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There, Beyond the Seven Mountains
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For the glory of our ancestors, as a memory for our descendants...

Holding the heavy door with one hand, on which hung a formidable sign capable of striking fear into even the bravest daredevil, Gevork stepped over the threshold. Someone's probing eyes studied his documents and the summons requiring his appearance at the Committee for State Security under the Council of Ministers of the Georgian SSR for a long time. Then, engulfed in unbearable tension, he slowly trudged through the gloomy corridors painted in an institutional pale green hue, until he entered the required office with walls paneled in oak, windows tightly curtained. Behind a large table covered in green baize, against the backdrop of a framed portrait of "Iron Felix," sat an ordinary man of small stature in a grey suit, his eyes rimmed with dark circles from chronic lack of sleep. Casting a sidelong and distrustful glance at the entrant, he offered him a seat and uttered dryly:

"Well then, Comrade Khachaturov...Gevork Davidovich...do you consider yourself a Soviet person?"

Gevork shrank inwardly and for some reason suddenly felt like a criminal, futilely trying to recollect sins from his entire past life that could somehow fall under the jurisdiction of such an almighty organization, but remembered nothing. And immediately assured the Chekist that yes, he was certainly Soviet.

"Well if so, then tell us about it," the other delicately responded, rubbing his hands with pleasure as he stared at Gevork.

"Tell about what?" he cautiously asked, genuinely puzzled.

"Tell us openly everything you know."

"I don't know anything."

"Well how can that be, esteemed Gevork Davidovich," the office master simpered. "Surely you know something!"

"And what precisely are you interested in?"

"We are interested in everything. And it would be better for you to tell the truth..."

"I beg your pardon, I don't understand you," Gevork said, plagued by bad premonitions. "What do you want from me?"

"What relations do you have with foreigners?"

"What foreigners? I don't know a single foreigner."

"Do you have relatives abroad?" the Chekist asked both sardonically and maliciously.

"No."

"Ah yes...It turns out, citizen Khachaturov, you are hiding from the Soviet authorities that you have close relatives in France..."

Gevork shrank from the icy coldness of the pupils.

"I'm not hiding anything..."

Everything happening seemed delirium to him. But the master of the office was not in the mood for jokes. His questions rang out so sharply, it seemed he had deliberately rehearsed his speech, and knew all the questions and their answers in advance.

"And you don't even know who Arman Parseval is?" the Chekist asked insistently, making it clear that his victim had long since fallen into cunningly laid traps, that denials were useless, that no matter how much the rope twists, what’s done in the dark will come to light  all secrets become revealed.

"I have no idea," Gevork answered completely sincerely.

"Arman Parseval, also known as Armenak Petrosyan. Haven't you heard of a man by such name?"

Gevork flinched from surprise, his face elongating, his mouth slightly opened. Armenak Petrosyan was his mother Maryam Khachaturova's, née Petrosyan, own brother.

But he had gone missing in action on the fronts of the Great Patriotic War...

"Hmm...So you say, gone missing, do you?" the Chekist repeated. "But who knows what really happened there. Maybe your uncle deserted from the battlefield, voluntarily dropping his weapon, or became a traitor, a turncoat against the Motherland, killing his commander and defecting to the enemy's side? Are you sure it didn't happen that way?"

"My uncle was an honest man of high integrity. It's the truth!" Gevork replied firmly. "My poor mother, who passed away last autumn, never lost hope of finding her only brother until the very last day of her life, flatly refusing to listen to those who told her enough time had passed to forget it all...But you know, years of searches and inquiries in the archives yielded no results. How easy it is to lose the past and how hard to seek the truth, my mother would say..."

"So you think he’s dead?"

"By all indications, he fell as a hero, giving his life for the Motherland. There is just no grave to go to, to light a candle and pour out a glass of wine..."

The plenipotentiary glanced at Gevork from under furrowed brows, shoved his hand in his pocket and, casting a glance at the watch he had withdrawn, scratched his head in bewilderment. Then he placed the folder in the safe and announced that their conversation was over.

Gevork returned home with a severe headache. Taking an analgesic tablet, he lay down, but until daybreak could not close his eyes, tossing and turning restlessly in the darkness, replaying the day's events in his head.  The roiling stream of reflections overrode his fatigue. He never understood why the Chekist had questioned him about his uncle. Contradictory thoughts, each more preposterous than the last, flooded his mind, intertwining and forming peculiar metamorphoses of visual images. They dissolved and reappeared, denying him any moment of peace. Unaware, he found himself suddenly immersed in the recesses of memory, where fragments of his mother's reminiscences of events from times long past lingered...

* * *
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Winter in Taron (1) turned out to be the harshest in the last thousand years. A lot of snow piled up, it covered the mountain trails, and the valley's inhabitants found themselves cut off from the rest of the world. The clear frosty night had bound the earth so tightly that it rang underfoot. Birds and wild animals huddled in their dens and lairs, consuming their meager supplies awaiting spring. The rivers were covered with an icy mantle; only by standing beside them could one make out the muffled voice of the flowing waters - it murmured sadly and drearily, then suddenly fell silent little by little, grew mute, froze over. The anxious people cast their eyes over the surroundings first thing every morning: is the snow melting, are the meadows darkening? But the thick layer of snow lay motionless, sparkling under the rays of the cold, warming sun and stubbornly refusing to melt.

On such a bitter day, as soon as light separated from darkness and the east blushed with a proud dawn, people woke up, rose, washed their faces, exchanged wishes of 'bari aravot' (2), and went about their business. The elders, combing their beards as they walked, unhurriedly stepped out of their homes. Under their breath, they muttered 'khair mer' (3) and greeted each other from afar as they made their way towards the church. Its vaults had heard the singing of a devout flock for centuries: services were held here, newlyweds were married, children were baptized in the font, and the dead were mourned...  People arrived so early that even the bishop had not yet arrived in the church. They instructed the bell-ringer to ring the bell, and the peal of the bells floated over the town and the valley, caught by the morning breeze and carried far into the mountains. The elders, after a few bows, began gossiping about family matters and, as was customary, complaining about the difficult times. Eventually, the priest appeared. Candles and lamps were lit, and where there was no oil, the sexton topped it up. The priest and deacon conducted the service, while the people crossed themselves, knelt, and sat down. The hook-nosed sexton, with eyebrows fused at the bridge of his nose and sad eyes, either trimmed the candle wick or kindled a lamp. He would also rub his bald head, yawn widely, shuffle back and forth in the church, tend the censer, or smack the village idiot on the head to make him stand still and quiet. From time to time, he would take a snuffbox out of his pocket, shake it, take a sniff himself, sneeze, cross himself, or curse the devil. Then, as a sign of respect, he would treat some of the notable townsfolk, solemnly withdraw, and importantly, ceremoniously return to his place. 
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