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CHAPTER 1 — The Winter Without Bread
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Snow had been falling over Valdoren for three days without rest.

Not the gentle kind that children once loved.

This snow came with silence.

It buried rooftops, swallowed footsteps, and softened the sounds of distant explosions until the war itself felt like a nightmare trapped beneath layers of white. The streets looked almost peaceful from afar, but everyone in the city knew peace had died long before the winter arrived.

Elias Werner stood beside the frost-covered window of their apartment and watched smoke rise from the western district.

Another building.

Another family.

Gone.

Behind him, the room remained dark except for the weak orange glow from a dying stove. The apartment was small—two rooms with cracked walls and old wooden floors that creaked whenever someone moved too quickly. The cold slipped through every corner no matter how many blankets Clara hung against the windows.

The stove crackled once.

Then quiet again.

Elias lowered his eyes toward the small cloth bag in his hand.

Two potatoes.

One piece of black bread.

That was everything he had managed to trade for after standing outside the ration station for four hours.

He heard soft footsteps behind him.

“Did they reduce it again?” Clara asked quietly.

Elias nodded once.

Her shoulders fell slightly, though she tried not to show disappointment. She pulled her gray wool cardigan tighter around herself before looking toward the small mattress near the stove.

Lotte was asleep there.

Curled beneath two blankets.

One of her tiny hands still held a pencil.

“She waited for you,” Clara whispered.

Elias looked at his daughter for several seconds.

Even while sleeping, Lotte’s cheeks looked thinner than last month.

Children were supposed to grow during winter.

Not disappear inside it.

“She drew something again,” Clara said gently.

On the floor beside the mattress lay several worn papers filled with childish sketches. Elias picked one up carefully.

A house.

A tree.

Three people holding hands beneath falling snow.

No soldiers.

No fire.

No hunger.

Just a family.

At the top, written in uneven handwriting:

When winter ends.

Elias stared at the drawing longer than he intended.

Then slowly folded it and placed it inside his coat pocket like something precious.

Clara watched him quietly.

“She asked me today if bread used to taste better before the war.”

Elias closed his eyes for a moment.

Outside, somewhere far away, artillery thundered through the night.

The windows trembled softly.

Lotte shifted in her sleep.

But she did not wake up.

Children in Valdoren had learned to sleep through explosions long ago.

Clara moved toward the stove and began cutting the bread into thin pieces.

Too thin.

Elias hated when she did that.

She always pretended she was not hungry.

“You should eat too,” he said.

“I already did earlier.”

“You’re lying.”

A faint smile appeared on her face.

“And you still notice.”

Elias said nothing after that.

Because she was right.

He always noticed.

Even before the war, Clara had been terrible at hiding sadness from him.

He walked toward the table and removed his coat slowly. Snowflakes melted against the old wood.

His hands were red from cold.

There had once been strength in those hands. Years ago, people in Valdoren used to know Elias Werner as one of the finest carpenters near the railway district. He built chairs, cabinets, wooden toys for children.

Now his hands searched trash piles for coal.

War changed men quietly.

Not all at once.

Little by little.

Until one morning they no longer recognized themselves.

Clara placed a small bowl of potato soup before him.

Mostly water.

Very little potato.

Steam rose weakly from the surface.

“Eat before it gets cold,” she murmured.

Elias looked at the bowl.

Then at her.

Then toward the mattress where Lotte slept.

“You first.”

Clara sighed softly.

“Elias...”

“You haven’t eaten enough in days.”

“And neither have you.”

The argument ended there like always.

Not because either of them won.

But because neither had enough energy left to continue.

A sudden banging echoed somewhere downstairs.

Voices followed.

Angry.

Desperate.

Elias immediately stood.

Clara froze.

Both listened carefully.

Another bang.

Then shouting from the street.

“Ration truck!”

People were running outside.

Elias grabbed his coat again.

Clara stepped closer instantly. “Don’t.”

“There might still be food.”

“There are soldiers outside tonight.”

“We need something.”

“You went out twice already.”

“And we still only have enough for tomorrow.”

Silence stretched between them.

Clara’s eyes looked tired.

Not angry.

Just afraid.

Every time Elias left the apartment now, part of her feared he would never return.

That fear had become normal in Valdoren.

Normal like hunger.

Normal like smoke.

Normal like funerals without bodies.

Elias gently touched her hand.

“I’ll come back.”

Clara lowered her gaze.

People always said that before leaving.

Some never returned to say it again.

“You promised Lotte you’d fix her music box,” Clara whispered.

Elias almost smiled.

The music box.

Small.

Broken.

Missing one gear.

Lotte carried it everywhere even though it no longer played music.

“I remember.”

Another explosion rumbled somewhere beyond the city.

Closer this time.

Snow drifted from the ceiling beams.

Elias reached for the old scarf hanging beside the door.

Before leaving, he walked toward Lotte carefully and knelt beside her mattress.

For a moment, he simply watched her sleep.

Children looked too fragile during wartime.

Like candles trying to survive wind.

He brushed a strand of hair away from her forehead.

Lotte stirred slightly.

“...Papa?”

“I’m here.”

Her eyes barely opened.

“Did the snow stop?”

“Not yet.”

She looked disappointed even half asleep.

“I wanted to see the birds tomorrow.”

Elias swallowed slowly.

There had been fewer birds lately.

Even animals were disappearing from Valdoren.

“They’ll come back,” he whispered.

“Promise?”

The word lingered in the room.

Promise.

Such a dangerous thing during war.

Still...

Elias nodded.

“I promise.”

Lotte smiled weakly and fell asleep again.

Elias stood in silence.

Then finally left the apartment.

The hallway outside was freezing cold.

Most lamps no longer worked, leaving only shadows across the narrow staircase. Somewhere in the building, a baby was crying.

Somewhere else, a man coughed violently.

The entire apartment complex sounded sick.

Elias descended the stairs carefully and stepped into the street.

The cold hit him instantly.

Valdoren at night looked like a city abandoned by God.

Snow covered broken carts and burned vehicles. Telephone wires hung loose between buildings like dead branches. Posters from old government campaigns peeled from stone walls.

A military truck stood near the square ahead.

Dozens of civilians crowded around it.

Hungry people.

Thin people.

Dangerous people.

War had made desperation stronger than shame.

Elias pulled his coat tighter and moved through the snow.

A woman nearby was screaming at a soldier.

“My son is starving!”

The soldier shoved her backward without emotion.

Others pushed forward immediately.

Hands reaching.

Voices rising.

Elias hated places like this.

But hunger always brought him back.

As he approached the square, he noticed something strange near the edge of the crowd.

A young man sat against a wall beneath the falling snow.

Motionless.

Maybe nineteen.

Maybe younger.

His coat was torn badly, and blood stained one sleeve.

People walked past him without stopping.

No one had the strength left to care about strangers anymore.

The young man slowly lifted his head.

Their eyes met briefly.

Exhausted eyes.

Empty eyes.

Elias looked away at first.

Then stopped walking.

For several seconds he simply stood there while the chaos around the truck continued.

Shouting.

Crying.

Boots crushing snow.

But his attention remained on the stranger against the wall.

The boy looked freezing.

Possibly dying.

Elias exhaled slowly into the cold air.

Then turned toward him.

The young man did not move when Elias approached.

Snow rested on his shoulders and hair like pale ash, unmoving enough that he almost looked carved from stone. Up close, he appeared even younger than Elias first thought. His face was thin, hollow beneath the cheeks, and exhaustion darkened the skin beneath his eyes.

One hand pressed tightly against his side.

Blood had soaked through the fabric of his coat.

Not fresh.

But not old enough to ignore.

“You’re bleeding,” Elias said quietly.

The young man let out a faint laugh through dry lips.

“Seems obvious enough.”

His voice trembled from cold.

Elias glanced briefly toward the ration truck behind him. The crowd had become uglier now. Two soldiers were shouting while civilians pushed against the barricade. Somewhere, a woman cried hysterically.

No one here would help this boy.

Not tonight.

“What happened to you?”

The young man lowered his gaze.

“Wrong place.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

For a moment, neither spoke.

Snow continued falling between them.

Elias noticed the boy’s boots first—worn nearly through at the soles. Then the hands. Red and cracked from cold. Fingernails stained with dirt and dried blood.

Not a soldier.

Not anymore, at least.

“Do you have somewhere to go?” Elias asked.

A pause.

Then a weak shake of the head.

Elias looked away toward the street.

This was dangerous.

Everything was dangerous now.

Inviting strangers home could mean theft. Informants. Violence. Disease. Desperation turned ordinary men into terrible things during wartime.

He knew that.

Everyone knew that.

Still...

The boy reminded him of someone.

Not someone specific.

Just every lost young man the war had swallowed whole.

“What’s your name?” Elias asked.

“...Leon.”

“Family?”

Leon’s jaw tightened slightly.

“Gone.”

The answer came too quickly.

Too rehearsed.

Elias understood immediately.

There were some questions people survived only by no longer asking.

Behind them, shouting erupted louder near the truck. A gunshot suddenly cracked through the square.

The crowd scattered instantly.

People screamed.

A child cried somewhere nearby.

Leon flinched hard against the wall.

Elias turned sharply toward the commotion. Soldiers were forcing civilians back now. One man lay bleeding in the snow near the barricade while others ran in panic.

The ration distribution was over.

Like always.

Too little food.

Too many starving people.

Elias cursed under his breath.

Then looked back at Leon.

The boy’s breathing had become uneven.

Whether from fear, pain, or cold, Elias could not tell anymore.

“You can walk?” he asked.

Leon blinked slowly.

“...Probably.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

A faint smile almost appeared on the boy’s face.

Almost.

Elias sighed deeply.

Then removed one glove and held out his hand.

“Come on.”

Leon stared at it in silence.

“Why?”

Elias frowned slightly.

“Why what?”

“Why help me?”

The question lingered strangely in the cold air.

Because the truth was, Elias did not fully know.

Maybe because years ago someone had once helped him too.

Maybe because Clara would never forgive him if he left a dying boy in the snow.

Maybe because the world had already become cruel enough.

“Because you look half dead,” Elias answered simply.

For several seconds Leon did not move.

Then slowly, painfully, he reached for Elias’s hand.

His fingers were freezing.

Elias pulled him to his feet carefully.

Leon nearly collapsed immediately.

“Easy.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re terrible at lying too.”

They began walking through the snowy streets of Valdoren together.

The city groaned beneath winter and war.

Dark apartment windows.

Collapsed rooftops.

Smoke rising behind church towers.

The deeper night became, the quieter the city sounded. Not peaceful quiet. Empty quiet.

Like everyone was holding their breath.

Leon limped beside Elias, one arm wrapped tightly around his wounded side.

“You should see a doctor,” Elias muttered.

Leon let out another weak laugh.

“And where exactly would I find one?”

Fair point.

Most doctors had either fled, been conscripted, or died months ago.

The few remaining only treated military personnel or people rich enough to bribe them.

Elias guided Leon through a narrow alley between buildings to avoid patrol routes.

“You from Valdoren?” he asked.

“No.”

“Where then?”

Leon hesitated.

“East.”

That alone explained enough.

The eastern territories had become nightmares long before winter arrived.

Entire towns vanished there.

Refugees traveled west endlessly like ghosts searching for places that no longer existed.

“How long have you been alone?”

Leon looked ahead quietly.

“Long enough.”

Elias stopped asking after that.

Some silences deserved respect.

When they finally reached the apartment building, Leon stared upward at it uncertainly.

“You live here?”

“For now.”

“You trust me enough to bring me home?”

“No.”

Leon looked mildly surprised.

Elias unlocked the entrance door.

“But freezing outside won’t help either of us.”

Inside, the stairwell smelled faintly of dust, smoke, and boiled cabbage.

Leon climbed slowly behind him.

Every step looked painful.

By the second floor, sweat had formed along his forehead despite the cold.

“You’re worse than I thought,” Elias muttered.

“Encouraging.”

“Quiet.”

They reached the apartment door.

Before opening it, Elias paused briefly.

Clara was going to hate this.

He could already imagine the expression on her face.

Not anger.

Worry.

Which somehow felt worse.

Elias opened the door carefully.

Warmth—what little there was—met them immediately.

Clara looked up from beside the stove.

Her eyes widened the moment she saw Leon.

“Elias...”

“He’s injured.”

“That doesn’t answer why there’s suddenly a stranger in our home.”

Leon lowered his head slightly.

“Sorry.”

Clara studied him carefully.

Blood.

Snow.

Exhaustion.

She understood the situation almost instantly.

And exactly like Elias expected...

her expression softened.

Only slightly.

But enough.

“Sit down before you fall down,” she said quietly.

Leon looked genuinely confused for a second.

Then obeyed without argument.

Lotte still slept near the stove, unaware of any of this.

Elias removed Leon’s coat carefully while Clara prepared hot water.

The wound sat along the boy’s ribs.

Not a bullet.

Knife wound.

Poorly bandaged.

Infected.

“When did this happen?” Clara asked.

“A few days ago.”

“A few—”

She stopped herself and exhaled slowly.

“You’re lucky you’re still alive.”

“People keep saying that.”

“Because it’s true.”

Elias handed Clara a clean cloth while Leon leaned back weakly against the chair.

The apartment fell quiet except for the stove crackling softly.

For the first time since entering, Leon actually looked around the room.

At the blankets.

The old shelves.

The tiny table.

The sleeping child.

Something unreadable crossed his face.

“You have a family,” he murmured.

Elias nodded once.

Leon looked away quickly after that.

As if the sight hurt somehow.

Clara began cleaning the wound gently.

Leon clenched his jaw immediately.

“That bad?” Elias asked.

“I’ve had better evenings.”

Clara ignored them both.

“You need rest. And food.”

Leon gave a dry smile.

“Ah. The two rarest things in Europe.”

Unexpectedly, Elias laughed once beneath his breath.

Very quietly.

But real.

Leon looked surprised.

Even Clara paused briefly.

Because laughter had become uncommon in this apartment too.

Lotte suddenly stirred beneath the blankets.

Tiny movements.

Then sleepy eyes slowly opened.

She blinked toward the unfamiliar figure sitting near the stove.

For several seconds, she simply stared.

Leon looked awkward instantly.

Children always looked at people honestly.

No pretending.

No masks.

“Papa...” Lotte whispered sleepily.

“Yes?”

“Who’s that?”

The room grew still.

Snow continued falling beyond the windows.

Elias looked at Leon.

Then at his daughter.

Finally, he answered softly:

“Someone who needed warmth.”

Lotte continued staring at Leon with the serious expression only children could make.

Half awake beneath her blankets, hair messy from sleep, cheeks pale from winter.

Leon looked more uncomfortable under her gaze than he had under the soldiers outside.

Clara noticed immediately.

“Lotte,” she said gently, “don’t stare.”

“I’m not staring.”

“You are.”

“I’m observing.”

That almost made Elias smile again.

Almost.

Lotte slowly sat up beneath the blankets and looked back toward Leon.

“Are you a soldier?”

The question froze the room for a moment.

Leon’s expression shifted faintly.

“No.”

“Were you?”

Silence.

Clara shot Elias a quick look.

Children asked dangerous questions without understanding danger.

Leon lowered his eyes toward the floorboards.

“...Not really.”

Lotte seemed to think about that answer carefully.

Then nodded as if it made perfect sense to her.

“You look cold.”

Leon blinked once.

“That’s because I am.”

Without another word, Lotte grabbed the smaller blanket beside her mattress and walked toward him with sleepy little steps.

Clara opened her mouth slightly.

“Lotte—”

But the girl already draped the blanket awkwardly over Leon’s shoulders.

“There,” she whispered proudly.

Leon looked stunned.

Not emotionally.

Almost confused.

As if he no longer remembered what kindness felt like.

“...Thank you,” he murmured quietly.

Lotte nodded once like a tiny queen accepting gratitude.

Then she climbed back onto her mattress near the stove.

“Papa says cold people become sad faster.”

Elias looked at her.

“I said that once.”

“You did.”

“I don’t remember saying it.”

“You say lots of things you don’t remember.”

Clara laughed softly under her breath while continuing to clean Leon’s wound.

For a few seconds, the apartment almost felt normal.

Not happy.

But human.

Then the distant sound of sirens echoed through Valdoren.

Everything changed instantly.

The warmth vanished from the room.

Clara froze.

Elias turned toward the window.

Air raid sirens.

Again.

Low.

Long.

Terrible.

Lotte pulled her blanket tighter around herself without speaking.

Even children recognized that sound now.

Leon slowly sat straighter despite the pain.

“That’s close,” he muttered.

Another siren answered somewhere farther across the city.

Then another.

Elias moved immediately.

“Basement. Now.”

Clara grabbed the emergency bag near the stove—a worn satchel containing bandages, matches, two candles, and what little food they had left.

Lotte climbed down from the mattress silently.

No complaints.

No crying.

That hurt Elias more than anything.

Children should not become this used to fear.

Outside, footsteps and voices already echoed through the building hallway as neighbors hurried downstairs.

Elias helped Leon stand.

“You can manage?”

“I’ll survive.”

“Try not to sound so optimistic.”

The young man actually smiled faintly
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