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When the little girl opened her eyes that morning, she knew her mother was in the kitchen. The thin walls of the house could not hide the sounds of the morning; the clatter of the wooden spoon against the iron pot, the opening and closing of the lid, and the soft crackle of the stove reached all the way to her room. She pulled the quilt up to her chin and remained still for a while. She did not want to let on that she was awake, knowing her mother would soon come to smooth her hair, tell her to wash her face, and scold her for not getting out of bed before breakfast was ready. It was the same routine every morning, and the little girl loved these repetitions, believing that the world was built upon things that never changed.

When she finally got out of bed and pressed her bare feet against the earthen floor, the familiar scents of the house greeted her. The steam of the rice porridge, the smell of wood drying on the stove, and the jasmine soap her mother used blended together in the air. The small house consisted of only two rooms, yet it seemed vast to her. The old cupboard standing against the wall, the chair left behind by her grandfather, and the small table in front of the window were each separate worlds in the eyes of a child. The cloth on the table was worn, with frayed edges that her mother mended at every opportunity, only for the stitches to unravel again a few weeks later.

Her father was already awake, sitting by the door and lacing up his work boots. The leather had long since lost its luster from years of use. He seemed quiet, even more so lately. He used to hum songs during breakfast and tell stories about the neighbors, but now he mostly ate in silence, lost in thought. The little girl did not know why, nor did she notice the lines deepening on his face in recent months. To children, change is often invisible; it is simply part of the normal rhythm of life.

Her mother smiled as she placed the bowl before her. "You must finish it all," she said. The little girl picked up her spoon but did not start eating immediately. She looked at the table: her father's bowl, her mother's bowl, and her own, all in their usual places. The plant in the small pot by the window was where it belonged, and the voice of the vendor passing outside could be heard clearly. Everything was as it should be; at her age, she did not yet know what a great fortune that stability was.

During breakfast, her mother spoke of the neighbors. One of the hens belonging to the old woman across the street had gone missing, and the baker down the road had not been able to open his shop for two days because he could not find any flour. Her father listened in silence, then pondered for a moment, staring out the window. The little girl turned her head, wondering what he was looking at, but she saw nothing in the street beyond the usual sights: a few children playing, an old man pushing his cart, and two people talking in front of the distant shop.

Finally, her father said in a low voice, "Do not linger at the market today." Her mother looked at him and asked, "Why?" The man paused for a short while before answering, then shrugged his shoulders and added, "It is just a feeling." Her mother did not dwell on it, and neither did the little girl; she continued with her breakfast, unaware that her life had begun to change. People rarely notice the exact moment their lives shift; change usually arrives quietly, takes a seat, and is in no hurry to introduce itself.

The little girl did not think about why her father had spoken that way throughout the rest of the day. A child's mind does not carry such burdens for as long as an adult's. After breakfast, she went to the market with her mother, waved at people she knew on the way, and invented games to avoid getting her feet wet while walking over the stones by the riverbank. To her, the world was still full of small details waiting to be discovered. Yet, at those same hours, people living in other corners of the town were carrying invisible burdens she had yet to perceive.

Teacher Chen, who worked at the town school, paused while collecting notebooks from the children in his class. One of the students in the front row had incorrectly copied the characters he had written on the chalkboard. Normally, he would have gone to the student's side with patience, shown the mistake, and asked for another attempt. On that day, however, he stared at the notebook with vacant eyes for several seconds. Then, he took a deep breath and patted the child's head. He had been drifting off like this often in recent months. It was not due to age, for he was only fortysix, but he had not heard from his son, who had been sent to the front two years prior, in a very long time. Letters had come regularly in the first few months, with his son describing the places he visited and promising to return home one day. Eight months had passed since the last letter. For eight months, he had watched the street where the postman passed every morning on his way to school, and every afternoon, he had slowed his pace at the same spot on his way back. Sometimes, a person does not lose hope; instead, they experience the way hope slowly transforms into a silent, internal ache.

After the lesson, the teacher stepped out into the small courtyard behind the school, where the woman who worked as a janitor brought him hot water. As she handed him the glass, she asked, "Still no news?" The teacher tried to smile and replied, "Perhaps it will come tomorrow." He had used that sentence so many times that he no longer knew if he believed it himself. The woman did not answer. Everyone in the town spoke the same language; sometimes, silence was more meaningful than any words that could be uttered.

Old Madam Wu, who lived at the southern end of the town, spent most of her day sitting in front of her door. She was approaching seventy, her knees ached, and she struggled when climbing stairs, but every morning at the same hour, she would leave her house and sit on the stool outside. Her neighbors knew the reason. Her son had left home three years ago to work in another city and had disappeared within the chaos of the war. There was no definitive news of his death, nor was there any of his life. And so, the woman watched the road every day. Sometimes she would gaze for a long time at the people passing by, mistaking a distant silhouette for her son, only to bow her head and begin her wait all over again.

At noon, the little girl visited Madam Wu’s house with her mother. When the woman saw them, a tired smile appeared, tucked away between the wrinkles on her face. She gave the little girl a piece of candy; it was hardened and its edges had begun to crumble, but the girl did not mind. She thanked her and popped it into her mouth. As the old woman stroked her hair, her eyes drifted off into the distance, perhaps remembering her son's childhood or simply reflecting on the passing years. The little girl was not yet old enough to understand such things.

Zhao, an old soldier living in a house near the town center, also spent his days in silence. He had lost a leg in the war, and without the cane that stood in the corner of his house, he could not walk more than a few steps. Children sometimes looked at him with curiosity, and the little girl had passed his house several times, wondering why he always sat in the same chair. Zhao, however, did not care even when he noticed the children's gazes; his real war was now elsewhere. When he slept at night, the old sounds returned; the explosions, the screams, and the faces of the friends he had lost appeared in his mind again. When he woke in the morning, he had to pretend as if everything had returned to normal.

That afternoon, while the little girl was passing Zhao’s house on her way to the bakery with a small basket her mother had given her, she saw the man sitting by the door. The girl stopped and looked at him. Zhao lifted his head and smiled. "Where are you going?" he asked. The little girl gestured to the basket and said, "My mother asked me to get bread." The man nodded. "Listen to your mother. People who listen to their mothers in this world encounter fewer problems." The girl thought this was funny and laughed. Zhao laughed too, but his smile did not reach his eyes.

Returning home in the late afternoon, she heard her parents talking in the kitchen. The door had not been closed completely, and the sounds from inside were whispers. Lately, the adults always talked like this, and the little girl did not understand why. People used to speak in normal voices; now, when important things were said, voices lowered, sentences remained unfinished, and conversations ended abruptly the moment she walked in. She stood by the door and tried to listen. "They say they are this close," her mother said. Her father replied, "Nobody knows anything for certain." "What if it is true?" she asked. "Even if it is true, what can we do about it?" her father responded. The little girl could not understand the rest of the conversation. When her mother turned toward the door, she quickly moved away and went to her room, pretending she had heard nothing. But that night, as she lay in bed, the same questions circled in her mind: Why did adults whisper constantly? Why did everyone look a little quieter lately? Why did some people drift off into the distance? She did not know the answers to these questions; all she knew was that the people in town did not laugh like they used to.

The next morning, when the little girl woke up, she could not sense that anything had changed; children, after all, do not notice grand shifts, only small details. She got out of bed as usual, washed her face, and went to the kitchen. However, when she sat at the table, her eyes involuntarily drifted to the bowls. The porridge her mother had prepared looked thinner than on previous days, and it did not take long for her spoon to hit the bottom. In her childish mind, she did not dwell on it, thinking only that her mother was trying a new method for cooking. Her father looked at his bowl for a few seconds and began to eat without a word. Her mother was silent as well; lately, silences had multiplied in the house. Breakfasts used to be filled with small chatsneighbors were discussed, gossip from the market was told, and childhood memories were shared. Now, conversations were short and followed by long pauses.

When she went to the market with her mother after breakfast, she began to see the change more clearly. The market square was as crowded as ever, but there was no familiar energy on the faces of the people. Women standing in front of the stalls counted their money several times, bargained at length with the vendors, and often walked away without buying what they wanted. The little girl walked for a while, holding her mother’s hand, then her eyes drifted to the fruit stall she always stopped to look at while passing. Last month, pears, apples, and peaches had been stacked high there; now, half the stall was empty, and the remaining fruit looked small and bruised.

Her mother turned toward the rice shop, and when the old man who owned it saw them, he greeted them with a tired smile. In previous years, the shelves stretching along the wall would have been full to the brim; large burlap sacks would be stacked high, and people would buy only what they needed. Now, the number of sacks had decreased, and the last grains at the bottom of some were visible. When her mother heard the price, she did not speak for a while; then, she took out the money she had brought and counted it again. "It was half this price last month," she said. The old man shrugged his shoulders and replied, "We had more last month." "At this rate, what will people eat?" she asked. The man looked out the door of the shop before answering, as if searching for the answer in the street. "I do not know," he said, "but everyone is asking the same question."

The little girl did not fully understand what was being said; she only noticed the tension on her mother's face. On the way home, her mother was quieter than usual, and the basket looked lighter than ever. The girl looked inside it several times; there were very few items, even though her mother had prepared a longer list when they came to the market. In the afternoon, their neighbor Mrs. Lin knocked on the door with a small basket in her hand, containing a few roots and wild herbs. Her mother invited her in, and the woman set the basket on the table as soon as she sat down. "We found these by the riverbank," she said. "They are not bad when boiled."

The little girl sat by the table and listened to them. The two women talked about food for a long time, discussing which herbs were edible and which roots kept one full for longer. The little girl found these conversations boring; to her, food was just food, and it seemed meaningless for people to talk about it for so long. Yet, the focus she saw in her mother’s eyes surprised her, as if every word spoken was important. As the days progressed, the habits of the town began to change. People asked each other for recipes more often, and some families began to eat their dinners together, with food cooked in one house being shared among several others. Yet, alongside this solidarity, other things were emerging. One night, when her father returned home, he spoke of rumors that one of the neighbors was hoarding rice in his barn, while another family was secretly selling the food they owned at a high price. Hearing these stories, the little girl could not understand why people were fighting instead of helping one another.

One evening, when they sat down for dinner, her mother placed a smaller bowl than usual in front of her. The little girl did not notice at first, but after dipping her spoon in a few times, she was surprised to find that the meal was finished. "Is there any more?" she asked. Her mother smiled, but the smile did not reach her eyes. "This is all for today," she said. "I am still hungry," the girl insisted. Her mother did not answer, and her father continued to eat with his head bowed. The little girl waited for a few minutes and then realized her mother was also eating less than usual, and her father’s bowl was only half full. For the first time that evening, she left the table without being satisfied. As she lay in her bed, she felt the emptiness in her stomach; this had never happened before. Hunger had only been a word used by grownups; now, it had become a feeling living inside her body. She tossed and turned for a while, then heard sounds coming from the kitchen. The door had not been closed completely. Her mother and father were talking in whispers again. "How much longer can we hold on like this?" her mother asked. Her father did not answer for a long time. "I do not know," he finally said. This time, the silence lasted even longer. The little girl stared at the ceiling. She did not fully know what hunger was, but for the first time, she began to feel, at least a little, why people looked so anxious.

When the little girl woke up the next morning, the feeling of hunger from the evening before had not entirely vanished. There was a slight hollow in her stomach, but her young body seemed to be adjusting to the sensation. At breakfast, she was again served a small bowl, and this time she said nothing. Her mother offered no explanation. Lately, certain things in the house had begun to be accepted without need for discussion. After finishing his breakfast, her father prepared to leave for work. As he stepped out the door, he stroked the little girl’s haira gesture he had not made in the past, but one he had been repeating more frequently in recent days. She did not dwell on the reason, assuming that fathers simply acted that way sometimes.

That day, most of the children in the town gathered by the riverbank. On days when there was no school, this was their world. While the adults labored in fields, shops, or at household chores, the children built a small universe of their own. They collected smooth stones by the water and tried to skip them across the surface, played hideandseek among the reeds, and constructed imaginary castles from tree branches. The little girl ran, laughed, and played with the others, losing all sense of time. That was what childhood was, in part: the ability to forget the world's weight for a few hours.

One of the children beside her raised a long stick he had found on the ground and shouted, "I am a soldier!" Another immediately retorted, "Then I am the commander." Within minutes, the entire game had transformed into a battle. The children divided into two groups; one declared the large rock on the riverbank to be their fortress, and the other launched an attack. The little girl joined the fray. She did not know who was representing whom, and neither did any of the others. For them, war was a distant word spoken by adults, just like hunger, politics, or deaththings whose true meanings they did not fully grasp.

By noon, the children, exhausted, sat upon the stones at the river’s edge. Some took out the food they had brought. In the past, these moments were more joyful, with one child bringing sweet rolls, another sharing fruit, and everyone offering what they had to one another. Now, however, most had very little. One girl produced half a sweet potato, while another broke a small piece of bread in two. The little girl had only a few boiled roots her mother had given her, yet the children still tried to share. Even if they did not fully understand the magnitude of the hunger, they knew what it meant to share.

At that exact moment, one of the elderly men fishing by the river stood up. He squinted at the water, then took a few steps forward. When another man beside him turned in the same direction, the children’s attention was diverted. The little girl grew curious when she saw the expression on the man's face. She had known that old fisherman for years; he always seemed calm, yet now his face had turned deathly pale. The man suddenly cried out, "Someone come here!"

The children jumped to their feet, and the adults began to run rapidly toward the riverbank. The little girl, filled with curiosity, followed. At first, no one could understand what was happening. Standing among the gathering crowd, she could only see shoulders and backs because she was not tall enough, but then the crowd shifted, and through a gap, she could see the water's edge. A person was lying there.

At first, the little girl thought the person was sleeping. The man’s clothes were caked with mud, and half his body was in the water. But when she looked at the faces of the people around her, she understood that something was wrong. No one was speaking. One of the old fishermen slowly stepped into the water and took the man’s arm, then bowed his head. No one said it out loud, but everyone understood: the man was dead.

One of the children began to cry, and another clung to his mother. The adults looked at one another in silence. The identity of the corpse was unknown, nor was it known where he had come from. The river could have brought him from miles away; perhaps he had been dragged from another town, or perhaps his family was searching for him, or had already given up hope.

It was the first time in her life the little girl had seen a dead person. She could not tear her eyes away. The man's face was swollen, his clothes were torn, and one of his shoes was missing. Until that moment, death had been nothing more than a word used in the conversations of grownups; now, it stood only a few steps away. It did not speak, it did not move; it was simply there.

Soon after, they began sending the children home. When her mother arrived and took her hand, the little girl did not object. Normally she would not have wanted to cut her game short, but this time she walked in silence. On the way home, as they passed through the town, she heard people speaking about the same thing. Those standing in front of shops, the women carrying water, the elderly, and the laborers were all whispering about the same subject. The man from the river was no longer just a corpse; he had become an invisible weight settling upon the town.

No one spoke much at the dinner table that evening. Her father arrived home later than usual and drifted off into thought several times while eating. Finally, her mother broke the silence. "Did you hear about the man in the river?" Her father nodded. "I heard." "Who was he?" "Nobody knows." The little girl set her spoon down slowly. "What is it like to die?" she asked. Her mother and father looked at one another, and the question hung over the table for a moment. Her father finally took a deep breath. "I do not know," he said. "No one who has experienced it can return to describe it."

The little girl did not fully understand the answer, but she asked no more questions. As she lay in her bed that night, she thought of the man on the riverbankhis face, his motionless body, and the silent people surrounding him. Previously, war had been something that stood far away; now, for the first time, it felt as though it had entered the very heart of her town. She did not know who that man was, but she knew that when she woke the next day and went to the river’s edge, nothing would ever look quite like a game again.

The man she had seen by the river stayed in the little girl's mind for days. She had never before wondered what death was like, and now, whether she was playing, eating, or trying to sleep at night, the man's face would appear before her eyes. Yet, childhood is a strange thing; even fears can sometimes get lost in the middle of games. A few days later, she went to the riverbank with her friends again, skipped stones again, and ran and laughed again. But the same could not be said for the adults of the town. The body from the river was not just a person; it was like a silent messenger reminding them that the outside world was drawing ever closer.

A different kind of urgency had begun at home in recent days. After returning from work, her father would organize the wood in the courtyard instead of resting, carefully sorting every usable piece. Not even the wood from broken chairs was discarded. Her mother had brought out old clothes; in the evenings, she would sit in the yellow light of the lamp, mending torn areas and adding new patches to worn fabrics. The little girl would sometimes sit beside her, watching the mismatched pieces of fabric. A jacket that had once been blue now had a brown patch on the elbow, and a sleeve of another garment had been mended with cloth cut from a different shirt. To her child’s eyes, these things looked funny. "Why don't we buy new ones?" she asked one evening. Her mother answered without looking up from her sewing, "Because the old ones can still be used."

The little girl found this answer sufficient; children rarely delve deep into explanations. In truth, however, her mother knew that buying new clothes was no longer possible. Fabric had become difficult to find in the market, and what could be found was too expensive for many families to afford.

The behavior of the people roaming the streets of the town had begun to change as well. Woodpiles were growing in front of houses, women were carefully filling cloth bags with dried vegetables, and men were clearing out unused storage spaces. Everyone was preparing for the coming winter, but this preparation held more than just the fear of the season. People were more afraid of the uncertainty than the cold; no one knew what the coming months would bring.

One morning, as the little girl went to the market with her mother, she saw a crowd gathered by the roadside. People were watching something in silence. When she grew curious and drew near, she saw several wagons moving along the road. They were old, their wheels caked with mud, loaded with blankets, sacks, and various belongings. The people walking alongside them looked exhausted. Children held onto their mothers' skirts, the elderly moved slowly, and some of the women carried infants in their arms. The little girl tugged on her mother’s hand. "Who are they?" she asked. Her mother watched them for a while before answering, "Refugees." "What does that mean?" "People who have no homes." The little girl thought about this for a moment. Being homeless seemed a difficult thing to understand; people had homes, and when evening came, they returned to them. How could something so simple vanish?

Some of the refugees began to stay in the town. Empty warehouses, old barns, and unused structures were turned into temporary shelters. The townspeople tried to help as much as they could; some gave a bowl of soup, others brought an old blanket, and some collected unused clothes for the children. Yet, alongside the solidarity, there was also unrest. Some people feared that those who had arrived would deplete the food, while others, struggling to feed their own families, did not know how they could possibly help anyone else.

One day, Teacher Chen introduced a few of the newly arrived families to the children gathered in the schoolyard. The little girl listened attentively. Among them was a boy of her own age who would not speak and kept his eyes fixed on the ground. When the teacher asked his name, it took several seconds for him to answer. "Li," he whispered. "How old are you?" "Six." Then, he fell silent again.

After class, the little girl went over to him and tried to talk. "Do you like it here?" The boy shrugged. "I don't know." "Where is your home?" As soon as the question was asked, the boy’s expression changed. He remained silent for a long moment, then spoke in a very faint voice. "It isn’t there anymore." The little girl could not reply. She did not fully understand what he meant, but she could feel that the tone in his voice was sorrow.

That same evening, people gathered in the town square to listen to some of the newcomers. Those who had reached the town after long, arduous journeys spoke of the places they had left behind. One man described how their village had been burned to the ground. Another spoke of walking for weeks. An old woman began to cry as she spoke; her son had gone missing. She did not know where he was, or even if he was dead or alive.

The little girl listened to these stories while sitting beside her mother. Previously, war had consisted only of distant soldiers and news spoken in whispers. Now, it lived before her eyes in the faces of the people standing therein the missing children, the exhausted mothers, and the silent elderly.

When they returned home that night, her mother placed the soup she had prepared on the table. It contained a few pieces of vegetable and some wild herbs, appearing much plainer than in previous months. Her father picked up his spoon in silence, and the little girl began to eat. After a while, she found herself looking at her bowl more carefully, eating every piece one by one. Had it been a few weeks ago, she would not have done this.

As she lay in her bed, she thought about the people she had seen throughout the day: the families without homes, the silent boy, and the old woman whose eyes filled with tears as she told her story. For the first time, she began to feel how important her own home, her bed, and the small bowl placed before her every evening truly were. She was just learning what hunger was, but she was also gradually beginning to understand what it meant for people to lose the things they possessed.

In the following days, the little girl began to observe the new children more closely as she walked home from school. Li’s silence, in particular, lingered in her mind. Even though they were the same age, she felt as if years stretched between them. Li did not join in the games; while other children ran and shouted, he often sat on the sidelines, watching them. One day after school, she walked up to him and showed him the small wooden toy in her hand. Her father had made it a few years ago, and although one of its wheels was broken, she loved it. "You can play with it if you want," she said. Li looked at the toy but did not reach out. "I had one, too," he said. "Where is it?" The boy remained silent for a few seconds. "I don't know."

The little girl could not answer. She had begun to notice that many people had been giving that same answer latelylost belongings, lost homes, lost people. It was as if the war was not only taking lives but also stealing pieces of people's lives.

The square in the center of town had become more crowded in recent weeks. People gathered there on specific days, watching those who came and went and asking one another the same questions. The postman was no longer just a person who carried letters; to some, he meant hope. Some began to watch for his arrival early in the morning, while others would leave their work unfinished to come to the square. The little girl noticed this for the first time while going to the market with her mother. There was a strange tension on the faces of the people waiting in the square, as if everyone was simultaneously afraid of receiving both good and bad news.

Teacher Chen was also in the square that morning, holding his old hat. The little girl wanted to go to him when she saw him, but her mother held her hand tightly; the expressions on the people's faces were not the kind meant for children's games. When the postman reached the square, the crowd moved slightly. No one shouted, and no one tried to push to the front, yet everyone stepped forward a few paces at the same time. The postman opened his bag and began to read the names.

When a woman heard her own name, her face brightened. She took the letter with trembling hands and closed her eyes before opening it, smiling as if she were hearing her son’s voice. A few meters away, an old man waited until the very last name was called. When his name was not read, he turned his face away and walked off in silence. No one stopped him; such scenes were becoming customary.

Teacher Chen was also among those waiting, listening carefully to every word the postman uttered, but his son’s name was not read again. The little girl saw his shoulders slump slightly. The man remained where he stood for a few seconds, then put on his hat and headed toward the school. There was a strange weariness in his walk, as if he were growing older with every passing month.

When they returned home that evening, her father was quieter than usual and drifted into thought several times while eating. Her mother waited at first, then could hold back no longer. "Did you stop by the square today?" she asked. Her father nodded. "I did." "Was there any news?" "No." Her mother set her spoon down into the bowl. The sound was very light, but to the little girl, it seemed larger than it was. "They haven't heard from our neighbor's nephew for six months," her mother said. Her father did not reply. "And the son of the Wang family in the north of the village, either." Still, there was no answer.

The little girl did not understand why her mother was telling these things, nor why her father did not want to speak, but she could feel the atmosphere at the dinner table changing. The table used to be a place where people shared the events of their day; now, it had transformed into a place where they navigated around the things they did not want to say.

That night, her mother took a few papers out of an old chest. The little girl watched her while sitting on the floor. The edges of the papers were yellowed, and some bore old seals. Her mother looked at the documents carefully before putting them back, then remained silent for a long time. "What are those?" the little girl asked. "Old letters," her mother replied. "Who wrote them?" Her mother paused for a short moment. "Your father." The little girl was surprised. It was the first time she had thought that her father could also write letters; to her, it felt as though he had always lived in the same house and had always been the same person. "What did he write?" Her mother smiled faintly. "That he didn't want me to miss him."

This time, the little girl smiled too. But when she looked closely at her mother’s face, she saw something else in her eyessomething like longing, or perhaps fear. She could not fully understand it. In the days that followed, the crowd in the square did not thin; in fact, on some days, it grew larger. New refugees began to join those who were waiting. Some waited for news of a missing sibling, others for a son or a spouse. Sometimes people read letters aloud to one another; some contained dreams of returning home, while others held only short sentences. "I am well." "Do not worry." "I will return soon." But as time passed, the number of such sentences began to dwindle.

One day, while passing through the square, the little girl noticed that the postman had no letters in his hands. The people had waited again; they had hoped again; they had asked the same questions again. But the postman only shook his head. The silence in the square at that moment felt strange to the little girl. No one cried. No one shouted. The people simply dispersed, slowly and quietly. Perhaps this was what the heaviest disappointments looked like.

That evening, as she lay in her bed, she thought of Teacher Chen, the elderly people waiting for their sons, and Madam Wu, who sat every day watching the same road. Before, war had been nothing more than hunger, rumors, and distant stories to her. Now, it meant waiting. It meant people clinging to the same hope every day and carrying that same hope again the next. The little girl could not fully grasp it, but she could feel that the invisible weight over the town had grown a little heavier.

In the days that followed, the little girl began to notice that the town was changing. She could not exactly explain what it was, but there was something different in the way people moved. Those who used to stand in the square would talk at length, and the men gathered in front of the shops would chat for hours. Now, conversations were brief. People leaned in to whisper to one another, then glanced around and changed the subject. The children still played, the shops were still open, and the people still went to their work every morning, but an invisible tension drifted beneath it all.

Her father had been returning home later than usual lately. When the door opened in the evenings, the fatigue on his face was immediately apparent. One night, while they sat at the dinner table, the little girl looked at his hands; there were new scratches between his fingers, and his palms appeared tougher. After her father took a spoonful of his soup, he sat in silence. Her mother waited a while before asking, "Are things going badly in the fields?" Her father shook his head. "It isn't the fields." "Then what is it?" The man did not answer. The little girl had noticed that the number of questions he chose not to answer had increased recently.

The next morning, while walking to school, she saw several trucks passing on the main road. Vehicles rarely came to the town, so most of the children stood by the side of the road to watch them. There were soldiers in the back of the trucks; some sat, others watched the surroundings. Their faces were weary, and the uniforms they wore were covered in dust. The trucks continued on their way without stopping, but they left behind a curiosity that was discussed for a long time.

At school, everyone was talking about the same thing. The older children recounted seeing the soldiers, passing on rumors they had heard. When Teacher Chen began the lesson, the class was distracted. Finally, he closed the book in his hand and looked at his students. "None of you have your minds on the lesson today." The children laughed. "Where do you think the soldiers are going?" one of them asked. The teacher pondered for a few seconds. "I do not know the answer to that question." "Well, will the war come here?" At this, the classroom went completely silent. The teacher looked at the faces of his students, most of whom were waiting for an answer. "Our business today is to study," he finally said. "No one knows what will happen tomorrow." This answer did not satisfy the children, but no further questions were asked.

In the afternoon, the little girl went to the fields with her mother. Like many families in the town, they had a small plot of land. The yield had decreased in recent months, but people did not stop working. Tending the earth was not only a means of survival but also a habit. The men and women working in the fields spoke as they performed their tasks, sometimes pausing to stare into the distance. Most of the conversations turned to the same topic. "New troops have been seen down the road." "I heard they are further north." "Perhaps it is only a rumor." "Perhaps it is not." The little girl heard these conversations but did not fully understand them. The world of adults had turned into a complex puzzle for her recently.

In the late afternoon, the town’s teahouse was more crowded than usual. Teacher Chen, the old soldier Zhao, shopkeepers, and farmers sat around the same tables. As the little girl passed by outside, she heard the voices rising from within. Everyone was talking about the same subject, yet no one knew anything for certain. "They said the neighboring town was evacuated." "Who said that?" "Merchants passing through." "Merchants will say anything." "It might be true this time." The old soldier Zhao was drinking his tea in silence. Finally, he raised his head. "People are afraid of bad news," he said. "But sometimes, what they fear more is the uncertainty." Those at the table went quiet. Zhao was not a man who loved to talk, so even the few sentences he spoke were listened to with great attention.

That same evening, the little girl went with her mother to bring aid to the warehouse where the newly arrived refugees were staying. There were dozens of people inside. Some sat wrapped in blankets, while others tried to lull their children to sleep. The little girl noticed Li, whom she had seen before. The child was sitting against the wall. She went over and sat down quietly beside him. "Do you think the war will come here?" she asked. Li lifted his head. "We didn't think it would come to our village, either." The little girl did not know what to say. The boy began to look at the ground again.

When they returned home, it was completely dark. Her father had not yet arrived. Her mother looked at the door frequently while preparing the table. Finally, the door opened, and the man stepped inside. The expression on his face caught the little girl's attention. Her father looked tired, but this time there was something else, as if he had been carrying a heavy burden all day. No one spoke for a long time during the meal. Finally, her mother could not hold back. "Did something happen?" Her father set his spoon down. "We saw soldiers on the east side of the road today." "Were they close?" "Close enough." Her mother fell silent.

The little girl looked at their faces. It seemed as if both of them were thinking about the same things at the same time. For the first time, she felt that adults sometimes shared the same fear but did not want to voice it to one another. That night, as she lay in her bed, all the conversations she had heard in town swirled in her mind: the soldiers, the roads, the rumors, and the unease on people's faces. No one openly said they were afraid. No one admitted that a catastrophe was approaching. Everyone would go to their work, toil in their fields, open their shops, and continue their normal lives the next day. Yet even the little girl could feel that things were beginning to change. The town was still the same, but the silence within the people grew a little more each day.

When the little girl woke the next morning, she still felt the unease that had remained from the night before. In recent weeks, the expressions she saw on the faces of the adults in town had shifted. People paused more often while speaking, stared into the distance for longer, and whispered about things they thought the children should not hear. Despite this, life went on. In the mornings, shops opened, women washed laundry, farmers went to their fields, and children ran to school. People tried to act normally; perhaps they needed to in order to remain normal.

Lessons started at school that day as they always did. Teacher Chen wrote new characters on the chalkboard, and the students tried to copy them into their notebooks. The little girl sat in the front row, writing carefully. Li, who sat beside her, was silent again. He had begun to speak a little more in recent days, but he still seemed different from the other children. As the teacher walked around the classroom, checking the students' work, a sound was suddenly heard from outside. The sound seemed to have come from very far away; it was so distant that many of the children did not understand what it was at first. Some lifted their heads, others continued writing, but Teacher Chen paused for a moment. The expression on his face caught the little girl's attention. "Teacher, what was that?" one of the students in the back row asked. The teacher looked toward the window. "It was likely a sound from afar." The children accepted this answer, and a few minutes later, the lesson returned to normal. But before half an hour had passed, a second sound was heard. This time it was stronger, and the windowpanes trembled slightly. All the children in the room lifted their heads at the same time. No one spoke. Then, a third sound followed, and this time, the ground shook slightly. One of the children in the class began to cry.

Teacher Chen immediately turned toward the window. When he looked out, he saw several adults in front of the school looking in the same direction. Somewhere in the distance, dark smoke was rising. The lesson was cut short, and the children were sent home. When the little girl left the school, she immediately noticed that the town was different from a normal day. People stood in the streets, looking in the same direction. Some walked with hurried steps, while others waited in silence. The little girl began to run toward home. Halfway there, she felt fear for the first time. She did not know what was happening, but the expressions on the faces of the adults told her that this was no game. When she reached home, her mother had already gone outside. She was standing in the middle of the courtyard, looking at the distant hills. The little girl ran to her side. "Mother, what happened?" Before her mother answered, she pulled her close. "It is nothing," she said, but the tremor in her voice did not match her words.

At that exact moment, a new explosion was heard, this time much closer. Birds on the rooftops took flight all at once. Dogs chained along the street began to bark, a horse that had escaped from a stable reared up in fright, and chickens scattered in every direction. The little girl instinctively clung to her mother. Her heart was racing. No one in the town had ever experienced anything like this before. For hours, people gathered in the square. Different bits of news constantly circulated. Some said a bridge nearby had been hit; others claimed military units on the road had been targeted. No one knew anything for certain. As rumors multiplied, so did the fear.

When the old soldier Zhao arrived in the square, people surrounded him. "What is happening?" "Is it close?" "Will they come here?" Zhao looked at everyone’s face. He did not speak for a long time. Finally, he said only this: "The only thing we know right now is that the sounds are much closer." This answer did not comfort the people, but it was not a lie.

Toward late afternoon, several vehicles arrived from outside the town. There were wounded people in the cars. They were not many in number, but it was shocking enough for the town. The little girl saw them from a distance. One man’s head was bandaged, another’s arm was covered in blood, and a woman was struggling to walk. People immediately tried to help. Water was brought, blankets were carried, and a doctor was summoned. For the first time, the little girl saw that war was not just something that existed in stories. There was fear on the faces of the wounded men. There was weariness. There was pain. And all of this had happened very close to the town she lived in just a few hours ago.

When evening came, people returned to their homes, but no one could truly rest. The same subject was discussed at every table. Doors were locked more carefully than usual. The children were quieter than normal. During dinner, the little girl looked at her father. "Will there be explosions tomorrow, too?" Her father was silent for a few seconds. "I hope not." "What will we do if there are?" This time, it took him longer to answer. "We will be together again." The little girl thought about this answer. It was not exactly the response to her question, but she felt a little relieved anyway.

That night, as she lay in her bed, she found it difficult to sleep. All the stories she had heard before, the conversations in the square, what the refugees had told, and the sounds she had heard that day were swirling in her mind. A few weeks ago, war had been a distant word whispered by people. Then, it had become
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