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Chapter 1


The Interrogation


“The martyr cannot be dishonored. Every lash inflicted is a tongue of fame; every prison a more illustrious abode.”
Ralph Waldo Emerson


‘What doesn’t kill ya’, makes ya’ stronger’, or so the saying goes, but Hamasa weakened by the minute. On the second day of interrogation, Hamasa was not yet an open book, but interrogators have their methods. The captive begins by thinking they would rather die in agony than reveal their secrets. Some start talking when they are given a reason to live, or on the promise of a mother or brother protected and allowed to live out their lives in peace. Others sell their soul for the promise of vast sums of money to enable them to escape all the madness in a faraway haven.


For Hamasa, the key was not the money nor the pain, but the woman he had fallen in love with, Nayanna. He assumed they had taken her, too, and he knew his captors would not hesitate to destroy her in order to get what they wanted from him.


“Pay attention would ya’!” snarled Mike.


“You keep blanking out on us! Don’t close your eyes when we’re talking to you!” snapped agent Harlan.


Mike and Harlan never had a good reputation with Hamasa. He knew they were in it for the power and money. What else could they do: stock shelves at the local grocery store? Who would want to hire the local bullies? Now he was at their mercy. Israeli Intelligence officers interrogating him in America, how could he be surprised?


He forced himself to a show of calmness. “Hey, guys, you don’t have to yell. I’ve told you everything, believe me! Nayanna means the world to me. I’d sacrifice my life to save hers. You’ve got to realize, right now we also have the responsibility of protecting the whole planet.”


“Ha ha.” The two agents laughed so hard the coffee Mike had just swallowed began to cough up, washing over his tongue and dribbling out the corners of his mouth, splattering all over Hamasa.


“You keep talkin’ crap ‘bout savin’ the world and we’ll just have to put a bullet in your head – save us the misery of having to hear this bullshit talk. You got that?” Mike yelled, drowning out the obscenities spewing from Hamasa as he tried to shake off the coffee spilled on him.


Mike looked over at Harlan, who was bashing his palm on his forehead. “Imagine, a gun for hire is suddenly Earth’s greatest humanitarian,” he scoffed. “Harlan, what the hell are we doing here?”


“I don’t know.” Harlan shook his head, his expression morose. “But we had more fun yesterday, beating the crap out of him.” He turned to Hamasa. “Remember, nobody even knows you’re missing, or where you are, no colleagues, no governments, and no family. Where are friends and family when you need them, huh? Do you know how easy it would be to make you disappear, or your loved ones for that matter? You should be pissin’ your pants by now, telling us everything we need to know.”


Old snake eyes, as Hamasa privately thought of Agent Harlan, flicked an icy gaze over him. He was playing into Hamasa’s fears and vulnerabilities.


“Tell me, Hamasa, why aren’t you screaming for mercy? You got a special place in your head you go to or something? Is that your secret? Is that all you have to save you?”


Harlan made a derogatory sound in his throat. “I mean – you keep talking rubbish about some mystical experiences and ‘saving the world’ crap, closing your eyes on us as if you’re trying to tell us you have something going on in there. We’re not going to fall for that.” He grabbed Hamasa by the throat, shaking him like a terrier with a rat.


“I don’t see the usual fear I aught’a be seein’ from you, but we’re gettin’ there.” Harlan barred his teeth in something vaguely resembling a smile and finally let go of Hamasa with a slap to his face.


“We need to step things up a notch, so you start to realize what we’re capable of doing to you to make you talk.”


He treated Hamasa to another flat, chilling stare. “It’s beyond fear,” he persisted. “I want to see the terror in your eyes, like a little fawn that’s being torn apart by a pack of hungry wolves.”


He glanced at his partner, and this time his smile had real warmth behind it, as if to egg Mike on.


Mike took another sip of his coffee and intentionally splattered it over Hamasa. “I think we should bring out a few tools of the trade,” he crowed, “show this guy how we’re going to ‘save the world’ from these kinds of…”


“OK, boys, we’ll call it a wrap for now,” commanded a tall, slim figure who entered the room with a quiet purpose, like a vulture circling its prey.


The two agents looked up at the striking man who moved with a fluid, feline grace. He had appeared in the large subterraneous room from a side door, over by the mirrored wall, which gave everyone ample time to size him up.


Hamasa thought it strange his footsteps didn’t echo throughout the place as the others did. He also looked way up to stare at the clean-shaven, black-haired man, meticulously attired in an authoritative blue suit. His slicked back hair and the shine on his hand-made, leather shoes looked out of place in the gray, mildewed cave. The place was carved out of the rock, deep underground as though it had been an abandoned mine. “Hey, you saw that, right? Spittin’ on me like I’m an animal. Wait ‘til my lawyer hears about all this abuse,” Hamasa threatened. His nostrils, filled with the scent of fresh brew, kept him in the moment.


“Guys, we got to show some respect. He’s one of ours,” contested Harold.


The two agents started to leave, grumbling amongst themselves… “He’s gotta show us respect, too, Harold!”


“By confessing!” shouted Mike as he glared at Hamasa.


“Yeah!” echoed Harlan.


“And by stop going into those weird trances,” Mike bellowed as he ran back and shook Hamasa’s head.


“Yeah!”


As they exited, mocking their prisoner, Harold sat himself right in front of Hamasa, whose once cropped hair overgrew his ears; a bleeding chest exposed through a ripped t-shirt. Although Hamasa’s hands were painfully tied behind his back, sweat pouring off his nose, he managed a wry smile, knowing he would finally have a break from the two goons beating him. He wondered who this Harold fellow thought he was and why he had not seen him until now.


“That smile for me?” inquired Harold. “Caged animals aren’t usually happy to see their captor, but then, this is our first encounter.”


Hamasa was being held inside a not so typical interrogation chamber, with a large table, a mirrored wall he knew they observed him from the other side of, and a wall consisting of a locked, huge, iron gate. He could peer through the bars to see an enormous, expansive hall carved out from the rocks with water running down one rock wall. There were four corridors, or shafts running into darkness from it, and only one way in and out: the elevator. He could envision the miners from a distant past gathering in such a place before they made the journey up the shaft to the light. Now the place held even deeper secrets as not a scream could make it out of a place like this. A mysterious natural light seeped into the room, but he could not see where the light came from. He would often hear the sounds of a large orchestra, with a choir performing an ethereal, angelic symphony, with sounds that seemed to have originated from all the countries of the world. It gave him a sense of calm and hope, and a feeling of being watched over. There were other strange sounds, too, that tugged at his heart strings by bringing back memories of better, freer times: sounds of humongous, swooshing kites fighting for their freedom. During a bathroom break, he hit the ground, as the sound of an approaching kite forced him to take cover. He knew those noises well, from the many times in his youth he had dealt with wind swells that could change a kite’s direction and have it crashing to the earth, or turning on its puppeteer, who would have little time to run from its fury. He couldn’t see the kites though, only hear them. But where did these wind swells originate, he wondered? He had a hunch though, and it gave him great comfort and strength to persevere. Oddly, no one else heard them, not the cleaning staff who came by once in a while, or the guards or even the agents, whom he wasn’t afraid to ask. They couldn’t see the lights either, or hear the ethereal music that he did. By now, though, strange and mysterious were almost commonplace after all the events of the past few months. However, he was constantly forced from this inner bliss by the two knuckle-cracking agents and the putrid smell of bleach washed floors, mixed in with the musky scent of stubborn mold that must be growing somewhere in spite of all the sanitization.


Alone, he faced the greatest challenges of his life. The cement and steel around him imprisoned the damp and cold. An eerie sound resonated repeatedly from down the corridor: steel scraping on steel: large iron gates creaking open and shut. Like a caged tiger, he usually paced, unable to sleep. Now, imprisoned again in his chair, he felt like a mouse in the mouth of a purring cat, sometimes being tossed from one paw to the other.


Looking straight into his eyes, Harold hissed, “Listen, Hamasa, we’ve been at this for two days now, and unlike the others I’ve been giving your statements serious consideration. Actually, I have a team of agents seeing if anything you’ve been telling us checks out. I must say you even surprised me. Nevertheless, you’re still avoiding answering our questions about your involvement or any knowledge you might have of Sky’s murder. We need to know the whole truth, everything you know. Some things just don’t add up here. You talk about Nayanna as if she’s your wife. So, do you still want to say you don’t know who Sky is? You deny this completely, but I’ll say it again, Nayanna married Sky, and you must have known about it!”


Hamasa twisted in his chair. “Hey, is it necessary to have my hands bound so tight? Where the hell are we anyway? When can I get my people here, my lawyer?”


Harold delved into his inside coat pocket and took out a switchblade. Getting lightly to his feet he cut the wet, leather straps that were drawing blood around Hamasa’s wrists.


Hamasa showed his appreciation by staying calm; he folded his hands on his lap, expecting to be re-tied.


“No, no, no!” he insisted earnestly. “You’ve got it all wrong! Nayanna is my girl, she always was, and she always will be. I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. When do I get to see a lawyer? I demand to see a lawyer! I’ve got rights! We’re not in Israel. I’m the eagle! I’ve flown to freedom! You know what I’m saying! This is America!”


Pulling up a chair to a desk loaded with surgical tools and other weird looking contraptions, Harold sat down and carefully wrapped each one in cloth, placing them in a large, leather, doctor’s bag. Looking from the corner of his eyes, he made sure Hamasa watched as he opened a small drawer, pulled out a syringe, and inserted a large needle.


“This is most effective after a good amount of torture like you’ve received,” Harold casually commented as he thrust the needle into Hamasa’s toned arm. “So, whether you like it or not, we will get the information we need. I call this stuff ‘liquid truth.’ It’ll get you focused on answering our questions, so we can get to the bottom of this mess. What goes on here is strictly off the radar. I figure you know that by now. Sorry, but no lawyers allowed. This place doesn’t even exist in the real world. It would be like asking the government what they know about UFOs: absolutely nothing would be the answer.


“You’re in serious trouble here, with some significant charges leveled against you – the murder of an innocent civilian! Come on now, you should have known better than that. Every agent knows they’re on their own once that happens. If you want to see Nayanna, you’d better tell us everything. We want a full confession. You do that for us and we can work out an arrangement that will be a lot better for you. You might as well accept the fact you’ve been caught. We’re gathering up all the evidence against you as we speak. So with or without your cooperation, we will get to the bottom of this murder. You’re lucky to be alive. After 9/11, nobody’s putting up with terrorists.”


Hamasa knew he couldn’t give up. He had to keep fighting. ‘I’m the eagle!’ Where the hell did that come from, he thought? That person, when he talked like that, shocked him. How could he have done those things, said those things: murdered? He knew he had to answer to himself before he would ever allow himself to answer to another. Where were these demons hiding? Where was Hamasa, the man he loved, the man Nayanna loved? Hamasa was outraged at himself when he thought about his jealousy and all the things he had done to try to win Nayanna back: he knew it would be his death to show it now.


Harold spoke again as he paced the floor. “I can’t understand how you’ve been able to go undetected for so long. You certainly went off on your own. Maybe you acted as a double agent for the Russians? Maybe you’re a lady’s man? That how you did it, hiding behind a few skirts? You look like you’ve walked out of a Harlequin romance novel, as the hero, saving damsels in distress. Who would suspect such a pretty boy, right? Nevertheless, your education and degrees leave me wondering how you ever had the time to put so many notches on your belt. You know I’m not talking about your girls this time? I don’t know of anybody else who’s got away with so many unauthorized killings. We know what you’ve been up to. You just have to fill us in on a few of the details, isn’t that right, Hamasa? So far, your information is turning out to be true, so let’s keep it that way. Wasting our time wouldn’t be a smart move.”


Hamasa wasn’t reacting to anything Harold said but became overjoyed with his new freedom of arm movement and it didn’t faze Harold in the least when he bounced his leg bound chair closer to the table and poured himself a drink of water.


“By the way, we already checked out your story about your grandfather. The Americans had no idea he had gone back to Afghanistan from his hiding place in Pakistan. We cased that out. You got that? Yes, the Israelis! Remember us, Hamasa? Do you remember for whom you’re supposed to be working? Do you remember the oath you took with your mom and dad to honor and serve the Israeli Government? Isn’t it a tell-all the FBI tracked you down but it’s me that’s doing the interrogating?”


Hamasa, getting engrossed in the magical, mysterious music emitting from the Mausoleum could swear he even heard his favorite song playing, “Imagine,” by John Lennon. It somehow made Harold’s words clearer and even more pronounced, as if they were coming from within his own mind and were being amplified by the chamber.


“Hey, come on, we’ve more important things to take care of. Can’t you hear the music? Man, I tell you it’s a sign. We’ve been chosen! We’ve been chosen, man!” Hamasa disappeared inside himself, caught up in the haunting melody and in the driving need for unity expressed by the song.


Harold could see he wasn’t getting through. He slowly rolled up his sleeves, revealing a tattoo of a fist holding the ‘Torch of Truth’ symbol and words inked on his forearm. A sure sign he was a New Yorker even if he didn’t resonate as American. He grabbed a bucket of ice water and drenched Hamasa with it.


Finally, Harold got a reaction; Hamasa tried to jump out of the way but with his legs still bound to the chair, he fell over. Harold decided to cuff him and left him tied to the chair as he put it back up using all the strength he had. Hamasa was not a small man.


“Why the hell did you do that?” Hamasa screamed.


“Calm down, Hamasa. If you do, I’ll gladly un-cuff you,” Harold said in his usual understated manner. He waited for the tide of anger to wash from Hamasa’s face before removing the handcuffs.


“OK, Hamasa, you focused enough for me to continue now?”


Pulling in a ragged breath, Hamasa gave a jerky nod in reply. “I thought it was the torch of freedom? Your tatoo…the statue of liberty…right? Didn’t it represent freedom from slavery?” Hamasa asked.


“My journey is for truth, I don’t give a damn what it means to you,” Harold replied.


“Truth! What the hell would you know about looking for truth? Maybe you mean justice or ‘the torch of revenge’ for your pathetic life,” Hamasa countered. “So we’re in New York then, right?”


Harold saw the diversion tactics, ignored him, and continued. “So was it for the sake of the Afghans, who worshiped your grandfather as their leader and as someone who so bravely fought off the Russians, he went back there?” Harold’s voice dripped sarcasm. “He secured free clearance to live in the USA or anywhere he wanted, with you, your father and mother. I’m sure he took all the opium money he made, never mind what the Americans had given him to fight the Russians. He had absolutely no reason to be back there,” he added flatly. He poured himself a glass of water and took a breath of musky air deep into his lungs.


He studied Hamasa dispassionately. “So what drove him back?” he asked. “We were able to find out the bombing that rocked your village many years ago killed him, and he never did make it to Canada with you.” Harold chuckled drily. “I’m sure he died in style, with naked, virgin nymphs dancing around in an opium-smoke filled den. The reason his name finally surfaced is he’s classified as a terrorist by our Government – for good reasons, that you’ve now verified. What blows me away is how and why your father kept your activities and your grandfather’s activities a secret from us. So let’s continue from there. And I don’t want more of your delusions and grand schemes to save the world.” Letting a long, calming breath out through his nose, he said, “Your dad moved the family to Canada when you were around ten or twelve, right?”


Harold knew there was a line that couldn’t be crossed. If they pushed a prisoner too hard they could suddenly die, or their minds could snap and they would become delusional. Finding that line was anyone’s guess. Hamasa’s odd responses were already making Harold nervous. He could only push ahead and watch for clues, but he decided it best just to let him unravel at his own pace for now.


He never enjoyed this part of his job, even though he had done it for many years. The meticulous gathering of evidence and a fine eye for detail was his forte. He had spent innumerable hours piecing together the clues that finally led to Hamasa’s arrest. He preferred to let others do the torturing, but since 9/11, torture was the first line of defense and a lot more of it happened. It made him downright irritable. Previously, he could return home to his wife and kids without carrying this burden with him. A person in this line of work couldn’t count on weekends off or even regular holidays. However, he somehow managed to keep up a good game of tennis, mostly because of a court right where he worked and someone always being around to challenge to a game.


As his contemptuous gaze locked with Hamasa’s dark eyes, he found himself unable to pull his stare away. Something in those endless dark pits made it impossible to consciously yank himself away. Turning his back on Hamasa for a moment, he strolled over and sat down on the couch at the opposite end of the room to wait for the drugs he had injected into Hamasa to kick in and for the truth to start pouring out.




Chapter 2


Interrogation–Recollections


“The abuse of greatness is when it disjoins remorse from power.”
William Shakespeare


“First of all, they wouldn’t have been virgins, nor were they necessarily girls, but naked for sure,” Hamasa mumbled, feeling as if he was tunneling his way out of a coma. “How can you be holding me like this? I always did your dirty work. Now this is how I’m rewarded?” he rambled. “You should know what it’s like out there on the front lines. To get things done an agent has to use the power and freedom he’s been given. We have to make quick decisions and we can’t always make reports and wait for feedback. Just work with me on this and you’ll realize I did everything in our country’s best interest. Stand by me on this one, and let the Americans know I’m one of yours. We can go on doing great things.”


He still was not accustomed to the bright lights he saw every time he closed his eyes. Pain kept him focused on the present, his heart pounding kept him focused on what he had to do to protect Nayanna, but his out of control mind wandered over his past and became afraid of the emotions that were conjured up. He kept looking for clues to answer the urgent question of how he ended up in this mess, and more importantly, how to get out of it. It was the first time he had ever been caught and interrogated. He swore it would be his last.


Hamasa thought it must have been his upbringing that got him into trouble. He could have done well, putting his education to better use, he reflected, which Nayanna, too, always encouraged him to do.


They knew each other from school, but they really discovered one another when their grade 10 science teacher paired them up for a project. That science class produced more than just test tube chemical reactions. Those were his formative years, but Hamasa had to look much further back to understand the deep, dark forces that had propelled him into captivity…


…He remembered the time his grandfather gave him a machine gun to fire. The year: 1989. Grandfather explained the irony that the mujahedeen had used that particular weapon, made by the Russians, to chase the Russians out of Afghanistan.


The day had started much the same as every other day he could remember; up at the crack of dawn to the sound of roosters and the bustling noise of people and dogs interacting. He would always stand on his bed, draw the curtains, or if it had been rainy or windy unlatch the shutters and look out on the compound below. He could always count on having someone to shout at or someone giving him a wink or a friendly good morning wave.


He rushed down the stairs in his bare feet and pajamas to be warmly greeted by the person he loved most in the whole world, his mother. She would have to coax him from her charming, loving presence back up those long, cold, stone stairs to the bathroom. She would never allow him to the breakfast table without a morning wash up and without being fully clothed, with house shoes on. On this day, Grandfather surprised them by being there all geared up for battle.


“Grandfather, why do you wear that cape even on these hot sunny days?” Hamasa enquired.


“People always have to be reminded who their leader is,” was his quick reply. “I’ve told you many times, my father passed this down to me and someday your father will pass it to you to wear, for you to show your power.” Grandfather threw open his robe revealing his weapons belt loaded with bullets and grenades.


“I know, I know, but I just love it when you tell me your stories, Grandad. Wow! What’s happening today?”


Hamasa ran to his grandfather to touch the grenades, but Grandfather scolded, “Hamasa, these are not toys! Show your respect.”


Hamasa moved back and bowed his head. “Sorry, Grandfather, but I am a man now and I deserve to know what is going on today. Let me know! Let me know! It’s about time I protect my mother at the house here. I should have a gun. When am I getting that gun you promised?” Hamasa couldn’t contain his excitement.


“Well today is your special day. It’s just you and me going to get you that gun. How’s that Hamasa?”


Hamasa’s mom gave Grandfather a stern look. “Don’t be teasing Hamasa like this before he’s even had his breakfast. You sit down right now, Hamasa, you know how long I’ve been preparing this for you. Yes, you’re my big protector but you don’t need a gun in this house to do that. Even with Dad and Granddad away all the time, we still have the neighbors, too, remember.”




Hamasa and his grandfather had gone out of the compound to the far side of the rocky hills, where the war games and training for war would occur. The area was a forbidden zone for kids. Not only were the secret escape tunnels nearby, but here, all the explosives were tested and hidden. Whenever Hamasa had to come to this place, he had to repress the terrifying nightmare memories of when the family had to seek refuge from invaders. He would focus on the good fortune of his family coming out alive and he would try to picture the area as a safe haven, a place to escape danger.


The area was a kid’s ‘dream come true playground’ of burnt out vehicles, collapsed buildings riddled with bullet wounds and of course the caves and tunnels. Hamasa and the other kids were never allowed to play there, though. But that didn’t stop Hamasa from begging his grandfather to let him bring his friends there so they, too, could play their war games. His grandfather had other intentions for the day, however.


When they arrived, a mysterious lady greeted them. Her whole body and face were covered, but Hamasa knew he had never seen her before. Grandfather handed him the machine gun and disappeared with the cryptic veiled lady into one of the caves. Hamasa took a deep breath of dusty, gunpowder air and began firing his weapon while chanting, ‘Allah O Akbar, Allah O Akbar’. The morning sun turned to afternoon fire.


“Hamasa, I’m so proud of you. You’ve been hitting all the targets,” Grandfather yelled as he emerged from the shadows with his exposed enigmatic guest. They were drinking – laughing hysterically. The lady’s burqa was flying in the wind, revealing her transformation to belly dancer. Her near naked body glistened in the sun, beads of sweat arose on Hamasa’s face as she seduced him with her eyes and her curvaceous, heaving hips.


“You’re becoming a man now, Hamasa! I’ll show you how to be a man!” Grandfather said, beaming with pride. Right there, in broad daylight, his grandfather held him so tight the machine gun slipped from Hamasa’s tiny hands. Chanting over and over, ‘You’re my little mujahedeen, my little mujahedeen,’ his grandfather lifted up their perahons, and pulled down their tunbans, entering and thrusting against Hamasa’s yielding flesh to the rhythms of the nympho’s dance and her hyena howls.


“I thought it was my job to make him a man” she moaned, her libidinous claws tore at her raw naked flesh parading on virtuous eyes.


The ancient robes, with their official colors and markings of a hero his grandfather loved to wear, even when the sun pounded down, camouflaged the pair. Hamasa gritted his teeth and trusted this had to be just another necessary experience on the road to being a man and warrior. With machine gun fire still echoing in his ears, he wondered if his dad had also been so brave when he must have gone through the same rituals, perhaps from his own grandfather.


They never spoke about that day and Hamasa never knew if it was just lack of opportunity, luck or otherwise that kept Grandfather from taking him again. The femme fatale had danced back into the wild night of the cave with the brute in tow, leaving trust obliterated. Hamasa couldn’t quite accept the old man’s way of showing love and admiration, even if he was allowed to drive the guarded Mercedes home alone, with his new gun on his lap. He could never feel at ease again around the old man, or most anyone for that matter. He was now a man but at what price? He would never see the world through innocent eyes again. He would never forget the sound of Grandfather’s breath, so hard and so close, like a vampire descending on its prey; or how the sky had grown suddenly dark and overcast as the sun turned its gaze away in shame.




Chapter 3


Growing up in Afghanistan


“The childhood shows the man, as morning shows the day.”
John Milton


“Hamasa! Hamasa! The big clouds are coming! The big clouds are coming!”


“I heard you the first time, Salman, my little charkha gir,” Hamasa echoed back. “How many times have I told you not to climb up here, especially with that kite in your hands? Are you trying to kill yourself? Look how far down that is!


“So are you trying to tell me there’s enough wind for the gudiparan today, or what?”


“I’m not your charkha gir anymore, so stop calling me that. You always win the kite fights because I’m there to help you, but from now on, I’ll be your fiercest opponent. You’ll have to get another charkha gir boy to hold the spool of wire.”


“After becoming Sharti, the champion kite flyer, teaching you everything I know about flying and making the best gudiparans in all of Afghanistan, this is how you want to thank me?”


“Later! Come to the roof and see for yourself, there must be more than one car coming to make that cloud of dust.” Salman took in Hamasa’s surroundings. “Wow, look at this mess! Your books are everywhere. With visitors coming, you’ll get the day to show off and recite all your high learning again, while I’ll be on garbage duty as usual.”


Hamasa, who was used to being woken up by the dawn roosters yapping, noticed they were eerily silent. Climbing out his bedroom window and up to the roof, he couldn’t see a single rooster in the yard below. Turning to his friend, who had followed him, he said, “They must have driven all night to get here this early. This can’t be a friendly visit to hear me recite poetry.”


The boys scrambled back inside as they saw their protectors, rifles slung over their shoulders, running towards the gated entrance. They were getting into firing positions all around the compound. Hamasa started to get the shakes as he remembered the last time they had come under attack. He had been seven years old when his mother saved his life. They never found out who it was, a rival tribe, the Russians or maybe the Americans. The women had to bring the children to safety by climbing to the far side of the hill, above the compound. There, a hidden, deep cave they had fortified with tunnels and supplies would protect them. The most dangerous part came as they began their escape, only to be immediately met with a barrage of gunfire. Hamasa’s palsy increased as he felt his mother thrusting him behind her, shielding him from the bullet that would have ended his life. Gravely injured, she forced herself to carry on and bring him safely to the tunnels. Once there, she hung on grimly as they waited out the attack until she received the medical attention that saved her. Hamasa would never forget her courageous deed. It created a bonding that felt as deep and eternal as the night sky into which they had escaped. Were they about to be attacked again? Hamasa ran to his closet to get the gun his grandfather had given him when he was nine.


“Hey, hold on Hamasa, you don’t have to take it personally! Of course I’ll still be your charkha gir and I’ll even be your kite runner and fetch your kites, come on now, relax, put that gun away.” Salman put his hands in the air in mock surrender.


Just then they heard Hamasa’s mom calling, “Hamasa, who are you talking to? You’re not one to talk in your sleep, so it’s good to know you’re up. Please come down right away and get your breakfast. I need to see you right now.”


Life in Afghanistan was not only about wars and initiation rites. Hamasa had an insatiable zest for knowledge. He spent much of his time poring over all the books he could find and committing them to memory. Being the leader’s grandson gave him countless chances to recite, from memory, all his research, to the amazement of their many visitors. Having striking, handsome features and a rare intelligence kept him in their company and away from all the arduous daily chores which most of the other village children had to endure. He had a way about him that would draw forth the best from the guests and they would share their life stories and wisdom. He could always count on the fact the main advice from visitors would be to study the Koran and surrender to the will of Allah. ‘The Koran is the only book that anyone ever needs to read. This book will give you all the knowledge and wisdom you will ever want,’ they told him. However, Hamasa had devoured its content and craved to read whatever else he could get his hands on. Centuries ago, his people had led the age of enlightenment and made many of the discoveries that shaped the modern world. Hamasa hoped to bring back that glory again to his people.


Standing in the midst of all his strewn about books, with machine gun in hand, Hamasa yelled to his friend. “Get the hell out of here – you heard my mom, I gotta go! We’ll see you later. I bet we’ll have to go to the tunnels again.” Hamasa managed to put on a smile, turned to see his friend for what could be the last time, and gave him a hug. “I’ll see you later for sure, hey? Now go back out the window, the way you came, and don’t fall. I’ll throw your kite to you when you’re safely down.”


“Mom, I’m coming.” Hamasa dressed for war and rushed down for breakfast with gun still in hand. Even at ten years old, he could convince anyone of his readiness to defend and kill to protect his mom.


“What’s up, Mom? Who’s visiting this early? Is it another attack, you think?” Where’s Dad? I’m going with him.”


“No you’re not, Sharti! Look at you, my little, big hero. Where’s my morning kiss and hug? Come on, don’t give me that face.”


Hamasa put the gun down, hugged his mom, and sat at the table that was usually laid out with fruit baskets and poppy flowers: but not today. Today, the usual smell of sweet bread, onions, and eggs frying were absent. They sat for tea and porridge.


“There’s an attack where the crops are. Reinforcements are coming and your father is going with them. They’re trying to take over the fields.”


“You mean the poppy fields?” Hamasa stated, trying to hide his revulsion by putting his hands up over his eyes as they rolled upwards in his head.


He knew where their money came from: harvesting the poppy to make drugs. Hamasa also knew he had a lot to be grateful for. Because of the poppy fields his family had riches others could only dream of, bringing him great advantages and privileges, like all the books he read, the materials to build his kites, heck, his three-story house was of stone while others lived in rooms made from mud. Because of the poppy flowers, he lived in a huge compound, protected by a great stone wall. His family had plenty of trucks and motorcycles and his grandfather even had a black, German, Mercedes-Benz they drove on special occasions to the big city of Kabul. Grandfather himself would keep the car washed and polished; usually the nasty jobs were always done by someone else: tending to the animals and their mess, garbage duty and cleaning the toilets, houses and vehicles. He was ‘Prince Hamasa’ to most of the other kids whose parents toiled at the compound. Their house even had lights and heat, from the electricity created by the newly introduced big generators. Before electricity, they had to gather wood and produce oil to burn in the lamps: a huge chore.


His family also ran the school. The girls stayed home with their mothers, who educated them. Their language was Pashto, but his mom and dad made certain he learned English.


Poppy flowers decorated inside and outside the houses. He would help to dry them and make all kinds of decorations. His mom made him a poppy seed paste when he had a tummy ache. Poppy seeds were made into oil for cooking and into breads and spicy pastes. The only color in Afghanistan came from the kites and the earthy smelling poppy flowers. When the poppies bloomed, everyone would be in a celebratory mood. When the kites came out everyone would be in a cheering, fighting mood. They both brought out the best that people still had left inside of them and could be happy about in this dreary, dusty land of destitution and dispute.


His grandfather inherited the big fortress, as well as his high rank, along with the poppy business.


Hamasa was warned about all the bad things caused by opium and cocaine and once met some crazies in the village that were messed up by drugs. When the older boys tempted him, he knew to stay away. He was much too focused on developing his mind to start taking stuff that would destroy it. His grandfather would not allow the drugs to be used within the compound. However, Hamasa once spied on the neighbors and caught them sitting around smoking the hookah pipe filled with opium. Hamasa could not stand cigarette smoke, never mind what came out from the hookah pipe and his hiding place was compromised when he started madly coughing from the smoke. He ran for his life and wasn’t caught for spying.


His family grew the crops, but they manufactured the drugs in a very secret location Grandfather controlled: even Hamasa didn’t know its location.


Ameera continued gently talking to Hamasa like a purring cat. “Yes…well…you’ll have the place to yourselves: you, and your friends. You’ll be able to sneak into the TV room again and watch another movie or go down to the river and ride your secret rafts.”


“Hey, you’ve been spying on me! How do you know about all that? ” Hamasa was genuinely surprised. His mouth turned down. “I just want to fly my kite but with all the Taliban officials around, they won’t allow it.”


“Well, you can do that down by the river, too, no one will be watching the canals today. Take the walkie-talkies and I’ll call you when Dad comes back.” Ameera kept her composure and didn’t let on her crippling fear of what was really going on.


Hamasa consumed his porridge in under a minute and ran out the door to get his friend, Salman. Ameera was left alone in the house with the sound of her thumping heart. She had to make a plan, she thought. A few minutes later, Hamasa and his friend were off to find adventure and to fly their kites.


Hamasa, a champion kite flyer and fighter, would always win contests because of his many flying and fighting skills, his own unique kite making designs and especially for his bold style of flying. He could make his kite fly like an eagle, swooping down on its prey or like a jet fighter, streaking through the sky. By the pull of the strings his kite could go wild, showing off his aerial skills: flips, spins, somersaults and backward flips were a few of the moves he could get his kite to do. Hamasa could perform a dance routine or do gymnastic maneuvers such as cartwheels or flips while he flew the kite: an amazing spectacle to behold.


The kites, or gudiparan, (literally meaning flying doll in Afghan) came in different sizes, but only one size for fighting. Two kites had to be airborne simultaneously and at a close proximity. As soon as the wires of these two kites connected, the fight had begun. The tournament would last from a split second up to a half hour. Generally, the handler with the most experience and patience would win, given the same quality of the tar, kite, and charkha gir.


Kite flying for the Afghans would be like hockey to the Canadians or baseball to the Americans if the government sponsored it; the Afghan people had that much passion and commitment to the sport. Competitions were always fierce and a person had to develop strength and athletic abilities, along with hours and hours spent in actual training with the kite itself. Although kite flying was not an official sport and the government didn’t support the competitions, local communities, parents and businesses did their best to give as much recognition and support as they could to the kite fliers for all their effort and talent.


Actually, kite flying was thought to be far too dangerous to be officially recognized. First of all, the wires would often cut to the bone, even when wearing a kilkak, a special leather cover for the index finger. Then there were the falls. The boys would get so involved in the fight or flight they would forget to watch where they were running. Many would fall off roofs, a favorite place to catch wind, fall off cliffs or trip on rocks or holes in the ground.


Jaabir got the latest updates about the situation when the trucks pulled into the compound to pick up the village fighters. “Ameera,” he called, “I’m going now. I’ll take our truck. Where’s Hamasa? Keep him at home ‘til I get back. It doesn’t look good,” he told her, face clouded with worry. “There could even be bombing. Paratroopers have been flown in to take over the fields. It must be the CIA, who else would fund such a campaign.”


Ameera turned a bloodless white, whispering, almost to herself, “What will we do?”


Clutching onto her husband she pleaded, “Can you stay? We’ll pack now, we have to make a break for it, that’s all there is to it. We don’t have a choice. They’ll never stop now that they’ve found this place. We’ll go to Canada as we planned.”


Jaabir broke free from Ameera and started frantically gathering up the family weapons and ammunition. “OK, OK, we’ll go to Canada. We’ll leave tonight…when I get back. You can start packing but stay close to home. Where’s Hamasa? Make sure he stays here with you. Make sure no one sees you. Grandfather will be away, but we can’t take any chances of him or anyone finding out we’re leaving. I’ll be back after midnight and we’ll leave shortly after that. We’ll contact our people once we get to Kabul.” Drawing Ameera into his arms, he kissed her upturned face. “I love you,” he said gruffly, “be safe.”


He gently touched her cheek, wiping away the tear trembling on her lower lashes before it could fall. This time when he spoke, he couldn’t keep a tremor out of his voice. “If you hear helicopters or planes, go to the tunnel immediately. We never know when they’ll start bombing. Don’t take any chances.” He smiled crookedly. “We’ll get through this,” he reassured, adding, as if it were some protective talisman, “I love you.”


Ameera remembered she had sent Hamasa off to play with his friends, but she dared not tell her husband and give him more things to worry about. She knew her son was a call away and in a safe place and she wanted his last memories of Afghanistan to be as good as possible. She would only cause him grief if he were here to see her in her state of terror, madly packing for their getaway. Besides, he might not be able to keep it secret if he were here feeling all the pressure.


It was later than usual when Hamasa, with his mother’s permission, arrived home after playing with his friends by the canals. He’d had a glorious day flying his kite. What he didn’t know was it would be his last.


His mother had dinner waiting when he arrived. When she told him the news that they would be moving to Canada, she said it was a secret, and not to be shared with anyone. Hamasa’s dark eyes shone with excitement. Now he would be able to advance his quest for knowledge without limits. He would have a chance to go to a university: a dream he held close to his heart. He knew he would never be able to experience it if he stayed in the village. He grinned widely; he would grow up to be a wise, old, big horned, Marco Polo Sheep. But that was if they could get out of this alive, he fretted, after being told of the dangers ahead.


His mom told him he could think of a new name to call himself in Canada. That wiped the grin off his face. Abdul Hamasa Baghrani, the courageous one, was his birth name. Because of his kite flying talents, the locals called him Sharti Abdul Hamasa Baghrani and he could not imagine changing it. They lived in the Afghan Province of Helmand, district of Baghran, and they lived near the village of Baghran. To change his name would mean erasing any reference to his birthplace. That might be a good thing, he realized, since it was the major poppy growing area. His grandfather, as the village leader, was named Mir Abdul Naqeeb Baghrani. His father, the only teacher, was named, Quri Abdul Jaabir Baghrani, and his mother, because she was the village princess, was named, Ameera Baghrani. Now they were going to a place where none of that would matter. In their new country, there would be no family history, no family home, and no friends. A new start, maybe with a new name; something he would have to think about long and hard.


Although Hamasa felt a freedom and sense of adventure he imagined only his best and biggest kite would ever have known at the thought of going to Canada and being allowed to study, a part of him knew he would always yearn to be back in Afghanistan. He loved all the people dearly and he allowed himself to dream of coming back to help re-build and modernize his country. He longed to make life better for all. The first thing he promised himself he would do was pave all the roads so everyone could travel in style. The kids would have cool roads for the bikes and skateboards he would buy them. Of course, everyone would have a kite and a nice park to fly them in; then they, too, would know the exuberance and complete freedom he had enjoyed. For now, kites were the only way for any of the villagers to experience freedom, and indeed, for most ordinary people beyond the village, who weren’t into drugs, as well. For Hamasa it kept the hope alive; one day there would be freedom in all things, for all Afghanis and no more wars. Hamasa had long been told he had special talents, and he strongly believed they were bestowed on him in order to help others.


After eating, he helped his mother clean up and pack but he started to wander why his dad was not home yet. His mom kept saying it was early and not to worry but Hamasa kept rushing up to the roof to see if he could spot him returning. Staring out into the clear, warm night, he chewed at his lower lip. Something was not right; it was now past midnight and his father still wasn’t back but his mother, busy with the packing, had failed to notice or if she had realized, she refused to say anything about it.


Suddenly he became aware of a strange sound, a rhythmic wop-wop noise. Staring frantically around himself, he tried to pinpoint where it came from. By the time he saw its source, it was too late. The helicopter swooped down from over the mountaintop, like a dragon spewing fire. Bullets chewed up the compound and screaming erupted from every corner and every house.


“Hamasa, get off the roof!” Ameera screamed. It’s chasing after the trucks that are coming back from the fields. Your dad’s on his way, but we have to be ready to leave quickly. Everyone will be going to the caves, but you have to stay with me to help. Stay calm and bring these boxes to the front of the house. Hamasa are you listening to me?”


Hamasa burst into the room, staring wildly at his mother. “Mom,” he blurted. “It’s Dad! He’s driving up but that sky monster followed him. It’s shooting at him! It’s shooting at Dad!”


“Hamasa, stay in the house! Where are you going?” Ameera yelled. Seeing him run towards the door, she scooped him up safely in her arms. They both stared in horror as the truck, careering recklessly as it took a direct hit, burst into flame, lighting up the night sky. Hidden from view by the flames erupting from the gas tank, Jaabir had jumped from the passenger side moments before the vehicle exploded. Hamasa wrestled free from his mother’s iron grip and ran to the blazing truck. Ameera, right behind him, saw Jaabir emerge from behind the burning wreck.


“Go back! Stay inside!” Jaabir yelled. “I’ll get the Mercedes and meet you at the front of the house.”


Inside, the two of them stood huddled together, silent and unmoving, waiting as long seconds ticked by. The Mercedes was quiet but the night filled with a cacophony of screams, gunfire, and the noise of the helicopter. Abruptly, the door crashed open. Hamasa’s heart, already pounding, seemed to constrict as he saw his mother press her hand to her mouth to choke off a scream. Their relief was palpable as they saw the familiar figure slip swiftly into the room. His father crushed them to his chest for an instant before setting them loose.


“Quickly!” he said, grabbing several bags from the pile of things by the door.


Hamasa and his mother hurried to help. Among all the chaos they managed to pack the car and head out for safety.


“They won’t be so quick to shoot at a civilian car, I hope, but our boys will soon bring that flying ship down.”


Hamasa glanced at his father. He had never seen him so edgy, but talking seemed to calm him down so Hamasa stayed silent and listened, biting back his terror and his questions.


“It came out of nowhere,” his father mumbled. “We were capturing the soldiers that parachuted in from the plane. We should’ve known there’d be backup for them – Americans for sure.”


His mother laid her head on his father’s shoulder, stroking his hair the way she often did with Hamasa. Rolling down his window, Hamasa searched the sky for signs of the warbird. This was it for Afghanistan: no looking back, and no saying goodbye to friends and family. Hamasa wondered when he would be able to return to fulfill all his dreams.


Suddenly, Hamasa screamed out, in blind loyalty and learned obedience, “But where is Grandad? Why are we leaving without Grandad? Didn’t you tell him we were leaving? Why didn’t you tell him we were leaving?”




Chapter 4


Hamasa’s Parents


“Either war is obsolete or men are.”
R. Buckminster Fuller


Hamasa’s parents would never have met if it were not for the threat of nuclear war, government interventions and espionage. It was a clandestine operation with an unlimited budget and cunning imagination. The goal of the Israelis was to find out as much as possible about Pakistan’s nuclear program, and who else in the region was developing one. The goal of the Russians was very similar, with a slightly sinister twist. They already had nuclear weapons. They just needed them stationed in the Afghan region so they could control the Middle East’s oil industry. Power was money; money was power.


A little romance to heat up the cold war chills was completely unexpected.


Jaabir was a third generation spy in Afghanistan. Starting with his grandfather, and then parents, they were all Israeli plants. Jaabir had been brought up as an Afghan. His family worked for the Afghan Government as Directors of Education and Jaabir worked his way into that position as well. That was how he met Ameera.


Ameera was exceedingly bright and ambitious. Before the Taliban had taken over, women were succeeding in pushing through some rights and responsibilities for themselves within government and society. Her father was consumed with empire building, tribal conflicts and eventually, war against Russia. Ameera pointed out there was nobody left to teach the children as the men were being killed off or were needed elsewhere. Her father ultimately conceded and allowed Ameera to help with the education of the village children. For that purpose, Ameera was permitted to further her studies in Kabul, where she met Jaabir.


Ameera sat on the tiled floor, hugging her knees to her chest. She gave Jaabir a long, searching look and, eliciting no response, she finally spoke, “So, here we are, hiding out in the city where we first met.” She tugged at her hair, as she always did when anxious. “Do you think they spotted us coming here?” She shook her head quickly, before Jaabir could answer, knowing it was a useless question. She knew Jaabir would have already spoken if he had seen anyone and also understood the fact he hadn’t didn’t mean they hadn’t been marked. She fiddled with her hair again. “Anyway, we can’t stay here long. Every moment we’re here we put these good people’s lives at risk.”


“They took care of ditching the car, so hopefully it’s safe to wait for our connections.” Jaabir avoided meeting her eyes. “Once we have all our papers in order and we’ve been given more money, we can wait at the hotel near the airport. We should be safe here for now. Who’s going to check the bathroom for a hidden door to this place? Besides, there’s a tunnel out of here,” Jaabir said, reaching for the tin container of clean water standing close by and splashing his face.


“It seems ridiculous, we’re next door to a bathroom and we have to use these buckets,” Ameera complained, gesturing at two metal buckets in the farthest corner of the room. “Good thing there’s a lid on them,” she added.


Silence filled the room for several minutes, then. “It doesn’t feel right being separated from Hamasa,” Ameera fretted. “If something goes wrong—” She dry washed her face. Burying her head against his neck, she sighed. “But you’re right, it’s better that he’s allowed to mix with the other kids and sleep in their room. The less he sees and knows, the better for him and everyone.” She sighed again. “Tomorrow we can do all the banking and hopefully, by then, all the documents will have arrived. Everything can be done from here without Hamasa knowing any of it.”


The harrowing events of the past day caught up to Ameera. Tears flooded her dark eyes and slipped silently down her cheeks. She hid her head in Jaabir’s shoulder and gave herself up to her fear.


“There, there, let it out, dear,” Jaabir comforted her. “When I first met you, you were never afraid to speak your mind or let your emotions show. But all these years you’ve had to bottle them up and keep silent. Soon you’ll be able to express yourself freely and bravely. For a daughter of the Taliban, you had some pretty radical ideas on how things needed changing back then.”


For a few moments, his thoughts ranged inward as he replayed how their love had developed. First, he was her professor, then her confidant, subsequently her lover and then husband. No one had ever questioned his authenticity as an Afghan or his commitment to the Taliban. That was until Ameera saw through him. She had told him she felt he was just too sympathetic to her rebel ideas to be a true Taliban. Of course, the fact he didn’t turn her in helped, and in time they grew to trust each other completely. Together they were going to help create a new Afghanistan.


It went against protocol, but with the amazingly quick advances in technology, spies had to make many adaptations; having a husband and wife team was one of them. They were allowed to marry and have a family. Before they were married, Ameera was sworn in by the Israeli Government to serve and obey. It was a new era. It was the nuclear arms race. They were as close to the enemy’s epicenter as it was possible to get.


Ameera sniffed, lifting her head and managing a strained smile. “We’ve come this far against all odds. We’ve avoided certain death if caught, so it definitely isn’t ending here. Dance with me, Jaabir, like we used to do. Remember how exciting and incredibly romantic it was when we first started traveling the world, undercover?”


They had so many excuses and reasons to be out of the country, researching the latest educational innovations or checking out and purchasing the latest technologies for the government. Their extra pay as spies gave them the ability to soak up the sun and the good life as well, even if it was for a short time.


“Yeah, that was before budget cuts, babies and arthritis kicked in, ha-ha,” Jaabir responded.


They were risking their lives, not for the money, but in the hopes they could build a new, fairer, less troubled future for all Afghans, and for the rest of the world. Israel was aligned with America and America had democracy and human rights. They were taking the world into a bright future. Whereas the Taliban were taking the Afghans and the world, if they had the chance, back into the dark ages.


As they cranked up the music in their heads, Jaabir and Ameera were dancing on the shores of the Pacific Ocean. The tune playing in Ameera’s head, a Viennese Waltz didn’t quite jive with the tune that played in Jaabir’s head, a Beatles classic, but they managed to avoid each other’s bare toes. As the dance wound to a close, they curled up in each other’s arms on the floor.


There they stayed, asleep, until a noise woke Jaabir. Beside him, Ameera stirred and blinked sleepily.


“Shush, Shush! Someone’s in the bathroom! They’ll hear us!” Jaabir whispered. “We can’t risk any more of our friends to the cause.”


There were many in Afghanistan who risked and sacrificed their lives for the same reasons and causes, but Israeli spies could not openly support them. Ameera and Jaabir were considered Taliban first and then Pashtun – which was the largest tribe and the most spoken language – to the Afghans. The greater good would be done if they kept their cover, no matter how hard it was to stand by helplessly watching their fellow idealists perish.


“It’s just the kids,” Ameera whispered back, aware that even the children hearing them could lead to their deaths.


“It’s bad enough that so many would want us dead for spying for the Israelis, but think how many more would want us dead for spying for the Russians.” Jaabir shook his head. “Until Massoud is safe, we have to keep up the charade.”


They had to live their lives around so many secrets and lies that at times they forgot who they really were and which mask they needed when. The hardest part, though, was lying to Hamasa.


They had told the Israelis that their son, Massoud had died. If the Israelis knew the Russians had him, they would have pulled them out of Afghanistan. They would know they were too vulnerable to keep working as spies. Now they were double agents, danger surrounded them on all sides. Even an elephant would have a hard time out maneuvering a pack of hungry lions, and it was merely a matter of time before someone pounced on them.


The secret door to their hidden chamber flew open suddenly.


“Sorry, I forgot to give the coded knock. I’m lucky you didn’t shoot me,” said an elderly woman. Dressed in a white, stained sweater, long, black, wool skirt and with a scarf covering her hair, her arm trembling, she handed them a parcel.
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