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Here is told, the tale of many souls, not one. The souls who trod the untrodden paths to reach freedom and manifest their dreams into reality.

Names of individuals have been altered and routes are not specific to one person. This is to protect the identity and family of those who took this path.








Section 1 Trepidation


Chapter 1 

Somewhere in the desert, right on the edge of the Persian Gulf, just a few stone’s throws from where the rugged lenjes[footnoteRef:1] were lingering in the lullaby of the silent waves, a cluster of shadows were moving. For last hours or so they have been spearing through the darkness of a small village deserted back alleys, crawling in limbo to evade the attention of late night watchers and fishermen.  In the distance not too far, the sea waves were whipped the near-shore, breaking down the desert solace.  For Cyrus, a third-year university student caught in the political cross-fire of his university and authorities, these forsaken and quiet alleyways were the last leap a journey of few thousand miles, a journey towards an unknown destiny.  [1:  Local fishing boats] 


Few more hours and I will break free, only just.   There were five of us, leaving the country, possibly for good.  Each had a story, each had a pain in the heart; leaving our loved ones behind, with a tormented souls, and perhaps, a tiny seed of hope. The irony and the paradox of emotions was hard to contain or bear.  

Only if I had kept my mouth shut and let them imbeciles say whatever they wanted to say. I uttered few words and whole my life fell into pieces. Damn it! One complaint against the university policies and look where I ended up.  Everything that was forgotten came back to haunt me.

My eyes were still getting accustomed to the night darkness and I was still confused about which direction we were going when I heard a sharp whisper piercing through the night silence: “We are here, get ready to hop, gently.”  It was the voice of the man called himself the Murshed[footnoteRef:2], scratching the wall of silence.  One by one, we rolled over the edge of the old lenj. The deck was still damp from the night rain to our advantage; silence was one of the very few protections we had.   [2:  Mursehd – in Persian pronounced as Morshed. It is defined as “teacher” or “guide” in Persian and is also referred to as a man with great wisdom and respect] 


From the conception of this journey, one event after another had become a mystery for me.  Murshed’s decision to move us on a damp rainy night was one of them.  Surely a journey on over the mighty Persian Gulf in the rainy weather would not be a safe choice. Yet he chose, this time, to move us across the Persian Gulf towards Dubai. At least, this was where we thought he was taking us. The rain had just stopped but everything was still damp.  There was not much echo of footsteps over the dry surface of untreated narrow roads that marked through the legions of old clay and brick house. Clever man, dampness kills the echoes. 

A small jerk rippled the shallow waters under the belly of corps of the boats that were resting like floating coffins.  

We were all set, all five of us crouching in.  The boat gently sneaked out of the harbour towards the potent void of the Persian Gulf.  My heart was pounding harder and harder.  I could not believe that we were actually slipping out.  It has not been too easy, but it was happening unexpectedly. Here we go.  It was an eerie feeling, pitch dark, on the lenj, and in a few minutes, the sea would be our only resting bed for the next few hours. 

Things were getting shaky; the waves were slapping the lenj left and right. Murshed seemed to be thrown out of his comfort zone; he was making that clear by cursing the heaven and earth: “Damn it, the hell with this luck ...”. 

It was hard to keep track of time but it was a good hour before we heard him again. He raised his tone this time; “You better lie down, there is something floating on the horizon.” He was looking far, right on the edge, where the sky met the earth. I sneaked up for a second but could not see a damn thing. 


On the way from the safe shack to the boat, I had nearly entered two houses by mistake, twisted my ankle a couple times and slipped into cows’ dumps a dozen times, because it was so dark. And yet, we had his envisaging objects in the far distance with naked eyes in the pitch dark. Was he really seeing something or wanted to scare us to make the whole thing more exciting?!!

I could not resist; “What is it?” I asked, trying to keep my tone as low as possible. 
“It is a patrol boat!” He replied. “God damn you, keep it quiet, I think you are forgetting that we are leaving the country illegally and try to enter another one illegally. If we fall in either of either side’s hands, we will not sense the fresh air anytime soon. 
“Sorry, I have not forgotten, I.. I . By the way, how would you know.....?!” I persisted.
“I will tell you but you must promise to shut up for the rest of the journey. The shadow I see is too small for a fishing lenj, and too fast for one.”  He whispered.  “There is only one possibility and that is a patrol boat.  You just pray for us son, just pray for us!” He continued.  
 
I was both astonished and scared, if he could tell all that by looking at a shadow in the abyss ahead of us, then what could a high-tech sea patrol boat spot?! I guess we were lucky to have a good smuggler.  
He turned to the other man who was already on the boat when we arrived there. They had a quiet chat.  Then, Morshed's voice penetrated the void of the sea air: “All of you lie down, quick!” It was not me whom he was shouting at, this time, someone else was throwing up, hanging his neck off the lenj edge.  “Oy,.. you son of a whore, before I feed you to the sharks, dock that ugly figure of yours. ” His muffled roar pitched across the boat, trying not to break the decibel limit and get us all killed. 

“What..!” I whispered while crouching.  Well, at least, I thought I was whispering before I heard “Shut up and lie down I said. Pull down that moron who is spilling his guts out in the sea before he attracts attention!!” 

I noticed one of us was seasick and was vomiting overboard. I snaked on the deck, grabbed the poor man from his waist and dragged him down.  
“I think you have to bless the deck with your puke my friend” I tried to distract him. “This is killing me, it’s like my intestines are coming out” he moaned.  Thanks for the image.

It has not been long since we had left and were floating over the waves, but the hardness of splintered wooden deck and sea damp was eating in our comfort.  I tried not to stumble over anything or anyone and find a place to stretch.  Suddenly I felt a strange smoothness under my feet, followed by screeching and painful moan of someone: “Stop squashing my balls your imbecile.” 
“Oh, I am so sorry, I could not...., well.., I did not see you! You know, it’s a bit dark in here”. 
“Why you just did not crawl into a corner like we all did??!!” He groaned.  “I am sorry. I said I am sorry, do you think this is the time to argument because I crushed your assets??!” I had totally forgotten where we were and did not hold back. 

“You want to give us away?  Stop squabbling, all of you, Shut up now!” That was, of course, Murshed, furious and unhappy.  

All of a sudden I noticed that the sea had turned very calm. The silent night and the sea were amplifying our conversations through the tiny waves. It was like they waves were tipping our words, letter by letter. That was going to help really.  We were in the middle of the Persian Gulf, one of the most hazardous shipping lanes in the world.  There we had American Naval, swarming from one side and infestation of numerous types of boats from all nations in a cesspool of power struggle from other sides; Iranian speedboats, sea patrol from the Arabian States, and not to mention, smugglers trying to make a living, and sharks sniffing blood right below us.  And the only saviour we had was a cranky middle-aged smuggler with serious attitude and pride issue. That said, he was known to be the best. There were many myths about him. They said he had walked through over 100 customs with false documents without being caught.  I’d heard that he has helped over 100,000 souls seek safe refuge in Western Europe and beyond. Whoever he was, we had trusted our lives to him now and there was no way back.  

Little streams of sweat, formed on the edge of my hairline were running, torturing their way down my face with a killing itch.  Scratching would only make it worse in that humidity.

The old lenj continued ripping its way through the mild see shakes. We had a few hours more to go and I could not stop worrying.  What if the boat breaks down? What if we get caught? These thoughts were roaming my mind, biting through every bit of peace left in me.  Even little quarrels with Murshed which had some comic twist in it were not helping. Despite all that worry, a deadly tiredness was crawling its way up from my knees to my eyelids. My eyes could not hold together anymore. A little while later, my cheeks kissed the rugged damp deck and I gave in to sleep!



Chapter 2 

A jolt brought me back to the world of the living.  Where were we?  I am dead and seemingly in the purgatory.  The Sun was glowing in the east spilling an orange shade on the deep blue sea; a magical depiction of nature’s masterpiece. I had no notion of our whereabouts or time. 
Only a few weeks ago, about the same time, I was having a breakfast with my fellow university buddies. It was a weekly ritual; arriving in the little outcast town just outside Tehran’s suburbs, dashing off the old café that served oily omelet with freshly baked bread and sweet tea and finally rushing to the first lesson of the day, falling sleep if it was the Theology  module of course. My friend’s voice mocking me when I told them I fancied one of the girls named Mariah was still echoing in my head; “Hey, who would d think Cyrus falls in love?” 

It all started with a complaint to the university office about removing a module and adding more of rubbish compulsory stuff who had nothing to do with what I was studying. 

I was   Another tumble made me realise that I was not dead but I was in a boat.  The third shake and Murshed’s masculine and non-attractive voice heralded the fact that we were his slaves for then, that we were on the run, ironically none of us knew who from, that we were all subjected to consequences of expressing our beliefs and opinions.  It was hard to fathom why that had become the bane of our existence and made us leave our land.  Alas, the politics of our times had become so filthy and complex that we did not know, who the cause of all the chaos was or who will benefit from the tyranny and injustice that we were fleeing from.  

The boat sped up.  Faster and faster, and with it, my heart was pounding faster; I was full of fear and excitement.  I wish I could ease it off. It was like we were there but we would never get there, a sense of hollow hope. 
 	Shy of two hours later, the boat began to slow down. We could hear other boats passing in the distance far from us. Murshed clearly was becoming even more nervous now, and he had all the rights to be.  As we were getting closer to the shore and the daytime ripping the night’s curtain, more and more boats were passing around us.  We could easily attract unwanted attention. I had heard that the fishermen in that area were poor and would report anything for a small reward. This was ironic because we were getting close to one of the wealthiest states of the world. True or not, we could not risk it. Plus, the fear of the authorities would push them if not the money factor; “Hurry up, put the local these on before we get to the shore” Murshed started throwing us what was locally known is dishdasha, a garment both worn in the Southern part of Iran and most Gulf states. It was a popular outfit as it would keep you cool and covered. It was worn by the poor and the wealthy alike.  It would make us blend so to speak, be part of the crowd and not seen or noticed. Although two of us were as white as Snow White and would easily stand out as foreigners with funny clothing on. Murshed was doing his best to keep us covered. He was no longer whispering, though, fear and fury in his voice.  He was shouting at us like a mad dog now.  He was not doing it for fun, though.  If any of the coast guard boats or naval ship escorts that were loosely wandering about in the open waters day and night, pick us up, we, including Murshed himself, will not see the daylight for months and perhaps years to come.

The Sun was now quarter its way through the morning sky, blazing its might over the deserted shore. The lenj slowed down till it kissed the edge of what appeared to be an abandoned part of a port or something close to that. Finally, it all came to a halt.  It was like we were on a long roller coaster with high G-force turns and 360 degrees tumbling had just come to a halt. I was feeling shattered. Just as I was waking up to the reality, a white cotton scrunched mass hit my face: “put this on. You are now a crew of this boat. Keep your mouth shut and you will survive. If anyone asked questions, just nod you head.Pretend you are mute, whatever you do, don’t talk!”. I was still in the state of shell-shock. Why did he not tell this before?! What was wrong with this man? He knew he was taking us this way and he was telling this now?! 

We have been lying almost all through the way.  It felt all my muscles had gone to sleep. Limping like a shot prey, I almost fell off the boat. 

 A few steps ahead, there were two four- by-four waiting for us. One man was standing between the two cars, shouting; Yallah Yallah[footnoteRef:3].  My legs were still numb and I was feeling nothing but needles in my both legs.  I was trying to run but even the fear of getting caught in the hands of local Shortah[footnoteRef:4] appeared not to be a boost.  Nevertheless, I wilted to the car and when I looked around, I was not the only one who was in that situation, Murshed, surprisingly, had the same problem, I though after all these years he would know... but...hang on, I did not know the guy.  This could well be his first time this coming this way, who would know?  [3:  Arabic phrase : hurry up]  [4:  Police in Gulf States] 


Murshed led us into two different cars, three in one car and the other two were pushed into the back seats of the white Toyota Land Cruiser. It seemed he was doing this randomly and with no attention to who was who! His agenda was to separate us so we would not get caught all together, at least, this was what I was thinking.  The drivers did not waste any time. The engines roared and the cars sped up through the deserted sands.  Ups and downs of the desert hill were worse than the waves which had slapped the trawler to where we had arrived hours ago.   Was this a shortcut? Less than an hour later, we arrived at a villa.  Although I was trying to keep my eyes open, just in case, the tiredness had got the better of me and drifted me to the land of nod. Even the sandy waves of the desert did not manage to keep me out. 

					*****

“Where are we?” I asked Murshed shrugged: “ You are safe for now, and that’s all it matters, at least for now.  Let’s get in the house now”.  What happened to him now? Suddenly he was talking to me like never cared!!! 
I noticed that our car was the only car parked in front of the villa. Where are the others? Are they safe? Troubling thoughts were not leaving me in peace as if I did not have enough of them for myself; I was now worrying about others. 
 
Murshed led us into the villa.  It was spacious and clean. Fresh conditioned air soothed my rugged sunburnt skins and feet.  “Get some rest, we have to get your notebooks sorted,” Murshed ordered us.  
The notebook was the code word for a fake passport, part of the terminology invented by the smugglers and learnt by whoever that ventured into leaving the country under, shall we say in “unpredictable circumstances”. 

Passports ready that early, this man moves fast.  We all picked a corner and flattened ourselves.  Sofa, Couch, floor, it did not matter. We were on the dry land and out of reach, to some extent of course.  At least, we knew we were safe from the sharks, naval escorts and high calibre guns.  We just needed to drop, lie, stretched and close our eyes, without thinking that someone wanted us dead!  Our bodies were hurting, our feet weighed heavier than lead. I don’t remember when or where exactly I fell asleep.  All I remember was that I could remember was Murshed’s voice now mixed with a new one echoing through the house. “What happened, you were meant to be here two hours ago. You are a lunatic and will get us all killed or buried alive by these backwards savage desert-people.” He was shouting. Their quarrel echoed in my ears but I could not fee my legs or hands. Even fear of what the outcome of their squabble would be could not pump enough excitement in me to keep me awake.  Gradually, everything went black. It was deepest of the sleeping and the last good one we had for months to come. 



Chapter 3
	

“Shark, shark,...” Murshed shouted too late.  The giant beast opened monstrous gates to hell and bit a chunk of one of the Lenj sailor. Few seconds later another one flipped out and dragged him into oblivion.  We were afloat and shocked. We were so scared that we even did not realise a coastguard boat had approached has and were hooking us out of the water from our legs.  Why they just did not throw some lifejacket out? “Oy, stop pulling my leg, it hurts,” I shouted, hanging upside down. “Leave me ....let me go, you don’t understand, I am in danger......Leave me” these were the last words before I jumped up nearly punching Murshed who was trying to wake me up. He jumped back few feet holding his guard up like a professional boxer. “Easy boy, easy!” He said.  “We were checking to see if you are you OK, we heard you shouting.” He continued.  “I am fine.... I...I ... need...is everyone OK? Are we all safe....” I stumbled over my words. Literally every particle of energy had been sucked out of my body.  “Everyone is fine, everyone is OK, go back to sleep, you need to rest.” He gently lowered me on the bed. 

*****

The cool breeze of luxury air conditioning was crawling over my legs gently.  I could stay lying here forever.   But little I knew that this was the beginning of one of the most unpredictable and hazardous chapters of my life.  I was few days away from the events that would profoundly change me and everything about my life and my future. The events that would make two years hard labour in Army like a walk in the park.  Little I knew that these were my last days of calm life for years to come.  And what was to come would make the torment I had been through feel like a holiday. 
 
I had lost the sense of time; What time was it? How long have I been sleeping for?  I try to force my eyes opened.  No luck. I could not move either. My body had no power left to obey the simplest of the commands.  Wake up, wake up...this is not the time to sleep. Suddenly, a sharp voice stung my ears.  This must be him, the elusive Amir, the alpha male of forgers, the man himself, he was more like a myth. No one had really seen him, It was only a name, Amir. 

He mumbles something with Mureshed, I tried to steal some words but muffled conversation was the only piece I could hitch. 
 
Few minutes later, I sensed the presence of someone in the room.  I was still lying on the bed with my eyes hard shut.  Yet, I could sense the air contraction resulted by sudden body movement.   A voice broke the silence of the room through the door demanded my immediate attention: “Come on, it’s your turn, we need to prepare your passport. The shower is ready, go and clean up”. A voice outside the bedroom echoed and continued:  “There is a bathing pack for next to your bed, make sure you use those creams, your face looks like leather, hardly a look for a business man. The bathroom is upstairs to your left.” 

A business man? me?  I sat on the bed, covered my head with my hands and pondered for a while.  I was still in shock, which was surprising.  Comparing what had happened to me and what I had gone through in the last few weeks, this was nothing.   I was almost out of reach now, free, well, not completely. I was still in the Gulf State area, which means I could be arrested and handed back in.  One step at a time, one step at a time, remember. I slid across the double bed I was lying on, when did I get here?
Slight dizziness and nausea made me stumble. It must have been the effect unnerving escape adventure we had.   Upstairs, in the bathroom, for the first time in weeks, I was in a proper bathroom, with a proper shower, clean and bright. I had a glance at myself in the mirror, after 10 weeks.  Desert Sun had burnt my skin. The last few weeks had been agonising; stress, fear, desert, uncertainty, the lot.  

I took a deep breath and could not hold it anymore; shedding tears droplets cleans me. No one knew when would be the next time that I would have the chance to have the luxury of crying.  The pouch they had left us had all the grooming bits that one needed; shaving cream, razor, moisturiser and kind of creams that one would find normally in wealthy businessmen shower pouch.  Anti-wrinkle, anti-aging, this, that ... what they were sending me, to a fashion show?!.

When I returned to my room, I noticed that some closing were left on my bed; a shirt, black trousers, a tie, cufflinks, few pairs of socks, and a dark blue suit, which felt relatively expensive. I assumed they were preparing me for a photo shoot, fake passport and all that business. I could hardly believe this.  Few months ago I was a law abiding citizen minding my own business, and now I was hanging around with human smugglers and using fake identification. The clean new shirt was like a lullaby to my body. Alas, it had to be resisted.  

Assorted gadgets, little toy like tools that I had not even seen were cluttered with few tables in the basement room. In the other corner of the room, three computer screens, and in the other corner a bespoke photo booth along with a door with a label on “Keep out” in a number of languages. This man was just a bad animal.  Until then, I had only seen these in the movies and did not actually know they exist in the real world, well, at least in the hands of this lot.  But I was not dreaming.  Everything was real, as real as it could get. This was a mini forgery clinic, fully loaded, enable to fake a person out of the thin air. For few minutes, I was lost and bewildered in that realm of that secret technologic bunker. 

Amid this clouds of the suspicious surrounding, a voice tore down the eerie silence; “Hi, can you please get in the booth, I need to do this quickly. We are very busy today.   There is the mirror if you want to check your outfit before sitting in front of the camera.  There is some gel, some foundation. You look alright and I don’t think you need anything, maybe some hair gel makes you look slick and business like. 

I went ahead and browsed myself in the mirror. Troubles of the world, in that new suit, seemed a world away.  The reflection of light bulbs around the mirror had sparkled silver patches of hair on my head.  My skin was burnt and darkened, grey strands of hair on my head seemed to be multiplied. How did they know my size? Everything was just right and fit, tailor made you could say. 

Off to the photo both with the new shiny look. I was nervous. My skin and look resembled a construction worker rather than a business man!  Inside the photo booth, another surprise was waiting. Although the entrance looked like on, this was, in fact, door to another room. There, I noticed a pile of passport with different cover colours had covered the table. The young man who showed me the mirror and all that, returned:  “Are you ready? take a seat please, over there.” He pointed to the stall right in the middle of the lightbox they had made in the corner of that room.  “Stand still please, don’t move until I say done.” He held his hand up showing me the count while he was looking meticulously through the lens. After few adjustments, camera shutter clicked and clicked again. "Don't move, we are almost done, try to relax, you are sweating, it is not good for the passport,” He said. You bet I was sweating, using a forged passport, passing through the border of states which had no concern for human rights!  That would make anyone have a chill on his spine.  Few more clicks, and then I was released to return to my room. 

 “There is food in the kitchen, and you can use the hall to watch TV, that is if you are not tired.” He kindly continued.  This photographer, or forger, whoever it was, seemed too polite to be involved in this type of illegal activities. In this industry, people don’t even talk to each other, they just point, show, throw, drop, grab, signal. Paranoia was their only safeguard. But this man, as if he did not give a damn about any of this.  Had he been given the chance, he might have cracked with his life story for me. 

I was not sure what time it was, I was feeling disoriented, claustrophobic.  “Would you know what time it is, actually, what day it is, time seems to be standing still here, I have no recollection of my arrival here, everything seems like a blur!” I asked him. 

“Well, I am not supposed to talk to you!” He said.  That was a surprise for me too!! “But you have been sleeping for three days, why? Does it seem longer?” He politely asked. “Yes, I feel I have slept for a month.” I sighed tiredly.  “No we don't keep anyone here more than a day or two, the sooner you leave the nest, the less chance of getting caught, you know...!” He chuckled worriedly. I guess he was trying not to give too much away. “Nest”, another term that I learned recently, safe house for people like me, on the run!!

“You mean you can prepare my papers in few hours,” I asked, trying to look cool and not too worried.  After all, how accurate a fake passport could be if it is prepared in few hours! 
“Your papers are being done as we speak, don't worry; we are good at what we do,” He assured me.  He smiled and began working on the computer again. What a cool forger.  Usually, these people don't mingle with anyone, it is the nature of what they do, less talk, less communication, less they would be remembered, and in this line of  business, the less you are remembered, the more you live. 
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