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Chapter I:



The Misery of war









The Somme Offensive, Western Front, France. 



October 21st 1916.



The smell of death and decay hung in the air, sickly and sweet. There was no escaping it. The stench was so strong that it clung to you, and as there was no way to launder, you were stuck with it. Stuck with the awful smell and the lice that infested your clothes.

	Harry Doyle spent his first three days in the trenches vomiting and retching. It was either a stomach bug, or nausea brought on by nerves and plain old-fashioned fear. He suspected the latter. It wasn't the English way to show fear, stiff upper lip and all that rubbish. But fear was all around. It was almost palpable, and as inescapable as the stench.

	People cope with fear in different ways. Some try to mask it with humour, laughing like lunatics at each other's forced chit-chat and their own weak jokes, while others talk too much, blabbing incessantly about nothing important. Most did the opposite and became quiet and sullen, withdrawing into themselves. Still others were permanently angry and bitter, seemingly blaming the Germans for everything that was ever wrong in the world. They were the dangerous ones. The unhinged. With such fierce rage and burning sense of injustice came recklessness and self-abandon.

	When you first arrive in the trenches, and are learning to live with the knowledge that your life might be suddenly snuffed out at any second, you tend to reflect a lot. Your thoughts are naturally drawn to childhood memories, people and places you left behind. It’s almost as if your mind shies away from any thoughts of the future because you know there might not be one, preferring instead to wallow in past glories that offered at least a modicum of comfort. 

	But you soon learn not to think about home too much. It just makes you sad. For Harry, the worst thing was pondering on how his mother and father must sit up at night worrying about him. It wasn't fair on them. In the twilight of their lives they should be comfortable and stress-free, not racked with uncertainty, waiting for the telegram or letter that would break their hearts. 

	There were times when he would give almost anything to be back at home. But he knew that even if he were there, his conscience would never let him rest. Not while his friends and countrymen were still out here on the Front, fighting for their lives. When he’d first arrived he’d been excited. Eager to give the Huns what for. But the excitement had soon given way to frustration.   

	Damn this war.

	Somebody coughed, long and rasping. It wasn't a nice sound. Unhealthy. The beginnings of bronchitis, maybe? That cough was a bad sign. But who was to say? Maybe they were all dead men walking, and the man taken ill with bronchitis might prove to be the lucky one.

	Harry pulled his Enfield closer to his body as he huddled against the trench wall in the evening chill, knees pulled up to his chest. Since poor Dewi had gone over the top his rifle, the cold, lifeless chunk of gun metal and wood, had become his best friend. His only friend, really. When you start losing mates hand over fist, pretty soon you stop making new ones. You detach yourself, become disconnected. You construct emotional barriers and hide behind them. Trenches within trenches. How ironic. It’s a self-defence mechanism. It wasn’t worth making the effort to get to know someone with the knowledge that everything you build between you, every connection you make, could all be severed in the flash of a mortar shell or the crack of a sniper's bullet. What was the point?

	The rifle he held so close was a state-of-the-art model, a bolt-action .303 with a ten-round re-loadable magazine. It had been brand new when he’d been given it. Fresh out of the factory box. A good marksman could fire off all ten cartridges, hitting a stationary target at sixty yards eight or nine times, and then reload a second magazine, all in under a minute. That’s if the mechanism didn’t jam up. Using the Enfield on a firing range was an entirely different proposition to using it in a field of mud while someone was taking pot shots at you.

	Harry once heard about an instructor who had somehow managed to hit a twelve-inch square target a hundred yards away twenty-seven times in under two minutes. Twenty-seven times! Some of the lads had become so fast with the bolt-action that the Huns they faced must surely think they were up against ranks of machine-gunners rather than infantry rifles. More fool them.

	The Enfield offered some measure of comfort and security during the dark, damp nights, but not much. The nights were by far the worst. Even though the two sides stopped shooting and firing artillery at each other, each replenishing their stocks and trying to bed down for the night, nobody slept much. The temperature dropped, and the wind blew through the trenches like a screaming banshee. Conditions were not conducive to a good night's rest. You’d be lucky to get an hour all-told, and rarely twenty minutes or so uninterrupted. The worst thing was the general uneasiness that accompanied nightfall, which sometimes developed into an almost irrational fear of what might be concealed within the darkness. There could be ranks of marauding Huns just yards away, waiting to slit your throat, and you wouldn't even see them coming until it was too late. In many ways, your own imagination did much of the enemy's work for them. 

	Everybody knew that one of these nights, the Hun might try to be clever and launch an all-out frontal assault under cover of darkness. It had happened before. The Allies had the dirty Huns on the run right now, but they were clever bastards and no one was really sure if they were in as much trouble as everyone on this side were led to believe. The general consensus was that they were planning something. Something big.

	Gas was the biggest single threat. If the Hun launched a gas attack and the wind was just right, the noxious clouds would be on them in seconds. There wouldn't even be time to get their gas masks on. Harry had seen casualties of gassing before, and it wasn't a pretty sight. Ghastly mottled grey skin pulled tight over puffy, swollen flesh, burned eyeballs, and mouths frozen in eternal screams. Harry had seen once seen a man literally claw out his own throat in an effort to be rid of the terrible burning pain caused by the poisonous fumes he had inhaled. 

	And it wasn't just the enemy they were fighting. 

	Added to the creeping fear and the constant sound of the guns was the cold. It was constant and all-pervading, numbing Harry's extremities and chilling him to the core. It was only late October, meaning that as winter flexed its icy muscles the weather conditions would only get worse and there would be no respite. Harry couldn't even remember the last time he had been warm and dry. A few weeks ago the army had handed out thick grey, woolly blankets to everyone on the front line. But the blankets had soon become soggy with rain, turned mouldy, and were now more of a health hazard than a luxury. 

	The trench floor was perpetually flooded ankle-deep with a disgusting mix of rainwater and human waste, and you had to be careful of the disease-ridden rats which fed on the flesh of the fallen. Many men had awoken from their fitful sleep to find bold vermin nibbling away at their exposed fingertips, ears, or lips. 

	Oh yes, the conditions were terrible. And why wouldn't they be? This was war, after all. It wasn't a holiday camp.

	There was never enough rations or equipment, everyone was cold, wet, scared and miserable. Illness was rife; dysentery, scurvy, influenza, typhoid, trench foot. Nobody except the newest of new arrivals could be considered as being in good health, and they went downhill fast. Some of the boys even lost their heads and went stark-raving mad, buckling under the pressure of it all, talking nonsense and ranting at people who weren't there. It was an open secret that some were just trying it on in an effort to be shipped away from the front line.   

	To pass the time during rare lulls in the shelling, sometimes the men played cards. There was nothing else to do, except wait for death. When they played cards, they talked. The trenches were one big rumour mill and tonight, like every other night, they were alive with the low murmur of countless hushed conversations. The boys just loved rubbishing the Hun. That was invariably the main topic of discussion, and interspersed between the playful anecdotes and tall tales were the obligatory ghost stories. Harry supposed that was to be expected when you were surrounded by this much death. Sometimes all the conversation topics melted together, and these new hybrid tales spread like wild fire.

	However much you were loathe to admit, it was obvious to all that the German army was no push-over. They were well-trained, well-equipped, and up for the fight. They were also adept at developing and utilizing less conventional weapons. Chemical warfare was just the beginning. Everyone knew they had some of the world's best scientists holed up in top secret facilities, carrying out all kinds of experiments and God only knew what else.

	A persistent rumour was that they had developed some kind of super soldier, the precursor to an army of virtually indestructible warriors who never got wounded, never took a backward step, and never even got tired. Their only purpose was to prowl the battlefield, night and day, taking out whole platoons of Allied troops. One particularly colourful version, which came to light around Halloween, strangely enough, had the super soldiers as living skeletons, all the skin and flesh stripped from its bones by bullets and flying shrapnel. And, like some vision from a nightmare, still they walked.

	Harry was familiar with the gruesome stories, but didn't know if they had any basis in reality. They had to be the product of overstretched, fevered imaginations. 

	Didn't they?

	Most of what he heard seemed unthinkable. Too far-fetched, too implausible, to be true. However, he knew that where the Hun was concerned, anything was possible. Science and technology was progressing at an astonishing rate, and Germany was ploughing most of its considerable wealth into the war effort. For that reason, he was careful not to ever dismiss anything out-of-hand.

	He remembered the day he first heard about the dogs. Young Percy Martins had started it, claiming that one afternoon he had overheard two senior officers talking about the Hun's latest weapon. Apparently, they had found a way to transplant the brains of soldiers killed on the battlefield into the heads of huge, ferocious, German Shepherds. But these were no ordinary hounds, having been genetically engineered over successive generations to dwarf the average specimen in terms of size. Those unfortunate souls who had seen them first-hand claimed they stood over four-feet tall and up to six-feet long. He didn't know whether or not that included the tail. He hoped so.

	Despite the trauma suffered by the dog during surgery, and whatever damage there was to the dead soldier's brain, they still retained enough sense to know there was a war on, and which side was the enemy. So, half-mad with blood lust and vengeance, they were set loose in no man's land, that narrow strip of ravaged earth separating the two sets of trenches. There they would seek out wounded, lost, or stranded Tommies, chasing them down and ripping them to pieces with their savage jaws. 

	After young Percy Martins had spilled the beans about what he’d heard, other men began embellishing the story. The dogs grew in size and stature, soon becoming known as Hell Hounds. For a few weeks, that was all anyone talked about. Nobody Harry knew ever actually encountered the beasts, at least nobody who lived to tell the tale. So all the stories doing the rounds were recycled friend-of-a-friend diatribes that only served to spread the germs of fear among the already-petrified troops. 

	Yes, they all heard the occasional howl in the dead of night, but there was no way of knowing if it was a real Hell Hound or just a lost dog. Both sides used dogs in close-combat situations. Some were purely attack dogs, others were used to sniff out bodies or gas, while other poor mutts were just there to clear mine fields. It was better to lose a dog than a soldier, and dogs were cheaper and more readily available than any other animal. If you ever saw a dog start spluttering and scratching at its face with its paws, it was time to get your gas mask on.      

	It occurred to Harry that the sounds they heard in the dead of night might not even be dogs at all. The unearthly noises could be manufactured by the Hun himself with the express intention of striking fear into their enemy. The Germans had been quick to harness the power of psychological warfare. Why, maybe they’d even started the Hell Hound rumours themselves and implanted them in Allied trenches via spies. To Harry's mind, it just made for a good story. He doubted the Hell Hounds were real. But of course, that could just be what they wanted you to think.

	Bloody hell, there I go again, he thought to himself with a roll of the eyes. 

	One of the side-effects of war that no one ever talks about is paranoia. You question and second-guess everything so much that in the end objectivity becomes clouded and things begin to lose their true meaning. You lose sight of what’s real, and what’s false. No one really knew the truth about anything, and even if they did, it would certainly be buried in an avalanche of lies and disinformation. Even the Top Brass were full of shit. Maybe that was the whole point. To keep everyone guessing so that no one knew which way was up or what day it was any more. There was probably a posh word for that, but Harry didn't know what it was. It didn't really matter. This war had turned him into one cynical bastard.

	The trenches had been his home for the best part of three months now, yet it seemed like a lifetime. The life he’d led before he signed up seemed so distant that he could almost be thinking about a character in a novel rather than himself. Often, he wasn't entirely sure if the memories he clung to had really happened, or if they were merely some fantasy concocted by his frazzled brain. 	During his time in the trenches, and before that in basic training, he thought he’d heard just about every tale that could be told. But however shocking the current revelation, there was always something else coming right behind it. Something you could never prepare yourself for. Inevitably, the crop of stories doing the rounds at the moment were spun around the disappearances. 

	Men going missing during a war wasn't unusual. They get captured, they get shot, or they just get lost. Nobody might ever know what happened to them. Some maybe even run away. Young Percy Martins had ran away, not three weeks ago. Or at least, he’d tried to run away. He’d frightened himself stupid with those tales of Hell Hounds and made a break for it one night. They say he was trying to get to the coast where he was hoping to sneak back over to Blighty on a fishing vessel. But he was caught a couple of miles away and sent back to The Front. And as if that wasn't punishment enough, when he got there they waited until first light then put him in front of a firing squad.

	What a waste. Percy Martins had been so young, just twenty-two years old. They called him a deserter, a coward. Terrible things for his family to have to hear. Surely there was another, better way of dealing with the situation that executing the poor fellow. That was just doing the Hun's job for them, wasn't it? Who needs a hostile enemy when you turn your guns on each other?

	But the officers wanted to make an example of him. If others saw what happened to deserters, they would think twice about trying the same thing. They say he died with half-a-dozen holes in his belly, trying to push his guts back in and screaming for his mother. It took more than twenty minutes for him to die. I bet they left that part out of the report.

	So yes, men go missing. But this spate of disappearances was different. 

	At night, the infantry sent small teams of men, numbering just two or three at a time, out into no man's land on reconnaissance missions. To check the wire defences were still intact, and make sure there all was quiet. It was one of the most dangerous assignments around. 

	The patrols were supposed to observe and report, never engage. But there was always the danger of getting too close to the Hun trenches and being spotted by an eagle-eyed sniper, or even worse, coming under attack from a machine-gun nest. There was also the risk of stepping on a mine, setting off a booby-trap, stumbling into a group of German counterparts or, indeed, anything else that was running around out there. Like Hell Hounds or Super Soldiers.     

	Late last week, the nightly patrols stopped coming back. After the first one, there was talk that they had legged it like Percy Martins had tried to, so the following night the brass sent out a recovery patrol. They also failed to return. Unperturbed, the brass kept sending out patrols, and the men kept vanishing. These were battle-hardened soldiers. Corporals, Lance Corporals, experienced men who had been at The Front since the war began. Between them, they’d seen everything you can imagine, and worse. And what was more, they were determined to see it through to the end. Most of them wouldn't go home before the job was done even if you paid them. 

	So why didn't they come back? 

	That was the question on people's lips.

	Everyone had a theory. The most likely explanation was that they had either been killed or captured. But that didn't make sense. Perhaps one or two patrols could be unlucky enough to run into trouble, but nine or ten in succession? Twenty-six men in total, all gone, and not one single survivor.

	That was the strangest part of all. 

	It wasn't that far between the trenches, no more than two hundred yards on average, and in some places a lot less. If the worst happened and they came under attack, you would think that at least one of them would be able to make it back. But no one ever did. Not a soul. 

	Harry sighed. There were always so many questions, and so few answers. The good thing was, if you could call it that, was he may not have to wait very long to solve that particular mystery. Sooner or later, it would be his turn to go out on patrol.

	Trying to block out the din of artillery and gunfire, he pulled his rifle close for the scant comfort it offered, and closed his eyes. 





Chapter II:



Devils out of Angels







Dewi Mulberry had been on one of the last patrols that went missing, just two nights ago. Harry and Dewi had gone to school together back in the valleys. As children they’d both harboured aspirations of pursuing glorious careers and making their marks on humanity, Dewi as a doctor and Harry as an author. But when they left school, reality caught up with them and they ended up finding jobs at the same industrial laundry on Methuen street. When the War to End all Wars broke out three years later, they signed up with the Second Battalion of the Welsh regiment, gone through basic training, then off into battle together. All this had happened so quickly, in a blur.

	Over the years they knew each other they had become closer than brothers, and this place, this life, wasn't the same without Dewi. Harry still clung to the hope that he may come back of his own accord, or be found somewhere injured but alive, but the chances of that happening diminished with every passing second.

	Harry kept thinking about what he would say to Dewi's parents, if he himself ever made it home. How could he explain? There was only so much he could tell them, and that raised a different set of questions. Wouldn't it be better all around if he made up some story about Dewi dying a hero, maybe in a hail of enemy bullets whilst saving a fallen comrade? He could say it was quick and clean, and that his body had been recovered and given a proper burial out here in France. 

	Yes, maybe that would soften the blow. Ever-so-slightly. They were a proud Christian family. It was certainly better than telling them the truth. 

	Once or twice, shortly after a patrol went out, the sounds of sporadic gunfire and screams could be heard. This suggested an ambush of some kind. But those sounds weren't exactly unusual in a war situation, and there was no way of knowing for sure if the sounds were coming from the patrol. A couple of times the brass had sent out another patrol straight after the first to see what the hell was happening out there, but every time the second patrol had disappeared too. That gave rise to rumours that the commotion was just a ruse to entice more troops out into the open where they could be picked off one-by-one by some silent enemy waiting out there in the dark. 

	The Allies hadn't advanced their position much recently. If at all. It seemed both sides had reached an impasse. A stand-off. Their current position was so close to the German trenches that on a fine day when the mist and smoke cleared sufficiently you could see them, plain as day. Through field glasses you could even make out their pallid, weathered features and sombre facial expressions. 

	To Harry, the most shocking thing about seeing the face of the enemy was realizing that they they weren't devils or ghosts, they were men doing a job. Each of them simply going about his assigned role, just as the allied forces on the other side were going about theirs. The only thing different about them was the colour of the uniform. It was all-too easy to demonize the enemy. That was what war did. It made devils out of angels.

	It may be a strange thing for a soldier to say, but in all the time he had been in service, Harry had never knowingly killed anyone. Of course, he had aimed and fired his Enfield at the enemy positions across no man's land countless times, but he had never actually seen a man drop as a result of his shot. And neither did he want to. Most of the time he was too preoccupied with not getting his own noggin blown off that he barely even aimed before pulling the trigger. Besides, if he ever made it out of here, he didn't want ghosts haunting his dreams. 

	Seeing the Huns in the flesh was enough to make Harry realize that they were all nothing more than pawns in a global game of chess that nobody could ever win. The generals sat in the safety of their field headquarters miles away from where the fighting was, smoking expensive cigars, drinking port and sticking pins in maps, sacrificing untold numbers of lives at the drop of a hat. It made Harry sick to his stomach. His initial patriotic fervour had faded long ago, and now he just wanted to go home.

	Later that bleak, rainy afternoon, his immediate superior, Sergeant Lewis, went around the boys as usual, asking for volunteers for that night's patrol. Under normal circumstances, there would never be any shortage of volunteers. As dangerous as the job was, at least it provided some relief from the monotony of the trenches. A fleeting glimpse of drama and excitement, like a stolen kiss at the end of a dance.

	But the men weren’t so keen to volunteer any more. Before things got bad, Sarge usually had to ask the question only once, then pick from the gaggle of willing men who stepped forward. But that method had ceased working the day before yesterday. After that, he made his way down the line of soldiers, asking each man in turn. The personal touch. Maybe he thought he would have a better chance of recruiting that way.  

	Harry felt bad for Sarge. He was a hard bastard, but a good man. It must be soul-destroying for him to have to practically beg the men under his command to do what they had been sent here to do, all the time knowing that they probably wouldn't be coming back. It put him in a difficult position, and everyone knew that sooner or later, the time would come when Sarge would have to lead by example and go out there himself.

	You couldn't blame the boys for not volunteering. Who in their right minds would want to walk out there, into the unknown, if they didn't have to? There used to be no shortage of hot-heads eager to get a chance to meet the Hun face-to-face. But all the hot-heads were dead now. Or still out there somewhere.

	By the time Sergeant Lewis had made his way to where Harry was huddled against the slimy wall of the trench, he looked dejected. He could barely make eye contact any more, and when he spoke in his sing-song Welsh lilt, the once well-groomed handlebar moustache he wore twitched nervously. Evidently, he still hadn't managed to recruit a single man for that night's mission.

	“Son,” he said to Harry. “Will you do what you signed up for, and serve your country in the manner expected of you?”

	Harry wanted to ask why the army was still so determined to send men out night after night straight into the salivating jaws of death. He wanted to ask what was out there waiting for them. He wanted to ask why the men had stopped coming back. He wanted to ask what would happen if no volunteers could be found. And he wanted to ask where the heck Dewi was.

	But he did none of the above. 

	To question authority in such a manner might result in a court martial. And besides, he knew Sarge didn't have the answers. He was just cannon fodder, out here manning the front line with the rest of them. Harry knew all he needed to know. By that stage the nightly patrols had become more a symbolic gesture than a viable use of men and resources, and to stop sending them out would be tantamount to admitting defeat. It was routine, and any break from it would signify that they had been rattled.

	So instead of unleashing a torrent of probing questions, Harry held Sergeant Lewis' probing, hopeful gaze and said, “Sir, I will gladly serve my country in the manner that is expected of me. It would be both an honour and a privilege.”

	For a moment, he saw something flicker in the sergeant's stern eyes. Was it relief? Admiration? Or was it compassion? 

	It didn't matter. Harry had just sealed his own fate. But he didn't do it to serve the army's ambiguous purpose, oh no. He did it because he felt he owed it to his old mate, Dewi, and his family, to at least get out there have a look for him. Maybe Dewi really was lost, or lying wounded somewhere, unable to drag himself to his lines. If that was the case, Harry would find him and bring him back.

	“God bless you, Son,” Sarge cooed. “We'll move out at midnight. I'll give you the tap.”

	“Sure thing, Sir,” Harry replied. It sounded as if his voice was coming from a long way away, almost like someone else was talking for him.

	The sergeant held Harry's gaze for another instant then, without another word, began moving on down the steadily dwindling line of men in search of more volunteers. Harry watched him go. 

	After the Sarge's rounds there was a brief, unexpected lull in shelling and gunfire. As if subconsciously anxious to make the most of the sudden silence, the conversation died with it. Nobody said much of anything, and those that did speak, whispered like naughty children up late reading comics when they should have been asleep. It was almost as if the men were already in mourning, which they were in a way. Out here, and maybe everywhere, everybody was in mourning. 

	Everybody missed somebody.     

	The next few hours were the longest of Harry's young life. Every hour was long in the trenches, there wasn't much to do apart from avoiding getting killed or maimed, but those few hundred minutes seemed to stretch on for an eternity. For a long time he simply sat there on his haunches, hugging his Enfield to his chest and playing out possible scenarios in his head. The raging pessimist in him decided that if he prepared himself for the worst, anything else would be a bonus. 

	At some point he must have dozed off, though sometimes it can be hard to tell in the trenches. You are always physically and mentally exhausted, so you spend most of the time in a constant state of limbo, neither asleep nor fully awake. Caught between two worlds. In that place, everything takes on a surreal, dream-like quality. Often, it’s hard to distinguish fantasy from reality, and daydreams often descend into nightmares. 

	In his mind's eye, Harry saw himself and Sergeant Lewis heading out into the night, and walking straight into an enemy trap. He saw massed ranks of German troops shrouded in darkness, their mottled great coats thick with mud and blood, grinning inanely as they waited with their weapons cocked. But these were not average Huns. These were the indestructible Super Soldiers, armed to the teeth and crazy-eyed with blood lust. 

	Having no choice but to engage, he and Sarge would take them all on. They would be fearless together, fighting back to back at times like their countrymen had against the Zulu warriors at Rorke’s Drift, and it would be the screams of the Hun that the boys back in the trenches would hear. It was a nice little fantasy he was cooking up. But Harry knew a handful of enemy soldiers wasn't the worst thing that could be out there. There were places even his subconscious didn't want to go, places it shrank away from.

	After taking out all the German troops, the last few in grisly hand-to-hand combat as they had no time to reload their weapons, Harry and the Sarge would be faced with the Hun's latest invention. The Hell Hounds. Then it would become apparent poor Percy Martins was telling the truth after all. The Hell Hounds would be real. As real as anything else in this war. They would be as big as donkeys. But however big and mean they might be, Harry doubted any of them would be able to shake off a .303 bullet between the eyes. If the Hell Hounds were out there, Harry had a plan for them. He figured he knew where the previous patrols had gone wrong. They had panicked and tried to run away, doing just what the Hell Hounds wanted them to do. It is easy to chase a fleeing man and take him down from behind. 

	Well, sod that!	

	Harry had no intention of running away. Not tonight, not ever. He figured that if he kept his head, he would have ample opportunity to get two shots off, maybe even three or more. That should be enough to put down at least two two of those evil mutts. How many could there be? 

	As an additional safeguard, he made up his mind to fix his bayonet just before he left. He didn't know if any of his predecessors had thought of that. You only ever fixed your bayonet when you were expecting to storm an enemy stronghold, or fend off an attack yourself. You wouldn't expect to need it on a routine patrol. But these patrols had stopped being routine a long time ago.

	Harry drew his bayonet from its sheath and stared at it. It was one of the pieces of kit, along with his rifle, that he had always been taught to look after well. That meant regular polishing and sharpening. Right now, the steel blade was so well maintained he could see his distorted reflection in it. And boy, did he look a mess. He must have lost two stones or more in weight since his deployment. His face was streaked with dirt and grime, unshaven cheeks sunken and patchy, and huge dark rings had formed around his eyes.

	He rummaged in his kit bag until he found his tin of brown boot polish. Then, after a last lingering look at his face, he stuck his fingers in the tin and daubed some of the contents over the shiny blade of the bayonet. The last thing he wanted was for it to reflect a shaft of moonlight or a torch beam and give away their position to the enemy.

	Shortly, unable to stand the waiting any longer, he decided to stretch his legs. He forced himself to his feet, wincing as his knees clicked into place, slung his Enfield over his shoulder, and began walking down the length of the trench. He stooped slightly, more out of habit than necessity, and shook out his cramping limbs as he went. The water covered his boots, but he didn’t notice. He was used to it, his feet had been waterlogged for weeks. 

	As he passed, a few of the men dropped their heads to him in acknowledgement. Others, bedraggled husks of men he had never even spoken to before, raised weak, grubby hands in a salute. Harry could have been deluded, but he thought he could read the same expression on each of their faces. It was sympathy, mixed with gratitude. Almost as if they were thanking him for something he hadn't even done yet, and getting them off the hook at the same time. Which, of course, he had.

	For now. 

	There was an underlying sense of inevitability about it all. Without a word being uttered, each man knew that the reprieve was only temporary. Regardless of the outcome of tonight's patrol, there would be more.

	When he got back to his position a few minutes later, Harry was told to stand down and get some rest before patrol. He was also informed that he had been relieved of his next watch duty, which had been scheduled for six the next morning. That was nice of the brass, but a small part of him couldn’t help thinking that they were already assuming he wouldn’t be here to take his watch, and had simply made contingency plans. Sinking to his haunches once more, he pulled his helmet down and, still cradling his Enfield in his arms, closed his eyes. 

	The barrage of artillery and bullets had been comparatively light that day. For the past few hours a sporadic, eerie stillness had settled over the battlefield, broken only by the occasional crack of a sniper's rifle or short blast of machine-gun fire. No army on God's green earth could hope to go hell for leather for too long. They would exhaust themselves and, more importantly, their supplies and ammunition. The more it ground on, the more this war was turning into a glorified game of tit for tat, with each side taking turns to be the aggressor as the other obediently laid low and held their tongues.

	He must have dozed off again, because then he was dreaming. Or maybe it was a flashback?

	This time, thankfully, it was a nice dream. Harry was a child again, strolling through the fairground on Porthcawl beach where his parents often took him on holidays. It was sunny, but a cool salty breeze blew in off the sea. The air was filled with children's squeals of delight and the seductive scent of candy floss filled the air. His old friend Dewi was with him, a huge smile plastered across his face and his bright blue eyes sparkling like chunks of coloured glass. They were both eating freshly-shelled roasted cockles out of paper bags, and laughing as if they didn’t have a care in the world between them. 

	Back then life had been so simple. It stretched out before them like a vast expanse of virgin snow, waiting for them to make their impression on it. 

	It seemed like a different world.

	It was a different world.

	Harry often thought about his childhood, in these sporadic empty times between assaults. He would dredge up old memories and wallow in them, trying to detach himself from all the pain, despair and anger surrounding him. One thing that always stayed, however, was the stench. That was ever-present, even in the nicest of dreams. Your mind simply converted it into some unpleasant and unwelcome distraction. 

	On this particular occasion, there was some underlying thickness to the sea air. Harry knew it was the rotten carcass of a fish washed up on the beach, and a large one at that. He assumed Dewi knew this too, the way you so often do in dreams. Things like fishy smells were a necessary annoyance when you went to the beach, part of the package, just something you had to put up with. There was no need to discuss it, instead you just shoved it to one side and tried to concentrate on other things.   

	No matter how far and wide he drifted in his mind, sooner or later, Harry would always be tugged back to reality like a puppy on a leash. The images would abruptly shatter like painted glass, the memories would fade, and the dream would morph into a horrific waking nightmare full of screaming men with parts of their bodies blown or shot off. A nightmare from which there was no escape, because this was reality. 

	His reality. 

	All he could do was cherish those few priceless moments of serenity before they melted away like snowflakes in the palm of your hand. The sea breeze, the fairground, the cockles, mum and dad, Dewi...

	His eyes snapped open. What had awaken him? 

	Something. 

	He blinked a few times and rubbed his hands over his face. It was dark. How long had he been dozing? It must have been hours. 

	Nice little holiday...

	He felt a strange mixture of guilt and self-satisfaction. Then he caught a sudden sharp whiff of something that cut through the confusion like a knife. 

	Gas!

	Survival mode instantly kicking in, Harry flailed his arms and kicked his legs as he came rushing back to his senses to find Sergeant Lewis standing over him holding something under his nose. 

	“Come on, wake up, lad. It’s almost time to go. Drink this, it'll bring you 'round a bit. Put a bit of fire in ye belly. Can't 'ave you going out there half cocked.” 

	It was brandy, not gas. Thank God.

	Harry accepted the offered hip flask and took two large gulps, coughing into his hand as the fire first exploded in his chest then sank slowly, gloriously, to settle in the pit of his stomach. 

	Re-energized, he got quickly to his feet, dusted himself down, and picked up his rifle. He and Sarge locked eyes for the briefest moment, but it was enough to allow something intangible to pass between the two men, something that instantly solidified them. Maybe it was nothing more than the notion that they could soon be walking to their deaths together.

	Without another word, Sarge turned abruptly, marched a few yards down the trench, and said a few words to a small group of men gathered in a huddle. Harry recognized a few of them, but couldn't recall any names. Maybe they were Sarge's friends? Or, more likely, they represented an alternative chain of command should he not return. 

	So it was just the two of them going out this time. Sarge and him. A cold shiver ran down Harry's spine. He wished for another slug of brandy, but knew he shouldn't have too much. There were men who would prefer to step into no man's land half-cut, but he wasn't one of them. He wanted to keep his wits about him. If death came, he wanted to know what form it took. 

	The last thing he did before he followed Sergeant Lewis up the rope ladder and over the top was fix his bayonet to his rifle and say, “Hang on Dewi me old mucker. I'm coming to find you...”









Chapter III: 



Over the Top













No man's land was deathly still and quiet. Nothing stirred.

	As he and Sergeant Lewis made their way through almost complete darkness exasperated by a swirling ground mist, Harry's heart hammered so hard in his chest he could almost feel it in his throat. Either as a result of nerves, anxiety, or the bone-numbing cold, he was trembling so much that several times his finger slipped onto the trigger of his Enfield. Despite having the safety switch being on, each time it happened he mentally checked himself, afraid he would loose off a shot by mistake and shoot the Sarge up the arse. That wouldn't look good in the report. 

	The pot-holed, water-logged ground was soft and boggy underfoot. So much so that in some places, his feet sank past the ankles. Each time he pulled out his boot it made a disgusting wet squelching sound as the ground tried to suck him back in, possibly in an attempt to swallow him whole. Occasionally he would tread down on something hard and unforgiving, some foreign object trapped beneath the surface which felt almost brittle underfoot. He daren't look down to see what it was, even if visibility allowed such a luxury.

	It was far too risky to use lamps to light their way, which in Harry's opinion made reconnaissance missions worthless. If they didn't know what they were looking for, and it was too dark to see anything anyway, what was the bloody point?

	But he wasn't in charge. He had been a soldier long enough to know that very often, there were ulterior motives for being asked to do things. Sometimes the real reasons were hidden behind veils, and subordinates like him were rarely afforded a glimpse of the bigger picture.

	He kept losing sight of Sarge, even though he maintained a distance of no more than three or four yards behind him. Each time he did so, he felt a small knot of panic begin to bubble up inside him and quickened his pace slightly to catch up. Then, the rugged outline of his NCO would drift back into view and the panic would be replaced by a surge of relief. If he could choose anyone he had ever met, or anyone from history for that matter, to be out here with him tonight, he would choose Sergeant Lewis. Or maybe Ghengis Khan.

	The darkness and the unfamiliar terrain were disorienting. Even though Harry was sure they were heading diagonally away from the allied trenches, with no markers or even stars to light the way, there was no real way to be sure. For all he knew, they could be walking a path straight into enemy lines.

	Don't get lost, don't get lost, don't get lost, he repeated to himself. Keep calm, stay alert, follow the Sarge, and above all... 

	DON'T GET LOST!

	If Sarge was suffering from nerves, it didn't show. Instead, he just carried on moving silently across the ravaged landscape, crouching slightly to make himself a smaller target, and turning his head slowly from side to side as he went, constantly scanning their surroundings. He had substituted his standard-issue Enfield for a Vickers machine-gun. The Vickers was a fearsome weapon, and quite new to the battlefield. Harry had never even fired one, but he knew all about the reputation they had. Capable of firing up to five hundred .303 rounds a minute to a distance of over four thousand yards, they could literally rip men to pieces.  

	The Sarge’s choice of weapon sent mixed signals to Harry. Due to its sheer size and weight, the Vickers gun was usually manned by a crew of two; a gunner and someone to feed belts of ammo through it. The fact that Sarge carried the thirty-five pound weapon, plus ammo, as if it were a toy, suggested he was as strong as an ox. It also suggested he expected a fire fight.      

	As Harry pondered this Sarge suddenly stopped walking, holding is machine-gun steady with his right hand while he signalled with his left. Harry hurried to catch up, clutching his webbing tight to his body to stop it jangling. He had decided to leave most of his kit back in the trench, the whole idea of this mission was to be in and out quickly, then back inside an hour. Even so, there was a combat knife strapped to his leg, several ammo pouches scattered about his person, a number five grenade, and a water bottle clinging to his belt. He also found room for a mini-first aid kit, a box of matches, and some meagre rations. Without wanting to overload himself, he felt he should be prepared for anything. 

	Dropping to the ground and sinking into the mud next to Sarge, Harry squinted in the general direction that had caught his Sarge’s attention. The NCO made another hand signal and pointed a single, thick, callused finger. From his position, at first Harry could see nothing but swirling clouds of smoke mixed with ground mist. Then, to his horror, his eyes began to distinguish movement. 

	Something was out there. 

	There were figures approaching. Two, three, maybe more, moving swiftly and silently across the terrain like ghosts. They too moved without lights.

	A German patrol.

	Harry's mouth suddenly lost all its moisture, and he felt his bowels shift uncomfortably. He had never been this close to a German before, having only spied them briefly across the length of the killing fields. The patrol undoubtedly consisted of Sturmmann. Stormtroopers. Specially-trained soldiers known to operate in no man’s land as merciless execution squads. Their mission was simple. To seek and destroy, and they took no prisoners.

	Death was practically within touching distance.

	Luckily, the patrol was approaching from an angle. Harry and Sarge were not in their eye line, but to risk running for cover now would be suicide. The troopers would certainly be on the lookout for transgressors. Why else would they be prowling around out here in the middle of the night?

	Slowly, Harry raised his Enfield, aimed it at the German patrol, and looked down his sights. He could take one out before they even realized that they were under attack, he was sure of it. He and Sarge had the element of surprise on their side. 

	But Sarge hissed at him through clenched teeth, and shot him a sideways look that didn't need words to convey its meaning. 

	Don't shoot!

	Slowly, Harry lowered his weapon, feeling a little embarrassed at being so impulsive. They must not engage. That was the order. Even if they encountered enemy troops, they were forbidden from firing unless they came under fire themselves. In the dark, even a single muzzle flash would be enough to compromise their position, and a fire fight would be disastrous. Anything could happen. For all they knew there could be dozens of German infantry in the vicinity, and they would be surrounded and pinned down before they knew it. 

	Instead of opening up with the Vickers, Sarge was now belly-crawling stealthily toward a nearby bomb crater. The crater was the only form of cover available, save for a few splintered spikes of decimated trees. All the vegetation had been blown away by mortar shells a dozen times over. The mist and smoke was so thick and heavy now that it seemed to cling to the damp ground, making them virtually invisible to the enemy patrol, which was now less than eighty feet away. Moving slowly so as not to draw any attention, Harry followed his sergeant’s lead, wriggling through the mud after him on his belly.     

	Miraculously, they weren’t spotted. Only later did it occur to Harry that maybe they were, but the German patrol was also under orders not to engage, such are the paradoxes of war. Harry often thought it would be marvellous they worked on these principals all the time. Wars would contain so little bloodshed that the whole thing would degenerate into farce, an international game of tag played out on a massive scale. Maybe they could carry home-made wooden guns, and jump out on each other and shout, “BANG!” instead of actually killing or wounding each other. Once tagged, you were sent home and not allowed to play any more. That would be more fun for all concerned. In practical terms, it would be a lot more cost-effective, too.

	Soon, Harry and Sarge reached the comparative safety of the bomb crater, and slid noiselessly over the jagged lip into the stinking boggy depths below. The crater was so big that it must have been made by a heavy artillery shell, probably from a Big Bertha, rather than a plain old mortar. A shell that size would have a devastating effect on the sodden, already-damaged earth. The crater must have been four feet deep at its lowest point, with slippery, sloping sides, and was half-filled with rancid, freezing water.

	Harry now realized, too late, as Sarge surely did, that the crater was a death-trap. If they were spotted, all it would take to wipe them both out in such a confined space would be a single lobbed grenade. If they saw it come in they would lose it in the water, and would never be able to crawl out in time. And even if they did make it out of the hole, the next thing they would face would be a hail of German bullets.

	Harry's lower body was submerged in the icy water that festered at the bottom of the crater. He could feel its coldness seeping through his clothes as his sodden boots scrambled for purchase on the slippery bottom. His head was just below the crater's rim, neck twisted painfully. He considered changing position, perhaps climbing up the side a ways where it was drier, just to make the situation more bearable. But a quick glance at Sarge, who was laying perfectly still, told him to stay put and not move a muscle. So he waited, and listened.

	He thought he heard a whistle somewhere nearby. 

	A whistle? 

	At first he thought it may have been the mournful whine of a shell as it arced through the air on its journey of destruction, but there was no ensuing explosion. None nearby, anyway.

	After the whistle there was nothing, which made Harry think he may have imagined it. Not a solitary sound broke the perfect stillness, save for the murmur of the occasional low gust of breeze, which only added to the heightening tension. There were no voices or shuffling feet around them, which could mean the German patrol had safely passed them by. Alternatively, it could just as easily mean the Huns were hovering out of sight, beyond the lip of the crater, biding their time. Letting their cornered prey suffer for a while before putting them out of their misery.

	It was then that Harry realized that they were not alone in the crater. Something else shared the foul, stinking pit with them. He could sense the wet, shapeless grey mass before he felt it. But before he could begin to get his head around such an eventuality, he was forced to ram a fist in his mouth to stifle a scream as something unseen gripped his submerged leg. He jerked spasmodically, and clumsily thrust the bayoneted barrel of his Enfield into the filth below, probing, aware of the sergeant's head snapping in his direction as he did so.

	There was something else there, all right. Someone, in fact. 

	But this someone was far beyond gripping anything. Instead, the corpse bobbed lifelessly in the few feet of water. What Harry had reacted to was simply the corpse's extended arm brushing lazily against him, as if to attract his attention. 

	Relaxing once more, Harry peered at the corpse. There was something wrong with it. The shape, it just wasn't right. And then he saw why. The head was missing. Just gone. The neck instead ending in a jagged cut, the puffy, white flesh torn open to reveal splintered vertebrae beneath. Perhaps the head was also in the crater, or somewhere nearby. Harry decided he didn't want to look for it. Even if he managed to find it, it wouldn't do anyone any good. Least of all him.

	“Sarge?” Harry whispered as loudly as he dared. “Sarge, I found something.”

	“Shhh!” the NCO hissed, making a shooing motion with his hand as he did so.

	So Harry waited, locked together with the corpse. On closer inspection, he could see that it was one of theirs. Although it was dark, he could just about distinguish the uniform and insignia on the lapels of the fallen soldier. He came from the same regiment. With a sick feeling of dread Harry began to realize that, given his close proximity to the trench, this slowly putrefying corpse had probably been a member of one of the earlier patrols.

	That much was no more than educated guesswork, however, as the poor bloke was unidentifiable. He might have been lying here for weeks. In addition to missing his head, after lying undisturbed in the water-filled crater for so long, the corpse had become grotesquely misshapen and bloated. In the near-complete absence of light, the exposed flesh of the neck and hands was fish-belly white and the torso covered with savage, deep cuts. Shrapnel wounds? If so, they were unlike any shrapnel wounds harry had ever seen before.

	After what seemed like an age, Sarge eventually decided the coast was clear of Germans for the time being and slithered down the side of the crater into the water. “Jesus Christ...” he said when his eyes fell on the body.

	“He's one of ours, Sarge. What do you think happened to him? His head's off...”

	“Buggered if I know, Son...” Sarge replied in a hoarse whisper. “... I've seen all sorts in this war, but I don't remember ever seeing anything like that.”

	“Could he have been blown up?”

	“What, from the neck up? I don't think so, unless he fell victim to an exploding neck tie.” Sarge leaned in for a closer look. “His head's not even been lopped off clean, judging by the mess on the poor fella's neck. It looks like it was ripped off his shoulders.” 

	“Bloody 'ell, Sarge. What shall we do?”

	Sergeant Lewis composed himself. “What do you suggest we do, Private? Perform some Last Rites? Have a funeral wake? We still have an assignment to finish, remember.”

	“But Sarge, shouldn't we go back and report this?” 

	“Report what?” Sarge shrugged. “Finding a dead 'un? In case you hadn't noticed, we're in the middle of a war. There's dead 'uns everywhere. The people filling in the paperwork can't keep up as it is, they won't thank you for adding to their workload. So, there’s nothing to report. Is there, Private?”

	“I s'pose yer right, Sarge. But shouldn't we at least get some ID off of him, so we can say that we found 'im an all? Maybe mark the spot? Come back for 'im later, like?”

	Sergeant Lewis sighed deeply. His body language tried to indicate impatience, but Harry knew the man well enough to know that was just a veneer. A tough shell. Inside, beneath the conditioned exterior, was a man of honour and principal who cared deeply about the men under his command and he was feeling this just as much as Harry was. “Do whatever you think is decent, Private,” he said. “I'll wait.”

	Grimacing, Harry fumbled in the fallen soldier's mutilated neck area until he found his dog tags. Luckily, they hadn't come off with the head. He held them up close to his eye, and tried to rub off enough mud and blood to uncover the name and number. It seemed important to know the dead soldier's name. But it was no good. Too dark. Then he remembered something, and reached into one of his shoulder pockets to retrieve the box of matches he had stashed there earlier.

	Ordinarily, he wouldn't even consider using the matches out here in no man's land. Matches were beacons for snipers, who spent much of their time skulking around looking for just that, enemy soldiers lighting smokes for each other, which they often did to conserve matches. When the match was struck and the first cigarette lit, the sniper saw you. Lighting the second gave him precious time to aim. And on the third light, he pulled the trigger. There were many who would rather go without a smoke than be the Third Light. 

	To avoid the attention of any snipers, Harry ducked beneath the lip of the crater, which was below ground level, and shielded the match with his hand as he lit it. He kept the flame alight just long enough to determine name on the dog tags. He couldn't believe what he saw.



DEWI PERRETT

18/03/1894

3967224



Harry blew out the match and slumped back against the wall of the crater. So tonight's mission had already been accomplished, he had found his best friend. Or what was left of him. 









Chapter IV: 



Fire Fight







Harry would have loved to say he had prepared himself for that moment. But the truth was, he hadn't. Not at all. In fact, he had done anything but prepare himself for finding his friend’s body. He had preferred to believe that poor Dewi had gotten lost or, at worst, got himself captured. Finding his friend alive was one of the few strands of hope that he had clung to. Now that strand had been severed.

	Silently contemplating the twisted, mangled body in the crater Harry tried to work out whether Dewi had been killed quickly, or if he had suffered a slow, lingering, painful death. It seemed important. The fact that his head was missing indicated the former, but there was no way of knowing whether the head had been blown or hacked off first or last.  

	Slipping the dog tags and the matches into a pouch for safekeeping, Harry scrambled up the wall of the crater and over to where the Sarge now crouched, still gripping the Vickers gun, steely eyes surveying the ravaged landscape around them looking for the German patrol that had passed them minutes earlier. Although the air could hardly be considered fresh, there was always the stink of war, it felt good to be out of that crater. It was beginning to get claustrophobic in there.

	“See anything, Sarge?” Harry whispered hoarsely.

	The NCO shook his head slowly. “Nothing to see. Light’s too poor.” 

	But Harry could tell by the expression on his face that something was troubling the sergeant. The problem was that Sarge was a nuts-n-bolts kind of man. Before the war, he had been a copper in Cardiff. He wasn't the type to speculate, and was unlikely to share an opinion on anything that couldn't be seen or touched.

	Just then, they heard the howl for the first time. It began as little more than a whimper, but grew steadily in pitch and volume as it reverberated through the air. It barely sounded of this world. 	And maybe it wasn't.

	It was impossible to tell from which direction the terrifying howl had come, it seemed to come from all around them at the same time. 

	Fear did not begin to describe what Harry felt as the hairs on the nape of his neck prickled and stood to attention, and the blood began pumping through his veins. Fear was useful. In a threatening situation, fear was your friend. It kept you on your toes and stopped you doing anything stupid. If a man wasn't scared in the trenches, then he was a fool. Harry was used to being scared.

	But this was something else entirely. 

	This was more primal than simple fear, an almost debilitating terror that permeated his being so deeply that he could feel it in his bones. He saw Sarge's eyes widen, and knew he was not alone in his mortified state. 

	“What was that, Sarge?” Harry whispered, as if Sarge had all the answers.

	“Sounded like a dog to me,” came the flat reply. “Must have been with the patrol we spotted earlier.”

	That would explain the whistle Harry had heard from inside the crater. The German patrol had dogs. Marvellous.  

	For a while, they listened and watched. The only blessing seemed to be that whatever it was sounded a long way off. But some dogs can run pretty fast, can't they? And how long would it take a well-trained mutt to sniff them out? 

	An indeterminable amount of time later, it could have been hours but was more likely to have been minutes, Sarge finally rose from his crouching position and started moving again. To Harry's dismay, he started making his way in the direction from which the German patrol had come, what seemed to be the opposite direction from the comparative safety of their trench. Wasn't their patrol over now? What more did they have to do? Find some German stormtroopers and rub noses with them?

	Whatever the case, Harry was pretty certain Sarge had some kind of plan. He trusted his NCO, and would follow him into the jaws of hell if that was what the mission required. Nerves still jangling, Harry fell into step and tried to inject his senses into the world around him.

	Overhead, the moon peeked through the cloud cover. Unavoidably, as much as he tried to keep his mind focused on the task at hand, Harry couldn't stop his thoughts drifting back to Dewi. An image of his friend's mutilated body was stuck firmly in the centre of his mind like a boulder in the middle of a fast-moving stream, forcing thoughts of his own survival, and everything else, around it. He had a notion that bad experiences did that, and the more traumatic experiences a man suffered, the more boulders were piled in the stream. Soon, there would be a dam, a complete blockage. And that was when, consumed by tragedy, men lost their grip on reality.       

	What a thing to be thinking about. 

	But in every scenario Harry had ever imagined, every conceivable alternative universe, never in his darkest dreams did he expect to be standing over Dewi's lifeless, broken corpse wondering how his head came to have been separated from his body. This was the stuff of nightmares. It felt like a turning point. A defining moment. He knew that from then on, his life would be divided into two distinct states of being, the before and the after. Harry patted the pouch in his webbing now containing his friend's dog tags to make sure they were still there. They were.

	What the hell was he supposed to tell Dewi's parents?

	Then another thought struck him. Was it mere coincidence that saw to it that he of all people found Dewi's body? Or did some higher power bring him here, either to compound his grief or to nullify his guilt?

	The battlefield, where senses and emotions are heightened, forces a man to look at things through new eyes, making him more susceptible to suggestion and altogether more spiritual. You take guidance, strength and inspiration from whatever source offers it. Harry had seen bold new arrivals swear they didn't need or even believe in God. Yet days later, those same men would be walking around clutching tattered bibles and praying constantly, eyes haunted by what they had seen.

	There was something else.

	Maybe he wasn't the first to find the body. Perhaps every other patrol had also stumbled upon it, and then... 

	And then what?

	The sound of Sergeant Lewis' voice snapped him out of his fugue, “Come on Private, stay alert. We have a job to do...”

	Even when whispering, Sarge spoke with a practised air of authority that expected, demanded, to be obeyed. Everything else was secondary. Harry was suddenly reminded of the fact that he was a soldier first, and a man second. He knew he had to rise above the tragedy and horror and do his duty, or Dewi's death would be in vain. 

	War had given Harry a new perspective on life. For the first time, he became aware of a much bigger and more complex picture than he had ever been able to comprehend. Before, selfishly, he had been the centre of his own universe. Everything revolved around him. Now, he’d come to realize that he was but an atom drifting aimlessly through the cosmos, unidentifiable against billions of others, yet each under the misguided notion that they were the most important thing in existence. What war did above all else was put you in your place, make you realize your true position in the grand scheme of things. 

	When he had signed up to fight, of course he’d wanted the adulation and pride that went with serving your country. He enjoyed the pats on the back and the big send-off. But those days seemed so far away. Now he wasn't just fighting to stay alive for his own selfish purposes. He was fighting for all the people at home; everyone he had ever known, as well as their children and their children's children. That’s a lot of responsibility to have on one's shoulders. True, sometimes it was a burden. But other times, times such as this, he drew strength and courage from it. 

	That was when they heard that awful howl again. Closer, this time. 

	Sarge stopped dead in his tracks and brought his weapon up to a firing position. Harry didn't know for the life of him what he was aiming at, he could see nothing except rolling clouds of smoke and morphing ground mist. He suspected the firing stance was more a precautionary measure. Sometimes, the world just looked a better, safer place through gun sights.

	The howl was more like a scream of anguish now, shattering the deathly stillness of the ravaged battlefield. If that was a dog, it didn't sound hungry or in pain, it sounded angry. Demented, even.

	It was still impossible to tell from which direction the noise was coming from. It appeared that no man's land had an uncanny way of amplifying and distorting the chilling sound. Common sense told Harry to stay close to the ground and join Sarge in a sweep of the immediate vicinity before moving on. 

	He ran his eyes over the scarred terrain. Now there was a break in the cloud allowing more moonlight to creep through, but there was still nothing to see. The landscape was barren, nothing stirred. The only sounds were his own shallow breathing, as even the distant cacophony of guns had fallen silent.  

	The time crawled by. After waiting a few more minutes, Sarge slowly got to his knees and Harry followed suit. “What's the plan, Sarge?”

	“It's pretty unusual to see a Hun patrol so close to our lines,” the NCO replied. “And they have dogs. That makes me think they are either guarding or looking for something.”

	“What could they be looking for?” 

	“Who knows?” Sarge shrugged his broad shoulders. “But we're going to do our damnedest to find out. This could be the break we need. Let’s try and get a quick look at where they were coming from.”

	Harry's heart sank, but he disguised it with an affirmative nod and an enthusiastic, “Right, Sarge.”

	Together the two men pushed on through the mud, leaving the grisly discovery in the crater far behind them. Harry tried to make a mental note of its location, but deep down he knew it would be useless trying to find it again. One blast crater looked very much like any other blast crater. The only difference was that only one of them housed the body of his best friend.

	Don't think about that now, he scolded himself. There’s work to be done.

	What exactly was their mission, anyway? Stumbling around no man's land in the dark until one unfortunate fate or another befell them? 

	Maybe it was a trap.

	The German patrol which conveniently didn't spot them, the manic howling, all designed to lure Allied troops out in two's and three's and lead them... where?

	That was the question.

	Harry's stomach filled with dread and he pulled his Enfield a little tighter to his body. High-pressure situations make men think strange things. They twist reality, play with your mind. He had to stay focused. 

	Even so, he couldn't shake the feeling that they were heading straight into trouble. It was like a sixth sense. Each step became an ordeal as every muscle and sinew in his body strained against it, willing him to turn around and go the other way. Was this the same sensation that young Percy Martins had to endure during his short spell as a soldier? And what about Dewi? What had been the last thing he felt?

	Suddenly, something strange happened. There was a whine and a thump, and a small area of marsh exploded at his feet. Then another, and another.

	What the hell was that?

	Only then did he hear the shots ring out, shattering the eerie stillness. Somebody was shooting at them!

	It took a while for Harry's mind to process the new information. Judging by the time discrepancy between the bullets hitting the ground and him hearing the report from the weapon, they were being targeted from at least a hundred yards away. Probably more. Far enough away that if the bullets had struck him or Sarge, they would have been dead before they knew what had hit them.

	Harry and Sarge both dropped to the floor and rolled, looking around feverishly as they tried to check every direction at once.

	“Is it a sniper?”

	“No,” replied Sarge in his trademark unflustered manner. “Snipers don't carry machine guns, you know that. Plus, snipers don't miss. Not even German ones.”

	“But how can they see us in the dark?” Harry whispered. Even as the words passed his lips he realized it wasn't so dark any more. The moonlight streamed down and reflected off the smoke and ground mist with an effervescent, otherworldly glow, casting shadows where previously there had been none, twisting and writhing like living things.

	“It might have been an accidental discharge, or maybe one of the Huns on their line thought he saw something move out here. Crikey, it might even be one of our own boys taking some pot shots. They wouldn't be able to identify us from this distance. Do you know which direction the shots came from?”

	“Behind and to the right, Harry answered.”

	Sarge looked disappointed. “In that case, that German patrol from earlier might have spied us. Good news is they can't be too sure of our position because they only fired the one burst. If they had us in their sights, they wouldn't have stopped firing. But we still need to find cover. They'll be coming for us.”

	The only cover available were a few broken tree stumps protruding stubbornly out of the battle-ravaged landscape. They wouldn't provide much protection from a mortar shell or even a bullet, but they would serve to obscure the view of anyone aiming at them.

	Harry and Sarge started crawling on their bellies through the mud, slime and chunks of debris. As he wriggled, Harry glanced behind him a few times. Once, he thought he saw something move. But quick as a flash, it was gone, leaving him to question whether his eyes were playing tricks on him. No time to worry about it now.

	Soon, they reached the clump of broken trees and rolled onto their sides in the sparse sanctuary, panting with the effort. 

	After a few moments Harry risked a peek through a splintered gap in the tree stump. At first he couldn't make out anything. Then he saw the two shadowy figures, walking parallel with a distance of four or five yards between them. They were heading directly for Harry and Sarge.

	So it hadn't been his imagination, after all. The were being stalked. And unless the approaching Huns made a U-turn, and quickly, then they were going to stumble right upon their position and the plan of not engaging the enemy would go out of the window.

	The sergeant whispered a curse, and ducked back behind the tree stump. “They definitely look a lot like stormtroopers. If they have the slightest inkling that something's alive out here, and they probably do seeing as they already took some shots at us, they'll head straight for us. This is the only place to hide.”

	Looking around, Harry saw he was right. “What do we do, Sarge?”

	“Kill them before they kill us. Problem is, my Vickers gun, as lovely as she is, won't be much use from this range. I could spray two belts over there and not hit a bloody thing, and by then they would have scattered. We'd have no chance then.”

	“Right.”

	“Did you see any dog?”

	“No, Sarge.” 

	“Then there’s another patrol member with a mutt around here somewhere. They must have split up.”

	The animal was bad news. A trained attack dog would be as much trouble as an extra stormtrooper. And even harder to kill. They were effectively outnumbered two-to-one.

	“Tell me, Private. How good are you with that rifle?”

	“Pretty good, I would say, sir.”

	“Glad to hear it. Think you can drop one of those Huns from this distance? You take the furthest away. If I get the right angle I'd give myself a fighting chance of getting the other one. With a bit of luck, the other section of the patrol will show themselves and we’ll be able to take them out, too.”

	Harry's heart was thumping so hard and fast he was having trouble keeping his voice steady, never mind his trigger finger. But now was not the time to doubt himself. Instead, he nodded firmly. “Good plan, Sarge.”

	“You'll only have one shot,” his NCO reminded him. “Maybe two. After that, they'll be on us. So make at least one of them count. As soon as your man hits the deck, I'll open up on the other one. If I miss, you mop up the pieces. We'll have to get this over with quickly then get the hell out of here. Don't even think about breaking cover until you get my signal, got it?”

	“Got it, Sarge,” Harry confirmed as he rested the barrel of the Enfield on a conveniently protruding branch and manoeuvred himself into a firing position, already trying to focus his mind before he even looked down the sights. One shot. He couldn’t count on getting a second chance.

	Do it for Dewi! said a dark, vengeful voice inside his head. Do it for your friend who they mutilated and left for dead.

	The two figures seemed so small on the other end of the rifle sight as they bobbed into view, and the bayonet was distracting. He aimed for middle of the target, the torso. There was no wind to contend with, not that the wind would be much of a factor at this range. He held his breath, steadied himself, and slowly squeezed the trigger. 

	CRACK!

	The Enfield recoiled into Harry’s shoulder, and as the bullet hurtled through the still night, he had time to wonder, very briefly, whether the German patrol had heard the rifle's report yet.

	Then one of the figures thrown backward, arms flailing wildly, and disappeared from view. A small bubble of elation exploded inside Harry.

	Got him!

	Whether dead or wounded, one of the enemy was definitely down. As the German fell, two things happened simultaneously. As promised, Sarge opened up on the second stormtrooper with the machine-gun, a torrent of bullets cutting through the night, and the remaining member of the German patrol returned fire with some kind of automatic weapon, having immediately zeroed in on the muzzle flash from Harry's initial rifle shot.

	There followed a brief, yet ferocious exchange. Harry was able to let off another couple of shots, but now he was firing blind, barely poking his head over the tree stump long enough to aim before being forced to duck back under cover as German bullets reigned in on their position. There were so many incoming bullets that it seemed as if they were being fired on from two sources. But Harry had taken one out, hadn't he?

	Maybe not. Perhaps the first stormtrooper had survived, or the other faction of the patrol had already turned up. The only other option, that there were enemy soldiers in the area than they thought, was even more worrying.

	Chunks of bark flew off the decaying trees around him, and Harry threw his arm up to protect his face as the acrid smell of smoke from Sarge's machine-gun invaded his senses. 

	At some point the return fire subsided, which hopefully meant one of the stormtroopers either had a problem with his weapon or had been dropped. Harry hoped it was the latter. 

	He became vaguely aware that the spluttering roar of the sergeant's Vickers gun had also ceased. At first he hoped, then he prayed, that Sarge was simply re-loading. But a mere glance told him that wasn't the case. The sergeant was lying flat on his back, lips twisted into a pained grimace and a dazed look on his face. He'd been hit. At a glance it was hard to tell where or how badly, and right now there was no time to look, but Harry knew it would take more than a flesh wound to keep Sergeant Lewis down.

	Without the deafening chatter of the Vickers a deep, forlorn silence settled on the scene. In contrast to the suddenly peaceful surroundings, Harry's mind was racing. Nobody was shooting any more. Did that mean the skirmish was over? Was the patrol improving their position or were they simply re-loading?

	This could be his only opportunity.

	Without giving himself time to over-think things, Harry broke cover, running diagonally in the direction of the German patrol. Stooping low, he chambered another round into his Enfield as he  went.

	He almost tripped over the first body, the stormtrooper’s dark uniform melting into the mud and darkness. He was lying face-up, arms outstretched at his sides almost as if he had been cut down in the act of making a snow angel. He had been shot in the face, probably by Sarge’s Vickers gun, the large calibre bullets obliterating most of the man’s skull. The one remaining eye was still open and glazed over. 

	A few yards away lay the other Hun, this one lying on his side. He wasn’t moving, but Harry wasn’t taking any chances. Shooting from the hip, he put another bullet into the prone body, seeing it spasm from the impact then ran through with his bayonet, gritting his teeth as the blade sank into the enemy’s flesh.       

	Two Germans down. Best case scenario, that left one more, and possibly a dog. The other faction of the patrol could be anywhere, possibly even circling around to attack their position from the rear this very moment. Harry and Sarge had to move. Get back to their lines, or at least find somewhere to regroup, and they had to do it quickly. 







Chapter V: 



Caught Between Two Worlds









Harry was relieved to find Sarge badly wounded, but alive. Slinging his Enfield over his shoulder, he gripped his companion and pulled him to his feet, which was no easy task as the man must weigh eighteen stones or more, and half-dragged, half-carried him away from the jutting outcrop of gnarled tree stumps and down a slight gradient. It didn't matter where they went, anywhere else would do. Their position had been compromised. The Huns would be coming. Hopefully, the dense concoction of ground mist, smoke and darkness would provide enough cover for them to escape.  

	They stumbled and fell once, then twice, the second time Harry's foot catching on a protruding tree root. Each time they hit the deck it took longer to get Sarge back on his feet. He was mumbling incoherently, the entire right side of his uniform stained black with blood. They made another few yards and fell again. This time, Harry was just too exhausted to get back up right away. Looking furtively behind them, eyes boring holes through the darkness, he saw no sign of any stormtroopers. Assuming there were any left. All the time they were running, he and Sarge would have been sitting ducks for any Huns on their trail, yet nobody had fired at them. 

	They must have put a couple of hundred yards between themselves and the skirmish site. But in which direction? With no navigating equipment and no landmarks, it was impossible to gauge their position. They were hopelessly lost in the one place a man didn't want to be lost.

	During one of the falls, Harry had dropped his Enfield and failed to pick it back up. He knew that was a cardinal sin, but he simply couldn't carry everything. When faced with the dilemma he chose to take Sarge and the Vickers gun. Mainly because the damn thing was strapped to his chest and it would have eaten up valuable time trying to unfasten it. As advantageous as having the machine-gun was in certain situations, this wasn’t one of them. Harry knew the basics, but had never been trained in its use. That was Sarge's department, and it didn't seem as if he was going to be able to use the it for a while. Not even Sarge could manage that in his condition. 

	A cursory examination revealed that he had been shot twice. Once through the right arm, and once in the shoulder, the German bullets ripping his flesh and muscle to shreds. There was also a wound to the side of his neck, which steadily oozed blood. It was hard to tell which of the injuries was the more serious. One thing Harry knew for sure was that if he didn't do something, Sarge was going to bleed to death right in front of him.

	Working quickly, Harry cut off a piece of his webbing, ripped open Sarge's tunic, and used the webbing as a makeshift tourniquet to try to stem the flow of blood. Then he opened the first-aid kit he had brought, and pulled out a tiny vial of morphine. The old soldier hid it well, but Sarge must have been in agony. He didn't scream once, but Harry could see that the man had bitten through his own tongue with the effort of not doing so. Blood streamed through his open lips and dripped down his chin, adding to his already-ghastly appearance.

	The morphine helped, but Sarge was in a bad way. In his pain and drug-fuelled delirium, Harry wasn't even sure if he knew where he was. His eyelids kept fluttering, and his eye balls darting around in their sockets. He certainly wasn't capable of combat, or even making rational decisions, and there would be no moving him again for a while. They would have to dig in here until first light, then perhaps Harry would be able to get a handle on their position and figure out some way of getting them back to their trench. He guessed dawn would be breaking in three to four hours. He just had to stay alert and keep himself and Sarge alive until then. “No problem,” he whispered aloud. “No problem at all.” 

	Despite the night chill, Harry stripped off his webbing, took off his overcoat and placed it over his wounded NCO, who lay shivering in the foetal position, semi-conscious. There was nothing else he could do. Now it was up to Sarge to last through the night. 

	The place where they had come to rest appeared to be in another bomb crater, this one more shallow and dryer than the last, thank God. It was just deep enough to camouflage their body shapes and keep off the worst of the chilly breeze. Harry discovered that if he lay on his side in the crater and positioned the Vickers on the edge, it made for a comfortable firing platform. As long as the enemy approached from the direction it was facing. Manoeuvrability would be an issue, with the machine-gun being so big and heavy.

	After seeing to Sarge's wounds, Harry scavenged together the remnants of their supplies and ammunition, which didn't amount to very much. They had only one-and-a-half belts of ammo for the Vickers. Around four hundred bullets. Probably less. Either they had dropped some en route, or Sarge just didn't bring much with him. The whole point of this exercise was to travel light, which didn't lend itself well to lugging a huge machine-gun with stacks of ammo around. Harry could imagine the inner conflict Sarge must have put himself through when deciding whether to take the heavy machine or a rifle. He had obviously decided on the fire-power, perhaps knowing on a subliminal level that he would need it. 

	In addition to the Vickers, Sarge also carried a service revolver in a holster hanging from his belt. That was better for close-quarters fighting, and would be easier for him to use, given the extent of his injuries. It was fully loaded, but Harry couldn’t find any extra bullets. And then there was a dagger each. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that.  

	Just as he was settling in for a long wait, the unearthly howl came again, instantly turning his blood to ice and making the hairs stand up on the nape of his neck. This time, the animal was close. It must have followed their scent, or the trail of blood, and would no-doubt lead any remaining German troopers right to them. 

	There could be no more running or hiding. Harry decided then and there that he would rather die making a stand, than go down in the act of running away. He was too exhausted and battle-weary. Besides, Sarge was in no condition to get very far, and Harry couldn't leave him behind.

	The cards had been dealt. He glanced at his NCO, and was both surprised and relieved to see Sarge sitting up, looking alert and holding his service revolver at the ready. He, too, must have heard the howl and feared another imminent attack. For a brief moment, their eyes locked across the few feet of boggy marsh that separated them, and Harry could see the despair and disappointment written all over Sarge's face. He noted with admiration that he saw no fear. 

	With the Sarge seemingly able to cover the rear, Harry peered down the thick barrel of the Vickers gun into the darkness, his finger lightly caressing the trigger. 

	He heard it approaching before he could see it. 

	Or was it just his imagination? 

	No, surely not. He could hear its grunts and snorts, and the padding of thick paws on the earth as it bounded across the battlefield toward them. The dog was too close to the ground to see, partially obscured by mist, and Harry couldn’t pick out its form. He had no target to aim at. 

	Silently, he debated whether to go ahead and fire off a few rounds into the general vicinity. He might get lucky and hit the target, or the roar of the gun might be enough to scare the dog away. But the downside was that he would waste precious ammunition, and whatever happened, their position would be compromised again. A solitary muzzle flash, would be enough for the trained eye. In fact, the sole reason for the Germans turning the dog loose could be to spook him into doing just that. 

	Could they really be so cold and calculating?

	Of course they could.

	A combat situation was no place for doubt. If there was one thing Harry had learned during basic training and his time on the Front, it was that any action taken should be swift and decisive. Indecision was a killer. You wait, you die. His finger tensed on the trigger as his eyes searched the empty darkness.

	The shot took him by surprise. It was close, but sounded very different to the large-calibre weaponry most commonly favoured by men at war. A small, almost insignificant-sounding POP! Not unlike the sound made by a child's toy cap gun. The noise was followed by a smooth click, then another POP!

	Sarge with his service revolver.

	Harry whirled around, fully expecting to find the Sarge locked in a mortal battle. But instead Harry's gaze was met by the sight of Sarge, half-slumped in the shallow crater, smoking pistol still in hand, and a look of utter confusion painted on his face.

	“Sarge, did you see something?”

	No reply.

	“What are you shooting at? Sarge?”

	“I... I'm not sure,” stammered the NCO. “Maybe just a shadow. Maybe nothing at all.”

	Maybe nothing at all? That made absolutely no sense. Harry knew Sarge wouldn't have fired his weapon unless there was a dire need, especially given their perilous situation and lack of ammo. His faculties may have been adversely affected by the loss of blood, or maybe he just wasn't thinking straight, mistaking shadows for lurking enemies. 

	But Harry knew Sarge, and at that moment, he knew something had put the fear of God into him. Harry was about to press the issue when he remembered the rapidly approaching dog and quickly turned back to his firing position. 

	Too late. 

	A huge black shape was already flying through the air toward him. It seemed to fill his vision with its bulk, and it was all Harry could do to raise an arm to protect his face, knowing that all he was achieving was serving up one of his limbs on a plate. He screamed as the creature's fangs sank deep into the flesh of his forearm, slicing through his tunic as if it were tissue paper. 

	He was on his back in the shallow bomb cater, the sheer weight of the animal pressing him into the mud as it chewed at his arm, ripping skin and flesh and crunching bone. The pain was excruciating. It felt as if he had his arm trapped in a vice. A vice with teeth and claws. The creature was trying to get to his throat, and was so close to his face now that Harry could feel its hot, fetid breath on his face. At this range he could see into the animals eyes, and what he saw was fury. Unbridled, ferocious rage. 

	As he struggled for his life, out of the corner of his eye Harry saw a figure come striding confidently toward them. Now, it was no more than a few yards away. The man, whoever he was, looked absolutely enormous. So big that his mere outline silhouetted against the swirling white mist was too intimidating for words. Harry couldn’t identify the figure's dark battle dress, but assumed the stranger was a member of the German patrol. A stormtrooper. In the flesh.

	Everything seemed to be happening at once, yet events were unfolding so slowly that it was almost as if the drama were being played-out under water. In his heightened state of awareness, everything suddenly made sense to Harry. If the German patrol knew Sarge was already wounded and hardly able to defend himself, of course they would send in the dog. His wounded comrade would be unable to offer any help, and the result would be two wounded, soon-to-be-dead soldiers rather than one. 

	The dog growled and shook its head viciously from side to side. Something inside Harry's arm splintered and broke. If he didn't free himself soon this beast would chew right it. Regaining his composure slightly, he tried to block out the pain and concentrated his efforts into making one huge thrusting, jerking movement with the entire top half of his body in the hope of bucking the thing off him.

	It didn't work. The dog seemed to be anticipating the move, and loosened its grip on his arm just long enough to reposition its body weight, glaring at Harry with that unquenchable fury. Those eyes...

	There was a shot from Sarge's revolver. 

	POP!

	Then another.

	POP!

	Harry didn't know whether Sarge was shooting at the dog or the approaching stormtrooper, but he hoped it was the dog. He couldn't miss from that range. However, he may decide the stormtrooper posed a more real threat and wouldn't want to waste bullets on a dog, perhaps hoping the sound alone would be enough to scare off the animal. Whatever the case, the dog's ferocious assault not only continued, but intensified.

	Harry tried to scream but couldn't find the breath in his lungs to do so. In desperation he lashed out, aiming for the twin set of orbs set deep in the dog's head. His fingers found something soft and wet, and instinctively he pushed. There was a little resistance, then his right finger penetrated something with the consistency of warm jelly. The dog let out a howl of pain and surprise, then released its powerful jaws and ran off whimpering, rubbing at it’s face with a meaty paw.

	Despite the excruciating pain in his forearm and the soul-sapping sensation of his lifeblood seeping out of him into the mud, for a few moments Harry was too stunned to move. He took in huge gulps of tainted air and waited for the greyness to stop encroaching on his vision. Then he remembered something. 

	The stormtrooper. 

	His eyes snapped open to find the huge, hulking figure towering over him. In contrast to the British khaki and brown uniform, the stormtrooper wore a combination of black and grey, no doubt as much to instil fear in the enemy as to camouflage him during its nocturnal excursions. His face was obscured by a helmet and gas mask, the apparatus giving him an eerie, inhuman appearance, almost as if he were a visitor from another planet, or a renegade from some other dimension. 

	From it’s elevated position, the stormtrooper coldly regarded Harry and Sarge, head slightly cocked to one side as if in curiosity. As Harry watched, Sarge, who had the service revolver trained on the stormtrooper, let off another shot.

	POP!

	From a distance of just a couple of feet, the bullet ripped into the stormtroopers belly, the impact forcing him to take a step backwards as if he had been shoved. 

	But he didn't fall. 

	How could that be? A point blank shot to the gut like that would be enough to send any man to the floor screaming in agony. Was he equipped with some kind of body armour?

	Sarge seemed just as confused, incomprehension written all over his pale face. He looked at the revolver and turned it over in a visibly shaking hand, as if questioning its authenticity. Just then the stormtrooper let out what could have been a malicious laugh, and opened up with two Mausers, one in each hand. Until then, Harry had only ever heard stories about one of the most feared of battlefield weapons. A machine-gun the size of a pistol? It was another of those things that nobody was sure really existed or not. When dozens of bullets tore into Sarge, throwing him onto his back where he lay, jerking violently under the lead onslaught, the Mauser’s validity was proven beyond doubt.

	Harry's already-fragile mind couldn't process what had just happened. Then, pushing the pain and anguish to one side, he scrambled for the Vickers, fully expecting his body to be duly ravaged the German bullets at any moment. His hands closed around the thick stock of the weapon and picked it up, grunting with the effort. Even as he brought it around, supporting its weight with his mutilated left forearm, his finger found the trigger.

	The staccato thunder split the night in two, the muzzle flash illuminating the area immediately around him. The recoil made his arm spasm and drove the butt of the gun painfully into his shoulder.

	But the space on the lip of the crater the stormtrooper had occupied was now empty. He was gone.

	Fearing the enemy must have somehow skirted around him, Harry flung himself onto his back inside the crater, spraying bullets in a wide arc as he went, the manoeuvre intended to be both defensive and offensive. Somebody screamed, the sound barely audible above the roar of the machine gun. It might have been him.

	Then the firing pin clicked. The ammunition belt had run empty. Harry lay still amid the billowing clouds of machine gun smoke for a few seconds with the weapon weighing heavy across his chest, unsure of what to do next. Seeing and hearing nothing, he pushed the heavy machine-gun away. There was no time to reload. Not now.

	Whenever he heard the Dead Man's Click he was reminded of something his drill sergeant had been fond of saying in training. “An empty gun is about as much use as a walking stick.”

	Harry’s hand immediately went to his belt and unsheathed his dagger, wild eyes trying to scan every direction at once. He knew the knife was a poor answer to any kind of firearm. Especially the Hun’s twin Mausers. But for the moment it was the only answer he had.

	The stormtrooper, along with the Hell Hound, if that was what it was, had vanished. 

	One look at Sarge told Harry there was no helping him this time. His upper body had been racked with huge bullet holes, and a grimace frozen onto his face. He was no longer breathing. Immediately, the despair and a sense of loss hit Harry. Another good man cut down in his prime in this senseless tragedy of a war. At that moment he had never felt so alone in his entire life.









 







Chapter VI: 



Enter the Hell Hounds









Knowing the conditions were ripe for infection, Harry did his best to patch up his canine-ravaged forearm with what little remained in his emergency first aid kit, daubing antiseptic ointment on the tears in his flesh and wrapping gauze around the wounds to stem the flow of blood. He wished he had brought more. The arm was already swelling, and he had lost some mobility which would make operating the Vickers gun even more difficult than it already was.

	Carrying out a second field inventory in that God awful place, next to the still-warm body of Sarge, was a depressing experience. Travelling light was a calculated risk, you sacrificed useful supplies and equipment in favour of speed and agility. After the two fire fights, all that remained of their ammo was half a belt of ammo for the Vickers, eighteen rifle rounds for the lost Enfield, a hand grenade, the two daggers, and a solitary bullet left in one of the chambers of Sarge's service revolver. Despite a thorough search, Harry could find nothing else. 

	Upon discovering that single bullet, dark thoughts began to circulate in the corners of Harry's mind. It seemed to have been left there by design, rather than by chance. Its mere presence was an invitation.

	He could use the bullet on himself. Put an end to it all, and be done with this whole sorry mess. There would be no more pain, no more suffering. No more seeing his friends blown to pieces and sitting around waiting for the spectre of death to tap him on the shoulder and tell him his number was up. In a second, he could just float away on a bed of clouds. 

	Goodbye, cruel world.

	Harry fondled the revolver for a while, flicking the safety catch on and off and opening and closing the cylinder to peek at the single bullet it contained. He even put the weapon to his temple to see what it felt like, touching the cold steel of the barrel against his skin. Then, with a grunt of anguish, he threw the revolver down in the mud.

	He couldn't pull the trigger on himself. To commit suicide would be the ultimate act of selfishness. The Bible says such a crime would land him in purgatory. Eternal limbo. Caught perpetually between two worlds. It would be like being in no man’s land forever. Still, he wondered, could purgatory really be worse than hell? For this war was certainly that. 

	Instead of blowing his brains out, he decided instead to dig in and try to see out the couple of hours which remained until dawn. If he was still alive to greet first light, he could hopefully get his bearings and make it back to his lines in one piece, even if it meant dumping all his gear and sprinting. Changing position now would only leave him more exposed, and use up more of his strength. Besides, with the dog able to follow his trail seeking refuge somewhere else was a pointless exercise. 

	All he had to do was stave off any more attacks. He was quite sure there would be more, especially if the stormtrooper knew he was wounded and low on supplies. 

	So why didn't he just come?

	But the stormtrooper was also injured, wasn't he? Sarge had shot him in the belly, and at close range! Harry had seen it with his own eyes. So maybe the stormtrooper wasn't in the mood to attack anyone. In fact, there was a good chance he had been mortally wounded and slunk off to die quietly somewhere.

	Deep down, Harry knew that was just wishful thinking. He just didn't want to address the issue of how that bullet had failed to do its job. It defied logic. 

	There were other alternatives. 

	Perhaps the stormtrooper had gone back to his lines for treatment or reinforcements. Or perhaps he was playing games. Like a cat toying with a cornered mouse for its own amusement, just before jumping on it and ruthlessly tearing it to pieces. 

	That was it. The sadistic bastard was purposely dragging it out, messing with him. Making a sport out of hunting the lone lost Tommy. 

	Damn him!

	Regarding the Vickers which, despite its steadily diminishing supply of ammunition was still a formidable weapon, Harry regretted dropping his Enfield more than ever. The machine-gun was too big and heavy to be practical, it would slow him down if and when he started moving again. Plus, he wasn't familiar with it. It felt awkward in his hands. He would feel much more comfortable with his trusty Enfield. 

	He began contemplating going back to find it. How hard could it be? He and Sarge could only have travelled a short distance, and he was reasonably sure of the direction. He could just retrace his steps. But it was no good looking in the dark, it would be like searching for a needle in a haystack. It felt good to have some semblance of a plan in place, even if it would have to wait until first light to be implemented.  

	Slowly, the seconds ticked by and turned into minutes. Harry breathed into his hands and rubbed them together. He was shivering with cold, but couldn't bring himself to claim his overcoat back from Sarge. It was now a shroud, preserving his friend's dignity in death.  

	Some time later, he didn't know how long, his skin began to crawl and he became convinced he was being watched. Not just watched, scrutinised from afar. As if someone or something was out there, hiding in the darkness, their eyes boring into his soul. Shifting nervously, Harry did yet another sweep of his surroundings. There was nothing to see except mounds of plundered earth, broken tree stumps, languid coils of ground mist, and dwindling shadows. As he watched, the swirls of mist transformed themselves into vaguely humanoid shapes that could almost be the ghosts of dead soldiers.

	If he couldn't see whoever was staring him down, then it must surely mean that they couldn't see him, either. Wherever 'they' were. Not that it mattered, Harry realized with a sigh. They didn't have to look for him. They already knew where he was.

	With so little artillery fire in the dead of night, the silence that enveloped him was unearthly, cocooning him and dulling his senses. Despite his best efforts to stay awake and alert, fatigue slowly got the better of him and Harry was faced with a struggle just to keep his eyes open. It would be so easy to sleep, just drift away.

	Once again, his brittle mind was cast back into childhood, and the fear that something unseen lurked beneath his bed or in his bedroom wardrobe. Childish, irrational notions. He could see that now. But little did the child he used to be know that the adult world, the one created by actual, living people, held more horrors than he could have ever imagined, even in his darkest nightmares. 

	Lost in his thoughts, Harry's mind struggled to free itself, break free from its moorings, and he was happy to let it slip away and take him back to those bygone days when innocence reigned and the world around him was full of mystery and wonder. Anywhere but here. His mind drifting wantonly through time and space, he slipped into that familiar, semi-lucid state. 

	He must have slipped over the precipice into sleep for a while, because he dreamed about clouds. White, translucent clouds, rolling all around him like huge swabs of cotton wool. He reached out to grasp them, but each time they slipped through his fingers leaving him holding nothing but air. Faces and figures appeared all around him, partially hidden at first, then slowly revealing themselves to be representations of people he had once known. 

	There was Grandad! Harry hadn't seen him in years. He was looking well, with that beaming smile showing off the trademark gap in his teeth, permanent reminders of the time he had fought pirates whilst serving in Her Majesty's Navy, he had claimed. Grandad was always full of tall stories. And Uncle Elvet, who had lost one of his arms down the pit. As a fifteen year-old it had been his job to open the doors for the trams full of coal to come through. One day, he slipped and fell with his arm on the track. Along came a tram and took it off clean. Everyone though his working life to be over, but four months later, he was back in the same pit, doing the same job, only this time on the opposite side of the track so he could use his other arm.  

	Tom the Baker from was next. Even though he had died of a heart attack the year the war broke out. Lucky him, some would say. No woman was safe from Tom’s charms. The story went that one day he had slept with three in a single day, all wives of men from the village. And look! There's Dewi! With his head back on his shoulders and everything! He looks young, fit, happy. Oh, how one day we will meet again, share a drink, and maybe even laugh together about his unfortunate demise.

	Then, the mood began to change, and a question pushed itself to the forefront of Harry’s mind, demanding attention. 

	Had he died in his sleep and gone to heaven? 

	Gradually, he became aware of a dark figure that seemed to hover on the periphery of his vision, for a time fully concealed in the rolling banks of fuzzy cloud. This particular figure was different to the others in some fundamental way Harry couldn't put a finger on. He strained his eyes to see more. The hulking presence was brooding, menacing. Yet seemed somehow familiar, as if he had some connection to it.

	Sarge?

	No. This presence was malevolent. It oozed evil and hatred.

	Harry shrank away from it, feeling chills race up and down his spine.

	Suddenly, in the dream, bolts of lightning began streaking through the clouds. At first the sight was beautiful, spellbinding. He watched, fascinated, as the silver shards of electricity turned golden and tore the clouds asunder. But the dreamy comfort he wallowed in soon turned to anxiety and trepidation as the lightning steadily grew in brightness and intensity. God was angry. Harry tried to look away but found himself unable, so instead he threw up an arm to shield his eyes. And then his arm was burning, like it was on fire.    

	The searing pain brought him back, and his eyes snapped open. The cotton wool clouds from his dream retreated and seamlessly melted into the ground fog that still swirled around him. Dawn was cracking the horizon, and his mauled arm hurt. Those first jagged glimpses of sunlight, which his mind had initially translated as lightning, were his cue to get moving again. He knew what must be done, he had had ample time to prepare himself, having spent the past few hours drilling this latest set of directives into his brain. 

	Find the Enfield, and make it back to his lines. 

	He had played the mission through in his mind so many times now that he had already convinced himself that it was going to be a great success. Funny how the mind works. 

	Cautiously, he set the Vickers on the ground and stretched out his aching limbs as much as he dared, warily watchful as he did so. The vague sense of being studied from a distance lingered, but there was still no culprit to be seen. He decided it was his imagination playing tricks, reasoning that if anyone really was out there watching him, they would have killed him by now. The window of opportunity had been left wide open all night.

	Now Harry was faced with another dilemma. Should he take the machine gun on his search for the Enfield? If he did, he would only have to leave it out in the field in place of the rifle. Carrying both weapons back to his lines would slow him down, especially given his injured arm. The alternative was to leave the Vickers with Sarge, and take his chances with just the grenade, dagger, and the service revolver with its one remaining bullet.

	Rightly or wrongly, he decided on the latter option. He would at least be more mobile.

	Easing himself out of the relative sanctuary of the crater, he gave Sarge one last, regretful look, and set off. 

	He hunched over, keeping his profile as close to the ground as possible, as he jogged across the sodden earth. He had been taught to always be mindful of treading land mines and kept a permanent look-out for tell-tale signs. Another hazard was losing his footing, falling over, and breaking a leg or an ankle. Both scenarios would almost certainly mean a slow, painful death alone out here in no man’s land. 

	Harry was acutely aware that even though the morning light would make finding his rifle and navigating his way back to his lines easier, it would also allow ample opportunity for the stormtrooper to spot him, along with any eagle-eyed snipers who may be awake early and eager to exercise their trigger fingers. He still had no idea how close he was to enemy lines, and even whether his own side would be able to distinguish him from the enemy at sniping distance or not. Conceivably, pretty soon he could be getting shot at from all sides.   

	No sooner had he started jogging, holding his injured arm to his chest and clutching the service revolver in his other hand, he heard the low, mournful howl drift across the battlefield. 

	The Hell Hound was back.

 	Bloody hell. 

	The damn thing must be telling its master that Harry was on the move. His pace quickened.

	Something inside implored him not to stop and he was filled with a terrible certainty that if he stopped, he would die!

	So Harry continued on. He thought he could see lines of trenches in the distance. Were they Allied trenches? Up to now he had been used to looking at the battlefield from only one angle, now that angle had been reversed. But so far there was no sign of the Enfield, and he knew that with every second that passed, the Hell Hound was gaining on him. He could almost smell its foul stench.

	Don't stop, don't look back!

	The dreaded howl came again, followed by a series of throaty, urgent barks. This time it was not only much closer, but contained an urgency that hadn't been there before. 

	The animal sounded imbalanced, insane, driven half mad with either starvation or blood lust. And it was coming for him.

	It was difficult trying to maintain his pace over the boggy, uneven turf, and Harry soon found himself slowing down. He was exhausted. He slipped and fell forward into the mud. Luckily, he was able to break his fall with his hands. With a superhuman effort he pushed himself to his feet, wobbled, and continued on his way, mouth twisted into a grimace of pain and exertion. 

	Still no sign of the bloody Enfield.

	He risked a glance behind him to see how much ground he had covered, and was greeted with the sight that would haunt his nightmares for the rest of his days. A black, canine shape, bounding toward him. It was impossibly large and muscular, and even from this distance Harry could see its sharpened teeth, salivating jaws and blazing eyes.

	The Hell Hound.  

	Harry felt as though the bottom had dropped out of his stomach. 

	He suddenly wished he had brought the machine-gun. However big and mean that dog was, a short burst of large-calibre bullets would rip the thing to pieces. But all he had was the service revolver with its one remaining bullet. He looked around for an additional weapon. The ground was littered with rocks and debris, some of which would make useful bludgeoning tools. But he would have to get close enough to use them, past those sharp teeth and claws.

	It was no use running. He could see that now with awful clarity. The monster would chase him down, take him from behind, and he would die suffocating in mud whilst being eaten alive. No thanks. He would stand a far better chance of survival if he conserved what remained of his energy and prepared himself for the fight as best he could. 

	Harry stopped. Without consciously doing so, he began reciting the Lord's Prayer, the words tumbling from his mouth faster and faster as the Hell Hound approached.

	“Our father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Your kingdom come, your will be done. On earth, as it is in heaven...”

	If some small part of him hoped the Holy words would magically repel the onrushing beast, that meagre glimmer of hope was soon extinguished. The creature bounded on relentlessly toward him, its galloping strides eating up the space between them. He had to act, and fast. Steadying himself, he took a deep breath. 

	One shot. That was all he had. He couldn't afford to miss. 

	But paradoxically, the closer the animal came, the closer to the sun he flew, the more chance he had of hitting the bloody thing. 

	So Harry knelt on the ground, held the revolver in both hands, aimed, and waited. He waited until he could see the spit fly from the dog’s mouth and the rage in its eyes. Just a couple of yards away now. 

	Then, he pulled the trigger. 

	POP!

	The Hell Hound was thrown off its feet, and yelped in pain as the bullet tore into the side of its head, searing off an ear and a large chunk of skin and flesh with it. 

	Harry breathed a momentary sigh of relief.

	But the beast didn't stop. 

	Instead it got back to its feet, snarled and shook its head. Something flew off it. A piece of flesh? Harry caught sight of the flying matter and gagged. 

	Throwing down the now-useless service revolver, he drew his lay a hand on the hilt of his dagger and got to his feet and took a large stride forward. He remembered somebody once telling him that if ever confronted with an angry dog, the first battle is psychological. You must never show fear, or you risk giving the animal the edge. And this dog was most certainly angry. Especially after being shot in the head.

	At the same instant as Harry stepped forward, the creature roared and sprang at him with all the dexterity of a panther. 

	For a few moments the black mass blocked out the rising sun, then it struck Harry like a locomotive, and suddenly he was flying through the air. He landed on his back with a bone-jarring thump, the animal on top of him, gasping as all the air whooshed out of his lungs. For a few terrible moments a vast darkness encroached upon his vision and he felt himself drifting into unconsciousness. 

	It would be so easy now to just go to sleep. Close his eyes forever. He wouldn't even see the end coming.

	But he wasn't ready for death just yet. He had made promises to people. Not least to himself. He would not allow himself to go out like this, out here on this boggy patch of cursed land so very far from home.

	The sensation of being splashed with liquid helped bring him spiralling back to the sickening reality. Harry suddenly realized his face was wet. And getting wetter. He gargled and spat something foul-tasting out of his mouth. 

	It must be raining.

	But this rain smelled bad. It tasted metallic, had a strange, sticky consistency, and it was warm.

	Then he realized it wasn't rain he could feel on his face and in his mouth, but blood. The dog's blood. A huge flap of loose skin hung down from its head over one of it's fleshy jowls, and blood cascaded from the wound. Harry could see the white of the dog's exposed skull. 

	The devilish creature loomed over him, snarling, growling and snapping, trying to reach his face. Its sharp claws digging into his chest and shoulders as Harry held it by its throat at arm's length. Thankfully, he had instinctively thrust out his stronger, uninjured arm when the dog attacked. This was now the only thing that separated him from the ravenous teeth and claws of the monster. 

	Suspending its murderous jaws just inches from his face, Harry could see straight into its hateful eyes. He saw the rage and ferocity he was expecting, but beneath those base layers was something else. Something even more profound, and more terrifying. 

	Intelligence. 

	It was not at all like looking into an animal's eyes, but more like gazing into those of a man. A demented, loathsome man who would like nothing better than to flay the flesh from your bones, and would stop at nothing to get what he wanted. 

	Harry could feel the strength in his arms being sapped. The dog's attack was relentless, and its energy showed no signs of abating. The dagger was his only chance now. 

	Forcing his elbow between himself and the body of the beast to allow room to manoeuvre, he reached for the dagger and managed to unsheathe it. But try as he might, he couldn’t get enough leverage to perform an effective stabbing motion. The hand clutching the dagger was trapped between his own body and that of the snarling beast. All he could do was slice, so slice he did. He didn’t know which part of the dog he was cutting. In fact, he wasn’t even sure he was cutting anything until the blood doused his hands. The fresh injury only seemed to make the dog more frenetic, and it made a desperate lunge for his face. It was all Harry could do to keep it off.     

	If he let go of the dagger Harry thought maybe he would be able to grab one of the rocks that lay strewn over the decimated landscape. But it was a gamble. His strength was fading rapidly. It was difficult to see if there were any rocks within reach. If there weren't, he would be finished.

	Shoving all negative thoughts out of his mind, Harry shifted his weight, hoping to use the element of surprise to his advantage. He had aspirations of rolling the dog completely off him, but given the size and sheer weight of the dog, knew that was asking a lot of his battered, exhausted body. 

	Suddenly, his arm squirmed free. Good enough! The price he paid was allowing the frenzied animal to lurch several inches closer to its obvious target of Harry's face. 

	His flailing arm thrashed blindly at the ground immediately adjacent to him, fingers sinking into the soft mud. Finally, his hand brushed against something solid. It felt like a rock. He wriggled and squirmed until he could seize the object in his palm. It was indeed a rock, and it felt quite weighty and substantial, though nowhere near as weighty or substantial as he would have liked. Swinging his arm with all the force he could muster he smashed the rock against the dog's muscular body. 

	The blow had no effect. 

	Again with the rock. 

	Still, no effect.

	Harry let out a cry of despair. He couldn't hold out much longer. He had enough strength in reserve for just one more shot. This time, he managed to manoeuvre his lower body in such a way as to allow him not only to get more leverage, but also aim his strike higher. The rock landed solidly in the place where the dog's ear used to be with a satisfying thud. 

	The Hell Hound blinked several times in quick succession, and for a moment stopped snarling. A single strand of pink drool dribbled from the corner of its mouth. With a renewed sense of purpose Harry squeezed the animal's throat tighter with his right hand while simultaneously rolling over and throwing his own weight down on it. 

	Now, he was on top. 

	Realizing he still held the rock, he lifted it high above his head and smashed it into the dog's snout. It let out a sharp cry as as its sharp teeth mashed against its lips and splintered. Wounded, it tried to wriggle away, but Harry pinned the struggling animal to the ground. He struck it with the rock again, and again. 

	Just as he landed the final, killing blow on the creature's crushed skull, a moment passed between them. As Harry glared down at the beast, revitalized by the beguiling scent of victory, there was something approaching understanding in the Hell Hound's eyes. It knew it was beaten. It knew it had lost its battle and the end had arrived.

	Harry rolled on to his side, inches away from the bloodied carcass of the Hell Hound, breathing heavily. The creature was still twitching in its death throes, one rear leg kicking the air feebly. It looked more like some kind of huge wolf than a dog. As tendrils of steam rose from its spilt blood to mingle with the mist, he marvelled at the sheer size of the animal.

	The adrenaline rush was subsiding, and now the pain from a dozen fresh wounds, mostly made by the creature's claws on his chest and shoulders, was beginning to creep up on him. He felt both joyful and disgusted, the two emotions mixing together to form something bitter and sour-tasting. He had just slaughtered a dog. He didn't think he could feel any worse if he had just emerged victorious from bout of unarmed combat with an actual human being. There was blood on his hands. There was blood all over him, in fact. 

	He wanted to be sick. 

	But there was no time for that. He had to get moving. 

	As Harry was getting shakily to his feet, something caught his attention. Something on the ground a few yards away. As he cautiously approached his apprehension gave way to elation. 

	The Enfield!

	He had found it!

	In that instant, he realized that in many ways finding the lost rifle had become symbolic to him in his struggle against the odds. With a fresh injection of energy, he bounded over and picked up the weapon. It seemed to be unscathed and the bayonet was still attached, the steel now muddied and dirty but just as sharp. 

	Instinctively, he checked the chamber, and on seeing there was no bullet in the breach, pulled back the bolt to load it. Reunited with his favoured weapon, he felt almost invincible. Bloody Germans? Bring them on. Nothing could stop him now! 

	Gleefully clutching his prize, Harry turned to resume his journey back to his lines. And there, standing between him and salvation, was the stormtrooper.        



       







Chapter VII:



Death or Glory









At the sight of the stormtrooper Harry dropped to his knees and assumed a firing position. Later, he questioned whether he had intended to do that, or if his legs simply gave out and in aiming his rifle he had simply subconsciously reverted back to his army training. 

	He had the stormtrooper in his sights. 

	But there was something unnatural about the way his foe just stood there, out in the open like that, hands hanging at his sides, still clutching the Mausers. He was fearless. Brazen. As if he knew no harm would come to him. Was it bravery? Arrogance? Or stupidity? He must have been on the periphery, watching Harry struggle with the dog then bash its brains in. Why hadn’t he just shot him in the back whilst he had been distracted? 

	Harry’s head began to spin. None of this made any sense. He was suddenly reminded of his waking dream, and the menacing figure lurking amidst the clouds, watching him. 

	Had it been a dream? 

	Or…

	The alternative was too horrifying to contemplate. 

	Harry was filled with a sudden surge of hatred and loathing for the stormtrooper, now recognizing him as possibly the only obstacle that stood between him and any hope of once again attaining something akin to a normal life. He needed to put an end to this, once and for all. 

	His finger tightened on the Enfield’s trigger. His breath was coming in shallow gasps, and despite the chill in the air, he could feel beads of sweat forming on his forehead. 

	Slowly, ever-so-slowly, the stormtrooper brought up the pair of Mausers, and Harry exerted more pressure on the trigger. Gently, gently. It was important not to jerk the weapon and throw the sights off. In those final moments before the rifle discharged, Harry was almost overwhelmed by the impression that he had reached a pivotal moment in his life, knowing that whatever happened after he fired, nothing would ever be the same for him again. 

	He held his breath and squeezed. 

	CRACK!

	That was better! Much more satisfying than the feeble pop of the service revolver. The stormtrooper crumpled to his knees in a heap as the recoil from the Enfield pushed the long bayoneted barrel up and to the left. Harry immediately pulled back the bolt to breach another bullet. The German was down, but surely seeing him off wouldn't be that easy?

	Not wanting to take any unnecessary chances, Harry fired two more bullets into the grounded German, seeing him jerk violently each time as the rifle cartridges found their mark. Even after the triple volley, Harry breached another bullet and stared down the Enfield's barrel at the dark, unmoving shape half-hidden in the rolling clouds of morning mist. The only sound he could hear was his own shallow breathing and the beating of his heart.

	The strormtrooper wasn’t moving. 

	Still sighting down his rifle, head cocked and one eye closed, Harry slowly rose to a standing position and began advancing on the downed enemy. 

	As he drew nearer, he noticed the stormtrooper was lying on his side facing away from him, and carefully angled his approach so he would remain in the German’s blind spot. The only problem with the plan was that all Harry could see from this position was the Hun's broad back and shoulders. He was still wearing his helmet and gas mask, and the black poncho he wore had ridden up to partially obscure his face. Harry couldn't tell if he was still breathing or not. 

	A couple of yards away, he stopped. Something was wrong. He could feel it, sense it. Danger. All around. Closing in. Every instinct implored him to run, just get away from there, but he stubbornly stood his ground.

	He looked back at the dead dog. It was still. And as usual, no man's land appeared to be deserted. Nobody in their right mind's would set foot out here during daylight hours, unless they wanted their heads blown off. Like Dewi.

	Only mad dogs and Englishmen!

	Harry almost chuckled at his private joke. Oh, the irony. His humour faded when some other part of his brain added…

	And huge German stormtroopers.

	Moments later, the same voice added...

	What are you even still doing here? RUN!

	That was a damn good idea. 

	Finally giving in to his raging senses, Harry turned on his heels and burst into an awkward sprint. He only got a few yards before something caught his foot and sent him spiralling through the air, his rifle tumbling from his grasp. 

	He landed hard. On trying to get up, he found his legs were tangled up in something. Barbed wire? No. This was more like thick fishing line, practically invisible until you were right up close to it. 

	A trip wire?

	He wanted to believe that he had inadvertently stumbled across some kind of wreckage or other debris. But there was nothing in the vicinity that could explain the presence of the trip wire. It stretched across the ground just above ankle height, fixed tightly between two broken tree stumps. It had obviously been placed with great care. 

	A booby trap. 

	Yet, there was no explosion. That could only mean some kind of malfunction, in which case God really was smiling on him, or that the wire wasn't hooked up to any explosives. But if that were the case, why would somebody go to the trouble? 

	Don't think about it, just get away! 

	That was easier said than done. The wire seemed to have a life of its own, wrapping itself around Harry's feet and lower legs ever tighter as he struggled with it. He had unsheathed his dagger and began slicing through it, when something compelled him to look up. 

	The stormtrooper he had left for dead was moving. 

	No!

	At first he thought it was just the breeze ruffling the German's clothes, but as he watched, horrified and numb, he saw the limbs twitch and come to life. Harry scrambled for the Enfield, but it was out of reach. The wire restricting his movement, all he could do was flounder in the mud. His cutting and slicing grew more urgent, and more than once he cut painfully into his own body in his desperation to free himself. Only then did the purpose of the booby trap become clear. It wasn't meant to kill. Or even maim. It was designed specifically to slow him down, keep him here.

	And why would that be?

	Again and again he found his gaze drawn back to the crumpled form of the stricken stormtrooper. It moved slowly, methodically, as if waking from a deep sleep, using its thick, muscular arms to push itself into a sitting position. From there, it turned its head and stared in Harry’s direction across the short length of ruined land that separated them. The look turned Harry's blood to ice.

	Why hadn’t he pumped more bullets into it when he’d had the chance? Or bayoneted it to be sure, like he’d done with the other Germans?

	Even as Harry considered this, he was becoming convinced that more bullets, a bayonet strike, or anything else would have made a difference, the thought lurking at the back of his mind. He set about carving at the wire with renewed vigour, finally succeeding in cutting enough of the stuff away to allow him to reach the Enfield. With barely enough time to aim, he simply pointed the rifle and pulled the trigger. 

	The shot missed. 

	Come on, he commanded himself. Pull yourself together! 

	The stormtrooper was on his feet now. He seemed to have zeroed in on Harry, perhaps focused by the rifle shot, and began moving in his direction, walking slowly, yet with a disconcerting single-minded intent. 

	Hands shaking, Harry chambered another round and pulled the Enfield’s trigger again. This time, his efforts were met with a hollow click.

	Damn it! 

	His mind racing and body struggling to keep up, he fumbled in his pouches for more cartridges, praying the problem wasn't a jam or something else that would take time to fix. He tried to look after his weapon the way he had been taught, but in these awful conditions, malfunctions were not uncommon. There wasn't enough time to check. Instead, Harry concentrated on reloading the rifle and tried to banish the steadily advancing German from his mind. 

	Suddenly the air was filled with a loud roar and the earth around him began exploding, showering him with muck and debris. Bullets thud into the ground around him and something flew into his eyes, temporarily blinding him. He dropped a handful of cartridges, recovered two of them, and hurriedly inserted them into the rifle as he rubbed furiously at his stinging eyes. There wasn’t enough time to fill the whole magazine. Two bullets would have to do. 

	The rapid Mauser fire stopped. Blinking to help clear his vision, Harry stole a glance at the stormtrooper. Tendrils of smoke were rising from the barrels of his machine pistols. Without breaking stride, the German dropped one of the empty guns, ejected the spent magazine from the other, and quickly inserted a fresh one. Harry was aware that perhaps the only thing that saved him from being filled full of holes was the fact that he was lying flat on the ground, presenting a smaller target to the shooter. On rapid fire, those machine pistols were probably difficult to aim, especially if you are holding one in each hand.  

	Another burst of fire flayed the ground around him, and Harry rolled clumsily to get out of the way. Somewhere deep in his mind, it registered that he had finally succeeded in tearing himself free of the tangled trip wire. But despite his evasive measures, something thumped into his upper arm. It felt as if he had suddenly been punched. There was a sudden dead numbness, followed by a searing, burning pain. 

	He'd been shot. 

	As he rolled he managed to fire off a shot from his Enfield, hoping the stormtrooper would take cover in the interests of self-preservation, allowing Harry some brief respite.

	His plan seemed to work. There was indeed a lull in the Mauser fire and Harry, sensing an opportunity, quickly rose to his knees and aimed the Enfield, gritting his teeth as bolts of pain flashed all the way down his wounded arm from his shoulder to his fingertips. 

	The German was less than ten yards away now and still advancing slowly, but for some reason wasn't shooting any more. Harry didn't know what game he was playing, and he didn't care. Aiming for the midriff, he pulled the Enfield's trigger, and immediately ducked back down to ground level to ram another two bullets into the rifle without even waiting to see if his shot landed. 

	Reloaded, and still no return fire to worry about, he rose quickly to his knees and sighted down the barrel once more. The stormtrooper was still coming, holding his weapon in front of him. But he seemed to have no interest in shooting Harry. 

	Was he out of bullets?

	No, wait. In his other hand, he was carrying something. 

	What was that?

	Harry stared, mouth agape. He couldn't believe what was happening. It was like a nightmare. The black-clad stormtrooper was just a few yards away now, allowing Harry to gaze into the twin dark caverns of the gas mask as he tried to imagine what kind of inhuman monster lurked within. In its hands, the stormtrooper was carrying his old friend Dewi's severed head. 

	As Harry looked on, mouth opening and closing in horror, the stormtrooper held the head up in the air like a trophy, gripping it by its short crop of fair hair. The skin of Dewi's face was ghastly white and his mouth contorted into a silent scream ringed by blackened lips. His sunken eyes were open and staring, their once-sharp blue colour faded to a dull grey.

	Harry found his terror slowly being replaced with a simmering rage. What was going on here? Was it not enough for this man beast to simply kill Harry and be done with it? Did he have to taunt him, repulse him, push him to the edge of sanity, as well? 

	All-but consumed with anger, Harry brought up the Enfield and quickly fired off one of the bullets he had loaded. More by luck than design, it struck the stormtrooper full in the face. There was a metallic crunch as the gas mask imploded, the force of the impact sending the German reeling backwards.

	Ignoring the numbing pain from the bullet wound in his arm, Harry let out a war cry and charged, thrusting his bayonet into the stormtrooper's gut and pushing it in with all his might as he ran him through. Already off-balance, the enemy went down, arms outstretched. The moment he hit the ground, Harry pulled the trigger. In such close proximity to the target, this time the report was muffled. The stormtrooper’s body jerked as if he’d been kicked. 

	Harry twisted the rifle, pulled out the bayonet, and thrust it into the stormtrooper's torso again. Just like Sergeant Lewis had taught him during his four days of close-quarter combat training.

	He stabbed the stormtrooper again and again, the bayonet making a wet squelching sound every time it entered the body. He didn't want to stop. He never wanted to stop. All the pent-up fury and frustration that had been building since this damned war began coming to the surface in one act of sustained savagery. Each time he drove in the bayonet there was less resistance, and eventually there wasn’t even enough skin and tissue left to hold in the intestines and organs, which spilled out into the mud in a steaming, foul-smelling heap as the stormtrooper writhed silently. The silence was one of the most disconcerting things of all. Any normal man would have been screaming in agony. 

	Harry pulled out the bayonet for the umpteenth time, his stomach twisting with disgust as he noticed a strand of pink entrails hanging off the end. He looked away for a split second, swallowing back the mouthful of hot bile that tried to rise in the back of his throat. 

	That was when the impossible, the unthinkable happened.

	As Harry paused, the German reached up from the ground and swatted the bayoneted barrel away as if it were nothing more than a troublesome fly. The rifle fell from his grip, the bayonet blade burying itself in the ground. Off-balance and exhausted, Harry fell next to it.   

	The stormtrooper was moving again, trying to get up. His gloved hand found the Mauser.

	How can this be?

	He... It... should be dead. It should have been dead after the first shots. Now it’s innards were lying in a stinking pile in the mud, it’s body torn open from the abdomen to the gullet.   

	Knowing he had to be faster than his adversary, Harry scrambled to his feet and pulled his rifle out of the mud. He knew it was empty. Swaying on his feet as he desperately tried to keep his composure, he thrust a single bullet into the rifle's chamber and pointed it at the stormtrooper's temple. At point-blank range, he pulled the trigger.

	There was a metallic clink! as the force of the bullet blew the stormtrooper's helmet and breathing apparatus clean off its head, revealing what was left of his face. The Enfield's rounds had certainly done their job. The lower jaw was completely destroyed, and the second point-blank hit had left an exit wound in the side of his head the size of a cricket ball. Chunks of light grey brain matter and ivory-white fragments of shattered skull littered the scene, and the air was filled with the coppery odour of fresh blood.          

	There was no more movement.

	Harry felt sickened. Repulsed. Not just by what he had seen, but by his own actions. Until that moment he had no idea he was capable of such violence. This was a different level from simply pointing a gun at an invisible target and shooting blindly. What had be become? He felt drained, physically and emotionally washed out. 

	Then he saw the decapitated head of his friend Dewi lying half-submerged in a puddle next to the ruined body of the German stormtrooper, and a tiny spark of anger reignited within him. He stooped to pick up the head, briefly wondering what the correct protocol was in such situations. It seemed improper to just leave the head out here in no nan's land. It didn't belong here. 

	Should he leave it with Sarge for safekeeping? He was positive Sarge would look after it for him. Or should he bury it somewhere?

	There was a comparatively nice spot a few yards away, where the bombs hadn't done quite so much damage. A few sparse blades of grass were still intact, and there even looked to be a couple of new shrubs poking their heads tentatively through the crust of the earth. It would have to do.

	On the way past he couldn't resist giving the stormtrooper a final kick. 

	But before his boot could connect a gloved hand shot out, as quick as lightning, grabbed his foot, and twisted sharply, sending Harry crashing to the ground.

	He screamed out loud. It was more a scream of terror and surprise than pain. How many times did he have to kill this man?

	The answer suddenly became clear. The answer Harry had been subconsciously retreating from for quite some time. 

	This was no man he was dealing with. 

	It looked like a man. It walked and bled like a man, but beneath that flesh exterior was something else. Something vile, inhuman, and seemingly indestructible.

	It was trying to climb on top of him now, making a wrenching, deep gurgling sound in its throat as it did so. This ruined shell of a human being, guts hanging out of its torn uniform, half its head blown away, lower jaw hanging off. Harry felt his skin crawl and prickle as tried to turn away from the thing that should not be. The next thing he knew, a pair of thick, meaty hands were tightening around his throat ready to squeeze the life out of him. 

	Somehow, the stormtrooper in its current incarnation wasn't the slow, lumbering fool of old. Now it was feline quick and as slippery as a snake, its clothing lubricated by it’s own blood. It started raining punches down on Harry, rocking his head from side to side and slamming it into the mud. He realized that he had lost his Brodie. When did that happen? During the fight with the Hell Hound? Or had he taken it off at some point and forgot to put it back on? 

	He didn’t even know. Under normal circumstances your helmet and your rifle were the two most valuable things in a soldier’s possession. You kept them with you at all times. But these circumstances were anything but normal.

	He felt his nose shatter and suddenly he was choking on his own blood, drowning in it. His arms thrashed weakly, his fractured mind unable to fully comprehend all that was happening to him. 

	If he bleeds, he should be killable! So why doesn't he just die?

	Because it's not a he, it's an it.

	But there it was, still fighting. And here Harry was, still fighting back. But his will was being sapped, the strength was being beaten out of him strike by telling strike. He had his hands up around his face to defend himself, but another meaty blow found its way through his flailing guard and landed on Harry's forehead with enough force to make him see stars. It was clear the stormtrooper had no other intention than to smash the life out of Harry with its bare hands. For a moment the world around him swam out of focus. 

	This was it. He was dying.

	Sorry mum, sorry dad...

	There was just one thing he hadn't tried yet. His last resort. 

	The grenade.

	Forget trying to put holes in the bastard. That wasn't working. Now it was time to blow him to pieces. 

	Harry reached down with shaking hands, found the grenade that was clipped to his belt, and pulled the pin. 

	Four seconds until detonation.

	He was quite sure the stormtrooper hadn't seen him perform the action. One eye appeared to have been knocked out of kilter by one of the head shots and now pointed in another direction, while the other eye was fixed upon Harry's. And besides, he seemed far too preoccupied with pounding Harry's face into the mud. 

	Another blow landed flush on Harry's chin, the impact almost snapping his neck. 

	Three seconds.

	For the first time Harry noted how similar the stormtrooper's eyes were to those of the Hell Hound he had dispatched earlier. Both blazed with rage and hatred, yet bristled with an unnatural kind of intelligence.

	Were the Hell Hound's eyes similar to those of the soldier?

	Or were the soldier's eyes similar to those of the Hell Hound?

	Did it matter?

	Two seconds.

	With a burst of energy, Harry broke the stormtrooper's grip on him and rolled clear, leaving the grenade where he had lain moments before. He threw up his arms to cover his face and head, but even as he moved he was faced with the horrifying realization that he couldn’t get far enough away. There simply wasn't enough time. The grenade was designed to be unpinned and thrown as far as possible. You weren’t supposed to let it detonate a mere few feet away. 

	One second.

	As he looked back over his shoulder, Harry caught the briefest look of surprise on what was left of the German's face before it was engulfed in a blinding white flash. It was accompanied by an ominous whoosh! 

	Everything went black.











Chapter VIII:



Retribution









When Harry came around, he was lying flat on his back staring up at the clouds as they raced across the sky. His mind was foggy. It felt like something had broken inside. Snapped. 

	What just happened? 

	Where was he? 

	Then, he remembered. Everything came flooding back piece by terrible piece in a series of flickering mental images. Going out on the night patrol, finding Dewi's body, coming under attack, losing Sarge, the Hell Hound, the stormtrooper who wouldn’t die.

	Finally, he remembered pulling the pin on the grenade.

	The flash.

	Was he dead?

	He didn't think so. He was having coherent thoughts. But maybe this was what dead was. Maybe he was now a ghost, and this was his punishment, doomed to walk no man's land for all eternity. 

	He blinked. That must mean he was alive. 

	Could ghosts see? 

	Could they blink? 

	Surely not. The blast from the grenade must have thrown him clear. He didn't know how long he had been unconscious, but suspected it couldn’t have been long. The sun was yet to reach its highest point. He was nauseous, his throbbing head was spinning, and there was an intense buzzing in his ears. Pain emanated from a dozen or more places, making his whole body shake and spasm. 

	And he was cold. So cold. 

	Somewhere in his damaged mind, he had an idea his condition might be caused by shock, blood loss, or a combination of the two. But at least he was still alive, still breathing.    

	He was afraid to look down, deciding that for a while at least, the anguish of not knowing the extent of his injuries was preferable to finding out he had lost one or both of his legs. He had seen first-hand the carnage bombs and grenades could wreak upon the human body. 

	When he finally plucked up enough courage to look, he was relieved to find all his limbs appeared to be intact, though his clothes were scorched black in places and there were several fresh, bleeding wounds to his legs. The worst pain was in his arm, where the Mauser bullet had torn through it. 

	He looked around for the stormtrooper, but he couldn't see properly. Whether his eyes had been damaged in the blast or if they were swelled shut from the beating he took, he had no idea. He couldn't distinguish any colour or detail, only vague shapes and outlines. 

	There was a dark mass on the ground a few yards away. 

	The force of the explosion must have thrown Harry ten feet or more, and judging by the marks on the ground he had slid another few feet through the muck before coming to rest in a crumpled heap. The mud, so often the bane of his life, seemed to have actually came to his aid on this occasion, dousing his uniform before the flames from the blast could take hold. The mud, however, did nothing to stop the lethal pieces of flying shrapnel. The number five grenade had a thick metal shell, specifically designed to fragment upon detonation in order to spray the immediate area with lethal chunks of metal to cause maximum damage. When one of those suckers went off, you wanted to be as far away as possible.

	Harry tried to stand up. On feeling the sharp, stabbing pain he instinctively knew that while his legs hadn't been completely blown off, they had been torn to shreds. He had lost a lot of blood. When he eventually succeeded in getting to his feet, his knees felt too weak to support his weight. Dizziness threatened to overcome him, and his balance seemed to be off. The sound of distant gunfire and artillery came to him in waves. The games had commenced once more.

	He stumbled over to the still-smoking black mass on the ground, wincing as fresh waves of pain shot up and down his lacerated legs.

	Only when he got within a couple of feet could Harry confirm that the grenade had wrought terrible damage on the stormtrooper. What remained was little more than a charred torso. Three limbs had been completely blown off, possibly even vaporized in the explosion. The still-bleeding stump of one muscled arm lay on the ground next to the trunk, as did one smoking Jack boot. Harry noted with disgust that there was still a foot inside. The other boot was nowhere to be seen.

	The ruined head was still somehow attached to the body, and still mostly covered by the helmet and gas mask. What little of the face was exposed had been scorched black, the skin cracked and split. One thick arm was still attached to the torso, though most of the clothing and even some of the exposed skin and flesh had been burnt away, revealing the glistening, snow-white bone beneath. 

	Harry thought he would feel some measure of guilt or remorse. He was responsible for this. He had taken another man's life. Somebody's son, brother, maybe even father.

	But instead, his stomach rolled in revulsion and his old friend anger made an unexpected encore appearance. He leaned in close to the stormtrooper and hissed, “How do you like them apples?”

	He thought he saw a twitch, a semblance of recognition on the stormtrooper's burned face, and recoiled in terror. 

	It must be his imagination, surely. There couldn't be any life left in the stormtrooper after that run-in with the number five. 

	Still, there was one way to be sure. Harry's hand went to his trusty dagger, and stooping over the still-smoking body of the German, began cutting and sawing.     

	An eye for an eye...

	It took longer than he thought it would to separate the stormtrooper's head from what was left of its body. Getting through the spinal column proved to be the most difficult part. Either by then the blade had been blunted, or Harry just didn't have the required strength. Eventually, he tired of using the blade and instead pounded at the bone with a sharp rock until it splintered. He was then able to use his hands to snap the last remaining tincture of spine.  

	Leaving the charred remains of the stormtrooper lying in the mud, Harry quickly located his Enfield and slung it over his shoulder with a pained grunt. 

	It took longer to find Dewi's head. It must have also been thrown clear by the explosion. He eventually found it half-submerged in a puddle. Fishing it out of the water, Harry realized he was too exhausted to bury it. And what would be the point, anyway? He just knew he didn't want to leave it out here. If he had been able, he would have gone back and recovered the rest of the body himself, but that would be suicide. He would probably never find it again, and even if he did, wouldn't be able to carry it back alone. Even without the extra weight, he didn't know how much longer he had left in his condition. If the Huns didn't get him, he would probably be dead from his wounds in a matter of hours.    

	Cradling his friend's severed head in the crook of his wounded arm, Harry picked up the oversized head of the stormtrooper and stopped to think about what to do with it. He thought about taking it back with him. But what good would that do? Whatever abomination it had been before, now it was just another rotting body part. In the end he decided to show it as much respect as it had shown Dewi, and let it drop from his hands to the muddy ground. Before it arrived there, he summoned up the last of his energy, and swung his leg at the falling skull. His boot connected with a meaty crack, and the severed head sailed off into the distance. 

	Then, ears still ringing against the perpetual backdrop of artillery fire, Harry turned and began limping toward his lines. 





THE END
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