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    To my dear parents,

No dedication can express my respect, eternal love, and consideration for the sacrifices you have made for my upbringing, education, and well-being. May God, the Almighty, welcome you into his vast paradise.
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Imran woke up with a start. Still groggy, he scanned the darkness. Through the slats of the rudimentary roof of his humble home, the moonlight subtly flooded the shroud that usually served as his bed. Hunters had intruded into his already troubled sleep, reviving horrible and terrifying memories that he had managed to somewhat bury deep within himself. With his hearing on alert, he waited for the dreadful whistles preceding the terrible explosions. Petrifying split seconds they nailed him in a criminal silence. Finally, a second, then two... but nothing happened. The planes vanished in the distance, swallowed by the vastness of the night and the ominous plains of Afghan lands. He ran his bony hand over his hot and sweaty forehead to wipe away the sweat. Fear no longer inhabited him as before, but he thought too much about the future of his children, hoping for a better one. Two "dokhars" and two "batchas" had brought joy to a home he had built with the help of the sublime Ameera. He cast a glance at the body lying next to him. She was there as always, sleeping like a woman full of love. A smile appeared on his lips. Imran was a happy man despite the constant danger and the warlike situation. The latent death was now part of his dreadful and painful daily life. Blatant misery weaved through the smallest folds and creases of his days, bruised since he landed on this land made of sweat and blood.

Next door, the two boys and two girls shared two small rooms that his wife and he had, as best they could, arranged. It was a bit warm in this adobe house that his father-in-law had given him on the day he promised him the hand of his only precious stone. Zohal, his little moon, as he liked to call her, descended from the sky just a year after their marriage. Abdullah, the little prince, realized, eighteen months later, the king's choice. When they least expected it, as they had decided to close the baby factory, two twins appeared in their lovebird life; they had Yalda, the beautiful and long night in Afghan popular jargon, and Arash, the spitting image of his father in every way.

For ten days, he had been preparing for this great journey he had to undertake alone, without his little family. This truly exceptional journey was already proving to be arduous and distressing. It was to bring him back to his loved ones whom he had not seen since that fateful day when he had to leave, against his will, the cozy family nest. Thirty years of terrible suffering, of horrible misery, and, thank God, of true love had passed without him seeing his mother Helena, his sisters Olga, Katarina, and Natacha, and finally his brothers Boris and Ivanov. He had lost his father when he was only six years old. He only had a few vague memories of him. However, he missed his mother a lot. He remembered her, when she held him in her soft and slender arms, whispering to him, "my Igor, my Igor." Her kisses were deep, sincere, and moist like her own tears that burned his temples at that moment before dying on the lobes of his ears. Intense and violent shivers seized his entire being as his mother gave him a final embrace. He remembered her tender arms giving him a final hug. He still felt her slender body clinging to his in a frank and genuine prayer. "Goodbye, mom!" he whispered to her, before pivoting on his heels to avoid having to endure her eyes, which he imagined were fixed on his back as he walked away hesitantly and painfully. Imran knew that it was the end of Russia for him, as his choice was made; it had been decided before he took the beautiful and kind Ameera as his wife.

Alone, shielded from eyes and light, he looked at the ceiling with his blurry and distant gaze; he fixed a point somewhere, wandering his mind over the fragile robe of silence. They resembled each other, silence and him, in the sense that they were both fragile and vulnerable. Weak? Sickly? Ailing? Not! Imran was only powerless and defenseless when it came to matters of the heart and nobility of the soul. Affectionate? Generous? Human? Yes, he was in more ways than one; indeed, his journey, the kindness of people, and the generosity of his future father-in-law had taught him to love his neighbor and to silence his resentments.

The nights in Herat had never been so calm. The war still raged, in every corner of the territory; it wrote in letters of blood and misfortune on all fronts and faces, on all mountains and shores, on all winds and storms, on all times and ages, the same verb, the same language. From Mazar-i-Sharif to Kandahar, from Herat to Ghazni, from Kunduz to Jalalabad, history walked on corpses; it recited the litany of death lurking on the foothills of ephemeral life that leaped on landmines at the random steps of clandestine feet. Kabul, tired by the wails of sirens and the death knells, delivered its defeated fate to the mortuary street where hatred raised its immense tent. The ghostly people lived, their minds on the trigger, sheltered from the suicidal hope of the happiness of happy times. No one smiled anymore, as the smile had deserted the vocabulary and dictionary of Afghans. They no longer smiled at women they no longer recognized, whom they had reduced to a pile of fabrics, to mobile tents with a fine and tight mesh veil. Beauty, the beautiful, and the sublime were locked up in the dungeon of human stupidity that reigned as the absolute master of the place. Even though was marched in cadence under the trained eye of the mullahs who excelled in the art of killing, as did the soldiers who had nothing to envy them. The race towards death intensified even more on the approach of the scorching and desolate summer, turning Afghanistan into a gigantic charnel house unlike any other in the neighborhood.
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Ameera was still stirring... it had been over half an hour that she was watching, hidden in her mind, every move of her husband. Out of modesty and humility, she pretended to be asleep so as not to disturb him in his deep intimacy. She hesitated to intrude into the small and serious universe he projected on the black screen of his eyelids. Pashtun women, not to mention Afghan women, are very humble in their existence. Born to serve the family, they willingly fade away to fulfill this honorable and crucial mission. In Pashtun land, family holds an essential character and is a fundamental value. The central pillar of traditional society perpetuates the ancestral code; it is this sacred entity that everyone must respect, primarily the members forming it and especially those still living under the same roof. Indeed, an almost fanatical and justified worship is devoted to the elderly and the head of the family. The latter must not be an old man, as he must be able to defend the family unit and provide for its numerous needs. In case of his death, his eldest son takes over, otherwise the mission falls to his wife until one of the sons can rise to the occasion to assume command.

It was under these strict conditions that the beautiful Ameera had grown up, surrounded by the care of her mother, the gentle Alima. She instilled in her the respect for males and especially the observance of "Pakhtunwali," which governed the lives of these rough and rebellious tribes. Beyond Kabul, passing through the Khyber Pass towards Oruzgan, extended the sanctuary of the free and proud Pashtuns. Wrapped from the early hours in the rules of "melmastia," which imposes the duty of hospitality, and nurtured with the bottle of the famous "nang," which codifies honor, Ameera flourished in this atmosphere where dignity was elevated to an unquestionable doctrine.

Ameera held boundless admiration for her father, whom she deeply respected to the point of veneration. The old Khan knew how to adapt the age-old code to the contingencies of life; he knew how to combine the useful with the pleasant to surround his loved ones with a paternal love as true as it was protective without ever going to extremes. The middle ground, he said, is the best way for an individual to see and perceive better. Extremism is a deleterious evil that prevents one from properly assessing things at their true value. She couldn't remember him ever hitting her, despite his appearance suggesting that he was full of malice. Rather stoic and wise, he was enveloped in a special aura of respectability. Precisely, it was this glorious and luminous halo that separated them, her and him, for over twenty years. Yes, Khan, having become a public figure by force of circumstances, no longer belonged to the small family. Now, he had to traverse mountains and valleys at the head of brave men to preserve the honor of several tribes. His intrepidity never prevented him from being generous. Thank God, otherwise, she would never have found herself by the side of this kind-hearted man whom she imagined to be anxious and troubled.

She felt his stress; she sensed his suffering, but could not rid herself of her condition as a Pashtun woman, which commanded her reserve and timidity. One could not violate a man's secrets by going beyond the bounds of discretion. Suddenly, the silence became unbearable and oppressive, and the movement quickly succumbed to premeditated paralysis. One could not pretend indefinitely without attracting attention, and Ameera did not want to reveal herself, risking disrupting a certain established order. Curled up on herself, she patiently endured, praying to Allah that her husband had understood the message. Certainly, she had only moved slightly to nudge him to engage. She then forbade herself any unnecessary agitation that would have caused real embarrassment to this man, living, despite himself, in an immense storm. Then, the time to get up was approaching, and she had to leave the conjugal bed to join the girls' room before they and the two boys woke up. The children had never seen their parents share the same bed, and it was not going to happen anytime soon. Moreover, it was under her guidance and following her advice that he built their own house. Yes, with the strength of his arms and using stones, he constructed their home, which at first was just a room in the middle of a courtyard surrounded by an adobe wall. In Afghanistan, the typical housing is either the "yurt" or the "qala," but generally the latter prevails as it preserves the privacy of women to a large extent.

Afghans are jealous of their traditions, and even women love to be surrounded by such respect. This state of affairs is reflected in a glaring way in their appearance, to the point that the burqa has become the quintessential national costume for women. This sense of protection gives them a certain ease, to the extent that they flood the streets in peace without any risk of harassment or sexual assault. With his European eyes and open mind, Igor was stunned at first to see them strolling in such attire, but as soon as his fate intertwined with that of the Afghans, he completely changed his opinion. The "tent," as he mockingly called it, is part of the personality of these people born to be free and adventurous, and the female gender, principled in this part of the world, never dares to part with it.

Before, in the early days of their marriage, he teased her, to some extent, about wearing this unique garment. She often replied that she felt a sense of power wrapped in this simple and funny fabric. "If it were up to me, you could do without it if you wish," he once said to her without realizing the gravity of his words. "I'd rather die than go out naked. Never repeat such an enormity!" she retorted abruptly. It was only much later that he understood that the burqa represented an essential part of Afghan culture. Indeed, this traditional garment covering the body from head to toe, leaving only a small mesh opening at eye level, is typically Afghan.

Year after year, a new wall was added to their construction until they created a true home. The house being exclusively the women's space, one could read Ameera's touch on every aspect, and Imran discovered for the first time the true meaning of privacy. It took him a short time to open his eyes and mind, sweeping away in one stroke the retrograde image that the Westerner had of Afghan women. Far from being completely submissive, she had the monopoly of the household, which she managed with mastery.

The few years spent in Afghanistan among these shepherds and villagers, these mountain wolves, as he called them, had taught him to modify his behavior according to this new environment. Imran always did so out of gratitude to these courageous and proud people who had saved his life and also allowed for a new existence. In any case, he felt neither regret nor difficulty. On the contrary, he adapted very well to the point that he seamlessly integrated into all the mechanisms. Indeed, his friendliness and leniency spoke for him in the sense that they facilitated his infallible integration into his new "Pashtun" condition. Feeling relaxed, he blended without complexes or worries into this atmosphere that he found, without a doubt, more than wonderful.

Imran could not have suspicions about his wife or doubt her in the worst-case scenario. Obliging, she never exceeded her rights, which could be counted on one hand and which some overlooked to focus only on her duties. Moreover, it was this suggestibility that prevented her from entertaining any unhealthy thoughts towards her wonderful half, who lived only to please him. Deep down, he disregarded these reductive inconveniences by showing her subsequent and true love, as well as profound respect.

Time passed slowly, and the night slipped through the two minds, weaving silence that spread its dense robe around the couple who spoke to each other in complicity. Silent words surrounded them with their delicacy, adding a mysterious touch to their union. Two strangers, opposed, succeeding in the most beautiful symphony of life, sheltered from all the noise of language, sharing the simplest of existences. Placid and undisturbed time slipped between the two beings not to separate them, but on the contrary to consolidate their marriage by tightening the bond between them. It was the genius of the bed that sealed the two hearts in the most beautiful of sways. Finally, the nest full of new lives began to sing wonderful melodies. There are moments when words become ephemeral, like that moment when each, hidden in the secret recesses of their soul, wished absolute happiness for the other. Around midnight, they communicated more than ever, exchanging the letter and spirit of the famous edict in beautiful attire. They visited the rare dungeons and rich palaces, traversing the generous expanses of the high plains and low valleys. They embarked on a magnificent journey aboard the blue wool of love to land in the soft plumage of desire. Wrapped like a precious and fragile object, the couple finally surrendered to the tender and benevolent arms of sleep, which ordered the night that watched over to take care of the wonderful gift.

Imran also knew that Ameera would have to get up, as time, modesty, virtue, and decency called her. Even whispers were sent back; neither rustling nor stammering was tolerated. No hissing should emphasize the debated subject, neither at high nor low flow rate. Everything had to be confined within the silvered confines of wisdom and correctness. He would have liked to talk to her to unburden himself of his excess soot. He would have liked to share with her his pain and worries. She would undoubtedly have lent him her ear and dedicated her mind to him, unfortunately, the timing was not right, and the circumstances were unfavorable.

Ameera stirred slightly in her bed but did not get up, just emitting a small sigh. Imran refrained from moving to avoid disturbing her, then rolled onto his side to observe the one he cherished with all his might sink back into a peaceful and deep sleep. He found her increasingly beautiful as if time, captivated by her charm, added a bit of her finesse each time. She radiated at the age of thirty-five, illuminating the frantic and terrifying Afghan nights!

Every cloud has a silver lining. From a dynamic and hopeful young man, he saw his life deteriorate as he descended into hell. Only from the depths of despair, scraping the vile and cowardly walls of the corridor of death, did his sun emerge from the darkness. Indeed, when he had reached a point of no return in despair considering the disastrous and horrifying months of his fatal experience in Afghan territory, the Lord's kindness manifested itself just in time to pull him out of his deep distress. Yes, the insidious and secretive death had settled in his body, reserving an ugly sequel in his right leg that a random shard had turned into a sieve. It was the apocalypse that day! A deluge of fire and iron on a land suffering God's wrath. Despite all his dreadful memories, Igor's mind clung to the still vivid image of his mother. He dreaded the moment of their meeting, where their eyes would have to grapple.

Hopefully, she would not blame him for all this absence and would avoid embarrassing questions, as simply put, he had no answer. His mind stumbled at the thought of leaving Ameera and their children alone in such an uncertain environment facing all this adversity. Nothing was certain in these lands where life had lost its value, where the human being, death in tow, had only one single destiny. He was only twenty when he was condemned by his peers to undergo this tragedy that was equal to the nightmare in which he survived. He loved Russia and hated it at the same time, and only torn by this contradiction did he fight against the oblivion and dereliction of his existence, which armed him, little by little, with true patience. He adored his new condition, of a favored being, to live in this space where despite the constant anxiety and haunting, he found time to court a ray of sunshine, a semblance of paradise.

Ameera was everything to him! A nurse from the very beginning, she was the moon that illuminated his nights and the port where he cast his moorings; she was his haven of peace when all around spoke only of war and misery. She was the instigator of this journey that was to take him home to his native village. As soon as she knew, she never stopped urging him to decide to leave. Her insistence sometimes bordered on harassment, but he did not mind. On the contrary, he appreciated her commitment, full of kindness and generosity. "I am happy for you," she told him the first time he shared the content of a discussion he had had with a certain Jura.

Indeed, during his descent to Kabul the last time, fate allowed him to meet a journalist working for an international agency. Since they both spoke Russian, they immediately hit it off. Funny coincidence! The special envoy turned out to be from the same hometown as him, which eventually established between them a climate of frank cordiality. "You are my zemliky," he whispered to him. It was too much for Igor's heart, who did not expect such a reply. The word traced a deep rut in his memory where everything resurfaced. The voracious memories fought for his fragile reason. He suddenly felt very vulnerable.

He felt like emerging from an abyss and without going through the gradual decompression, he emerged into the open air. His thirst for knowledge made him lose his confidence and composure to the point that he bombarded his interlocutor with questions as important as they were insignificant.

Do you know the Boris family? Is my mother still alive? Who has passed away? Who is still alive? And my sisters, are they doing well? What does my mother say about me? Does she still remember me? What do my two brothers think? Do they harbor hatred or love for me?

Jura could not answer without falling into the trap of lying or misinformation. He did not know Igor's family until he uncovered the secrets of its members. Under no circumstances could he guess their thoughts or read their reflections, as the only common point they had was that they lived in the same village. However, he understood both Igor's thirst and interest in wanting to have information about his parents at all costs. It was this avidity stemming from a serious appetite caused by a severe emotional deficit that made him feverish, impatient, and agitated. Excited, he rambled, awake, under the influence of intense emotion.

Yes, I sometimes meet Helena; she often goes out accompanied by Natacha. As for your brothers, they have left the town for the capital. Moscow, it seems, offers plenty of opportunities. Your mother never forgets you for a single moment; she has been mourning you for over twenty years according to what mine says, who was still carrying me in her womb on the day of your departure.

When Jura offered to take photos of him to show to his family, Igor accepted without hesitation. Happy to comply with such a request, his mind somewhat anticipated the matter. He saw, for a split second, his mother looking through the prints. An innocent and shy smile appeared on his lips when she held the proofs to hers. With his eyes fixed on the ground, he remained still and silent as if under the spell of a strange but gentle hallucination.

One final movement yet... finally, Ameera got up, draped herself properly, and without a single glance at her husband, headed towards the small corridor that engulfed her in its ghostly setting.
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At the training center, everyone was tense because many rumors were circulating, and the senior instructors kept adding to the confusion of the recruits. Indeed, they were adding fuel to the fire; they were taunting some while informing others that the ceremony was imminent. They claimed they had never handled such a rushed training before. This did not fall on deaf ears. Everyone was on edge, especially since the officials were tight-lipped about the matter. Nothing leaked or transpired.

"I think we are ready for the front," Eltsine, a comrade, called out as they packed their gear in the dormitory. It was their only day off in nearly six months.
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