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			Dedication

			
		
    Dear Reader,
 
The book in your hands is not just a work of fiction or a war novel. It is a mirror of our times — of the complex, chaotic world we live in. Drone Show tells a story of the struggle between war and peace, hope and fear, truth and illusion.
 
As you turn the pages, you'll step into a world ruled by technology, where humanity risks becoming no more than a machine. But above all, this story invites you to hold on to compassion, to listen to your heart, and to awaken your consciousness.
 
I am not alone on this journey — you are with me. With each chapter, you walk beside me. And for that — for choosing to hold this book, to open your mind, and to read with care — I thank you from the bottom of my heart.
 
With sincere gratitude,
Sundet Seitov


    



  	
        
            
            "Time is as swift as a snowflake landing on your forehead—melting the very moment it touches."
— Sundet Seitov


    


Drone Show

(A Novel)
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Prologue
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Volodymyr connected with his beloved wife, Alexandra, and their five-year-old daughter via WhatsApp video call from the central park of Bucha. It had been a full month since he last saw his family. His little girl, with her sweet and innocent voice, told him just how much she missed her father. His wife stood there, smiling tenderly into the camera — love and longing visible in her eyes. The shimmering gaze from the other side of the screen melted Volodymyr’s heart.

Suddenly, a faint buzzing sound came from the distance. At first, he paid no attention. Just as he was telling his daughter about the fireworks planned for her birthday, the hum grew louder. Then — a strange stillness, as though time itself held its breath. A moment stretched into eternity.

Then — a deafening blast.

An explosion. The phone flew from his hands. His daughter’s voice still echoed in his ears: “Daddy, when are you coming home?” Then — silence. Smoke thickened in the sky. Blood scattered like broken petals. Volodymyr’s body was nowhere to be found.

Sirens screamed across the city, plunging the people into terror. Moments later, Bucha was invaded by steel-tracked tanks and heavily armed Russian soldiers. They slaughtered civilians in the streets, destroying the festive city’s peace in mere minutes. From the phone lying on the blood-stained ground, the voices still came: the wife crying, the daughter pleading, “Daddy, Daddy, Mommy is crying. When are you coming home?” A muddy military boot crushed the device into the earth. It was the seventh day of the war.

On February 24, 2025, it will have been three years since the war that tore at humanity began. In those three years, the child born that winter had learned to walk; the teenage boy had learned to shoot, and to kill. World leaders had aged three decades in spirit; defenders of freedom — entire lifetimes. Oh, those three merciless, godless years...
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Part I

Chapter I: Longing for Communism and the Unwilling Fate of Duriya
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“When we move from place to place, I herd the horses, oh-ho with fire,
I would come to your village—ahuu—across the steppe.
Ari-dashim, ari-dashim-ai, ey-ey-ey!
When your name crosses my mind—oh my darling—
I wither in longing—ahuu—with my thoughts.
Ari-dashim, ari-dashim-ai, oh-ho-ai!”
Singing this sorrowful folk tune “Eki Zhiyren”, my grandmother Talma sat carding cotton, as she always did. Her only listener? Me — her granddaughter, Duriya.

None of the other grandchildren even knew what a folk song was, let alone cared to listen. “Auyldyng alty auyzy”? No point in bringing it up. Since I was a child, I had grown under my grandmother’s watchful eye. The way I speak, laugh, cry, sing, even dance — all echo her presence.

Folk songs are melodies once born in a single soul, then carried through time until the name of their author fades, leaving only the tune — a treasure of the people. The very history of the Kazakh people is steeped in war. Every generation before us has known conflict. Our songs, our poems — born of pain, of loss, of love during wartime.

This song, “Eki Zhiyren”, that Grandmother always sings, speaks of nomadic life, of passion, longing, and sorrow. One sings what reflects their soul, and I could always read my grandmother’s feelings through her voice.

She looked at me with eyes full of quiet joy and said:

— My dear child, Duriya! Watch carefully what I do, and listen closely to what I say. One day, when you reach my age, you’ll teach your grandchildren just the same!

— Grandma, can you sing me that other song? The one that goes “like the blossom of an apple tree.” It’s one of your songs, right?

— Oh, my darling, that’s not my song. That’s a folk song too. I just hum it now and then...

— Please, sing it!

— “Like the blossom of an apple tree,
Like the patterns on a felt rug,
The days of life pass swiftly,
Without us even noticing.”
— Grandma, your voice is so sweet!

— Call it a “warm voice,” child. “Sweet” sounds too sharp in our language. Warm — that’s the color of our people, our sacred tone.

— Then warm it is, Grandma! But tell me, what does that verse mean — “like the blossom of an apple tree, like the patterns on a felt rug”?

— Ah, my clever girl, that’s such a good question! The meaning lies deep, deeper than most can see.

This poem is layered with philosophy. You see, the apple tree is the first to bloom in spring — but the flowers last only a short while, a week at most. The Kazakhs saw in this a metaphor for the brevity of life.

And the “patterns on a felt rug”? The tekemet is a richly adorned wool carpet laid on the floor of a yurt, symbolizing the beauty of life itself. Imagine — so much wisdom in just a few lines. My own grandmother used to sing this all the time. I just carry it now in memory, child...

While I was talking with my grandmother, I overheard my parents whispering about the war.
They were discussing a horrific massacre that had taken place in Bucha, Ukraine.
Every day, terrible news shocks us anew, shifting how we see the world.
What if those bloodstained invaders who stormed Ukraine one day attack us too?
The fear creeps in and never quite leaves.
But my father is deeply romantic about the Russian world.
Just the mention of “Russia” makes him put down his spoon mid-meal.
My mother? She sides with him.
Though we’d agreed not to speak of this near Grandma, he forgets himself in the heat of conversation, raising his voice without realizing.
"I read an article — 'The Tragic Death of Volodymyr,'" my father said.
"I thought it was the Ukrainian president who died. Turns out it was just some guy from Bucha.
Soon as the war started, the president ran like a coward, and the capital fell.
Ah, those pitiful Ukrainians — what were you thinking, resisting like that?
Why not just give up the territory they asked for and carry on living in peace?
You’ll never beat the Russians. The Russian world — undefeated in history — will swallow you whole in three days, fools!"
My mother mumbled agreement.
"But that president you said ran away — he went live on the internet the same night the war began," she said.
"He stood firm in Kyiv and said they would stay and fight to the end.
What news are you even talking about?"
She looked at him with a kind of quiet disbelief.
It was a blessing that Grandma didn’t hear.

Every time she hears the word war, she breaks down in tears.
She was born the year her father was sent to fight in World War II — and never came back.
Yet it wasn’t bullets that took his life, but exile.
Like so many of our ancestors, he died not on the battlefield, but in the embrace of the wilderness, upon the breast of Mother Earth.
He had served in the Soviet Army and was wounded in one of those nameless battles defending some anonymous Soviet city.
He survived his wounds, only to be captured by the Nazis.
After being released and returning to Soviet territory, he was branded a traitor — accused of being a Nazi spy — and exiled to a remote, desolate island.
There were reasons for this.
Even before the war, he was caught in Stalin’s repressions and narrowly escaped execution thanks to the intervention of influential people.
My grandfather had worked with the Kazakh intelligentsia, serving the people through education.
He was accused of being associated with the Alash Orda — the movement that once fought for Kazakh independence — and was branded a Japanese spy.
At the time, being called a "Japanese spy" was the equivalent of what we'd now call a "foreign agent."
In that era, such a label was a death sentence.
Even now, if you look closely, the character of that law hasn’t changed much.
Look deep, and you'll see...

My grandmother, now past eighty, never truly had a childhood.

From a young age, she was thrown into labor — hauling heavy loads through knee-deep mud, sending food and clothing to men fighting for the homeland.
She worked, not played.
So much so that she forgot what a childhood was even supposed to be.
She never got a proper education either — only made it through the fourth grade.
Now, when she writes, she struggles with letters, sounding out each word slowly.
All of it — the scars of that brutal war.
Even after the war ended, her days didn’t get any easier.
War syndrome consumed millions.
No one came out whole.
The men had perished on the battlefield, the women rose in the fields.
There were so many disabled, the streets could barely carry them.
Some, with no one to care for them, died starving by the roadside.
All those terrible years live on in Grandma Talma’s memory.
Even now, she wakes in terror.
Even in daylight, she carries fear in her bones.
That is the trauma of childhood under war —
and war leaves behind nothing but fear.
Now she is witnessing her third war.
Born during the Second World War, she has never spoken of the Soviet regime with anything but curses.
Meanwhile, my parents — children of the Communist era — praise it in nearly every other sentence.
They romanticize it, long for its return.
But whenever my grandmother hears such talk, she quietly wipes her hands and walks away from the dinner table without eating.
She has no idea what is happening in Ukraine.
And if she were to find out — her heart might not withstand it.
My parents, ex-Komsomol youth who never made it to full-blown Communists, cannot understand her sorrow.
To them, Kazakhstan’s independence means little.
They still dream that one day, the Communist system they adored will return.
But what do they long for, really?
Free food.
Free housing.
A carefree life of play and pleasure.
That, to them, is what communism means.
Think about it, and you’ll see — there’s no difference between such dreams and a slave’s desires.

As for Grandma, her only wish is not to hear the word “communism” at her own dinner table.

She knows, in her heart, that she played a role in how her son turned out.
She bears that guilt.
She wanted him to have a better future — to fit in, to succeed, to rise through the ranks.
So she sent him to a Russian school, encouraged him to befriend Russians.
She didn’t know that this would lead him to become a victim of communist ideology himself.
Poor Grandma — how could she have foreseen that her own child would end up echoing the ideals of the very system that persecuted her father?
The same system that hounded him into exile, then death.
Is adapting to today’s world really a betrayal of principle?
Why are there no timeless values that span generations?
Why does Grandma always leave the dinner table with her plate half full?
Why do my parents always talk of communism, never pausing, never even sipping water or cleaning their teeth between thoughts?
Because communism fears the pause.
Its momentum depends on noise.
Its silence is deadly — and we must silence its voice.
Talk of communism should have no place in a free nation.

And yet... in Kazakhstan, hundreds of thousands still long for that past.
Ex-Komsomol dreamers, who missed their chance to become full-fledged Communists, now yearn for the Soviet Union’s return with aching hearts.
To live among them — in what we call the Russian World of Kazakhstan — is difficult.
For Grandma Talma.
For me, her granddaughter.
For my brother Kurmet.
But for our parents, it’s just the way things have always been.
Suddenly, I heard my grandmother crying from the next room.

I rushed to her bedroom. Poor Grandma lay there, unable to lift herself, her breath short and shallow. I quickly propped her up with a few pillows so she could breathe more easily. With trembling hands, I dialed emergency services on my smartphone.

A robotic voice answered: “For service in Kazakh, press 1. For service in Russian, press 2.”
Then the questions came — all in Russian. Who has time to press buttons when a loved one is struggling to breathe?
Flustered, I cried out, “My grandmother is dying!” and hung up.
I brought her some water and yelled for Kurmet. He came running at once.
I sent him to fetch the local doctor.
Half an hour passed. Still no sign of the ambulance — not even its ghost.
No Kurmet, either.
Then I heard the honk of a car outside. Kurmet had returned, bringing the doctor with him.

Wasting no time, the doctor stepped out of his shoes and hurried into Grandma’s room. He placed his hands gently on her forehead and wrist, checking her pulse as she struggled for breath. I stood nearby, my heart about to explode from worry.

— “Grandma, how are you feeling?”

— “I know very well how hard my life has been. But do you? Do you understand what I’ve lived through?”

— “Your blood pressure is high, and your heart is weak. That much I can tell. But I can’t measure the weight of your life. Please eat well and take walks with your granddaughter, Duriya. If not, you’ll end up bedridden.”

— “My child, I can’t eat properly. Especially dinner. I lose my appetite.”

— “Why? What stops you? Just eat. You need your strength.”

— “Ah, dear doctor. There is one thing I’ve hated since the day I was born. And every day, at our dinner table, my son and daughter-in-law talk about that very thing.”

— “My goodness, Grandma, what is it that you hate so much?”

— “I hate Communism. I hate the Soviet Union.”

— “Oh, Grandma, come on now. That era ended thirty-four years ago. It’s ancient history.”

— “Ended? You think it’s gone? If our children won’t stop talking about it, then that very hammer and sickle will break down our borders and return! We must pray there is no more war!”

— “God forbid, Grandma! May that time never return. We live in an independent Kazakhstan now. No one will dare threaten us again. Just please, eat well, and stay strong.”

— “Doctor, tell my children to stop talking about Communism. I’ve asked them many times. My words go in one ear and out the other. They promise they’ll stop — and then talk about it again the next day. It’s endless.
I could eat in another room, I suppose. But there is no blessing in food not shared around the table. So I eat what I can, then leave.
My children — they’ve become Russians in everything but name.
Though they are Kazakhs, they don’t even truly understand their own language.
How can they understand me? How can they understand my pain?”
— “All right, I’ll speak to them. I promise. They won’t trouble you with this again. Now please, rest.”

— “Thank you, child. May you grow and thrive.
Duriya, give the doctor your father’s phone number.”
I handed the doctor my father’s number.
They spoke for a few minutes.
They seemed to reach some kind of understanding.
What mattered most to me was Grandma’s health.
Nothing else was more important.
And yet... if one day Grandma passes away, what will I do?
Will Kurmet and I be the ones left to hear our parents’ talks of Communism — the very ones she didn’t live long enough to hear again?
That topic should never be spoken of in our household.
But how do you forbid your own parents?
How do you tell them to stop?
Maybe tonight, at dinner, we’ll find the courage to say: Enough.



Kurmet is the youngest in the family.
Duriya — the eldest.
Both study at the same university, in Almaty — at the prestigious Al-Farabi Kazakh National University.
They are students of international relations, dreaming of becoming diplomats.
They hope to study abroad — not just anywhere, but at one of the world’s finest universities.
While most dream of Harvard, their sights are set elsewhere.
Perhaps the University of Chicago.
Maybe Yale.
Possibly Stanford.
What matters to them is finding a place that suits their soul.
A place where their hearts feel at home.
Kurmet and Duriya are very alike.
If Duriya were to lose her hair — she’d look like Kurmet.
And if you put a wig on Kurmet — you’d see Duriya.
They are tall, fair-skinned, red-haired, with strong jaws, proud noses, and soft, wide, almond-shaped eyes —
Eyes like a young gazelle’s.
They are students who love their country.
Young people who dream of serving it with honor.
Their goals are clear:
To free their homeland from foreign influence.
To build a civil society.
To create opportunities for their nation — through diplomacy.
And they are both, delightfully, charming little democrats.

My family feels like a world of its own.

We all think differently.
Grandma, Kurmet, and I — we are free souls.
But my mother and father — they belong to a different world.
They live within a narrow frame of thought.
They can’t act without a guiding ideology, without some distant leader shouting “Forward!”
That’s how they were raised.
It’s all they’ve ever known.
In an hour, we’ll sit down for dinner.
My parents will return from work.
Grandma will finish carding her cotton.
Kurmet skipped university today.
The two of us are preparing dinner.
He’s hunched over his smartphone, watching videos.
There’s a strange quiet pulling me inward.
Even though Kurmet is right beside me, I feel like he’s drifting far, far away.
— “Kurmet, turn on the TV. Let’s watch the news or listen to some music.”

— “Can’t you just watch YouTube on your phone? You can find whatever you want there.”

— “Just turn on the TV.”

— “Ugh, fine...”

— “We’re always glued to these little screens. Let’s watch TV for once!”

— “Who’s stopping you? It’s on now. Watch all you want.”

— “People are forgetting how to watch TV.
Everyone’s got a smartphone now. They dive into YouTube, choose what they want — but I don’t like it.
The screen is too small, too narrow. It’s like your eyes keep bumping into the edges.
No phone screen compares to a television!
On TV, the image is big, bright, open — your eyes roam free, no barriers, no strain.
Especially when I’m doing chores, I like having a news clip or a music video playing in the background.
When making dinner, the TV should always be on.
We should always be watching the news!
Right now, the world is going through a Great Depression.
Politics — once a tool — has become a tangled mess.
Global politics? It’s nothing but the personal diplomacy of global leaders looking out for themselves.
That’s all it is!
But to ordinary people, politics feels distant — like some unreachable belief.
I don’t believe that. Not at all!”
Kurmet was surprised by Duriya’s sudden burst of meaning.
He imagined her receiving a diploma from the hands of Confucius himself.
The image made him laugh aloud.
— “What did I say that was so funny?” Duriya asked.

— “Nothing, Duriya. It’s just... I saw you in my head, standing there, getting your degree from Confucius.”

— “Very funny, smart guy! What a thing to imagine!”

— “But seriously — isn’t it amazing? Not just anyone gets a diploma from Confucius himself!”

— “Enough with your fantasies, fool. Come help me with dinner! What are you staring at?”

— “Hey, since you’re such a dreamer, how about imagining Duriya the Peacemaker — ending all war!”

— “Wait six and a half seconds... there!
Now I see you, Duriya, accepting
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