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DEDICATION
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For my son, Dada—my reason to return.

For my wife, Zuhoor—my companion through the storm.
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EPIGRAPH
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I survived the cold. I didn’t expect what came after to feel colder.
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INTRODUCTION
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Some stories begin with a decision.

Mine began in East Azerbaijan, in northern Iran—where the trees rise so high the daylight feels borrowed.

Mine began with a silence.

Not the peaceful kind. The kind that builds quietly behind your ribs until you can’t tell if you’re breathing—or just enduring. From the outside, life still looked normal. I showed up. I did what I had to do. I smiled at the right moments. I carried responsibilities like a man should.

But inside, something was breaking in a way I couldn’t explain without sounding ungrateful... or unstable... or dramatic.

So I stopped explaining.

I became the kind of person who could sit in a room full of people and feel completely absent. The kind of person who could be loved and still feel unreachable. The kind of person who could look at his own life and think, quietly, with shame in his throat:

If I disappeared, would anything change?

I was a husband. I was a father. My son was two years old. I called him Dada.

And here is the truth I’m not proud of, but I won’t decorate: there were nights I stared at that word—father—and wondered if I was worthy of it.

Not because I didn’t love him.

Because love, by itself, wasn’t saving me.

In the last days before I left, my body moved as if it already belonged to someone else. My steps felt heavier than they should have been. My thoughts came late. Even small tasks carried a strange weight, as if the world had quietly increased its gravity.

Then one ordinary day that did not feel ordinary at all, I began preparing in quiet ways.

I made arrangements I couldn’t explain without sounding unstable—or cruel.

I packed like a man leaving for a long journey, not like a man running from himself.

I told my family it would be three months. A personal journey.

That part was true.

But there was another truth I didn’t say to anyone—not even to myself in a clean sentence.

I wasn’t only leaving to travel.

I was leaving because I didn’t know how to stay inside my own life.

I thought distance would calm me.

I thought nature would be simpler than people.

I thought the wilderness would ask less of me than marriage, work, and pride.

I was wrong about what it would ask.

But I wasn’t wrong about one thing:

It would tell the truth without caring who I was.

Some places allow that. Not because they hide you, but because they strip you down until you stop pretending.

Cold is honest.

Rain is honest.

Fog is honest.

A mountain forest doesn’t care if you are loved. It doesn’t care if you are misunderstood. It doesn’t care if you are fighting a private war nobody can see. The wilderness asks only one question—again and again:

Can you survive what’s in front of you?

And I needed to say this early, before you read further: I wasn’t there to exaggerate, to perform, or to turn fear into entertainment.

I was there because the truth was already heavy enough.

There were nights when I didn’t see danger—but I heard it.

Footsteps that weren’t mine.

Breath where there should have been empty air.

Movement circling in the dark while the world held its silence like a threat.

I didn’t need a lesson. I needed morning.

And when morning finally came, sometimes it arrived with something as small as a sound—birds in the distance, the first sign that the world was still alive. It was ridiculous how much relief that gave me. A simple sound, and it felt like warm water in my chest.

But the wilderness was only one forest.

When I finally reached what people call “safety,” I learned something that surprised me: surviving nature was not the end of my story. It was the beginning of another battle—one that didn’t involve rain or hunger or the dark between trees.

Phones.

Delays.

Doors that did not open.

Voices that promised and disappeared.

A different kind of cold.

At some point, I understood the cruel difference between the two forests:

In the wilderness, danger is honest.

In the human world, it can wear a smile.

This book is about both.

It’s about what happened to me when I walked into the dark and learned how fragile the body really is. And it’s about what happened after—what it felt like to carry that darkness back home, to look at familiar streets with unfamiliar eyes, to be surrounded and still feel alone.

If you’re looking for a clean hero’s journey, you won’t find it here.

I didn’t become a better man overnight.

I didn’t discover a perfect lesson that fixed my life.

I made mistakes—before, during, and after. I hurt people by leaving. I hurt myself by believing I deserved to vanish. And I lived with the consequences.

But I also learned something I didn’t expect:

Sometimes survival isn’t strength.

Sometimes it’s one small decision—repeated.

One breath.

One step.

One voice.

And sometimes the most dangerous part isn’t the night you spend alone in the forest.

Sometimes it’s the morning you come home—

and realize the real wilderness is waiting there too.
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PROLOGUE: THE LETTERS ON THE TABLE
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Bahrain didn’t feel like home that day.

It looked like it always looked—streets, heat, familiar buildings, the small routines people trusted to keep life stable. But inside the apartment, time moved differently. Slower. Heavier. Like every minute was asking me if I was sure.

I remember the table.

Not because it was special, but because I treated it like it was.

It was the kind of table you pass every day without seeing—until you place something on it that changes everything. I sat there with paper in front of me and a pen that felt too light for what I was trying to say. My hands didn’t shake like in movies. They were steady in a way that scared me more. As if my body had already made the decision before my mind could argue.

I wrote one letter to my wife, Zuhoor.

I didn’t write it to win. I didn’t write it to blame. I wrote it because there were things I could only admit on paper—things I couldn’t say out loud without hearing my own voice crack and turn into something I didn’t recognize.

Then I wrote one letter to my son.

Two years old. Too young to read. Too young to understand why a father would ever leave the shape of his life and walk toward the unknown. I wrote anyway, because writing was the only way I could touch him without waking him.

I called him Dada on the page.

That nickname didn’t feel like a cute detail. It felt like a rope tied to my chest.

I don’t want to describe every word I wrote. Not yet. Not here. Some parts of a man’s private life should be earned by the reader slowly, the way trust is earned. But I will tell you this: I cried over those pages in a way that didn’t feel like sadness alone.

It felt like confession.

When I finished, I placed both letters on the table where they could be found. Not hidden in a drawer. Not folded into a pocket. On the table—simple, visible, undeniable. Like if I didn’t return, there would be proof that I hadn’t vanished without leaving a final trace.

Then I stood up.

My legs felt strange—heavy, like I was walking through water. Every step from that table to the next room felt longer than it should have been. I moved slowly, not because I had time, but because my body carried a kind of weight I couldn’t name.

Later that same day, I sold my car.

It wasn’t a big dramatic moment. No shouting. No speeches. Just a transaction that felt like cutting a rope. That car had carried my life—work, errands, responsibilities, ordinary days. Handing it away felt like handing away the last excuse to stay.

After that, everything became practical.

A bag. A few documents. A phone. The kind of planning you do when you want to look normal from the outside. I told myself I was simply going on a long trip. A personal journey. Something I had prepared for.

I even told my family it would be three months.

In a way, I believed it. I believed I could stay away long enough to become someone else—someone quieter, less watched, less pulled in different directions. But underneath that belief, there was another truth I didn’t say clearly, even to myself:

I didn’t just want distance.

I wanted disappearance.

That’s a dangerous desire, because it doesn’t start as a plan. It starts as relief. The idea of stepping out of your life feels like oxygen. You tell yourself it’s temporary. You tell yourself you’ll come back stronger. You tell yourself you’re doing it for clarity.

But clarity is not what you find when you walk away from everything that loves you.

Sometimes you find something else.

Sometimes you find the honest kind of fear—the kind that doesn’t care about your reasons.

That evening, I took a taxi to the airport.

I watched Bahrain through the window the way you watch a place you might never see again. The streets moved past in fragments—lights, signs, people carrying bags, a man crossing the road, a car slowing down, the normal life of the city continuing like nothing had changed.

The taxi smelled faintly of air freshener and sun-heated fabric. The driver spoke in small, ordinary sentences—directions, traffic, the kind of talk that makes life feel safe. I answered when I had to. I nodded. I kept my voice steady.

Inside, I felt hollow.

At the airport, everything was bright and organized, designed to move people efficiently from one world to another. Families sat together. Couples leaned into each other. Children pulled small suitcases and asked for snacks and grew impatient in the honest way children do.

I stood among them and felt strangely invisible.

I checked my documents. I walked through the lines. I listened to announcements in multiple languages. I watched my hands place items into trays like they belonged to someone else.

And in the middle of all that noise, one thought stayed clear:

I had left two letters on a table.

I don’t know what time it was when the plane finally pulled away from the ground. I only remember the feeling—the slow lift, the small pressure in my ears, the city shrinking into lights beneath cloud.

And then—silence again.

Not the silence of a room.

The silence of distance.

The kind that feels clean at first.

The kind that makes you believe you’ve escaped.

I looked down at the world and thought, for a moment, that leaving had been the hardest part.

I was wrong.
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CHAPTER 1: Tabriz, East Azerbaijan (2:50 a.m.)
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I arrived in Tabriz on April 18, 2025—2:50 in the morning.

That number stayed with me because it didn’t feel like a time. It felt like a threshold.

The airport was quiet in the way airports become quiet after midnight—clean floors, tired lights, people moving like ghosts with luggage. The language around me sounded sharp and fast, like the city was speaking while I was still half asleep inside my own head.

I walked out into air that felt colder than I expected.

Not the dramatic cold of a storm—just a steady, honest chill that reminded you: you’re not in Bahrain anymore. Here, the night didn’t soften for anyone.

I had planned for this trip like a man plans for something that will either save him or erase him.

I told my family it was a three-month journey.

That was the clean version. The version that sounded like adventure.

The deeper version stayed hidden behind my ribs: I wanted distance. I wanted silence. I wanted a place so vast and indifferent that my problems could finally stop chasing me.

Tabriz, at that hour, looked like a city holding its breath.

A driver called out to travelers. I nodded, followed, sat in the back of a car, and watched the streets slide past—dark roads, scattered lights, buildings that looked unfinished in the night. I kept my bag close to my body as if the bag was proof that I still had a direction.

When we reached the hotel, the lobby smelled like detergent and faint cigarette smoke.

The desk clerk didn’t ask me about my face, my shaved head, my tired eyes.

In places like this, strangers don’t interrogate your sadness. They just process you.

A key. A room number. A short instruction.

I climbed to my room and locked the door behind me.

Then I sat on the bed and listened to the silence.

In Bahrain, silence had felt like punishment.

In Tabriz, silence felt like permission.

I didn’t sleep much. My body was too alert, too wired by the idea that I had crossed into a new life. I lay there staring at the ceiling, imagining the forests I had searched for online, the names I had typed into maps late at night like prayers.
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