavy, pregnant with rain that would turn the already treacherous footing into something approaching quicksand. “Jerry’s been active this morning.”

			Tom nodded toward German lines, where fresh shell bursts bloomed among ruins of what had once been a village. “Ranging fire. They’re looking for targets but haven’t found their rhythm yet. Good time to move.”

			Other soldiers listened with the attention men paid to information that might keep them alive. Tom’s reputation for reading artillery patterns had spread through informal networks connecting the trenches, carried by runners and stretcher bearers who moved between units. Not fame, exactly, but a recognition of a useful skill in a place where useful skills meant survival.

			“Take care of yourself,” Harper said, genuine warmth in the words. The boy had attached himself to Tom with the devotion of someone seeking a model for survival. Tom accepted the attention with the awkward grace of someone unaccustomed to being looked up to.

			“You too, lad. Keep your head down and your rifle clean.”

			Tom moved on, leaving behind the small circle of warmth that soldiers had created around their makeshift fire. The trench continued its winding path toward the front, each turn revealing new configurations of misery and endurance. Here, a man writing a letter on a piece of board balanced across his knees, his pencil moving slowly across paper that would carry his words back to a world that seemed increasingly fictional. There, two soldiers sharing a cigarette with careful the precision of men who knew tobacco was valuable.

			The sounds of the front grew louder as Tom advanced. Rifle fire cracked sporadically from firing steps where sentries watched No Man’s Land through periscopes and rifle scopes. Machine guns chattered in short bursts, their mechanical rhythm punctuated by the whistle and crash of artillery shells landing close enough to shake dirt from the trench walls.

			A communication trench branched off to the left, marked with a wooden sign carved with careful letters: “Paradise Alley - This Way to Hell.” Military humor, black as coal and twice as necessary. Men who fought here had learned to laugh at death because the alternative was madness.

			Tom checked his compass and continued straight. His route took him through the heart of the trench system, past ammunition dumps covered with corrugated iron and camouflage netting. Shells were stacked in neat pyramids, their brass cases gleaming dully in the filtered light. Each one represented someone’s death, though whether British or German remained to be determined by gunner accuracy and the favor of whatever gods still paid attention to human conflict.

			A medical orderly passed him going the other way, his red cross armband stark against his mud-stained uniform. The man’s face carried the expression of someone who had seen too much suffering and had learned to protect himself by feeling less. He nodded to Tom without speaking, both men understanding that words were unnecessary between those who carried messages through places where messages often arrived written in blood.

			Another turn brought Tom to a section hit recently. Shell damage had collapsed one wall, creating a gap hastily repaired with sandbags and timber. The repair work was rough but functional, the kind of patch that would hold until the next bombardment tested its strength. Splintered wood and torn canvas littered the duckboards, evidence of violence that could reach anywhere without warning.

			A working party reinforced the damaged section, shovels biting into earth that seemed determined to reclaim the space men had carved from it. They worked with the steady rhythm of those who understood their labor might be undone by the next shell, but who continued anyway because the alternative was surrender. Sweat mixed with dirt on their faces despite the morning chill, creating masks of mud that made them look more like earth spirits than human beings.

			“Mind the gap,” one called to Tom, gesturing toward a section where the duckboards had been damaged. “It’s deeper than it looks.”

			Tom stepped carefully around the obstacle, feeling his boots sink slightly into mud that grabbed at his feet. The working party watched him navigate the hazard with the professional interest of men who understood the difference between a sound footing and disaster. Their own boots were caked with mud up to the ankles, evidence of the battle they fought against earth that wanted to swallow everything.

			The communication trench continued its serpentine path, designed to prevent enemy fire from raking its entire length but also serving to confuse anyone trying to navigate its maze-like complexity. Tom had memorized this particular route through repetition, but he could understand how new arrivals got lost in the warren of identical looking passages connecting the front line to support areas.

			Another courier appeared ahead, moving fast in the opposite direction. Tom recognized him as Peters, a thin man from a Yorkshire regiment who had been running messages since the early days of the Somme offensive. They passed each other with the briefest of nods, two professionals acknowledging each other’s existence without breaking stride. Peters’ face was grim, and Tom caught a glimpse of blood on his sleeve that suggested his morning had been more eventful than routine.

			War’s arithmetic was simple and brutal. Messages had to be delivered regardless of the cost. Communications had to be maintained regardless of the casualties. The great machine of modern warfare required constant feeding with information, supplies, and human lives. Tom was part of that machine, a small but essential component in a system that consumed everything it touched.

			A shell screamed overhead, its passage announced by the distinctive whistle that every frontline soldier learned to recognize and fear. Tom flattened himself against the trench wall instinctively, though the sound told him the shell was aimed well beyond his position. The explosion came seconds later, a tremendous crash that shook earth and sent dirt raining down from the parapets above.

			A blast wave rolled through the trench, pressure that seemed to compress the air itself. Tom felt it in his chest, a thump that reminded him how thin the line was between safety and annihilation. Somewhere behind the lines, the shell had found its target. Smoke rose in the distance, black against the grey sky, marking another small victory in the endless contest of destruction.

			“Close one,” muttered a soldier who had pressed himself against the opposite wall. His rifle trembled in his hands, betraying nerves stretched too tight for too long. His eyes held the brightness of someone balanced on the edge between courage and collapse.

			Tom nodded but did not stop to chat. Time was pressing, and the German artillery seemed to be finding its range. It was better to be somewhere else when they began firing for effect rather than just ranging their guns. He quickened his pace, boots finding a rhythm on the duckboards despite obstacles and hazards that dotted his path.

			Ahead, the trench curved again, and Tom caught sight of his destination in the distance. The field hospital rose from the scarred landscape beyond the communication trenches, canvas walls and corrugated iron roofs marking a place where war’s casualties were processed with industrial efficiency. Smoke rose from chimneys, carrying the smell of disinfectant and something else that Tom preferred not to think about too closely.

			He was almost through the communication lines now, almost ready to deliver his message and begin the return journey. Behind him, the trench system continued its daily work of moving men and supplies forward and bringing the wounded and dead back. The great machine ground on, indifferent to individual hopes and fears, consuming everything that fed it and producing only more consumption.

			Tom Bennett walked toward the field hospital, carrying his message through a world that had learned to measure progress in yards and count victory in the number of men who remained standing at the end of each day.

			Tom approached the field hospital through the morning mist, watching the complex of tents and wooden structures take shape through the grey air. Smoke drifted from multiple chimneys, carrying the sharp smell of disinfectant mixed with something darker that caught in his throat. The sound reached him first, a constant chorus of human pain that seemed to seep from every canvas wall.

			Low groans punctuated by sharper cries. The wet coughing of men whose lungs had been touched by gas. Whispered prayers in languages that ranged from a Yorkshire dialect to the Highland Scots to the musical cadences of the Welsh valleys. Underneath it all, the steady murmur of the medical staff issuing orders and calling for supplies in voices that had learned to
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