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Chapter 1: The Forgotten File
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The Royal Library of Sahra was never truly silent.

Even in the deepest hours of the night, when the city beyond its walls had surrendered to sleep, faint sounds lingered among the endless rows of shelves.

The rustle of ancient pages.

The whisper of desert wind slipping through old stone windows.

The soft groan of wood that had carried the weight of knowledge for centuries.

Omar Rahim had grown accustomed to these sounds.

In many ways, he preferred them to human voices.

Human voices demanded answers.

Books only offered questions.

He sat alone beneath a brass lamp, its golden glow spilling across a weathered manuscript spread open before him.

The clock on the wall had long passed midnight.

Most of the library staff had gone home hours ago.

Only Omar remained.

As usual.

His dark eyes moved slowly across faded Arabic script while his fingers carefully brushed dust from the edge of a fragile page.

The manuscript was nearly two hundred years old.

A caravan ledger.

Nothing extraordinary.

At least that was what he had thought when he began cataloging it earlier in the evening.

Yet he continued reading.

Not because it was important.

Because he had nowhere else he wanted to be.

Outside the library, the capital city of Zahir slept beneath a blanket of moonlight.

Inside, Omar remained surrounded by ghosts.

Thousands of them.

Every forgotten writer.

Every dead scholar.

Every traveler whose words had survived longer than their bones.

A sudden knock broke the silence.

Omar looked up.

The sound had come from the main entrance.

He frowned.

No one visited the library after midnight.

Especially not during the cold season.

The knock came again.

Three slow taps.

Then silence.

Omar rose from his chair.

The echo of his footsteps followed him through the corridor.

Rows of shelves stretched into darkness on either side.

Ancient maps hung from stone walls.

Portraits of long-dead kings watched from above.

The library always felt larger at night.

As if the shadows expanded after sunset.

When Omar reached the entrance hall, he peered through the glass panel beside the heavy wooden door.

No one stood outside.

Only an empty courtyard.

The moon illuminated pale stone tiles.

Palm trees swayed gently.

Nothing else.

He waited.

A minute passed.

Then another.

No movement.

No sound.

"Strange," he muttered.

He unlocked the door and stepped outside.

Cool air brushed against his face.

The courtyard was empty.

Completely empty.

Yet something caught his attention.

A small package rested near the doorway.

Wrapped in brown cloth.

Omar stared at it.

His heartbeat quickened slightly.

Someone had left it there.

The package was no larger than a book.

No note.

No markings.

Nothing to identify its owner.

He glanced around the courtyard once more.

Still no one.

The surrounding streets were deserted.

Reluctantly, he picked up the package and carried it back inside.

The cloth felt old.

Rough.

As though it had spent years hidden somewhere.

He returned to his desk and carefully untied the knot.

Dust scattered across the table.

Inside lay a single folder.

Dark green.

Worn by age.

Its edges were frayed.

The cover contained no title.

Only a faded symbol stamped in black ink.

A lantern.

Omar's eyebrows rose.

The symbol was unfamiliar.

He opened the folder.

Several loose documents rested inside.

Most were handwritten.

Others appeared typed.

The paper itself looked decades old.

His curiosity immediately awakened.

This was not unusual.

People often donated forgotten records to the library.

But such donations normally included identification.

This folder had none.

He reached for the first document.

It appeared to be a census record.

Date: 20 years earlier.

Location: Al-Nur.

Omar stopped reading.

His eyes narrowed.

Al-Nur.

The name meant "The Light."

Yet he had never heard of such a town.

That alone wasn't remarkable.

Sahra contained countless villages.

Many disappeared over time.

Still, something felt odd.

He pulled a modern atlas from a nearby shelf.

The pages rustled as he searched.

Nothing.

No Al-Nur.

He grabbed another atlas.

Then another.

Still nothing.

The town did not appear anywhere.

A slight unease settled in his chest.

Omar returned to the folder.

The next document listed school enrollment records.

Again, the location was Al-Nur.

Hundreds of names.

Families.

Addresses.

Everything appeared legitimate.

The third document contained municipal records.

The fourth documented agricultural production.

The fifth referenced local elections.

Each record pointed to the same place.

A town that seemed to have existed.

A town that did not exist.

Omar leaned back in his chair.

His mind struggled to reconcile the contradiction.

Either the documents were fabricated...

Or history was wrong.

Neither possibility felt comforting.

The lamp flickered overhead.

The room seemed colder than before.

He reached for the oldest document in the folder.

Its paper had yellowed considerably.

The date caught his attention immediately.

Twenty-three years earlier.

Three years before the latest records.

A hand-drawn map occupied most of the page.

Roads.

Buildings.

A mosque.

A marketplace.

A school.

And at the center:

AL-NUR.

The map appeared genuine.

Not the work of an amateur.

The details were precise.

Professional.

Omar swallowed.

A strange feeling crawled through him.

He wasn't frightened.

Not yet.

But something deep inside him whispered that he should stop reading.

Close the folder.

Go home.

Forget everything.

Instead, he continued.

The next page changed everything.

It was a photograph.

Black and white.

Slightly faded.

A group of children stood in front of a school building.

Their expressions varied between smiles and nervous curiosity.

The image itself seemed ordinary.

Until Omar noticed the sign above the entrance.

AL-NUR PRIMARY SCHOOL.

He stared at the photograph for several seconds.

Then several more.

Photographs could be forged.

But not easily.

Especially not decades ago.

The image felt real.

Painfully real.

A place.

People.

Lives.

All connected to a town that no map acknowledged.

His pulse quickened.

A thousand questions flooded his mind.

Who had sent the folder?

Why leave it at the library?

Why now?

And most importantly—

Why had he never heard of Al-Nur?

The answer should have been simple.

Yet it wasn't.

The more he looked, the more impossible the documents became.

A distant rumble echoed outside.

Thunder.

Rare in Sahra.

Omar glanced toward the window.

Clouds had swallowed the moon.

Darkness spread across the city.

For the first time that night, the library felt less like a sanctuary.

And more like a place where secrets waited.

A folded piece of paper slipped from the folder and landed on the floor.

Omar bent down to retrieve it.

The note contained only one sentence.

Written in hurried handwriting.

If you remember Al-Nur, do not tell anyone.

His blood ran cold.

For several moments he simply stared.

The sentence seemed absurd.

He did not remember Al-Nur.

He had never heard of it.

Yet the warning carried an urgency that felt disturbingly genuine.

As if it had been written by someone terrified.

Someone running out of time.

The library suddenly felt far too quiet.

Omar slowly lifted his head.

Rows of shelves stretched into darkness beyond the lamp's glow.

Endless shadows.

Endless silence.

He couldn't shake the feeling that he was no longer alone.

He listened carefully.

Nothing.

Only the wind.

Only the old building breathing around him.

Still, unease remained.

He folded the note and slipped it into his pocket.

Then he gathered the documents.

Whatever Al-Nur was...

Whatever had happened twenty years ago...

Someone had gone to great lengths to hide it.

And someone else had gone to equal lengths to reveal it.

Omar looked once more at the photograph of the children.

Their faces stared back across the decades.

Ordinary children.

Ordinary lives.

Yet they seemed to be standing on the edge of a mystery large enough to swallow an entire town.

Outside, thunder rolled again.

Inside, Omar Rahim turned the next page.

Unaware that before sunrise, his life would begin moving toward a truth that had remained buried beneath the sands of Sahra for twenty years.

And some truths, once uncovered, refused to stay buried.

The storm arrived shortly before dawn.

Rain was uncommon in Sahra.

When it came, the entire city seemed to pause and listen.

Drops tapped softly against the library's tall windows while distant thunder rolled beyond the rooftops of Zahir.

Omar remained seated at his desk.

Hours had passed.

Yet sleep felt impossible.

The folder lay open before him.

Every document raised new questions.

Every answer seemed to create ten more mysteries.

He rubbed his tired eyes.

The first call to prayer echoed faintly across the city.

Its familiar melody drifted through the storm.

Normally, the sound brought comfort.

This morning, it only reminded him that the night had vanished without him noticing.

The note remained in his pocket.

If you remember Al-Nur, do not tell anyone.

The sentence refused to leave his thoughts.

Why write it that way?

Why not simply say:

"Do not search for Al-Nur."

Or:

"Forget what you found."

Instead, the writer had specifically mentioned memory.

Remember.

The word lingered like a shadow.

Omar closed the folder.

Enough.

For now.

He needed fresh air.

He needed coffee.

Most importantly, he needed distance from the strange collection of papers.

Gathering the documents carefully, he placed them inside a locked drawer beneath his desk.

The key disappeared into his coat pocket.

Only then did he leave.

The streets outside were damp and nearly empty.

Rainwater glistened on stone pathways.

Shopkeepers were just beginning to raise wooden shutters.

The city seemed washed clean.

Yet Omar carried a heaviness that no rain could remove.

He walked toward a small café near the eastern market.

The owner greeted him immediately.

"You're early today."

Omar managed a faint smile.

"Couldn't sleep."

The old man laughed.

"Then you're like half the city."

A steaming cup of coffee soon appeared before him.

Omar sat near the window.

For several minutes, he simply watched people pass.

Merchants.

Students.

Workers.

Ordinary lives.

Ordinary routines.

A strange thought entered his mind.

How many of these people would disappear if someone decided to erase them?

Not physically.

Historically.

What would happen if every record vanished?

Every photograph?

Every map?

Would they still matter?

Or would they slowly become myths?

The thought unsettled him.

He took a sip of coffee.

Across the room, a television quietly broadcast morning news.

Nothing unusual.

Weather reports.

Market updates.

Political speeches.

Then something caught his attention.

The reporter mentioned a restoration project involving old government archives.

Omar's gaze sharpened.

"...preservation efforts continue throughout the kingdom..."

The report was brief.

Only a few seconds.

Yet it reminded him of the folder.

Archives.

Records.

History.

Someone had hidden Al-Nur so thoroughly that even official maps denied its existence.

Such a thing couldn't happen accidentally.

Could it?

His rational mind resisted the idea.

Entire towns did not simply disappear from history.

Not without reason.

Not without effort.

And certainly not without someone noticing.

Yet the documents seemed authentic.

Painfully authentic.

The school records alone would have required hundreds of names.

Hundreds of lives.

No forger would create such detail without purpose.

A voice interrupted his thoughts.

"May I sit here?"

Omar looked up.

A young woman stood beside the table.

Dark hair.

Sharp eyes.

A notebook tucked beneath one arm.

She looked familiar.

Very familiar.

Then he recognized her.

Layla Haddad.

One of the kingdom's best-known journalists.

Her articles frequently appeared in newspapers throughout Sahra.

She often investigated corruption and unexplained events.

Sometimes she angered powerful people.

Sometimes she embarrassed them.

Either way, people read her work.

The café was crowded now.

Only Omar's table remained partially empty.

He nodded politely.

"Of course."

She sat.

"Thank you."

For a moment neither spoke.

Then Layla noticed several old papers sticking out of Omar's leather satchel.

Her eyes brightened immediately.

"Library work?"

Omar blinked.

"How did you know?"

She smiled.

"The restoration tags."

He looked down.

She was right.

A faded library tag remained attached to one document.

"I suppose that's obvious."

"Only if you're observant."

The conversation should have ended there.

Yet Layla seemed unusually interested.

"Archivist?"

Omar nodded.

"Royal Library."

"Interesting."

The way she said it made him uncomfortable.

Journalists often spoke as if every ordinary detail concealed a hidden story.

Sometimes they were right.

Most times they weren't.

At least that was what Omar liked to believe.

She stirred her tea.

"What are you working on?"

The question sounded casual.

Too casual.

Omar hesitated.

His fingers tightened slightly around his cup.

The answer should have been simple.

Instead, he heard the note echoing inside his mind.

Do not tell anyone.

A ridiculous warning.

Yet he found himself obeying it anyway.

"Nothing important."

Layla raised an eyebrow.

"That's usually what people say before describing something very important."

Omar almost smiled.

Almost.

But not quite.

"Ancient trade records."

A lie.

Not entirely convincing.

Layla seemed unconvinced as well.

Fortunately, she didn't push further.

Instead, she opened her notebook and began writing.

The conversation faded.

Yet something about her presence lingered in Omar's thoughts.

He had seen her articles before.

She specialized in stories most people ignored.

Missing persons.

Forgotten villages.

Historical inconsistencies.

The realization made him uneasy.

A few minutes later, she closed her notebook.

Before leaving, she glanced toward him.

"Can I ask one strange question?"

Omar sighed inwardly.

"Depends."

"Have you ever heard of a place called Al-Nur?"

Everything stopped.

The café.

The rain.

The sounds of dishes and conversation.

For a brief moment, the world seemed to freeze.

Omar stared at her.

Layla stared back.

Neither moved.

Neither spoke.

A chill crawled down his spine.

"What did you say?"

Her expression changed slightly.

Not surprise.

Recognition.

As if she had just confirmed something.

"Al-Nur."

The name sounded heavier now.

Dangerous.

"Why are you asking?"

Layla studied him carefully.

The journalist in her eyes suddenly became obvious.

Sharp.

Calculating.

Searching.

"Because you're not the first person who's reacted like that."

Omar felt his pulse quicken.

"What do you mean?"

She leaned forward.

Her voice dropped.

"Three weeks ago, I interviewed an elderly man in the southern desert."

She paused.

"He claimed he was born in Al-Nur."

The name seemed to darken the air around them.

"That's impossible," Omar said.

"Maybe."

"There's no such town."

"That's exactly what everyone keeps telling me."

The rain intensified outside.

Neither noticed.

Layla continued.

"The man had photographs."

Omar's stomach tightened.

Photographs.

Just like the ones inside the folder.

"He showed me school records."

Omar's heartbeat accelerated.

School records.

Again.

"He showed me a map."

Silence.

Heavy silence.

For the first time since discovering the folder, Omar realized he wasn't alone.

Someone else had found evidence.

Someone else had seen it.

Someone else was asking questions.

And that changed everything.

Layla watched him closely.

"You've heard the name before."

It wasn't a question.

It was a statement.

Omar looked away.

Part of him wanted to tell her everything.

The folder.

The note.

The photographs.

The impossible documents.

Yet another part remembered the warning.

A warning from someone unknown.

Someone frightened.

Someone who clearly believed silence was safer than truth.

"I don't know anything," Omar said.

The lie felt weak.

Layla knew it.

He knew it.

Still, she let it pass.

For now.

She stood.

"Then if you ever learn something..."

She tore a page from her notebook and placed it on the table.

A phone number.

Her number.

"...call me."

Without another word, she walked toward the exit.

The bell above the door rang softly as she disappeared into the rain.

Omar remained frozen.

His coffee had gone cold.

His thoughts had not.

Outside, the city continued its ordinary morning.

Inside, a frightening realization settled over him.

The mystery of Al-Nur was no longer confined to a hidden folder.

Others were searching.

Others were asking questions.

And if the warning was real...

Then those people might already be in danger.

Omar slowly picked up the piece of paper she had left behind.

The ink was still fresh.

For several seconds, he stared at the phone number.

Then he folded it and slipped it into his pocket beside the warning note.

Two pieces of paper.

Two mysteries.

And somehow, he suspected both would soon lead him toward the same destination.

A place that officially did not exist.

A place called Al-Nur.

The rain had stopped by noon.

Dark clouds drifted eastward across the desert horizon, leaving the capital city of Zahir beneath a pale gray sky.

For most people, the storm had already become yesterday's news.

For Omar Rahim, however, the day had only grown stranger.

He returned to the Royal Library shortly after leaving the café.

The familiar building offered little comfort now.

Its stone walls seemed colder.

Its endless corridors darker.

Every shadow appeared to conceal unanswered questions.

The folder remained locked inside his desk drawer.

Waiting.

The moment he sat down, he unlocked the drawer and pulled it out again.

The documents looked exactly as before.

Yet after meeting Layla, they no longer felt impossible.

They felt real.

Dangerously real.

Someone else had seen similar evidence.

Someone else had spoken with people who remembered Al-Nur.

The mystery was no longer confined to anonymous papers.

Living witnesses existed.

That fact alone changed everything.

Omar opened the folder and examined the photographs once more.

Children standing before a school.

Families gathered in a marketplace.

A mosque overlooking a narrow street.

Every image appeared ordinary.

And perhaps that was the most disturbing thing.

Nothing about Al-Nur looked unusual.

It wasn't a secret military base.

It wasn't an ancient ruin.

It wasn't hidden underground.

It appeared to have been a normal town.

A place where people lived and worked and grew old.

How could such a place vanish?

A soft knock interrupted his thoughts.

This time it came from inside the library.

Omar looked up.

His coworker, Hasan, stood in the doorway.

"Still working?"

Omar quickly closed the folder.

"Always."

Hasan laughed.

"You spend more time with books than with people."

"Books are quieter."

"That's exactly my point."

Hasan approached the desk carrying several restoration requests.

He placed them down.

"These need cataloging."

Omar nodded.

His friend studied him for a moment.

"You look tired."

"I didn't sleep much."

"Again?"

Omar forced a smile.

"Again."

Hasan seemed ready to continue the conversation.

Instead, he simply shrugged.

"Go home early tonight."

"I'll try."

"That's what you said yesterday."

A few moments later he left.

The silence returned.

Omar released a breath he hadn't realized he was holding.

He hated lying.

Especially to people he trusted.

Yet explaining the truth felt impossible.

Because the truth itself felt impossible.

Hours passed.

The afternoon sun slowly descended toward the western horizon.

Library visitors came and went.

Students borrowed books.

Researchers requested manuscripts.

Tourists admired ancient maps.

Everything appeared normal.

Yet Omar couldn't focus.

His attention constantly drifted back to the folder.

Back to Al-Nur.

Back to the warning note.

As evening approached, he finally made a decision.

He needed more information.

Official information.

The Royal Library maintained access to historical government archives unavailable to the public.

If Al-Nur had truly existed, some trace should remain.

A tax record.

A census entry.

A construction permit.

Anything.

He carried several documents into the archive wing.

Unlike the main library, this section remained closed to visitors.

Rows of metal shelves stretched beneath fluorescent lights.

Thousands of records filled the room.

Most had never been touched in years.

Omar sat before a terminal connected to the archive database.

His fingers hovered above the keyboard.

Then he typed:

AL-NUR

The search began.

A spinning icon appeared.

Several seconds passed.

Then
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