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By the middle of December, time had stopped behaving as it should.

Days did not pass so much as settle. They layered themselves one atop another, indistinct and heavy, until Tom Bennett could no longer say with certainty how long he had been here. The war flattened experience. It pressed everything into the same dull register of colour and sensation: mud-brown, smoke-grey, the pale ache of cold that never quite left the bones.

The trench was no longer a place he occupied. It was something he inhabited, like a second skin he could not shed. He knew it the way a blind man knows a room. The section where the boards dipped underfoot. The stretch near the dugout where water collected even on dry days. The smell that clung to everything, damp wool and rusted metal and unwashed bodies, undercut by something sharper, almost metallic, that he associated now with fear.

Tom stood at the fire step just before dusk, collar turned up, rifle resting against the parapet. His breath clouded the air in short, visible bursts. The sky sagged low and exhausted, a flat smear of pale steel that seemed barely capable of holding itself up. Snow threatened but did not yet fall, as though even winter were undecided.

Beyond the trench, no man’s land lay frozen and scarred. Shell craters cupped thin skins of ice. Barbed wire sagged like tired limbs. Somewhere beyond that, the German line crouched in its own mirror of mud and wood and wire. Smoke rose from it in thin threads, dissolving almost as soon as it appeared.

Behind Tom, the trench breathed. Men shifted, coughed, muttered. Someone swore softly while coaxing a cigarette to life with numb fingers. These sounds had become as familiar as birdsong once had. He realised, with a dull flicker of surprise, that he could no longer remember what silence sounded like without danger folded into it.

“Three days,” Corporal Edwards said quietly, coming to stand beside him.

Tom did not turn. “Three days to what?”

Edwards leaned his elbows on the parapet and followed Tom’s gaze across the frozen field. “Christmas.”

The word felt oddly shaped in Tom’s mouth, even unspoken. Like the name of a place he had once lived but could no longer picture clearly.

“So they tell me,” he said.

Edwards huffed a quiet laugh. “My wife used to start baking weeks ahead. Fruit soaked in brandy. Swore it needed time to become itself.”

The image came without permission. Tom saw his mother’s kitchen as clearly as if he were standing in the doorway. The narrow room warmed by the oven. Steam fogging the windows. The smell of citrus peel and spice. His sister Lucy hanging paper chains she had made from old magazines, standing on a chair because she insisted she was tall enough now.

The memory hurt. He had learned to be wary of memories like that. They arrived warm and left you colder than before.

“That sounds about right,” he said carefully.

Edwards nodded. “Reckon they’re thinking about it too?”

Tom followed his gaze again, to the opposing trench. He imagined men much like himself standing watch there, boots numb, fingers stiff, minds drifting unwillingly toward homes they had left behind.

“They’re men,” Tom said. “So yes.”

Darkness crept in slowly, not like nightfall at home but like something lowering itself deliberately. Orders were murmured. Watches changed. Tom climbed down from his post and retreated toward the dugout entrance. He sat on an overturned ammunition crate and flexed his fingers, coaxing blood back into them.

From his pocket, he pulled a small scrap of wood.

He had picked it up days earlier from a broken crate, meaning to toss it aside, then slipping it into his pocket instead. He did not know why he had kept it. Habit, perhaps. Or the simple need to carry something that was not issued or regulated or designed for harm.

He took out his penknife and began to carve.

At first, there was no intention. Just movement. Thin curls of pale wood fell to the ground at his boots, catching briefly on the damp before darkening. The act steadied him. It quieted the restless edge that came with nightfall, when the guns sometimes slept and the mind had nothing left to distract it.
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