


















THE

IRON PEOPLE























A Novel

Kim Kiyingi

INSPIRE AMBITIONS PRESS

Dubai  •  Almaty •  Kampala







First published in 2026 by Inspire Ambitions Press

Copyright © Kim Kiyingi 2026

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those

clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance

to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.












































































All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a

retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without

the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Inspire Ambitions Press

www.inspireambitions.com


PROLOGUE

March 2022 | Kyiv

The soup was ready before the world ended.

Lena tasted it at 5:47 a.m., the way she had tasted soup every morning for eleven years – eyes closed, spoon tilted just so, waiting for the broth to tell her its secrets. Too much salt. She reached for the pepper grinder, muscle memory guiding her hand through the pre-dawn dark of the hotel kitchen.

The first siren started at 5:51.

Her hand froze mid-grind. Black peppercorns scattered across white tile like insects fleeing light. The sound climbed through octaves – low moan to mechanical scream – and somewhere in her chest, something answered it. A frequency only bodies understood.

“Lena.” Dmitri, the line cook, stood in the doorway. Twenty-three years old. Still had acne. “That’s not a drill.”

She knew. The soup knew. The building knew. The pepper grinder slipped from her fingers and cracked against the floor.

Outside, Kyiv’s dawn broke the colour of a healing bruise.

Lena moved through the kitchen on autopilot. Turn off the burners. Check the gas lines. Empty the fryers – oil at that temperature could burn through skin, bone, memory. Her hands knew the choreography. Her mind had already left.

Anya.

Her niece. Seven years old. Gap-toothed smile. Pink trainers with light-up soles that blinked when she ran.

The kindergarten was four streets away. Anya’s mother – Lena’s sister, Katya – worked night shifts at the hospital. Lena had promised to collect Anya this morning. Make her breakfast. Teach her to crack eggs without getting shell in the bowl.

Four streets.

The second explosion hit before she reached the door.

The building shuddered. Pots swung on their hooks like wind chimes in hell. The overhead lights flickered – on, off, on – and in that strobing darkness, Lena saw herself reflected in the steel prep table. A woman in a white chef’s coat. Flour fingerprints on her collar. Hair tied back with the same elastic band she had worn since culinary school.

She looked like someone who had had a before.

Dmitri grabbed her arm. “Basement. Now.”

She pulled free. “I have to –”

“Lena.”

But she was already running.

The street tasted like concrete dust and something chemical that coated her tongue. Smoke rose in columns – not the friendly grey of cooking fires, but black and oily, thick enough to chew. Car alarms screamed. Glass crunched under her clogs – chef’s clogs, non-slip rubber, absolutely useless for running.

She ran anyway.

Three streets.

A woman in a bathrobe stood in the middle of the road, phone pressed to her ear, speaking calmly as if ordering groceries. A man pushed a pram full of documents, not a child. An elderly couple shared a cigarette on their balcony, watching the smoke like it was weather.

Two streets.

The kindergarten came into view. Yellow walls. Blue shutters. A painted mural of sunflowers and cartoon trains. Anya’s classroom was on the ground floor, left side, third window from the –

There was no third window anymore.

There was no left side.

Lena’s legs stopped working. One moment she was running, the next she was on her knees on the pavement, staring at the place where a building used to teach children the alphabet.

Get up. Get up. GET UP.

She got up.

The heat hit her first. Then the smell – plaster, burning plastic, something sweet and wrong that she would never be able to unsmell. People moved through the rubble. A firefighter. A teacher she recognised – Mrs. Bondarenko, who taught music. The woman’s hands were bleeding. She was trying to lift a section of wall.

Lena moved toward the wreckage.

“Don’t.” A hand on her shoulder. A policeman, young, eyes too wide. “You can’t –”

She could. She was. Her hands found purchase on broken concrete. Lifted. Searched. Found:

A stuffed rabbit. Grey, one ear missing.

A lunch box. Unopened. Sandwiches inside, cut into triangles.

A shoe.

Pink. Size one. Light-up sole cracked but still blinking. On. Off. On. Off.

Lena picked it up. The rubber was still warm.

She found the other shoe three metres away. A matching pair. Both still tied with the double knots Katya always used because Anya never remembered to tie them herself.

No Anya. Just shoes.

And chalk dust. White and soft, coating everything, everyone, settling on Lena’s face like snow that would never melt.

She stood there holding two small shoes while the world tilted sideways. Someone was screaming. High and continuous and animal. It took her too long to realise the sound was coming from her own mouth.

The policeman pulled her back. Gentle but firm. “You need to go. More missiles coming. You need to –”

“My niece.” Her voice did not sound like her voice. “She’s seven. Pink trainers. Gap in her tooth. She’s –”

“I know.” He did know. His face said he knew. “But you need to go.”

Lena looked down at the shoes in her hands. Still blinking. On. Off. On. Off.

She put them in the pocket of her chef’s coat. Both of them. They fit.

Then she turned and walked away from the place where Anya had learned to count to twenty in Ukrainian and English and the beginning of French because she was smart, so smart, too smart to just –

Lena’s knees gave out again.

This time, no one pulled her up.

She did not remember getting back to the hotel.

One moment: kindergarten. Shoes. Chalk. Screaming.

Next moment: hotel kitchen. Soup. Cold now. Skin forming on the surface like grief.

Dmitri was gone. Everyone was gone. Just Lena and the industrial stove and the pepper grinder, still broken on the floor.

She picked up the pieces. Cut her finger on sharp plastic. Watched blood drip into the soup pot. Did not care.

On the counter: a notebook. Leather-bound. Empty. She had bought it last month, planning to finally write down her recipes properly. Eleven years of cooking, all of it stored in muscle memory and instinct.  had laughed at her. “You’ll never write them down. You’ll just keep making it up as you go.”

Lena picked up the notebook. Her blood left fingerprints on the leather.

She opened to the first page. Found a pen. Wrote:

Soup for those with no tomorrow. Kyiv. March 2022. The sound of sirens tastes like copper.

Her handwriting slanted wrong. Shaky. The ink smeared where tears hit the page.

Through the kitchen radio – still on, somehow still on – a voice crackled:

“...civilian evacuation efforts continue. The Food Train initiative is calling for volunteers. Cooks, drivers, medics. They’re equipping a train to deliver meals to occupied zones. It leaves Kyiv at noon. Anyone who can help –”

Lena looked at her hands. Still covered in chalk dust. Still holding a pen.

She looked at the soup. Cold. Ruined.

She looked at her chef’s coat. White with flour fingerprints and chalk dust and a stain on the hem that she had gotten three years ago from borscht that boiled over because she had been laughing at something Anya said.

What had Anya said?

She could not remember.

That was worse than the shoes. Worse than the chalk. Worse than everything. That in three years, she would forget the joke. Forget the laugh. Forget everything except the shoes that would not stop blinking even after the battery died.

The radio voice continued: “...The Food Train leaves at noon. Volunteers needed. Anyone who can cook –”

Lena’s hands moved before her brain caught up. She found her phone. Dialled the number the radio repeated. A woman answered. Tired.

“Food Train volunteer line.”

“I’m a chef.” Lena’s voice sounded like someone else speaking through her mouth. “I can cook.”

“Experience?”

“Eleven years. Hotel. I can do volume. I can –” Her throat closed. She forced it open. “I can feed people.”

A pause. Then: “Do you have your own knives?”

“Yes.”

“Can you be at the central station by eleven?”

“Yes.”

“Bring warm clothes. We don’t know how long –”

“I’ll be there.”

She hung up before the woman could finish. Before Lena could change her mind and remember that she was not brave, was not strong, was not anything except a woman holding shoes that would never walk again.

She took off her apron – the good one, the one with her name embroidered on the pocket – and folded it carefully. Left it on the counter. Then she put on her coat. The one with chalk dust on the sleeves. The one with shoes in the pocket that still blinked. On. Off. On.

She picked up the leather notebook. Held it against her chest.

At the door, she turned back one last time. The soup sat on the stove, cold and useless. She had made enough for two hundred people. Hotel breakfast service. Toast and jam. Coffee. Normal Thursday morning.

There would be no more normal Thursdays.

Lena walked out of the hotel kitchen at 8:34 a.m. on the first day of the world ending. She was thirty-three years old. She was a chef. She was an aunt who could not protect her niece. She was a woman with a notebook and a pocket full of shoes and absolutely nothing left to lose.

The soup was ready before the world ended.

But Lena was not ready. Would never be ready.

She went anyway.


CHAPTER 1

March 2022 | Kyiv to Irpin




The train smelled like rust and old promises.

Lena stood on Platform 3 at Kyiv Central Station, duffle bag at her feet, watching volunteers load grain sacks onto freight cars that groaned with age. Each bag split a little as it moved -- flour bleeding white onto concrete already stained with a week’s worth of similar wounds. The station clock read 13:20. In another life, she would be plating the lunch service right now. Microgreens placed with tweezers. Sauce dots precisely nine centimetres apart.

Her chef’s whites were gone, replaced by black jeans worn soft at the knees, her leather jacket from culinary school, and a grey sweater that had been Katya’s. She had dressed in the dark this morning, choosing clothes by texture rather than sight. Everything that could withstand blood, flour, and the particular grief that leaked from your pores when you stopped moving long enough to feel it.

In her jacket pocket, wrapped in a tea towel: pink trainers, size 29, battery dead, laces still tied in the bunny-ear loops she had taught Anya last month.

Last month. When months still existed.

“You the chef?”

The voice scraped like a match on wet stone. Lena turned. A man in his sixties stood there -- grey beard stained yellow from cigarettes, railway conductor’s cap that had seen three regimes, eyes the colour of used dishwater. His vest bore dozens of pins: Soviet railway achievements, a Ukrainian flag, something that might have been a medal or might have been a bottle opener. His hands shook -- not age or fear, but the tremor of a man running on nicotine and duty.

“I’m a chef,” Lena said. “Whether I’m your chef depends on what you’re offering.”

The man’s mouth twitched. “Commander Sokolov. Former director, Kyiv Railway Authority. Current director of whatever this is.” He gestured at the train with a cigarette that had materialised from nowhere. “We’re calling it the Food Train. The military tolerates us because armies run on their stomachs and we’re cheaper than field kitchens. Can you cook for three hundred people with equipment from 1987?”

“What equipment?”

“Optimist. I like that.” He did not smile. “There’s a stove. Probably. Works sometimes. We welded it to the floor so it won’t kill anyone. Probably.”

Lena looked at the train. Ten cars of scavenged rolling stock -- freight containers with windows cut by acetylene torch, passenger carriages missing most of their seats, one dining car stripped to its bones. It looked like what would happen if hope and desperation had a child and that child was raised by Soviet engineering.

Her hands found the shoes in her pocket. The rubber was still soft.

“Yes,” she said.

“Liar.” Now Sokolov did smile, revealing teeth the colour of old piano keys. “Perfect. Honesty gets people killed. Hope keeps them moving. Come.”

He led her down the platform, weaving through chaos that had its own grammar. Volunteers arguing over supply distribution in three languages. A soldier teaching children to fold blankets military-style. An old woman selling sunflower seeds from a cardboard box, because war or not, babushkas would sell seeds until the sun burned out.

The kitchen car was third from the engine. Sokolov climbed aboard, agile despite his age. Lena followed.

The smell hit first -- machine oil and rust and the ghost of ten thousand meals cooked by ten thousand dead cooks. The stove squatted in the centre like a cast-iron toad, definitely from the Soviet era, definitely unsafe, definitely going to be her whole world now.

A man crouched beside it, wrench in hand, conducting surgery on its guts.

“The mechanic,” Sokolov said, already leaving. “Try not to kill each other. We leave in an hour.”

The mechanic did not look up. His coveralls were the colour of old chocolate, worn through at the elbows, patched with what looked like seatbelt material. The name “M. Petryk” was embroidered over the pocket in thread that had once been blue. His boots -- steel-toed, held together with electrical tape -- were planted wide for stability.

The wrench in his hand was ancient, the handle worn smooth as river stone.

“It’s broken,” he said without greeting.

“Can you fix it?”

“Wrong question. Right question is: will it stay fixed long enough to matter?”

“Will it?”

“Probably not.” He stood finally, and Lena saw his face properly. Thirty-five, maybe. Dark hair gone silver at the temples -- not age but the particular grey that came from watching things you could not fix. Three days of stubble. Eyes the colour of train smoke. “But it’ll work today. That’s all we can ask for.”

“Philosophical for a mechanic.”

“Practical for a war.” He wiped his hands on a rag that just moved the grease around. “You know what you’re doing?”

Lena set down her duffle bag. Unrolled her knife kit -- the leather soft as skin, each blade nested in its pocket like sleeping children. German steel. Her culinary school graduation gift to herself. The only things she had saved from the hotel.

“I know how to cook.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

She looked at him then. Really looked. Saw the exhaustion carved into the corners of his eyes. Saw how he held the wrench like some men held rifles -- ready for violence or repair, whichever the moment demanded.

“No,” she said. “I don’t know what I’m doing. But I’m doing it anyway.”

Something shifted in his expression.

“Marek,” he said, not offering his hand.

“Lena.”

“The stove runs hot on the left side. The gas line’s patched with bicycle tubing. Don’t ask. If you smell anything sweet, turn everything off and run.”

“Sweet?”

“Gas leak. Sweet means death.” He gathered his tools. “I’ll be in the engine. Try not to blow us up before Irpin.”

He left. Lena stood alone in the kitchen car, surveying her new kingdom. Rusted pots that had cooked through Chernobyl. Ladles bent at angles that defied physics. Sacks of grain with Cyrillic labels she could not read and expiration dates from last year.

She thought about the hotel kitchen. The sous vide. The mandoline that could slice tomatoes transparent. The walk-in freezer organised by her system that new cooks never understood but learned to respect.

Stop.

She opened a sack of flour. Ran it through her fingers. Coarse. Old. But flour.

The train lurched. Started moving without warning or whistle.

Lena grabbed the prep table for balance. Through the window, Kyiv slid past -- buildings she had known her whole life flowing backwards like memory. The church where she had been baptised. The restaurant where she had had her first job, washing dishes for coins. The corner where Anya had lost her first tooth eating corn on the cob, laughing so hard the tooth flew into the gutter and Katya had to fish it out with a tissue while Lena held the torch on her phone and all three of them laughed until their stomachs hurt.

She gripped the edge of the prep table until her knuckles went white.

Not now. Cook.

The city ended gradually, then suddenly. Buildings became fields. Fields became nothing. Just track and sky and the particular emptiness that lived between cities during wartime.

Lena started cooking.

The soup was thin but it was soup.

She had performed the alchemy of turning water, old vegetables, and determination into something that could pass for food. Three hundred bowls. Maybe three-fifty if she thinned it more.

Marek reappeared as they approached Irpin. Did not announce himself, just started moving pots, understanding without being told where they needed to be.

“How many?” he asked.

“Three hundred. Maybe more.”

“It’s four hundred registered at the checkpoint.”

“Then we’ll stretch it.”

“Can’t stretch physics.”

“Watch me.”

The train slowed. Through the window, Lena saw them -- the crowd gathered at what used to be a station and was now just a place where trains sometimes stopped. They stood in groups that were not quite lines, were not quite mobs. Families clutching each other. Soldiers on crutches. Children sitting on suitcases that contained their entire former lives.

Marek stood beside her at the window. His jaw tightened but he said nothing.

The train stopped. The crowd surged forward.

What happened next was not cooking. It was triage.

Lena ladled soup with the mechanical precision of someone who had turned their heart off to keep their hands moving. Scoop, pour, next. Scoop, pour, next. Do not look at their eyes. Do not see the hunger. Do not think about how this bowl might be their only meal today. Tomorrow. This week.

Beside her, Marek handed out bread -- flat discs she had managed from the old flour, not really bread but bread-adjacent. His movements matched hers: precise, rhythmic, sustainable. They fell into sync without trying, two parts of the same machine.

An old woman kissed Lena’s hand.

A soldier missing his left eye saluted with his remaining arm.

A teenage girl held her bowl like it was made of gold, her younger brother pressed against her hip.

She looked anyway. Could not help it. Each face carved itself into her memory -- another ghost to carry, another weight in her pockets alongside the shoes.

“We’re running low.” Marek’s voice, quiet enough that only she could hear.

Lena looked at the pot. Then at the line. Fifty people. Maybe seventy.

“Water,” she said.

“What?”

“Add water. Thin it more.”

“It’s already --”

“Add. Water.”

He did. The soup became a suggestion of soup. A memory of vegetables. But it was something, and something was better than the nothing waiting in empty bowls.

They ran out anyway.

The last forty people stood there, holding their emptiness, not angry, just resigned. The particular resignation that came from practising disappointment until you got good at it.

“Tomorrow,” Lena said, her voice breaking on the word. “Same time tomorrow. We’ll have more.”

They did not believe her. But they dispersed because what else was there to do?

Lena sat down hard on the carriage floor. Her legs had stopped taking orders. She had fed three hundred and sixty people and failed forty more, and those forty faces would visit her tonight.

“First day,” Marek said, sitting beside her. Close enough that she could smell the machine oil on his coveralls, the coffee on his breath.

“I know.”

He pulled out a flask. “Vodka. The good stuff. By which I mean it won’t blind you.”

She took a sip. It burned clean.

“My daughter loves bread,” Marek said. “Real bread. The kind with crust that cracks when you break it. Her mother sends me videos of her eating breakfast. She names each piece before she eats it. ‘This is Mister Crust. This is Princess Crumb.’”

“How old?”

“Five.”

“Where?”

“Odesa. Far enough to be safe. Too far to reach.”

Something flickered behind his eyes -- a specific pain, separate from the war. The kind that came with custody agreements and phone calls that felt like visiting hours. Lena recognised it because Katya had talked about the divorced fathers at the hospital, the ones who brought flowers for children they only saw on weekends.

She did not push. Some stories told themselves when they were ready.

“I had a niece,” Lena said. Had. Past tense. The word still drew blood. “She was seven. She liked to dance in the kitchen while I cooked. Terrible dancer. No rhythm at all.”

Her hand found the pocket. The shoes sat there like a second heartbeat.

Marek did not say he was sorry. Did not say it would get better. Just passed the flask back.

They sat in silence. Outside, the checkpoint settled into evening routines. Guards changing shifts. Generators humming to life. Someone had started a fire in a barrel, and people gathered around it the way humans had gathered around fires since discovering that darkness could be held at bay, temporarily, with light.

“I need more supplies,” Lena said finally.

“I’ll talk to Sokolov.”

“And better pots.”

“I’ll patch the ones we have.”

“And --”

She stopped. A boy stood in the doorway.

Ten, maybe eleven. Skinny in the way that came from genetics, not hunger -- yet. Dirty in the way that came from travel, not neglect. His jacket was too small, his trousers too short.

His feet were bare.

Lena’s hand went to her pocket. Found the shoes. The pink trainers that would never fit this boy, would never fit anyone who needed them.

The boy held an empty bowl. He was licking it. Slowly. Thoroughly. His tongue finding microscopic traces of soup that existed more in hope than reality.

“We’re out,” Lena said. The words scraped her throat.

The boy looked at her. His eyes held something older than his face. He set the bowl down carefully, like it was precious, then turned to leave.

“Wait.”

Lena stood. Went to her duffle bag. Pulled out the emergency ration she had been saving -- a chocolate bar from the hotel, the expensive kind they put on pillows in the penthouse suites.

“Here.”

The boy took it with both hands. Stared at it like it might disappear. Then he broke it in half and put one piece in his pocket.

“For my sister,” he explained.

Then he left, bare feet silent on the metal floor.

Lena stood there, watching the empty doorway.

“I’m making bread tonight,” she said.

“Lena --”

“Real bread. Not those flat discs. Real bread with real crust that cracks when you break it.”

“That’s inefficient. Porridge feeds more --”

“I don’t care.”

“You have to care. The math --”

“Fuck the math.” She turned to face him. “That boy is saving half a chocolate bar for his sister. He’s walking on bare feet in March. The least I can do is give him bread that tastes like bread.”

Marek studied her face. “You’ll burn yourself out.”

“Then I’ll burn.”

He stood. Brushed off his coveralls. “The stove’s yours until dawn. Don’t blow us up.”

“You’re not going to argue more about efficiency?”

“No.” He paused at the door. “My daughter would like you. You’re both impractical.”

After he left, Lena stood alone in the kitchen car. Through the window, she could see the fire barrel, the people gathered around it. Someone had started singing -- badly but with feeling. The melody was old, older than the war, older than most of the singers.

She lit the stove.

Started measuring flour.

The last time she had measured flour at this hour, Anya had been beside her. Tiny hands coated white, attempting to knead dough for paska bread. “Like this, Auntie?” Flour everywhere. On the ceiling. In Anya’s hair. On the cat who had made the mistake of jumping onto the counter at the wrong moment. Katya had arrived to find them both covered head to foot, the kitchen looking like a snowstorm had been localised entirely indoors.

“You promised chocolate chips,” Anya had said.

“Next time.”

There would be no next time.

Lena kneaded the dough harder. Punched it down. Pulled it apart. Built it back. The rhythm was meditation and violence and prayer all at once.

From the engine car, she heard Marek humming. Low and tuneless at first, then finding a melody -- something old, something that sounded like lullabies and goodbyes. His mother’s song, maybe. The kind you learned before you had words.

He had called her that morning, Lena would learn later. His mother in Vinnytsia, sick with cancer that had no business being in a woman who had never smoked. She had told him to come Sunday. He had said he would try.

Sunday never came. Not the Sunday she meant.

Lena kneaded dough to the rhythm of his humming.

At 02:00, Marek appeared in the doorway. Did not speak. Just washed his hands in the bucket that served as their sink, then joined her at the prep table. Started shaping loaves with the same precision he applied to engines.

They worked in silence. Two people who fixed things, trying to fix the unfixable through flour and water and yeast that did not care about wars.

The bread rose as they worked. Patient. Inexorable.

“Why are you helping?” Lena asked.

“Because.” He shaped another loaf. “My daughter names her bread before she eats it. If she’s still doing that, if she still lives in a world where bread has names, then I need to keep making sure that world exists.”

At dawn, they pulled the loaves from the oven. Golden. Smelling like every good morning that had ever existed.

Lena broke one in half. The crust cracked exactly right.

Then she started crying. Not pretty tears. The kind that came with sounds that were not quite human. Days of held grief pouring out over a loaf of bread.

Marek did not comfort her. Did not tell her it would be okay. Just stood there, holding his own loaf, being present for her breakdown without trying to fix it.

When she stopped, her face was a disaster of tears and flour.

“That boy,” she said. “The one with no shoes.”

“He’ll come back.”

“How do you know?”

“Because we have bread.”

That morning, the boy was first in line.

Lena gave him soup. Then bread. Real bread, still warm, crust that cracked when he broke it.

He took it with the same two-handed reverence he had shown the chocolate. Broke it in half. Put one piece in his pocket.

“For your sister?” Lena asked.

He nodded.

“What’s her name?”

“Sofia. She’s eight. She likes stories.”

“What’s your name?”

“Dmytro.”

“Well, Dmytro. Tomorrow there will be more bread. Enough for both you and Sofia. You don’t have to save half.”

He looked at her with those ancient eyes. “There’s always a tomorrow when you have to save half.”

Then he sat on the platform and ate his portion slowly, making each bite last, his bare feet swinging above the ground.

That evening, Lena opened her logbook. The leather was soft with handling, stained with the fingerprints of a day that felt like a year. She wrote:

“Bread for dignity. Coordinates: 50.6879 N, 30.2525 E. Fed 360, failed 40. A boy named Dmytro saves half of everything for his sister. Tomorrow we make more bread. The math be damned. Some things matter more than numbers. The shoes in my pocket belong to no one now. But the bread I make belongs to everyone.”


CHAPTER 2

March 2022 | Kharkiv




Kharkiv smelled like burning rubber and something sweet she refused to name.

The Food Train had threaded through three checkpoints at dawn, each soldier waving them through with the particular exhaustion of people who’d stopped sleeping properly weeks ago. The city leaned into itself – buildings tilting like drunks trying to hold each other up, windows blown out in perfect patterns that looked almost deliberate, almost artistic, if you squinted and forgot what caused them.

Lena stood on what used to be a platform and was now just a place where trains sometimes stopped. Her back screamed from three days of bending over pots. Her hands had developed a permanent cramp from holding the ladle. She wore the same clothes from yesterday – black jeans now grey with flour, Katya’s sweater with a new burn hole from a splash of oil, her leather jacket draped over a crate because the morning had turned warm. Too warm for March. The kind of warmth that felt wrong, apocalyptic.

The line stretched three blocks. Maybe four hundred people. Their soup would feed three hundred if they thinned it to water.

The math. Always the math.

She’d started doing it in her sleep. Counting portions like sheep. Two hundred litres of broth, forty loaves, each loaf sliced into twelve. She’d wake with flour under her nails and numbers behind her eyes, the arithmetic of hunger pressing against her skull before dawn cracked the horizon.

The first woman in line carried a cat in a pillowcase. The cat’s head poked through a hole in the corner, watching everything with the serene detachment of a creature that understood none of this was personal. Behind her, a man in a hospital gown – bare legs, slippers, an IV line still taped to his arm though nothing was attached to it any more. He’d walked out of wherever he’d been and come straight here. Behind him, two teenage girls sharing one coat, each with one sleeve, pressed together at the shoulder.

Everyone had a container. Tupperware. Thermoses. A woman near the front held out a flower vase. A boy had a football boot, the inside scrubbed clean. You brought what you had.

Beside her, Marek worked in his rhythm – precise, mechanical, sustainable. His coveralls were unzipped to the waist, revealing a faded blue work shirt underneath, sleeves rolled to the elbows. Three days of stubble had become four. His grandfather’s wrench rode his hip like a sidearm.

“Running low already,” he murmured, voice pitched for her ears only.

“I know.”

“We could –”

“Add water. I know.”

They’d had this conversation every morning. Would have it every morning until the war ended or they ran out of water to add.

Lena ladled and counted. Ladled and counted. Her wrist had developed a click on the upswing that hadn’t been there a week ago. She tried not to look at faces. Looking at faces made the portions bigger and the math worse. But faces found her anyway – a grandmother who whispered a blessing over each bowl, a soldier who ate standing up and cried without sound, a child who asked if the bread was magic because it was warm.

A man approached outside the line. Mid-fifties, gaunt in the way musicians got when they forgot to eat between gigs. His leather jacket had been expensive once – you could tell by the cut – but now held together with safety pins and determination. A guitar case rode his back, covered in stickers: Radiohead, Okean Elzy, The Clash, cities that might not exist any more.

Behind him: four more figures carrying instrument cases like refugees carried children.

“You’re the Food Train?” His voice had been trained on cigarettes and late nights, scraped raw but somehow musical.

“We are.” Lena kept ladling. Couldn’t stop or the line would riot.

“Serhiy Antonenko.” He didn’t offer his hand – understood she couldn’t stop working. “We have a proposition.”

“Get in line like –”

“Not for food. Well, yes for food. But a trade.” He shifted the guitar case. “We’re recording. Underground. Two blocks from here. Seven of us total. We need to eat, but we can pay.”

“We don’t take money,” Marek said, not looking up from the bread.

“Not money. Music.” Serhiy’s eyes were fever-bright. “You feed our bodies, we feed something else. The part that needs to remember beauty exists.”

Lena’s hand stilled for just a moment. In the hotel, she’d played jazz during prep. Miles Davis for vegetable work. Chet Baker for pastry. Music had been the heartbeat of her kitchen.

Now she worked in silence except for explosions.

“How many?” she asked.

“Seven.”

“Come back in two hours. Bring your own bowls.”

“We could just get in line –”

“You’re artists. You’re working. That’s different from waiting.” She met his eyes. “Two hours. Red door under the old theatre?”

His eyebrows rose. “You know it?”

“I know Kharkiv.” Knew. Past tense. This isn’t Kharkiv any more.

Serhiy smiled – the first real smile she’d seen in days. “Two hours then. Dyakuyu.”

He gathered his band and left.

“We don’t have food for extras,” Marek said quietly.

“We do if we eat less ourselves.”

“That’s not sustainable.”

“Neither is silence.”

He looked at her then. Really looked. Saw something in her face that made him stop arguing.

They served for three more hours. Four hundred and twelve people. The soup became a suggestion of vegetables. The bread got thinner with each batch. But everyone got something.

The boy from yesterday – Dmytro – came through the line with a smaller girl. Sofia. Eight years old. Wore a pink coat too big for her, probably donated, and red rain boots even though it hadn’t rained in days.

“This is my sister,” Dmytro said proudly. Still no shoes. His feet had developed thick skin, adapting.

Lena gave them double portions without saying so. Marek saw but said nothing.

When the pot emptied, when the last person wandered away clutching their bread like gold, Lena finally straightened. Her spine made sounds that spines shouldn’t make.

“The musicians,” she said.

“We need to clean –”

“After.”

Marek studied her face. “You miss it. Music.”

Not a question.

“I miss a lot of things.”

“But music especially.”

She pulled on her jacket. “My niece loved to dance. Terrible dancer. No rhythm. But she’d spin in the kitchen while I cooked, singing songs she made up about vegetables.”

“What happened to her?”

Lena’s hand found the pocket. The shoes were still there. Always there. “The war.”

He didn’t push. That was the thing about Marek – he understood that some stories ended with “the war” and that was explanation enough.

“Let’s go hear some music,” he said.

The bunker door was painted communist red, the kind that had meant something in 1953 and now just meant “door.”

Lena knocked three times.

Music leaked through the metal – guitar being tuned, voices warming up, the sound of people pretending the world wasn’t ending above their heads.

Serhiy opened the door. He’d added a wool cap, pulled low, and fingerless gloves. The bunker was cold. “You came.”

“We said we would.”

“People say a lot of things now.”

They descended concrete stairs that smelled like the twentieth century – damp plaster, machine oil, the ghost of Soviet cigarettes. The bunker opened up at the bottom, bigger than expected, maybe twenty metres across. Foam padding covered the walls, the kind musicians used to use for soundproofing, now serving double duty as shrapnel protection. Someone had strung fairy lights across the ceiling in loops, most of them dead, a few still blinking amber like a pulse.

A mattress in the corner. Sleeping bags. A camping stove with a kettle. They lived here. This wasn’t a studio they visited. It was home.

The band was already set up. Three guitarists – Serhiy on lead, a woman with grey-streaked hair in a man’s military jacket who introduced herself as Halyna, and a younger man, barely twenty, whose left hand was bandaged but still somehow found chords. The drummer, Bohdan, had shaved his head and wore a Metallica shirt with more holes than fabric. His kit was cobbled together from found pieces – a snare from an actual drum, a cymbal fashioned from a hubcap, a kick pedal held together with wire. He played it like it was a Steinway.

The violinist was Iryna – mid-thirties, three sweaters layered, dark circles beneath her eyes that looked permanent. She tuned by ear with a concentration that shut out the rest of the room.

The accordionist, Viktor, was maybe sixty, wearing a suit jacket over a tracksuit. He’d been a music professor before. Before. That word did a lot of work now.

And behind a mixing board held together with duct tape and prayer, the sound engineer – a woman who couldn’t have been older than twenty. Military boots under a floral dress. Headphones around her neck. Her fingers moved across the board with the muscle memory of someone who’d been doing this since childhood.

They all stopped when Lena and Marek entered.

“The Food Train,” Serhiy announced with theatrical grandeur. “They’ve brought soup.”

“And bread,” Marek added, setting down his container.

The musicians gathered around the food with the reverence usually reserved for communion. Mismatched bowls appeared. Chipped. Cracked. Clean. Iryna gasped when she tasted the soup.

“This is real food.” She said it like she’d forgotten such things existed.

“It’s just vegetable soup,” Lena said.

“No.” Bohdan scraped his bowl. “This tastes like someone cared when they made it.”

They ate in grateful silence. Lena watched them scrape bowls clean, pick up every crumb of bread, lick their fingers to not waste even the memory of food.

“How long have you been down here?” she asked.

“Three weeks,” Serhiy said. “Maybe four. Time’s weird underground. We started recording before the invasion. Album was almost done. Then –” He gestured upward. “But stopping felt like surrender.”

“So you kept recording while the city burns?”

“What else is there to do?” Viktor adjusted his accordion straps. “I can’t fight. Bad lungs. Can’t run. Bad knees. But I can play. So I play.”

“Play something,” Lena said. Surprised herself by saying it.

Serhiy set down his empty bowl. “Any requests?”

“Whatever you need to play.”

The musicians moved to their instruments with the fluid ease of people who’d been playing together so long they shared a nervous system. The sound engineer checked levels, adjusted microphones, gave Serhiy a thumbs up.

“This is new,” Serhiy said, tuning his guitar. “We wrote it two days ago. Heard about a train carrying soup through the war. About cooks who refuse to stop cooking. About ordinary people doing impossible things.” He looked directly at Lena. “We’re calling it ‘The Iron People.’”

Lena’s throat closed.

Beside her, Marek had gone very still.

The guitar started. Single notes. Clean. Deliberate. The melody was simple – the kind that felt like you’d always known it, like it had existed before music, waiting to be discovered.

The violin joined. High, mournful, the sound of grief transformed into something bearable.

Then accordion. Then drums – brushes on snare, soft like rainfall.

Then Serhiy sang.

His voice was rougher than his speaking voice. The words were Ukrainian – old Ukrainian, the kind Lena’s grandmother spoke, the kind that was disappearing except in songs and prayers.

The rails remember where they’re going

Even when the stations burn

The pot remembers what it’s holding

Even when there’s none to serve

Iron people, moving forward

Through the smoke and through the night

Feeding strangers, feeding sorrow

Till the darkness turns to light

The song built. Voices harmonising. Halyna added her voice, creating octaves that shouldn’t have worked but did.

The bread will rise though cities crumble

The soup will cook though kitchens fall

And we’ll keep moving through the rubble

Because stopping kills us all

Halfway through, the lights cut out.

Absolute darkness. The kind that made you forget eyes were for seeing.

Lena gasped. Her hand shot out instinctively, found Marek’s arm, gripped hard. His other hand covered hers – steady, warm, real.

The music didn’t stop.

If anything, it got stronger. The musicians played from memory, from muscle, from the kind of knowledge that lived in bones not brains. Serhiy’s voice carried through the darkness, sure and steady, painting pictures with sound:

When the power fails, we’re still singing

When the lights go out, we shine

When the phones stop ringing

We’re still moving down the line

In the darkness, Lena became aware of Marek’s breathing. Steady. Mechanical. The rhythm of someone who’d learned to stay calm when everything else panicked. His thumb moved against her knuckles – might have been involuntary, might have been comfort.

She leaned slightly. Just slightly. Enough that her shoulder touched his.

He didn’t pull away.

The song reached its crescendo. All voices now, even Bohdan singing while playing, creating a wall of harmony that should have been impossible in darkness but somehow sounded better for it. Like the darkness had stripped away everything except the essential:

We are iron, we are thunder

We are bread and we are song

They can break us, pull us under

But the train keeps moving on

The last note hung in the air. Sustained. Held. Then released.

Silence rushed in.

Then generators kicked on. Emergency lighting flickered orange-weak but enough to see.

Lena realised she was still holding Marek’s arm. Their fingers had interlaced somehow. She pulled back slowly, reluctantly, aware that everyone could see now.

But the musicians weren’t looking at them. They were looking at each other with the shocked recognition of people who’d just created something beyond themselves.

“Did we get it?” Serhiy asked the engineer.

She checked her equipment – battery-powered, still running. “Perfect. Whole thing. Even the power cut.”

“Especially the power cut,” Iryna said. “That’s when it became real.”

Serhiy turned to Lena and Marek. “That was for you. About you. About everyone who keeps going when stopping would be easier.”

Lena couldn’t speak.

“Can I –” Marek cleared his throat. “Can I record it? The acoustic version? For –” He stopped. Started again. “My daughter. She’s five. I want her to know there was still music.”

“Record anything,” Serhiy said gently. “It’s yours as much as ours.”

Marek pulled out his phone – ancient model, screen cracked in three places. Set it on an amp.

Serhiy and Halyna played a stripped version. Just two guitars and voices. No drums. No production. Just human breath and strings and the truth that beauty persisted despite evidence to the contrary.

It was even more beautiful than the full version.

Outside, Kharkiv had shifted into night. No streetlights. No neon. Just fires in barrels and the occasional sweep of headlights from military vehicles. Stars visible for the first time in decades – the light pollution had fled with the people.

They walked back towards the train in companionable silence. Their boots crunched glass. Somewhere, a dog barked three times and stopped, as though it had remembered there was no one left to bark for. Artillery grumbled in the distance – bass notes you felt in your chest, reminders that the concert had been intermission, not ending.

Marek walked with his hands in his pockets, shoulders drawn up against the cold. He’d given his jacket to Viktor, who’d been shivering through the second take. Hadn’t asked for it back.

“That song,” he said finally. “About us.”

“About everyone.”

“No. About us specifically. They watched us serve. Saw us. Made us into music.”

“Is that bad?”

“No. Just –” He struggled for words. “No one sees us. We’re just the soup people. The ones who show up. But they saw more.”

“What did they see?”

He stopped walking. Turned to face her. The starlight caught his face oddly, making him look younger and older simultaneously.

“People who refuse to stop,” he said. “Even when stopping would be sane.”

“Is that what we are?”

“Isn’t it?”

She thought about it. About the hotel kitchen she’d abandoned. The life in Kyiv that no longer existed. The shoes in her pocket that would never find their feet.

“I stopped,” she said. “When Anya died. I stopped cooking, stopped talking, stopped everything. For three days, I just sat in my apartment staring at nothing.”

“What made you start again?”

“Hunger.” She laughed, bitter. “Not mine. Other people’s. I heard about the train, about needing cooks, and I thought – I thought maybe if I fed enough people, it would balance out. Like the universe keeps accounts.”

“Does it?”

“No. But I keep cooking anyway.”

They started walking again. Stepped around a crater that had been a bus stop. A child’s backpack lay in the rubble, one strap reaching upward like a hand.

Marek looked at it. Looked away. Kept walking.

“My mother called yesterday,” he said. The words came out flat, matter-of-fact, the way people spoke when they were holding something too heavy to carry with emotion. “She said the supermarket near her flat has been shelled. She’s eating tinned fish and communion bread from a church that’s half collapsed.”

“Where is she?”

“Kyiv suburbs. Irpin.”

Lena knew Irpin. Everyone knew Irpin now.

“Can she leave?”

“She won’t. Says the flat belongs to her and she won’t let anyone take it. She’s seventy-one and she’s fighting a war with stubbornness.” He paused. “She’s also sick. Won’t tell me how sick. I can hear it in her breathing.”

Lena didn’t offer comfort. Comfort was a luxury that had been rationed out weeks ago. Instead she said: “We’ll get there. The route goes through Kyiv suburbs next month.”

“Next month is a long time.”

“Yes.”

The train appeared ahead, squatting on its rails like a patient animal.

“In the bunker,” Marek said. “When the lights went out. You grabbed me.”

“Instinct.”

“You held on.”

“So did you.”

“I did.” He stopped at the kitchen car door. “My wife – ex-wife – she complained I was never present. Even when I was there, I wasn’t there. Always fixing something in my head. Always somewhere else.” He looked at his hands. “In the dark, listening to that music, holding your hand – I was there. Completely there.”

“Where else would you be?”

“Anywhere. The past. The future. With my daughter. With my mother. But I was there. In that bunker. With you.”

The words hung between them. Not romantic. Not yet. Just recognition.

“I was there too,” Lena said.

“I know.”

“How?”

“Because you stopped shaking. You’ve been shaking since we met – tiny tremors, like you’re vibrating at a frequency just below visible. In the dark, you stopped.”

She hadn’t realised she’d been shaking. Now that he mentioned it, she could feel it.

“I’m shaking now,” she said.

“So am I.”

They stood there, two people shaking in the dark, not touching but aware of the space between them, aware it could be crossed but choosing not to. Not yet.

“We should sleep,” Lena said finally.

“We should.”

Neither moved.

“Tomorrow we’re in Donbas,” Marek said.

“I know.”

“It’ll be worse.”

“I know.”

“We might not come back.”

“I know.”

He nodded. Opened the door to the kitchen car. “After you.”

Inside, Lena pulled out her logbook. Sat on a grain sack. Started writing by the light of her phone:

Soup for songs. Kharkiv bunker. Seven musicians who refuse to stop playing. They wrote a song about us – ‘The Iron People’ – about trains that keep moving and hands that keep cooking. The power cut mid-song but they kept playing in the dark.

Marek recorded it for his daughter. I held his arm when the lights cut. He held mine back. In darkness, you’re just two people proving you exist.

Tomorrow: Donbas. They say it’s hell. But hell still needs soup.

She closed the logbook. Looked up to find Marek watching her.

“What?” she asked.

“You write every night.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because someone should know we were here. That we tried.”

He pulled out his phone. Played the recording again. Serhiy’s voice filled the kitchen car, rough and beautiful and absolutely certain that songs mattered even when cities burned.

They listened together. When it ended, neither asked to play it again.

But neither tried to sleep either.

They just sat in the kitchen car, two people not quite touching, listening to artillery play percussion while memory played melody, waiting for dawn and Donbas and whatever came after.

If there was an after.

But tonight, with music in their ears and soup in their bones, they chose to believe there would be.


MARIA INTERLUDE 1 – The Recording




2035 | Rebuilt Kharkiv




The man who opened the door looked like he’d been carved from wood and left to weather.

Serhiy Antonenko was seventy-three. His hands shook slightly – not palsy but the tremor of someone who’d played guitar through arthritis for decades. He wore a cardigan mended multiple times, jeans that belonged to an era when things were built to last.

“You’re Maria.” Not a question.

“Yes. Thank you for seeing me.”

“Serhiy. Come.”

The apartment was on the seventh floor of New Kharkiv – rebuilt after 2024, when the city had been sixty per cent rubble. Through the window: trams running on schedule, children in parks that used to be mass graves.

The walls held history. Concert posters from before, during, after. And in the corner, like a shrine: a guitar case covered in stickers so faded they were just coloured smudges.

“You said you’re researching the Food Train.”

“Yes. First-hand accounts.”

“March 14, 2022.” No hesitation. “My daughter’s birthday. I was in a bunker playing guitar while the city burned. They brought soup.”

“Tell me about the song.”

“We wrote it for them. Two cooks on a train who wouldn’t stop.” He moved to an ancient laptop. “The original’s here. Our sound engineer died in ’27. Left me the archive.”

He opened a file: Iron_People_Bunker_Take_FINAL_140322.

“Before I play this,” he said, “understand something. They weren’t symbols. Weren’t heroes. They were just people who kept showing up. That’s all heroism is. Showing up when running would be easier.”

He pressed play.

The recording was rougher than Maria expected. You could hear the bunker’s echo, the slight hiss of damaged equipment. But the song –

The song was everything.

Halfway through, Maria realised she was crying.

“They came back,” Serhiy said quietly. “Every month. Even after –” He stopped. “You know how they died?”

“The Siverskyi crossing. May 2023.”

“Heroes.” He said it like profanity. “They weren’t heroes. They were cooks who kept cooking. That’s harder than heroism.”

The song ended.

“Can I have a copy?” Maria asked.

“Already sent. Also sent the other recordings. Twelve songs total.”

He pulled out a worn photograph. Two people by a train. The woman – dark hair, filthy apron. The man – stubbled, wrench in hand. They weren’t looking at the camera. They were looking at each other.

“One more thing.” He pulled out a small box. Inside: a harmonica, tarnished but intact.

“This was Lena’s. She left it May 10, 2023. Four days before the crossing.” He held it out. “You should have it.”

Maria took the harmonica. On the back, scratched in Cyrillic: “Until Sunday – L”

“Sunday?”

“Their code. Or prayer. They always said they’d rest on Sunday. When peace came.”

Maria held the harmonica carefully.

“Did Sunday ever come?” she asked.

“You’re here, aren’t you? That’s Sunday enough.”

As she left, Serhiy called out: “You really do look like someone. Can’t place it. But familiar.”

Maria turned. Almost told him. Almost said: I think I look like my father.

Instead she just said: “People tell me that a lot.”


CHAPTER 3

March–April 2022




The train moved west towards Kyiv like a promise trying to keep itself, wheels clicking over rails that remembered their route even when the stations had become rubble.

Ten days since departure. Ten days that felt like ten years, time stretching and compressing until Lena couldn’t remember what day meant any more. She stood at the stove in her usual uniform – black jeans now more grey than black, thermal undershirt that hadn’t been properly washed in a week, Katya’s sweater with three new burn holes, her leather jacket hung on a nail because the kitchen car ran hot when all burners fired.

The soup was thin today. Thinner than yesterday. Would be thinner tomorrow.
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