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      There was nowhere to turn. Nowhere to run. On every side of him, bloodied figures fled into the night, screaming in terror, enough to shake the very earth beneath them. Hell. That was what it felt like. He had entered the gates of Hell. And he had no idea how to get out again.

      “Private Sheridan, what are you doing? Why haven’t you gone? Move! Get a move on!” The officer didn’t wait around to see if his order was being followed, immediately disappearing into the smoke, fleeing the shouts of fear, as fast as he could.

      Coughing against the caustic fumes, Calin tried to focus on his situation. More and more men pushed past him, not bothering to slow or apologise as they clipped him with the butts of their rifles, or trod on his already rotting feet. He didn’t blame them. They were running for their lives. It was what any sensible person would do. But he couldn’t leave like that. 

      “Get back! Get back!”

      “They’re coming! They’re coming!”

      “We need to get out of here! We have to retreat!”

       Voices screamed endlessly amidst the grenade blasts and the rattling of machine guns. The trench had been hit again, the walls collapsing at several points. More men stumbled past him. Some had managed to drag themselves across the battlefield and fling themselves over the edge, in hope of finding safety, and still the enemy fire was getting closer as the ground trembled with every blast. 

      “Retreat. Retreat!”

      A grenade hit less than ten feet away, causing the trench to erupt again. Miraculously, the blast went in the opposite direction, as mud sprayed outwards, knocking him to his knees. In all his months at the front line, in all the time he had spent in the trenches, he had never once believed he wouldn’t make it home. They had been told God was with them in this war against tyranny, the great ‘war to end all wars’, and they’d soon be back home. His mind flashed back to his former life. His real life, in London, with Ruth. He could not retreat. Not yet. Not with the job only half done and while people still needed him.

      If he closed his eyes, he could see her face, smiling back at him. In the rainstorm of mud and dirt he could feel her breath on his neck, her fair hair brushing against his cheek. His eyes reopened to the horror all around him. He couldn’t give up now. Lifting his rifle, he grabbed the ladder, and started up.

      “What the hell are you doing, private?” A hand grabbed him from behind and yanked him back down into the waterlogged pit. “I told everyone to retreat. I told you to retreat.” Out of a face caked in grime and dirt, his lieutenant’s pale-grey eyes glowered at him. It could have been night, and Calin would still have recognised those eyes. Everyone in the platoon would have.

      Another shell exploded somewhere behind them. Calin and Polidori flung themselves to the ground. From all around came the screams of injured men – the voices of hell.

      “Cooper’s out there,” Calin said, tightening his grip on his rifle. “Hatter too. And Godfrey, and Simmons, and—”

      “I get it. Our men are out there. I’ll go for them.”

      “You can’t.” He was shaking his head, trying to push down the fear. “There are too many. You’ll never get them all on your own.”

      “Trust me, I can do this.” Lieutenant Polidori’s grey eyes locked on his again. Dark Angel they called him, although never to his face. No one was that stupid. Never had a man fought on so many battlefields and returned unhurt, more often than not an injured comrade slung over his shoulder. He never sought acknowledgement, let alone acclaim, for these acts of bravery, brushing aside the gratitude of those who would have been dead without him. 

      “Do you trust me?” he asked. “Because we don’t have time for this.”

      “Of course I do,” Calin replied.

      Time and time again, he had put himself in the firing line ahead of his men. How the hell he had survived some of the situations he put himself in, was a mystery to all of them. Even now, when it felt like the end of the world was nigh, he seemed calm, as if accepting the fact that men were dying in their hundreds all around them. But what people showed and what people felt were two very different things. This war had taught Calin that, if nothing else.

      “Get to safety. That is an order. I will save those who can be saved.”

      “We can help more of them together,” Calin insisted.

      “Calin, it is hell over there. And not figuratively. It literally is hell. You have a wife; you have a life ahead of you, not to mention the fact that you can barely walk on those feet of yours. If you step out of this trench, you will be a danger to us all and, I swear to God, I will shoot you myself. Do you understand?”

      His lieutenant’s gaze bore into him once again. There was only one answer Polidori wanted to hear.

      “I’ll wait here,” he replied. “But I’m not retreating. There are too many for you to carry. Drag them here to me. I can dress their wounds, while you go for another.”

      Polidori’s lips twitched. He didn’t like being spoken back to at the best of times. And this was most certainly not the best of times.

      “Fine,” he said. “Don’t move.”

      With the swiftness of a man half his age, he was up the ladder and over the top.

      Bracing himself and hugging his rifle, Calin searched the cacophony of noise for any distinguishable voices. They had said the war would be over by the first Christmas and yet he had endured four years of this. His feet were now turning blue with trench foot, and his body had endured injuries that he never imagined it would be possible to take and yet keep going. But perhaps this was it—the last battle he would see. Maybe after this he could go back to Ruth and the life they had planned together, all those years ago.

       Closing his eyes, he attempted to conjure up her face again. It was getting harder to recall it. Harder to remember all the little details. When he had first enlisted, he could recall every last freckle and dimple. The crooked way her mouth lifted at one side when she smiled. Was it the right side or the left? And which side was her dimple? His pulse rose. A sudden fear grabbed his chest and he reached inside his jacket and fished around for his one remaining photograph of her, now just a creased relic that showed him next to nothing, as meaningless to anyone else as if it were a note written in the foreign tongue of the barbarians they were fighting. But it was still her. He pressed it to his chest.

      “Sheridan,” Polidori’s voice called from above. “I’ve got Cooper and he’s in a bad way.”

      He was up out of the trench and by his side in an instant. The lower parts of both of Cooper’s legs were missing. Crimson blood pulsed into the mud. By contrast, his cheeks were white, almost translucent.

      “Oh God.”

      “God has no place here,” Polidori replied. “Now get him down. Godfrey is still out there.”

      “Hatter?”

      He shook his head. Another crack formed in Calin’s already shattered heart. Now Hatter was gone too. So many men lost.

      “Medic!” Polidori yelled into the smoke, as he headed back to no man’s land. 

      Calin turned back to Cooper who, despite it all, managed a flicker of a smile.

      “It’s not that bad, right?” he asked. “I bet I could still kick your arse at football.” Calin laughed. Gallows humour was all they had left. “He saved me. I knew he would. He’ll save us all.”

      “It’s all right. I’ve got you now.”

      Calin crouched down, preparing to hoist the injured man onto his shoulder, when something flashed through the haze. How he spotted it was a miracle. His eyesight was hardly its best, and the conditions had done nothing to improve it yet, in the gloom, he had caught sight of a flash of metal. A grenade! He followed its trajectory, just as his lieutenant reappeared.

      “No!” he jumped up, leaving Cooper on the ground. Of all the men in the battalion, Polidori was the one who should get to go home. He was the one who deserved it more than the rest of them. There was no way he would be able to live with himself if he let him die, not when there was a chance of doing something to stop it. Throwing himself forward, he collided with Polidori, knocking him to the earth. The next moment, the whole world was white hot. And then it was black.
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