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Chapter I: Fireworks
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...A flare erupted in the sky above the city. The fireworks—worth hundreds of millions—lit up the peaceful night in a blaze of dazzling, restless light. And at that very moment, a woman at home, gasping for breath, stared out the window and passed away.

The light falling on the windowpane splashed across Munar’s face. He was silent. It had been three days since he last spoke. He was ten. He used to talk a lot—especially about the sky... Just yesterday, his mother had said:

— “Don’t open the window, my child. There’s no air outside.”

And today, his mother was silent. Lying still. Her breathing shallow, every breath a struggle. No oxygen tank. The phone was dead. His sister had gone out to search the pharmacies.

From this day on, Munar decided not to speak. Because there was no one left to speak to. He just stood by the window, staring into the sky. Fireworks bloomed in brilliant bursts. The world seemed to be celebrating. But inside their home, death was quietly drawing breath.

The TV screen flickered:
— “A special fireworks display for the First President’s birthday! A symbol of our independence!”
Munar pressed his forehead against the glass.
— “Mama, do they see us?” he whispered. No answer.
The child who once believed in the magic of the sky could no longer believe in the fairness of life either.

— “If it’s someone’s birthday today, then why are we all crying?..”

He asked the question—to himself, and to God. But no answer came.

A single lamp glowed in the dark apartment of a high-rise. Beyond the window, the sky burned like fire.

The neighbor’s door creaked open. Quietly. Carefully. Someone was coming out. The metallic clink of a bucket echoed through the stillness. Munar listened in silence. It was Grandpa Kópjasar from the fifth floor. Every evening, he carried hot water outside and scrubbed the building’s floors. So that no virus would enter. Even if no one ever walked there. Even if no one passed. A self-made duty in his lonely world.

— “What is this damned light?” the old man muttered, gazing at the sky. “We’re starving to death and they’re shooting stars into the air. Let it explode. Let it all explode one day...”

Munar stepped out onto the balcony. He wasn’t crying. Nor was he smiling. He was simply watching. When Grandpa Kópjasar noticed him, he nodded. As if greeting him. Neither spoke. But both understood. There was a question in the boy’s eyes. An answer in the old man’s. And between them—an unspoken sorrow.

Below, an engine started. An ambulance. Not for Munar’s family. For the third entrance. A woman screamed, “Mama!”—a voice breaking out from the shadows, but the fireworks swallowed the scream. The television spoke again:

— “Kazakhstan’s noble ideals — unity and harmony. This is the spirit of celebration. This is the flame of peace!”

Munar turned off the television. Not with his hand, but with his gaze. Nothing would change anyway.

He looked down at the shard of glass that had cut his foot when he opened the window. Blood was dripping. But he felt no pain. When a child’s heart aches, the body grows numb.

— “Why do we live like this?..” he asked inwardly. It was his third question. No answer to that either.

The lights in the sky began to fade. The fireworks slowed. People closed their windows. But Munar stayed. The silence inside was too heavy. Frightening silence.

He went to his mother. Her face was pale, lips blue, eyes open. But there was no life in her gaze. He gently tilted her head on the pillow and touched her hand. Cold.

Very cold.

— “Mama!...” he whispered.

No reply.

— “When was my birthday again?..”

His small heart grew heavier. He took her hand once more. Not tightly. Gently. As if in farewell. Then slowly pulled the blanket over her.

Looking up at the ceiling, he searched for her in his memories. But everything felt too distant. And this moment—too close.

Suddenly, the door burst open. His sister was back. A blue mask on her face. Her hands were empty. No medicine. The pharmacies had run out. Lines everywhere. The emergency number wouldn’t connect.

— “Munar?” she said. “What about Mom...?”

Munar didn’t nod. He only pointed with his eyes. Then turned back to the window. The sky had darkened. No more flashes. His sister froze for a moment, unable to move. The air inside felt like it had stopped.

— “No one’s allowed in right now,” she murmured. “Quarantine.”

Special crews would come to take their mother’s body. The neighbors mustn’t hear. Everything must remain secret. Death had become a statistic—recorded, numbered, filed.

— “We’re living like savages,” she said quietly.

Munar didn’t respond. He saw people outside. Plastic bags in hand—bread, medicine, milk. But every face was masked. Hiding both sorrow and joy. He looked at them all and whispered softly:

— “We all wear masks. But some people’s hearts are sealed shut too,” Tumar murmured.

Then she turned the television back on. On the screen—soft music, dancing, congratulations. “Holiday broadcast.”

Next to her—a corpse.
On the screen—fireworks.
From that moment, Munar would never again forget which part of life was real, and which was not.

Tumar sank to her knees on the floor. She was inhaling virus-laden air and swallowing her own tears. When she opened her eyes, she saw Munar sitting silently beside their mother. He wasn’t crying. Just holding her hand. Motionless. As if counting down the seconds.

— “Munar...” she whispered.

He didn’t move. Didn’t answer.

From outside came the faint sound of footsteps. A couple of neighbors were peeking from their balconies. Somewhere, a window slammed shut. Silence had become the new condition for survival.

Tumar took out her phone and dialed a number. She waited a long time. Finally:

— “Yes... Yes, someone has died here... Yes, she showed symptoms of coronavirus... No, we don’t have a PCR result. No, the ambulance didn’t come... Now? No, relatives aren’t allowed in. Everyone’s masked... All right.”

Munar turned to his sister.

— “Where will we go now?” he asked softly.

Tumar wiped her tears.

— “We’re not going anywhere. We’ll stay here.”

— “But... how do we live without a mother?”

The question cracked through the room like a silent explosion. For a moment, even the smell of the last fading smoke from the fireworks seemed to pause. The true face of quarantine was a quiet, consuming dread.

When someone died, the neighbors didn’t come. There was no funeral. They just looked through the windows, shaking their heads. They were afraid too. But the most terrifying part was—no one was surprised.

Tumar adjusted the blanket. Sat beside their mother.

— “Today was her last day.”

— “No,” said Munar. “She’s still with us. She just can’t talk.”

He placed his ear against her chest. No heartbeat. But... something whispered.

— “What is she saying?” asked Tumar.

Tears welled in Munar’s eyes as he whispered:

— “She says... ‘Forgive me.’”

He didn’t lift his head.

— “She says... ‘I couldn’t protect you...’”

Tumar began to sob quietly. The room fell into silence again. Then came a knock at the door.

Several people entered. Black masks, white suits. Their voices void of life.

— “You haven’t touched her? You didn’t get close to the body? Under sanitary regulations, family members may not participate. We’ll take her.”

They took her mother’s body away. Just like that. Coldly. Sterile in hygiene, yet the beginning of a spiritual drought.

Munar stood at the door for a long time. Then, without a word, he turned and said nothing.

Only inwardly:

“If I miss you... can I now see you only in dreams?..”

At that moment, the sky darkened once more. And from somewhere far away, a mournful sound drifted in.
Perhaps the wind.
Perhaps... his mother.
July 6, 2020.
In official language — “the Leader of the Nation’s birthday.” In the words of the people — a day of silence. Because many didn’t even have time to express their grief before being forced to listen to joy on television. Munar didn’t see the morning of that day — he had fallen asleep. Not sleep, really — more like shutting down. He neither cried nor spoke during the night. After they took his mother’s body away, the whole house felt empty. Even the air seemed thinner. The light didn’t go out, but his inner world had turned dark.
Since morning, Tumar had been calling the local administration. They needed permission for the burial. A one-time pass was required. And where would they take her? Only one answer came from the other end of the phone:
— “No permission for mourning groups. Quarantine. Do not gather.”
Munar came into the kitchen. Sunlight was shining on the windowsill, but it didn’t bring warmth — it only hurt the eyes. Tumar turned on the TV. On all the channels — festive programming.
— “Today is the most special day for our country!” said the announcer.
— “Today is the birthday of the First President, the founder of Independent Kazakhstan!”
— “A grand fireworks display will take place in front of the Akorda!”
Munar looked at the screen. Children were dancing, singers were on stage, laughter, bright artificial fireworks. Suddenly the camera lifted upward, pointing at the dome of the Akorda. At that moment, a firework shot into the sky. Blue smoke wrapped the air. Red, yellow, white, blue. Brighter, louder fireworks. The announcer called it “a symbol of independence.”

Munar went out onto the balcony. From there, the Akorda couldn’t be seen, but the sound of the explosions reached them. Each blast felt like a bullet straight to the heart.
“Mom’s body is not at home. We haven’t buried her. We didn’t read a prayer. And they’re launching fireworks...”
Munar didn’t say it out loud. But it felt like the thought escaped from his chest and echoed down the street.
Tumar sighed deeply.
— “We’re living two different lives in one country,” she said softly.
Munar fell silent. Suddenly his heart began to shrink. The absence of his mother, the silence of the elders, the false smiles of the authorities, the neighbors only watching from behind their windows — all of it weighed down on him. At that moment, a white spark fell from the sky — a tail of a firework.

Munar thought to himself: “Who said those who launch fireworks on days of mourning won’t ever know sorrow?”
That was his first protest. An inner protest. Not spoken aloud — but felt in his heart.
On TV, the announcer kept talking:
— “Hundreds of millions of tenge were spent on the fireworks — the beauty of the national celebration!”
Munar looked outside. The city was quiet. Only a few windows were lit. Most people had gone to bed. But this wasn’t sleep — it was hiding. The only shelter left for a grieving people. Munar took a deep breath. His small heart suddenly felt like it had grown up. As if in one day, he had stopped being a child.

It was midnight. The sky cracked open again. Another firework launched from the direction of the Akorda. Flashing, bursting. Tumar turned off the TV.
— “A never-ending celebration...” she said to herself.
Munar was sitting by the window. His legs drawn in, his eyes staring out, but his thoughts elsewhere. He wasn’t looking for fireworks in the sky — he was searching for justice.

From the neighboring room, a radio turned on. The sound was quiet, but the words were clear:
— “The unique path of the First President is the foundation of the state. The new President will continue the policies of the First President...”
Munar blinked, not realizing he had tears in his eyes.
— “It feels like there’s only one person in this whole country...” he whispered.
Tumar came out of the kitchen, holding a cup of tea. It was half cold.
— “There are two,” she said. “They’re ruling together. One is invisible. One speaks. But no one believes either of them.”
Munar looked at her in surprise.
— “Together?”
— “One left, but his shadow remains. And the other came, but he has no will.”
They looked again at the TV. It showed parades, songs, singers — a people forgetting their history. Only Munar and Tumar remained silent. They had not forgotten.

— “Fireworks,” said Munar, “sometimes feel like they’re the sound of someone’s heart bursting.”
Tumar nodded.
— “Exactly.”
The night was heavy. Dense. A small group was lighting up the sky of a mourning nation — celebrating their own luxury. And two orphans who had just lost their mother were sitting, watching a man who governed the country like a shadow. One alive. One unofficial. Both in power.

Munar thought to himself: “They’re stuck in each other’s shadows. And we... we can’t even step into the light.”

At that moment, the very last, tallest firework launched into the sky. The earth trembled. Hundreds of lights flared above. It was the climax of the celebration. Munar closed his eyes.
— “It’s shining bright. But this light... is not for us.”
Tumar came and gently placed her hand on his shoulder.
— “Sleep. We have to wake up early. Tomorrow... we bury our mother.”
Munar didn’t nod. Without opening his eyes, he whispered:
— “Tomorrow... are we only burying our mother? Or are we burying our hope too?”
Tumar didn’t answer. Because that question was alive in the hearts of an entire nation.

After the fireworks ended, the sky returned to silence. But it wasn’t peaceful silence — it was a silence choked with sobs. Munar was still awake. Even if his eyes closed, his heart stayed alert. He sat on the balcony, looking into the sky, deep in thought. Sometimes, what hurts a child more than anything is injustice that makes no sense.

He whispered to himself:
— “Two presidents. One country. But no one is really in charge. One is gone, but everything still happens in his name. One came, but it's not his voice we hear — it’s his shadow.”
He remembered what he had heard — from the TV, from the grown-ups, from whispers on the street.
— “A puppet...”
— “The top didn’t approve it...”
— “The old man still makes all the decisions...”
— “If you don’t listen, everything stops...”
Munar had started to take those words seriously. Not with a child’s ears, but with a thinking mind. Because his mother had died. And the country was celebrating. Grief and joy came on the same day — but to two different peoples.

Then one question stuck in his chest and wouldn’t go away:
— “Why are we ruled by a power that doesn’t look like us, that doesn’t truly care about the people?”
Tumar was also awake. She stood by the window, pulling the curtain aside, staring at the city.
— “Because we are silent,” she said. “A silent people doesn’t need a speaking government. That’s why they did whatever they wanted for thirty years. And we... we only heard what we wanted. As for the truth — we just turned it off.”
Munar turned to his sister.
— “Is it over?”
Tumar shook her head.
— “It doesn’t end.”
Because even if the government changed, the colonial mindset remained the same.
All along, we thought a new leader would be enough. But true change was supposed to begin within... Munar stayed silent. But for the first time, a bitter truth rang inside him.
They wanted to make people forget through fireworks. But I won’t forget. I’ll never forget why my mother died, and who celebrated while we grieved.
The next day.
The sun had risen. But there was no warmth. No sound on the street. Faces covered with masks. In the sky, pale blue smoke still drifted from last night’s fireworks.
Tumar called the city’s sanitation service.
— “Yes, our mother passed away yesterday...”
— “Yes, at home. We took care of her ourselves...”
— “No, we didn’t take a PCR test...”
— “Yes, she had COVID symptoms...”
The voice on the other end was cold:
— “According to sanitary regulations, the body was removed by a special team. The burial is only allowed at designated cemeteries. No more than two people may attend.”
— “Have you submitted the request?”
— “Through the electronic portal.”
— “No entry without a QR code.”
Tumar didn’t get angry. She didn’t even seem upset. Because this was the usual tune of the old system. Even in death, permission was required. To bury someone, you needed a code. Even to say goodbye — you had to apply for approval.

Munar was already dressed. Silent. He placed a photo of his mother into his bag.
— “Don’t show it to anyone.”
— “Why not?”
— “Because they don’t want to see death, Munar.”
There were few cars on the road. They walked. Just the two of them. No funeral prayer. No condolences. No one to bid farewell. Even death was under quarantine.

At one turn, an old cemetery appeared. A place that now held all the COVID victims. A guard stood at the gate.
— “Do you have permission papers?”
— “We’re registered in the electronic system.”
— “QR code?”
— “No.”
— “Then you can’t enter.”
Tumar stared straight at him:
— “We’re here to bury our mother. If not now — then when?”
— “I just follow the rules.”
Munar suddenly stopped. He looked behind the guard. Inside a transport truck were several coffins. Some wrapped. Some without names.
— “Which one is our mom?” he whispered.
The guard said nothing. Tumar let out a heavy sigh. Then the two of them silently walked toward the coffins. At the edge of the cemetery stood a small group of people. Four — no, five. Each standing by a coffin. A woman’s eyes were red.
— “Having to ask permission to bury someone — that’s the cruelest thing!” she cried out.
But no one replied. Because there was no microphone. No camera. No journalist. It was just the grief of the people themselves.

Munar looked at the group.
— “They’re speaking. But no one hears them.”
Tumar nodded.
— “In our country, protests aren’t voiced — they’re felt in the heart.”
That’s why no one hears.
A distant airplane rumbled overhead. The sky was still vast. And the smoke from the fireworks still hadn’t cleared.

Munar raised his head.
— “We just wanted to bury our mother. They asked for a QR code.”
— “We just wanted to say goodbye. They banned us from seeing her face.”
— “We just wanted to cry. But on television, they were dancing.”
Tumar gently placed a hand on Munar’s head.
— “One day, this will all be remembered, Munar. Because grief is never forgotten.”
The cemetery gates opened. They approached the vehicle, and one of the workers pointed to a coffin. Inside — their mother. No name written, but Munar knew her immediately.
— “Mama...” he said.
— “You left on the night of fireworks. But I will never forget your last words.”
Tumar and Munar, with their own hands, laid her to rest. They embraced the cold earth in silence. No one came to join them.

No Qur’an was recited. The mullah had refused to come — afraid of the virus.
But a single raindrop fell from the sky. Maybe rain. Maybe the unseen tears of the nation.
The moment they stepped out the cemetery gates was the moment a wound was etched into their hearts.
Munar and Tumar stood where their mother’s coffin had just been placed. Around them — people with covered faces, holding journals, clipboards, stamps.
— “Name of the deceased?”
— “Who is accompanying the body?”
— “What’s the relation?”
So many questions. But none of them asked:
“Were you in pain?”
“Were you able to say goodbye?”
Munar thought to himself:
They’re not sending my mother to the earth — they’re sending her into the system’s database.
At that moment, a man across from them suddenly shouted:
— “My mother arrived in this truck. But her name isn’t on the list! Who do I ask permission from? If I can’t even bury her myself, what kind of son am I?”
A worker came to calm him:
— “Please don’t get angry. It’s quarantine. There are regulations.”
The man cried out:
— “This regulation is designed not to protect people, but to strangle their hearts behind covered faces!”
— “They don’t care who is dying. They only care who’s celebrating. They don’t even want to know who’s dying!”
Silence all around. Everyone heard. But no one joined in. Silence had become a way to survive. Even grief seemed to have a limit now.

Tumar held Munar’s hand.
— “We’ll bury her without words,” she said.
— “Some truths don’t need to be spoken — the heart screams them itself.”
The burial was short. Two meters. A final prayer. Hands raised. No tears were shed — the tears had been left at home, in the sheets, on the pillow.

Munar looked down at the grave. Too deep. Too heavy. Too dark. Even though the sun was shining, it looked bottomless.

— “Mama?..” he whispered.
— “This place wasn’t meant for you.”
— “You were meant to live longer.”
— “But the system took you away...”
The ground was finally closed. A worker threw the last handful of soil onto the coffin.
— “Next?” he said.
Tumar flinched.
— “What did you say?”
— “Next body. The schedule is tight. No delays allowed.”
Munar looked up in shock. Even death has a time slot now? They’ve divided grief by the hour?

Tumar said nothing. She just held Munar’s hand tighter and turned away. They didn’t look back. No funeral procession. No final goodbye. Her face never seen.

And in the city — birthday celebrations, fireworks, smiling faces on television.

Munar whispered to himself:
Today we buried our mother. But not all the sorrow. In this country, people die — but their deaths aren’t counted. Because the truth is never recorded.
That day, on their way home, neither Munar nor Tumar spoke a single word. The air outside was thick. If you opened the window — dust. If you kept it closed — suffocation. Even the stairs felt somber. The elevator made no sound. Everything seemed abandoned.

But once home, Munar looked at where his mother used to lie. The blanket was folded. Her teacup was empty. The TV was off.
Yet the loudest thing in the room — was her absence.
When they returned home, it no longer felt the same. Only one person was missing — their mother. But her absence made the entire space feel hollow.
Just yesterday she was smiling. Today, she was at the bottom of an unknown grave.
Tumar went into the kitchen. She took off her glasses and placed them on the table. She sat still for a long time.
The phone rang.
— “Sanitary control. Your household has been placed under quarantine. You are not to leave the house for the next 14 days...”
— “The next notice will come from the city administration...”
Munar threw his phone into the corner.
— “We barely managed to bury our mother.”
— “What now? Are we supposed to bury ourselves too, in this house?”
Tumar said nothing. She too was tired — tired of the endless “rules and restrictions,” tired of a society that treated the living as if they were already dead.

That night, Munar didn’t sleep. He lay staring at the ceiling. In his mind, he kept seeing his mother’s breathing... and then her breath stopping. For a moment, he thought he heard her voice:

— “My child, in this life, to speak the truth is bravery.”
— “When the crowd is silent, you must not be.”
At that moment, Munar jumped up, found his notebook, opened a page, and wrote his first sentence:
“When my mother died, fireworks were set off. In this country, even death is a celebration.”
In the following days, a dead silence settled over the house. Quarantine had begun. But not just for Munar’s home — it felt like the entire city was under a quarantine of silence. The neighbors in the courtyard weren’t the same. One refused to speak. Another avoided eye contact. Some wanted to tell the truth — but were afraid there might be a camera.

One day, a commotion was heard downstairs. Tumar looked out the window. A young man was speaking up against the police.
— “Our mother died in a pharmacy! There were no masks! The ambulance never came! And you — you're out here celebrating birthdays!”
The police said nothing. But one of them was filming on his phone. Another walked up slowly, placed a hand on the young man's shoulder, and pushed him toward the car. The neighbors only watched from behind the glass. They didn’t help. They didn’t join.

Munar turned and asked:
— “When will we finally learn to share in someone else’s truth?”
Tumar didn’t respond. She only said:
— “We’ve grown used to watching someone else’s tears through a window...”
That night, Munar wrote again:
“In this country, grief is private property. Your pain belongs to you alone. But celebration — that’s shared. For one man’s birthday, the entire nation is required to show respect. False festivities trample real sorrow.”
Seventh day of quarantine.
In the morning, a strange sound came from outside. On the wall of the neighboring building, someone had spray-painted in large black letters:
“WE WANT TRUTH!”
Underneath it, someone else had already crossed it out and written:
“Down with provocateurs!”
Tumar stared at the wall and said:
— “Society is splitting, Munar. Some are waking up. Some are trying not to fall asleep again. But there’s a third group — they’re still afraid.”
Munar nodded.
— “And what about the fourth group?”
— “Who are they?”
Munar replied quietly:
— “They’re children like me. We haven’t done anything. But we see everything.”
Days passed like this. Outwardly, everything was quiet. But inside, the tremors never stopped. People didn’t speak — but boiled within. On the streets, it felt like something was about to break.
Munar felt it in his bones.
He believed with his whole heart that soon everything would change.
After she left, the house felt completely hollow. The room was as it had been. Her teacup still stood at the edge of the shelf. Her old diary lay under her pillow. Her soft robe still hung on its hook.
Only her scent — it was slowly fading away...
Hope. She had been the heart of that home. The warmth of that family. But not just for Munar and Tumar — for many patients, for many mothers, many children — she had been their only protector.

— “My mom was a doctor...” Munar once said.
— “But she spent her whole life ill. When I was little, and heard that her heart hurt, I’d bring her medicine — not really understanding. Later, I understood. Her heart ached not just from illness — but from people too.”
Tumar said nothing. She took off her glasses and sat in their mother’s chair.
Only she used to sit there. Even when the body is gone, the chair still feels orphaned.
Ümit — Hope — had been ill her whole life. She fought an incurable disease while healing others. She had come into this world already fragile. But she never burdened anyone. On the contrary — she brought healing to others, turning her own hopelessness into someone else’s hope.

— “She married late. Our father waited a long time too... She used to say: ‘A person cannot be a support to someone else until their own heart is ready.’”

Tumar opened a drawer. Inside an old folder, she found a handwritten page. It was their mother’s handwriting:

“Sometimes, when I’m in pain, I don’t tell anyone. I talk to myself. I console myself. Because in this life, during some moments, no one — only you — can truly understand your soul.
And what I fear most is disappearing from my children’s lives.
If I’m gone, who will they turn to?
They were my hope.
Now, I want to become their Hope.”
Tumar read in silence.
Munar sat facing away, crying.
Not sobbing aloud —
But the kind of weeping that cannot be seen, that flows only in the heart.
The tears of a true orphan.
Ümit was a doctor. But she never got treated herself. Not because she didn’t need it — but because what hurt her more than any disease was indifference, and the system. Once, she told a neighbor:

— If I die, no one will save me. Not because the virus will kill me, but because the ambulance will come too late.

And later, that’s exactly what happened. The ambulance was late. And at that very hour, fireworks exploded in the skies above Akorda.

— Munar... — Tumar said softly. — We won’t forget our mother. But we won’t only grieve her. We’ll carry on her hope. Her life was short, but she herself was immense.

Munar looked out the window.

— Mom’s gone... but her name will stay with us like light.

For a brief moment, the room seemed to warm slightly. Maybe it was her greeting. Maybe it was her way of saying: “I’m still here, with you.”

After she was gone, the house didn’t feel completely empty. At night, strange sounds arose. A cold current drifted through the rooms. A crack appeared in the wall. And in their hearts — a quiet unease that wouldn’t go away.

Munar sensed it first. While going through his mother’s desk, he found an old envelope. On it, a single word: “Don’t open.”

But it was already too late. The envelope tore open.

Inside were several medical documents, x-ray scans, a page of handwritten notes, and a photo of a man Munar had never seen before. The man’s eyes looked cold. He was wearing a suit. His forehead was broad. The rest of the image was blurred. Munar handed the photo to Tumar.

— Who is this?

— I don’t know... — she said, but her eyes darted away.

— He must’ve been important. Mom hid him for a reason.

— Maybe he’s part of the system that made her condition worse.

That night, Munar couldn’t sleep. He stood on the balcony, watching the city below. It was quiet — but under that silence, there was tension. A tremor. Something was about to shift.

In the courtyard below, he saw a small group of young men. Five or six. One of them was speaking passionately, waving his arms.

— Enough!
— If we keep quiet, we’ll lose another thirty years!
— Nothing will change unless we speak out!
Munar’s heart thudded. They were preparing for something real. Then one of them shouted:

— We rise in January! A new year — a new chapter!

That phrase hit like lightning. January. Uprising. New beginning. It wasn’t just a word anymore.

The next morning, Tumar took the envelope from Munar’s hands and began reading. Tears sprang from her eyes.

— You don’t know everything, Munar...

— What don’t I know?

— That man... he represents the betrayal done to our mother. She once tried to challenge him — a senior figure in the Ministry of Health. But she couldn’t prove anything. And so, she stayed silent. She was forced to stay silent.

Munar went quiet.

— So... she didn’t just bury her death. She buried the truth.

Tumar nodded.

— She wanted to fight. But she was alone.

— We’re not alone anymore, Tumar.

That evening, someone knocked on the door. A postman handed them an envelope — thick, addressed by hand. The sender wrote: “Not confidential. Enclosed are documents and a copy of a formal complaint related to your mother’s case.”

Tumar opened it.

— This... this is our mother’s final statement! She wrote about corruption in the healthcare system!

They read it together:

"I write this letter knowing my life could be at risk. But if I stay silent, tomorrow this disease will devour my children’s future. I want to speak the truth while I’m still alive..."

Munar’s hands trembled.

— She wasn’t silent for us. She wanted the truth to be heard. But no one listened.

Just then, a text appeared on Munar’s phone:

“#July6 – never forget. Quiet deaths, loud fireworks. The truth is buried deep. But we’re still alive.”

Munar read the message.

— This sounds like... some kind of underground movement. Someone is really organizing.

Tumar closed the window.

— Then we can’t stay silent either. Ümit is gone. But hopelessness has no place now.

Munar opened his notebook and wrote his final line:

“Our mother’s voice reached us. Now our voice must reach the country.”

Munar gazed once again at the papers in his hand. His mother’s complaint clearly named the official in full: Sansyzbai Qudaibergenuly. The name struck him with familiarity—not just from the framed portrait in his school, but carried on his lips as “a public figure,” “a contributor to the development of medicine,” honored repeatedly. And yet, his mother’s note held but a single chilling line:

“He marked the beginning of my suffering.”

That night, Munar folded the letter and brought it to school. He intended to show it to his teacher. But that same day, something inexplicable awaited him at the school entrance. Two men in black suits stood by the door, clutching lists. They scanned the faces of entering students and exchanged silent nods.

As Munar crossed the threshold, the guard stopped him in his tracks.

— “Stop! What’s your name?”
— “Which class?”
— “Munar. Fifth grade, section B.”
— “What’s in your pockets?”
— “Books... notebooks...”
— “Show me.”
Munar fumbled and tried to extract his mother’s letters—but before he could, a steady hand gripped his shoulder and pulled him back.

— “Let him go,” said a calm, unfamiliar voice behind him.

It was the new academic coordinator—aloof, commanding, flanked by the two men like their shadow.

That evening, Munar returned home and shared what had happened with Tumar.

— “I believe... they’ve heard about our mother’s letters.”
— “It’s possible someone delivered her complaint directly to the authorities,” Tumar replied.
She paused, her expression shifting.

— “Did you open the shelf where Mom’s journal was stored yesterday?”
— “Yes.”
— “Then someone must have been there. The papers are shifted. I memorized every detail. One page is missing.”
Munar’s heart skipped.

— “Then someone’s watching us.”
— “Maybe that letter reached us by design, not by accident.”
That very night, a slipped note appeared taped to their front door. Not a scrap of paper—it was printed black with red letters:

“Anyone who seeks truth is a threat to the system.
The system is built on safety—not truth.”
Below was a QR code. Munar scanned it. It led to a Telegram channel named “New Wave. 01.22.”

Tumar read over his shoulder:

— “January 2022... they marked that date. Something is coming, Munar! Our mother’s truth is no longer just personal grief. This marks the beginning of a public stir.”

The next morning, another letter arrived in their mailbox:

“Umıt is not just a name. It is the suffocated voice within the people. You believed in your mother. Now your mother believes in you. The letters will continue.”

No signature. The type was printed, yet each letter trembled unnaturally on the page.

Munar peered out the window. Below, a man stood with his back turned, cradling a small laptop. He vanished around the corner a moment later. That evening, the radio carried a government announcement:

“Some citizens are spreading false information via social networks. This undermines national unity. A warning has been issued. Repeat offenders will face criminal charges.”

Tumar’s voice was soft, but urgent.

— “A warning... that’s what they’re telling us, Munar.”

Munar opened his notebook and wrote:

“My mother wanted to speak the truth. If we don’t, her hope becomes hope vanquished.”

He resolved not to remain silent. That night, he registered on the Telegram group as Munar07 and posted:

“I can’t stay silent for my mother. I don’t trust this system. I stand with those who seek the truth.”

The reply came swiftly:

“We’ve been waiting for you. Hope is no longer alone.”



Not a gentle dawn in August, but a stifled, suffocating morning. The air smelled strangely thick; the streets lay empty. Above, a cloudless sky—but everything felt dull. The blue of the sky was pale. Hearts felt pale, too. Tumar made her decision.

— “We can’t stay in this city anymore.”
— “How long will we be forbidden to rest?”
— “We’re going to the village.”
Munar nodded silently. The city felt like a living grave that had witnessed his mother’s death. Step outside and you heard the ambulance siren; gaze skyward and you saw flashes of fireworks; enter the building and the neighbors’ frozen faces stared back.

Everyone wore masks. Everyone looked sorrowful. Everyone had buried their own hope. To leave the city, they needed official permission: an e-queue, a code, an application, a reply, an approval—an exit pass. But the process itself unraveled your nerves. Unable to register online, they went to the city hall in person.

They joined the queue, kept their distance behind a metal fence. At the entrance, a guard barred the way.

— “Quarantine. Only one person allowed—those with medical certificates.”

Munar went in alone. After an hour of waiting, he reached the clerk.

— “We want to leave the city. Our mother has passed. We need peace.”

The female clerk looked at her screen.

— “Your situation is understood. But our records are full. Come back tomorrow.”
— “Or in three days.”
Munar’s voice shook.

— “But our mother was buried just yesterday...”

She paused.

— “Then maybe you’ll be dead, too, in three days?” he added quietly.

The clerk stared at him for a moment.

— “Here’s the number. Send a message. We’ll approve—but don’t tell anyone.”
— “Nothing here remains hidden forever.”
That night, Tumar packed her travel bag: books, documents, their mother’s scarf, Munar’s notebook, a phone charger, a handful of medicines—and their mother’s photograph.

— “I wonder if the village will let us breathe,” Munar said. “Here we see death more than life...”

— “In the village... people are simple.”

— “But right now... nothing feels simple, Munar.”

In the morning, finding a taxi was a battle. Official transport was stopped. Only informal helpers appeared on Telegram and WhatsApp.

Finally, someone agreed:

— “Only two passengers allowed. Masks, gloves, respirators—all mandatory. There will be patrols. If you don
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