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DEDICATION

To the victims of persecutions — past and present.

To the child in Gaza whose name I may never know—
your life mattered.
To the survivor who taught me that
“never again” cannot be selective.
To the rabbi who speaks truth
when silence would be safer.
To the student who protests with one hand
and builds bridges with the other—
This book is for the ones who light candles in the storm.
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Prologue: A Daughter Falls
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Desperation and the smell of burned flesh filled the surroundings in Mainz in 1096. Some raving priests’ enraged lectures brought the Christian crowds’ wrath, and they swarmed the Jewish quarter, turning the streets scarlet in the process. A knight rode among them, the noon sun reflecting off his armor like liquid silver. The Rhineland noble’s eyes blazed with a fanaticism that verged on lunacy.

Then he yelled out, “Purge the infidels!” as he slashed the throat of a shepherd who was running toward the synagogue. Not far away, a girl of seven or eight, her black locks matted with blood, wailed as she witnessed the ghastly act. Her family had taken shelter in the synagogue while she was left behind during the carnage outside. 

The child staggered toward the house of worship but stopped short when she saw the cruel knight dismount in front of its main entrance. His eyes, flecked with molten gold even in the noon sun, locked onto the girl. For an instant, the shadows around him writhed like serpents.

His guards broke open the heavy door, and the villainous noble haughtily entered, his sword drawn, to face a thin, terrorized elderly rabbi who stood in front of his congregation, his trembling arms extended. “We will not abandon our faith!” he managed to utter as he stood before the intimidating figure.  

The intruder laughed as he viewed his prey with delight. He then eyed the crowd and exclaimed, “Your belief is like ash.”

Without looking at him, he pierced the rabbi’s torso with his sword. Blood gurgled forth his mouth, and with bewildered eyes, his body sank to the floor. The knight drew a cross on its back with the tip of his blade. Raising his sword, he snarled, “May this serve as a sign of the fury of God,” as he looked at the terrified faces.

He grabbed the little girl’s hair on his way out and hauled her toward the Rhine, her small fists battering his armor. Her mother’s cries for mercy died down as the attackers started slaughtering the congregation. “Convert or perish!” he barked.

With trembling lips, the child whispered, “You are a bad man!” as she stared back at him. Tightening his hold, he asked her name. “Miriam,” she replied, still gazing into his eyes.

Her words struck like a blade. For a heartbeat, the shadows beneath his helm deepened, his eyes flickering hellfire-red. Then, with a roar, he hurled her into the river. As the water swallowed her screams, the knight staggered, experiencing a sudden rush of energy as she drowned—a mysterious power overwhelmed him, and for a moment, he felt invincible.

​
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Chapter 1: The Price of Birth, The Gift of Life
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In the harsh winter of 1998, a son was born in a mud house tucked into the rugged hills of rural Afghanistan. His cry filled the room, drowning out the distant echoes of gunfire.

The news of his firstborn’s arrival halted the frantic pacing of the 31-year-old father outside  in the snow. He looked up at the heavens, which were turning into a rainbow of subdued but amazing hues. The solid purples and blues above the horizon slowly gave way to softer pinks and oranges as the sun rose.

“All praise to God! I thank you, my Creator!” The father’s words burst forth, overwhelmed with relief—a rare feeling for an Afghan in those challenging times.

And then, in those little moments of joy, tragedy struck with all the ferocity of its bite.

The 26-year-old mother—an exceptionally energetic and resilient Pashtun woman from Afghanistan’s Paktika province, near the Pakistani border—looked alarmingly unwell to the  midwife. 

With years of expertise delivering infants, she was distressed by the eerie pallor and cold skin of the young mother and, upon removing the quilt, discovered, to her horror, that she was bleeding continuously. 

“Come here, Khan!” she sounded anything but happy. His feet skidded, and he almost fell as the father ran toward the door where the older woman stood. Her pensive eyes said it all.

She clasped his forearm, meeting his eyes. “She is not well,” she murmured.

“No,” Khan heard himself saying.

“She is bleeding. I cannot stop it. She needs to be in a hospital.”

“Hospital?” he mumbled, as it struck him that his beloved was leaving him. 

War had ravaged the nation’s infrastructure for almost twenty years, and the worst kinds of human rights violations were commonplace throughout that period. The Taliban seized power about two years ago, governing more than three-quarters of the country.

As the twentieth century came to an end, the superpowers had spent billions of dollars killing and maiming the men, women, and children of this country in their rivalry to uphold Socialist norms and defend the American way of life.

Yet, there was no hospital in the vicinity to save the life of a young mother.

As the father entered the room, the female relatives of the mother, who were present to assist the midwife, burst into tears. The young mother resembled a wax doll melting in the dawn light, her cheeks drained of color, sweat tracing the contours of her face as she stared blankly at a portrait of her deceased father across the room.

Khan knelt beside her and clasped her hand. “You will be fine,” he reassured her in a broken voice. “I have to take you to a hospital so that you get well for our son.”

“Why did you give me so much love, Father?” the pallid figure spoke in her mind to her father’s portrait, insensible of her surroundings. “Life could have been so explicit if you had treated me and my mother like your snow boots, stomping us into the ground when you came back from work and then leaving us in the shed outside till it was time to set off again.”

“When I ran outside to the balcony with my head uncovered, hearing the terrible blast, you should have pulled me inside by the ear and given me a loud, annoying lecture on how to behave like a lady. Instead, you hugged me and my brother and comforted us with a made-up story.”

“Hating you would have meant hating every man on the planet. My choices would have been simpler, and I could have accepted the harsh realities of this painful life without any doubts. I would have felt liberated from the belief that, despite many men in my homeland confining their women to small mud houses, there would come a time when kind gentlemen, who speak my language and share my faith, would walk their daughters to schools and universities along the town streets and country roads,” she conveyed to her father without moving her lips or closing her eyes.

Nobody had seen the young mother sick before. She would exude happiness and looked to be bursting with empathy. Loved by everyone, she cared for others and ensured none had to carry her weight. That day, in December 1998, was no exception; she left discreetly after an hour, absolving everyone of the duty to look after her amid those trying times.

* * *
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Earlier that year, thousands of miles away in Boston, Massachusetts, David Cohen—a wealthy, devoted husband and doting father of two sons—stood beside the obstetrician as they observed the ultrasound examination of his four-month-pregnant wife, Deborah.

“Congratulations!” Dr. John McGregor, a well-known obstetrician and family friend of the Cohens, said. “It looks like you will need a Barbie doll this time.”

“Are you saying, John, we’re going to have a daughter?” David asked gingerly while holding Deborah’s hand. Both of them were totally absorbed in observing their unborn child on the ultrasound screen.

“Are you sure, John? Is she... is she okay?” Deborah blurted. She ought to have felt jubilant exhilaration; an overwhelming feeling of anxiety and nervousness left her bewildered.

“She’s fine, and what a bonnie lass she is,” replied Dr. McGregor as he gently wiped the gel off Deborah’s belly with a paper towel after completing the examination.

The baby’s due date was sometime in early December. As Deborah stepped out of the hospital building in the open, she suddenly felt immense contentment and pride, as if she had fulfilled an age-old obligation.

“Tom, take this change and grab a cab home,” David told the chauffeur. “I’ll take Mrs. Cohen home.” David helped his wife into their black Cadillac Seville and headed to their favorite spot on a green hill overlooking a basketball court.

“How do you feel, my love?” David asked as he kissed Deborah’s hand.

“I don’t wish to sound ungrateful, but I’ve never felt this much happiness during my other pregnancies,” Deborah reflected as she stared at the youngsters playing on the court. Her eyes welled up. She turned her head to David and said, “There is this feeling of contentment that I can’t explain.”

Back at their grand mansion on Commonwealth Avenue, Deborah bathed before retreating to the private synagogue her mother, Leah Goldstein, had established. An impressive collection of antiques passed down through the family filled the space, reminding them of their faith and struggles throughout the ages. Leah lived in London but often visited Boston to meet her daughter and grandsons. 

Deborah, a modern Jewish woman with a liberal education, typically went to the synagogue only for significant occasions. However, David observed that his wife prayed more as the pregnancy progressed.

​​
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Chapter 2: Red Dawn Over Kabul
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From the balcony of her family’s third-floor apartment, seven-year-old Warda adored and feared Kabul in equal measure—Kabul, the capital of Afghanistan. Afghanistan—the “Graveyard of Empires.” The city sprawled before her like a patchwork quilt—snow-dusted mud-brick roofs crowded against the gray and black silhouettes of government buildings. The December cold stung her little hands as she gripped the icy iron railing. Freeing one hand, Warda signaled to the craggy peaks of the snow-capped mountains in the distance to stand sentinel over the approaching anarchy and perform their roles as observers as well as protectors.  Thick clouds filtered the morning light, making it dreary, yet it did not diminish the motion below. Strange and terrifying things had begun to appear among the formerly familiar city scenes. 

Usually, it was a lively neighborhood bazaar with children laughing and vendors yelling, but it was oddly quiet. Fruit crates and brightly colored cloth from the stalls littered the area. Silent and frightening— something other than the usual din of everyday life had taken place.

When Soviet tanks rolled down the main road, their large green outlines, unlike anything Warda had ever seen, caught her shocked eyes. Their movements seemed alive—like monsters restrained by knights in thick uniforms, their faces alien beneath heavy helmets. Amid the constant roar, one could sometimes hear worried shouts and the faint screams of mothers rushing their children indoors.  

She overheard her neighbors’ hysterical conversations as they peeked anxiously through partially opened windows. A stray dog dashed through the street with its tail tucked between its knees. The low, remote hum of helicopters mingled with the wind’s chill, rustling the trees’ bare branches.

Warda was baffled. She had no idea why these roaring beasts had invaded her home, and she gripped the balcony rail tighter as her mother’s frantic voice called her inside.

For a while, little Warda stayed, silently capturing the unusual scenes in her mind—her cherished memories were now obscured in dread and doubt.

“Warda! Come inside!” shouted Banou when she saw her daughter standing in the cold, gazing at the columns of Soviet tanks and armored personnel carriers from their balcony. 

Banou adjusted her headscarf and rushed out to the balcony. “Naughty girl! You will catch a cold,” she said, grabbing the child and locking the door behind her as she entered the sitting room.

“Stay inside, my kitten,” she said softly, kissing her daughter.

It was ten in the morning—a day in the last week of December 1979—the proxy war between the Soviet Union and the United States of America had begun.

* * *
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Warda’s father, Saifullah Suleimanzai, was an ethnic Pashtun of the Paktika province of Afghanistan.

The Pashtuns were the biggest ethnic community in Afghanistan and the second-largest in neighboring Pakistan. Islam, Pashtunwali, and a grasp of the Pashto language formed the foundation of Pashtun society.

The Pashtuns adhere to a code of conduct known as Pashtunwali. Its principles include hospitality, granting asylum, bravery, self-respect and pride in oneself, faith in God, dispute resolution through arbitration called Jirga, justice, revenge, loyalty, defense of the honor of women and the weak, kindness, and defense of the land.

Born in his family’s house in Paktika, Saifullah Suleimanzai completed his higher studies in Kabul. While studying at Kabul University, he developed feelings for Banou, an intelligent and attractive woman pursuing a bachelor’s in biology.

Banou came from a wealthy, Persian-speaking family in the Herat province of Afghanistan. Unlike Saifullah, she was of Tajik ethnicity. Being rich, brainy, and beautiful, she attracted a long queue of suitors, including members of the aristocratic elite, doctors, engineers, and academics, many of whom had settled in the West and could offer her a luxurious lifestyle in a more secure environment.

Instead, Banou gave her heart to a poet, married him against her family’s wishes, and decided to build a life as a homemaker in one of the world’s most dangerous places.

Saifullah adored his wife. They had two children: Warda and her brother Mustafa, who was five years older.

With access to proper medical facilities, a cozy home, and good schooling for his children, Saifullah led a reasonably comfortable life. He taught contemporary literature at Kabul University and wrote poetry.​

* * *
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Afghanistan had very different urban and rural social fabrics. Women could continue all levels of education in the capital. Even during Soviet rule, many worked outside their homes and could move about the city.

The birth of a son in the rural society marked the family’s strength. In contrast, a daughter grew up assisting her mother with household chores and serving as her confidante. For the poorer rural families, having many daughters meant setting aside substantial amounts of money for their dowries, which posed a significant financial burden.

Nevertheless, the respect and love they received from their male relatives allowed females in many families and clans to enjoy greater autonomy. With the support of the men in their households, these girls managed to go to schools and even colleges, though they were still required to have an adult male relative accompany them when leaving their homes.

Ironically, after the Soviet withdrawal, Afghans supposedly took charge of their fate, and things got worse.

The failure of the central administration to govern the nation from Kabul asserted the urban-rural cultural divide. Power conflicts in the center, ideological differences between the urban and rural areas, and a lack of natural resources that could maintain the nation’s economy made it unable to enforce authority over the whole state. This led to generalized social injustice, poverty, and discontentment that finally shaped Afghanistan’s fate.

Kabul was a hive of uncertainty and anxiety in the late 1970s. Since April 1978, the assassinations of three successive heads of the Afghan government had left the country in complete turmoil, with the people declaring Jihad or holy war on the Soviets and their designated government in Kabul.

Following December 1979, KhAD, the dreaded state intelligence agency of the Afghan government and its Soviet operators, closely monitored and strictly controlled the political and security framework of the country and gained complete authority over the judicial system. With no right of appeal for individuals that it rounded up, the agency consistently conducted group arrests, abductions, detentions, and torture.

Serving as a hub for political activity, Kabul University constantly nurtured various ideologies that spawned diverse political entities. The regime imprisoned and allegedly executed a large number of students and faculty members, while many others either fled the country or joined the partisan groups collectively known as the “Mujahideen.”

* * *
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Carefree recreation with neighborhood kids dominated Warda’s early years, as did evenings spent in her father’s joyful company, who would melodiously voice his poetry, popular folklore, and national songs. Little Warda would exclaim, clapping her hands with excitement, “Yo zal bya, Baba! Once again, Father!” Unaware of the subtleties, she assumed that by cheering for her father, she could persuade him to continue his performance longer, enabling her to enjoy his companionship for a few more moments.

“Enough! You lazy bones,” chuckled Banou as she prepared fresh vegetables for the salad. “Fancy words will not get you through school or college, nor will they fill your stomachs with a decent meal.” 

“God willing, Mustafa will grow up to become a doctor. And you,” she said, waving her finger at Warda, who sheepishly hid behind her father’s sofa, “will be employed to chase stray cats out of his hospital. Now, have your dinner and learn your A, B, C, and 1, 2, 3, instead.”

Warda grasped her father’s sleeve, urging him to stand up for her. 

“Unfortunately, your mother is the boss, my kitten. We have to obey her orders,” Saifullah confessed with a shrug and smiled at Warda. “Now let us wash our hands and have dinner as Commander Mommy directs.” 

“We are her loyal subjects,” Saifullah declared, pressing his hands to his chest and bowing as he passed by Banou. Warda quickly mimicked his gesture while her parents and brother laughed loudly at her formal display of obedience.

When Warda started school in the late 1970s, Kabul was under the shadow of the Soviet invasion. Her ten-minute ride to school on a motorcycle with her father would become one of her most treasured memories. She felt confident and secure in his company, braced to take on the world.

On her way, she could identify the Soviet soldiers in their distinctive attire, and, unafraid, she would often frown at them as an act of defiance.

One morning, as she sat behind her father, the motorbike stopped. Saifullah, leaning forward, whispered something about the traffic. A couple of vehicles had halted in front of them. Russian tanks and troops lined the roadside, their olive-green uniforms standing out against the dull winter tones of the city.

With a groan, Saifullah turned off the engine. “Just a minute, my kitten,” he murmured, looking distracted as he searched for a path ahead.

A Soviet soldier was only a few feet away from Warda, and they locked eyes. Both his clothing and boots were spotless and shimmered. Warda’s little features contorted into a severe frown as she squinted her eyes.

The soldier noted her. He looked around to ensure no one was looking before he lifted an eyebrow in amusement and dramatically scrunched his face to match her appearance.

Warda, taken aback, blinked. Her lips quivering, she struggled to hold back a smile and quickly straightened herself as a form of dissent. Strong and uncompromising, her frown deepened. 

The soldier laughed softly, stretched his tongue and crossed his eyes playfully. The alien tested Warda’s will; she would not smile and fix her eyes on him relentlessly, though her eyebrows locked together in uncertainty, trying to figure out why he found her rebelliousness amusing. 

Saifullah tapped her hand clasped to the side of his jacket, “Keep on tight. We are moving.”

The motorbike jerked ahead. The soldier smiled slightly and offered her a subtle salute as they went by.

Warda turned back just for one last glance. Her brow was wrinkled, and she nodded, indicating that she would deal with him later.

Saifullah could see Kabul’s change from once-spirited surroundings into an unsettling environment of doubt and mistrust. Yet he decided to stay in the capital and continue his job to support his family.

The university would often shut down unexpectedly for variable durations, allowing him to teach his children at home. 

He strongly supported his daughter’s unquenchable enthusiasm for literature and education, which she displayed from an early age. As she engrossed herself in learning amid all that was happening around her, her father’s tutoring served as a solid foundation for her spiritual and mental amelioration.

She had no idea at the time how deeply his training would influence her perception of both her own identity and that of marginalized communities in society.

Studying late into the night, she often envisioned herself teaching literature at the university, like her father.  

* * *
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Life carried on; the early-, and mid-80s witnessed some revival of the education standards in the metropolis.

One night, as she sneaked out of bed to grab a drink of water from the fridge, she was abruptly stopped by the sound of her mother sobbing softly in the living room. Her father was trying to comfort her. 

She felt compelled to listen in on her parents. 

Banou cried, “They were so young. Afshan’s angels have left her. Take me there, please! My sister will die of grief.”

“It is a huge tragedy,” Saifullah replied, his voice trembling. “I desperately want to go to Afshan and Haakim,” he said, referring to Banou’s sister and brother-in-law. “However, during our telephone conversation this afternoon, Baba Jon strictly instructed me that we must not go there because it is too dangerous.” Saifullah shared Banou’s father’s concerns about the numerous landmines in that area and the possibility of the murderers returning.

A precocious Warda could apprehend that calamity had struck her aunt Afshan and that her handsome young sons had met an ominous fate.

A week later, Warda saw a group of older boys and girls gather under their living room balcony. She moved carefully outside onto the terrace and listened in horror as her brother related the terrible fate their cousins met.

Starting late at night, the bombardment in Banou’s brother-in-law’s village persisted throughout the day. The fire ravaged their houses and devoured the rich vegetation in the surroundings. A safe passage evacuated the women and children while the men stayed in a large mosque on the outskirts.

The following morning, Soviet armored vehicles rolled into the settlement. The Afghan troops leapt from them and began the gruesome torture of some of the villagers as the Soviets looked on. They sought information about the whereabouts of specific Mujahideen leaders spotted in the area a week ago.

The interrogation continued for some hours. The soldiers then rounded up eight boys, all under twelve, and drove them in a truck to an intersection about five kilometers away, where they poured gasoline over them and set them on fire. 

Two of them were Banou’s nephews.

Cries of unprecedented distress ripped the stillness of the afternoon, and then clouds of smoke carried the story to adjacent settlements and villages of murders most foul. 

The soldiers tied up the father of one of the boys and brought him to the site, forcing him to witness the harrowing scene.

Warda whimpered quietly as she slouched on the floor. Each child, then, had a comparable tale to share. She was horrified by the cruelty humans were capable of and realized that such wicked and merciless brutalities were being committed consistently throughout her homeland.

But, the tremendous pain served to gradually nourish her soul, breeding the conviction that women had an obligation to confront the tyrants and shield their loved ones from being taken away and slain.

* * *
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Shireen was the principal of Warda’s school, Kabul’s largest girls’ academic institute and the headquarters of the Afghan Girl Scouts Association. The school provided primary and secondary education and sprawled over an area of around ten acres, boasting expansive playing fields.

Her late father was a general in the elite Special Forces of the Afghan army. He maintained the King’s intimate confidence as he protected him from intrigues within the court and tribal uprisings in the provinces. A devoted military tactician, he instructed a generation of Afghan officers in conventional and guerilla combat. The general had three children, two of whom went overseas for higher education and settled there. Shireen, the brightest of the lot, relished the military way of life and decided to stay with her parents.

Her favorite pastime involved studying tactical and strategic military planning in her father’s private library and following the lives and achievements of renowned politicians and military leaders who left a lasting impact on society. Her father and the older staff members noted that Shireen gradually developed a tough demeanor assimilated with courage, integrity, and loyalty to her people. Her father used to joke that she should have been a male, as everyone observed she possessed traits to become a first-rate military commander. 

She frequently visited the firing range, practicing with pistols, machine guns, grenades—both hand-thrown and rocket-propelled—and other weapons. In addition, without her father’s knowledge, she received training in improvising explosive devices from Bekobod, a retired Uzbek sergeant, in a hidden workshop within the palatial residence. The sergeant was gifted with fabricating such lethal gadgets and had spent most of his career in the general’s service. 

He continued to live as a trusted aide in the guard’s barracks, and after the general’s death, a year before the monarchy ended in 1972, the 28-year-old Shireen asked her former trainer to relocate to the school she was heading and take on the roles of sports coach and head of security. Above all, he served as her bodyguard for the remainder of his life.

The general bequeathed Shireen a sizable estate in the capital and an extensive collection of his personal arsenal.

She was blessed with beauty and charm. Her shoulder-length, dark hair cascaded in gentle waves and cast a shadow over her imposing features and large eyes, which gleamed with intellect and exuded an unwavering and unspoken resolve. Still, it was not only her good looks that made Shireen a focal point wherever she went. People felt comfortable listening to her because of the warmth in her voice, but they listened closely because of the conviction that lurked underlying it—when it came to her unyielding commitment to a cause that seemed impassable, Shireen was anything but ordinary.

During an era when gender norms were stringent, she proved everyone wrong. Even though she had admirers from all over, Shireen turned them down. She would tell her companions, “My path is not to serve one man but to serve the women of my country.” The lighthearted tone with which she said it led everyone to believe she was joking and that, ultimately, she would settle down once she found her soulmate. However, only a select few could fathom the depth of her commitment to Afghan women.

Shireen realized that her homeland’s womenfolk, having nurtured generations of unbeatable fighters, were more robust than the sturdy terrain they inhabited. She believed the time had come for them to stand out as a discreet entity. Afghan women needed education more than anything else to show the world they were unrivaled.

Her journey was not without challenges. Several conservative groups questioned her image and muttered behind her back. Some parents withdrew their daughters from her school because they thought she was too daring and contemporary.

Although they were pleased with her achievements, most members of her own family wanted her to settle down and “fulfill her traditional duties as a woman.”

But that did not stop her. Shireen foresaw leaders, writers, and successful professionals of the future among her pupils. And she knew what to expect; a protracted and difficult struggle was ahead. She dreamed of a time when Afghan women might achieve intellectual and cultural independence and remain unwavering in their stance—Shireen vowed to strive to attain that aim.

She got along with the socialist government in Kabul and received funding for the nation’s Women’s Advancement Program and the revamp of the Afghan Girl Scouts Association. The central government regarded women’s education and greater representation in state matters as necessary for a socialist society.

Most political parties, including the radical Islamic groups founded at Kabul University in the 1970s, revered Shireen’s father because of his commitment to the defense and security of Afghanistan and his contempt for political intrigues and maneuvers.

Members of these religious groups tended to be more educated; their leaders were younger than their counterparts in the rural parts of the country and most knew Shireen from university. Their reaction to her ventures was initially mild as she managed to convince them that her primary goal was the education and priming of the Afghan woman according to the doctrines of Islam. Her narrative highlighted historical instances of Muslim women who cultivated social improvement while abiding by the standards of propriety and liberty established by their faith. Many attended to the injured in the heat of combat, while others were accomplished religious scholars.

Her school was not only an academic hub for girls; it also firmly focused on athletics and physical health.

Then, the Soviets came, and life changed forever.

​​
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Chapter 3: Whispers of Resistance​
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Shireen switched on the radio at five o’clock in the evening. It was 1983, and rumor had it that the Mujahideen had taken heavy casualties in the northern provinces. Subsequently, reports from inside the Mujahideen movement confirmed that it had indeed been a disastrous year. She lowered the volume to create a muted atmosphere to reflect.

She gazed at her companion, seated across the table, through the fine mist rising from her cup. In her late thirties, Zainab was Shireen’s closest friend and a fellow teacher. 

Shireen’s thick-lashed, sharp brown eyes were fixed on Zainab, who understood that her friend was elsewhere, lost in deep thought. Zainab inhaled deeply, savoring the subtle scent of rosewater and cardamom. She chuckled and said, “I wonder what is taking you so long to share the delusional thoughts in your head.” The sole breadwinner of her family, Zainab’s hands, rough and calloused from years of hard work, clutched the teacup tightly as if it were her solitary source of warmth. The fine tremors in her fingers and her tired eyes reflected the anxiety she  constantly endured due to her nervous nature and the unrelenting tension. She placed her cup on the table and adjusted the loose scarf covering her gray hair.

With a broken smile, she nodded at Shireen, prompting her to reveal what was on her mind.

“Acting as if everything is alright while we sit comfortably sipping hot tea will get us nowhere,” Shireen stated authoritatively. “We have to get directly involved, lest we miss the opportunity of helping our warriors when they need it most.” At forty, Shireen cut a formidable figure; her jet-black hair was pulled back in a neat bun, highlighting her striking cheekbones. Yet her sheer perseverance was still more potent than her physical attractiveness.

“Do you intend to fight a superpower with Girl Scouts?” Zainab asked. “The city is crawling with KhAD agents.” 

“We can help our men battle the outsiders across the country by giving them crucial information beforehand,” Shireen replied. With an air of self-assurance, she added in a gentler tone, “We could train our students.” 

Zainab stared in utter bewilderment.  “Train them? They are just schoolgirls. They are not combatants. You...” Zainab cleared her throat and almost whispered, “Are you suggesting that these girls will spy on the Soviets and the government to steal top-secret data from their lairs?”

“Your fantasies about female resistance are rooted in stories of European wars you read inside the comfort of your father’s library. Are you blind to our mores and traditions?”  She continued, exhibiting her disbelief by gradually raising her voice and leaning slightly forward in her chair. 

Shireen patiently listened to her friend while they kept conversing. She stared at the empty mug held in both hands and nodded occasionally to indicate that Zainab’s opinion made sense.

“Can you imagine these girls treading the streets of Kabul late at night as undercover couriers or hiding from the enemy in barns in the countryside?” Zainab asked incredulously.

“I am sorry if I sounded rude, but your strategy puts at stake the lives and honor of these young girls, who have a highly conservative background. Our men have bravely battled against all challenges in the past, demonstrating that war is a man’s domain.”

“Imagine the agony these girls would face if the enemy discovered them—the unending mental and physical torment they would suffer,” Zainab urged as she hunched forward toward her companion. “The government would use public humiliation and character assassination to deter others from defying it.”

“Most people would welcome death as a more acceptable alternative,” Zainab said as she reclined in her chair and felt she had made a strong case, leaving her best friend with less leverage to champion her cause.

After a short pause, Shireen looked up at her friend, “My dear, it is inevitable that the invaders will relocate their families to their newly acquired colony and employ us as their housekeepers and maids. They require tranquility in the capital, so they have supported us thus far. The Mujahideen are fighting for every inch of our territory, keeping the Soviet Union and its goons at bay on multiple fronts. However, the element of surprise is the only way to overcome the enemy’s substantial technological advantage,” she declared.

“We can provide that advantage to our forces, ensuring their preparedness for the enemy and preserving a significant portion of our fighters and assets.”

“The general’s daughter!” Zainab chuckled in her head.

As if she had read her mind, Shireen looked at Zainab, raised an eyebrow and narrated a passage from one of her father’s books in a decorous tone: “Forces can succeed considerably beyond proportion to the amount of effort put in by aiming for surprise.”

Both laughed impulsively. 

* * *
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In two weeks, Shireen had compiled a list of potential candidates for her partisan organization. She discussed her choices with Zainab, who remained uneasy about her friend’s bold—and dangerous—plan. 

“I sought out resilient idealists,” Shireen began. “Most of these students and teachers have lost loved ones in the war. I evaluated their resolve before asking if they were willing to sacrifice their futures so others might have a better tomorrow.” 

Her voice steady, Shireen recited the names.

“Parween.” She locked eyes with Zainab. “She is courageous and quick—you saw how she excelled in the obstacle course. Even ministry officials noted she outperforms most boys her age.”

Zainab’s lips tightened. Her fingers fidgeted with the edge of her shawl. “She is only sixteen,” she protested.

Shireen continued without hesitation. “Afsana.” She gripped her pencil like a dart. “Small and unassuming. She could gather intelligence unnoticed.”

Zainab’s heart sank, imagining Afsana’s gentle, dreamy eyes—soon to be hardened by fear.

“Samira.” Shireen’s tone sharpened. “KhAD executed her father last year. She smuggles information to the Mujahideen with her brothers. She hungers for justice.”

Zainab exhaled sharply. “Shireen, these are children—with their whole lives ahead! If this fails... Remember what happened to—” Her voice fractured and she could not find the strength to complete the sentence.

Shireen’s dark eyes were fierce as she leaned toward Zainab. “Yes, Zainab, their lives are in danger. We are well aware of the Soviets’ treatment of our people in the rest of Afghanistan.  Should we sit idle and let the horror consume us?”

Tears spilled down Zainab’s cheeks as she shook her head.
Shireen softened, touching her hand. “We need courage—and these girls have it.”
“Courage will not stop bullets!” Zainab’s voice broke. “Nor will it protect their honor in a society that crushes defiance—just or not.”
There was a momentary quiet. Shireen stood up and walked over to Zainab, placing her hands on her shoulders to soothe her. “I realize your concern,” Shireen remarked in a lowered voice, “but after speaking with most of the girls on this list, I found that they truly understand the stakes.

“We will train them to evade suspicion. They will be our eyes and ears—but I alone will liaise with the Mujahideen. No girl will face direct contact. Still... we need them.” She sighed. “God knows I wish there were another way.”

With shaking hands, Zainab dabbed her eyes. “I can only pray...Shireen, I pray we do not bring about their ruin ourselves.”

Shireen patted Zainab’s shoulder reassuringly and returned to her seat across the table. Looking at Zainab, she said, “We will do our best to ensure their safety. But in the end, every Afghan will have to contribute their share of devotion to liberty and dignity, regardless of the cost.”

Zainab’s heartache grew as the names continued, but she stayed silent. She knew Shireen was right, but the weight of the burden they were about to bear seemed to have crushed her spirit already.

* * *
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Warda cherished her school, located in a relatively secure district of Kabul, safeguarded by several checkpoints along the way. 

The cobbled compound of the secondary school sparkled under the radiant summer sun of 1983. After a three-day break, the children gathered to sing the national anthem and chatted excitedly about the bombings that shook Kabul four days earlier. The Mujahideen had fired rockets toward the metropolis; some dropped close to their school. 

With laughter echoing through the classroom, the students walked in.

“Children, please settle down!” the teacher called out heartily. We will begin with our regular studies and then move on to a unique activity.” 

As the first half of the lesson concluded, Shireen entered the classroom, taking a moment to observe her students. She smiled, her hands clenched in front of her chest as if to galvanize herself into revealing a secret that she found difficult to share with them.

“Greetings, students! After a lengthy absence, we are thrilled to see our bravest and closest friend rejoin today,” she announced. Suddenly, the whole room was silent. The girls stared at their principal, curious to learn more about the mysterious visitor.

Shireen had difficulty controlling her emotions, as she signaled to the teacher to open the door.

The door creaked open. As a middle-aged woman with a melancholic grin pushed the 12-year-old Shandana in a wheelchair up the hallway, there were muffled cries of agony and despair. Shandana looked hesitant and somber as the wheelchair finally rotated to face the class.

Not only did she lose both of her legs, but the loving and protective presence of her parents, who perished when their vehicle ran over a landmine. Tragically, this devastating incident happened while Shandana and her family were traveling to their rural ancestral home to celebrate what was meant to be a joyful school break with her cousins and grandparents.

There was an uncomfortable silence in the room as her classmates stared at her, shocked. Her chest tight with grief, Warda found the strength to confront Shandana. “This new hairstyle suits you perfectly,” she said, kneeling and giving her a warm embrace. “Who are your stylists? Or you won’t disclose so I cannot look as stunning as you.” Her playful tone broke through the awkwardness, lightening the mood.

“Auntie!” Warda courteously addressed the woman accompanying Shandana. “We shall look after Shandana from here on. Her friends are anxious to tell her what happened at school while she was away.”

The woman looked at Shireen, who gave a comforting nod of approval. In an effort to allow Shandana some room to help her recover from the painful encounter, Warda gently adjusted the wheelchair so that it faced away from the rest of the class, transiently providing some tranquil moments. 

Shireen took Warda’s hint and gestured to her pupils to move further away from Shandana. She gently instructed them to participate in outdoor activities with her during the designated free period of the day. “Just behave as you usually do every day. Look at her face rather than her legs, and remember, she needs your love and support.” Tears were rolling as they all bowed their heads in acknowledgement.

During the open break, Warda enthusiastically directed a spirited classmate to fasten an old dented metal bin with a steel wire to a basketball pole at a lower height. With a sense of excitement, she encouraged Shandana to toss the ball into the bin. 

The rest of the class joined in, applauding and forming a semicircle of chairs to cheer on their friends. The competition began, not just to see who could throw the ball into the bin the most often but to celebrate the spirit of attachment and sisterhood.

In those lighthearted moments, Shandana was unmindful of her physical deficiency and emotional anguish, if only for a little while.

Shireen was observing the girls from the window in her classroom when Zainab joined her.   “That one,” she told Zainab, “is extraordinary.” She announced as though her companion had aroused her from hibernation.

“She is indeed...after all that she has endured,” Zainab sighed, observing Shandana laugh as Warda handed her the ball.

“Not Shandana. Warda.” Shireen’s voice brimmed with pride. “No tears. Just boundless empathy. A leader.”

“She is too young.” For the first time, Zainab turned her head and looked searchingly at Shireen, who continued to gaze at Warda.

Shireen did not flinch. “She is ready.”

––––––––
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Chapter 4: Shireen’s Warriors
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Bekobod and the school watchmen patrolled the perimeter daily on bicycles, ensuring the grounds remained secure. Four years after the Soviet invasion, Shireen and Zainab began tutoring a small group of students after classes. Gradually, more pupils stayed late and were transported home by school vans, while Shireen and Zainab started living on school grounds full-time.

The official narrative for parents and the Ministry of Education regarding this arrangement promoted that the Girl Scouts would serve as the female arm of the state propaganda machine, disseminating socialist ideals through weekly newspaper and magazine articles and speeches broadcast on state radio.

Authorities increased school security to prevent violent reprisals, giving parents peace of mind that their daughters were safe. Financial incentives offered by the government in the form of scholarships and allowances also spurred families to allow their daughters to stay at the institution following classes. 

After school, Warda joined thirteen other students and three teachers in a secluded building dubbed the “Literary Club,” which ostensibly produced pro-government materials. By 4:30 p.m., she would return home.
The publicity campaign would commit three members on a rotational basis. At the same time, the remaining team attended lessons taught by Shireen and Bekobod on espionage strategies and weapon handling. The group consisted of just two men, Bekobod and Salaam, who drove a school bus.
Propaganda posters covered the walls of the Literary Club’s main hall. The complex and its adjacent space were exclusively accessible to the selected team members. The curtains were always drawn. The table and chairs in the middle had to be moved, and the rug lifted to expose the trapdoor that led to the cellar, where some explosive devices and Shireen’s weapons were kept. The students received special classes there to prepare them for their future objectives.

Wet dirt and oil wafted through the bunker. “We are not motivated by vengeance,” Shireen said with composure. “Our mission is to protect our families, our homes, and our future with the knowledge we acquire from this training. Not only do we need warriors, but also strategists, managers, and leaders, to achieve this mission.”

Her voice hardened, “Their flame throwers and bombs are macerating and killing our people in the villages. They are tossing infants into flames to instill a profound sense of terror in our fighters and their families.”

“I ask you,” she said, making direct eye contact with everyone, “as our rivers run red with the blood of our people who fight with meagre resources against a superpower, should we sit back, shut our eyes, and dream of a magnificent tomorrow that our invaders promise in exchange for waving their red flag in Kabul today? Are we naïve enough to believe they will spare our lives because we helped them destroy everyone outside of Kabul?”

“They will enslave us all in the end, regardless of our ethnicity, language, urbanite status, or whether we fought for and supported them,” she stated, her voice lowering and punctuated by distinct pauses to enable her audience to absorb the message.

“It is time we establish a partisan group in Kabul to obtain vital intelligence for our soldiers. We shall work as staff members, assistants, and home tutors to infiltrate the enemy’s offices and homes,” Shireen declared during the outfit’s maiden assembly.

“Understanding your adversary is crucial,” she went on after taking a sip of water. “To succeed, we must outmaneuver them. That is possible only if we are well prepared to deal with anything that might occur.” 

As members of the audience exchanged interested glances, a spark of excitement and determination lit their faces.

“Learning the principles of infiltrating the opponent, defending your comrades, mission accomplishment, and disengagement will be taught to you. Then a tailor-made approach is needed for each mission.”

Despite her apprehension, Warda asked with an unwavering voice, “When do we start?”

* * *
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Shireen, Zainab, and Bekobod continued performing their joint responsibilities as time passed. 

There was a faint clanging and rattling sound in the bunker. Four greased pistols lay on a sturdy wooden table as aproned students watched. 

“Like us, every part of this weapon has a purpose. Only by cooperating can we achieve our goals,” Shireen commented as she dismantled the gun, the girls observing her keenly. 

The oldest among the students was 18-year-old Zeenat, who restored the handgun with extreme care.

“Great job, Zeenat!” Bekobod noticed. “You are a natural at this.”

Zeenat took in every word spoken to her, her mind filled with possibilities
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