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Preface

I didn’t plan to write this book.
I didn’t plan to meet Ashir.
But some stories don’t ask for permission; they follow you home, whisper to you in the quiet, and refuse to let you sleep.
I met Ashir inside a prison in the United Kingdom.
He had already served five years. One more to go.
He was quiet. Watchful. Not broken, but worn at the edges, like something that had survived too much weather.
We were both serving time, though for different reasons. But the truth is, behind those walls, time doesn’t care what brought you there. Pain finds you all the same.
Ashir wasn’t his real name.
He told me his story slowly, like peeling bark from a tree, layer by layer, memory by memory, wound by wound.
His village had been wiped off the map. His family murdered. He had run, and kept running through deserts, camps, slavery, rape, hunger, and silence.
He came to the UK not because he wanted to, but because hope is a stubborn thing.
He believed, as many do, that the country with the Union Jack on the aid trucks would offer safety.
Instead, he found more chains.
This book isn’t a political argument. It’s not a documentary.
It’s a witness. A cry. A hand reaching out in the dark.
In a time when politicians build their careers by vilifying refugees, when headlines reduce human beings to numbers or threats, this is a reminder that behind every label, immigrant, asylum seeker, illegal, there is a name, a face, a story.

Ashir’s story is not fiction.
It’s the truth most people try hard not to see.
And maybe, just maybe, if you walk beside him for these pages, something in you will shift.
Not because he deserves pity.
But because we all deserve to be seen.
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Dedication
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To my wife,
Who held me when I couldn’t hold myself.
Your love is the place I always return to.
And to my children,
Who gave me the reason to rise again,
Every single day.
This book is for you.
So you will know what it means to listen,
To feel,
To fight for what is right,
Even when the world is quiet.
And to Ashir,
Wherever you are.
I see you.
I remember.
You are not forgotten.
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This book would not exist without the shadows and light that shaped my time inside prison walls.
To the men I met there, thank you for your honesty, your pain, your friendship, and your courage to keep speaking, even when no one seemed to be listening.
To Ashir, whose real name I will never write but whose truth runs through every page, thank you for trusting me with your story. You didn’t owe me that. But you gave it anyway. I pray the world hears you now.

To my family, my wife, my children, and my parents, thank you for your unshakable love, even when I was lost. You gave me the strength to build again.

To those working silently in refugee camps, in community centres, thank you. This book is also yours.

To every reader who dares to enter this journey with an open heart: may you come out changed, not just informed. Moved, not just touched.
Let this be more than a story. Let it be a seed.
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Chapter 1

The Day the Sky Shattered
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Location: El Geneina, West Darfur – 2006

In Ashir’s village, time moved with the sun, not the clock.

The day began when the roosters crowed, when smoke curled from clay stoves, and when old women swept the dirt yards with bundles of straw that sang against the ground. There were no alarms, only rhythms: fire, water, goat bells, breath.

Ashir, ten years old, lived in a round hut with mud walls and a thatched roof that creaked when the desert winds came. His family’s compound was shared by uncles, cousins, hens, goats, and laughter that echoed through the dry air like music.

That morning, his mother, Hawa, woke him gently by brushing her fingers over his forehead. Her hands smelled of soaproot and smoke.
“Go help your father, Habibi. The water won’t carry itself.”
Ashir rolled out of his mat, still wrapped in the scarf he wore every day, the red one his mother had sewn from part of her wedding cloth. He tied it over his head like a warrior.

His father, Musa, was already outside, shirtless, strong, quiet. He lifted the tin container onto Ashir’s head and nodded. “Balance is not only for water, but for life.”

They walked the familiar path to the borehole: past the school with its cracked blackboard, the neem tree where elders sipped tea, and the small mosque made of sun-bleached stone.

“Baba,” Ashir asked, “why don’t we have walls like the city people?”

Musa chuckled, a deep, kind sound. “Because the desert has eyes, and it sees honesty. Walls are for those who hide.”

Ashir smiled. He liked that answer.

After breakfast, a small bowl of kisra with lentil sauce, Ashir tied his scarf and ran barefoot down the dusty path toward the village school.

The school was a single long building made from concrete blocks, its metal roof rusted at the corners. There were no windows, only open spaces cut into the walls. The door had long since fallen off, but nobody seemed to care.

Inside, wooden benches were pushed close together. Some children sat on mats. Others simply knelt in the dirt. The air smelled of chalk, sweat, and hope.

Their teacher, Uncle Dawud, wore a long white jellabiya and a kufi hat that tilted slightly to the side. His beard was peppered with grey, and his voice carried both patience and power. The children respected him, not just because he taught them numbers and verses from the Qur’an, but because he told them stories that made their eyes grow wide.

“Who can tell me the answer?” he said, chalk in hand, drawing shapes on the board. “If you have three mangoes and you share with your two friends, how many pieces does each boy get?”

Ashir’s hand shot up.
“Each gets one mango!”
The room erupted in laughter.
Uncle Dawud smiled. “Then what will you eat, Ashir?”
“I’ll eat the seed,” he grinned. “It lasts longer!”
They studied arithmetic, Arabic letters, and recited surahs from the Qur’an, swaying gently as they spoke in rhythm. In between lessons, Uncle Dawud gave them advice about life.

“Treat your neighbour’s goat better than your own,” he would say.
“And never marry for beauty, it fades faster than the moon.”
At midday, the children took a break. Some went home for food, others shared what little they had under the neem tree. Ashir sat with his best friend Hamad, eating roasted peanuts and a piece of dried dates his mother had slipped into his pocket.

They played a game called doma, using stones in the dust to make patterns. Others chased a flat plastic bottle cap like a football. Girls sang handclap songs, spinning in bright dresses. The heat shimmered in the air, but the laughter was louder.

Ashir loved school. Not just for the lessons, but because it felt like a place where the future was possible. Where the world was big. Where he could learn how to leave the village one day, not to escape, but to understand what was beyond the sand and goats.

As the sun began to dip, the teacher clapped twice.

“Tomorrow, bring your minds sharper than your pencils!”

Ashir and Hamad raced home, feet kicking up little clouds of red dust, red scarf flapping behind him like a hero’s cape.

That evening, after dinner was shared between uncles, cousins, and neighbours, the air turned cooler and the stars began to stretch their light across the sky. The































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
— J.C. DIAS ——

e By
s
o 7
[ &
N ‘ |
; .y g " : pis 1

-;@‘ WHAT HAPPENS WHEN
< HOPE CROSSES BORDERS AND

LA HITS A WALL

SURVIVAL. WAR. INJUSTICE.
——— A TRUESS FORY Ss—+





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





