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PREFACE

Before the Blood Dries

There is a city in the Middle East that does not appear on any modern map. Not because it is small — it is ancient and vast, carved from limestone and silence — but because some places are too dangerous to mark. The people who live there call it Al-Shahid: The Witness.

This is a story about what that city saw.

It begins, as all true stories in that region do, with a body. And it ends — if it ends at all — with a truth so uncomfortable that those who uncover it wish they had left the stone unturned, the envelope unopened, the whisper unheard.

The characters in this novel are fictitious. The city is fictitious. But the hunger for power, the willingness to bury the innocent, and the rare courage of one person who refuses to look away — those are as real as the desert wind.

Read carefully. The last witness is always watching.

— Abdullah Al-Baghdadi

PART ONE

THE CITY OF WHISPERS
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The Body at the Souk

Al-Shahid — Tuesday, 3:47 a.m.

The call came before dawn, the way bad news always does in Al-Shahid — without apology, without warmth, slicing through darkness like a blade through silk.

Detective Rami Khalil pressed the phone to his ear and said nothing. He did not need to. The voice on the other end — Sergeant Fawzi, young and visibly shaken even through the static — filled the silence with everything that mattered: a body, the eastern souk, between the spice vendors and the old coppersmith stalls. No identification. No witnesses. And something else, Fawzi added, his voice dropping to a near-whisper: a symbol carved into the victim's left palm. Three interlocking circles.

Rami was already dressed before the call ended.

The souk at night was a different world from the noisy marketplace it became by morning. No merchants shouting prices, no children darting between legs, no smell of fresh bread and roasting cumin drifting from the tea houses. At this hour it was a corridor of shadows, stone arches throwing darkness over narrow lanes, the only sound the distant bark of dogs and the hum of a city pretending to sleep.

The body lay face-down between two shuttered stalls, arms extended as if mid-flight. A man, perhaps fifty, wearing clothes that were expensive once but had seen hard weeks. His shoes were mismatched — left foot, brown leather; right foot, black canvas — a detail that bothered Rami more than he could immediately explain.

He crouched beside the victim and studied the carved symbol on the palm. The cuts were deliberate, surgical almost. Not the work of panic or rage. This was a message.

'Who found him?' Rami asked without looking up.

'A baker. Comes in at three to start the ovens. He touched nothing, called immediately.' Fawzi hesitated. 'He said — and I know this sounds strange, sir — he said the body was warm when he found it. Still warm. Like it had been placed there minutes before he arrived.'

Rami stood and looked at the stone arch above them, centuries old, stained by time and smoke. Somewhere above it, the city's surveillance cameras blinked uselessly — most of them had not worked in three years, a fact the municipality had been meaning to address every budget cycle since Rami arrived.

He looked at the mismatched shoes one more time.

'He didn't dress himself,' Rami said quietly.

'Sir?'

'Someone dressed him. After he was dead. Why would you do that unless you wanted us to find him looking a certain way? Or unless you needed to hide something hidden in his original clothes.' He pulled on latex gloves. 'Get me the forensics team. And find out who owns these stalls. I want every vendor interviewed by sunrise.'

As Fawzi moved away, Rami remained crouched beside the dead man, studying his still face. There was no fear in it. No surprise. Just a deep, resigned blankness — the look of someone who had known this was coming long before it did.

'Who were you?' Rami asked the silence.

The city offered no answer. It never did. Not on the first night.
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The Detective with No Past

Al-Shahid — Tuesday morning

Rami Khalil was not from Al-Shahid. Everyone in the city knew this, though few could say with certainty where he was from. He had appeared at the central precinct four years ago with a transfer order signed by someone so senior that the precinct commander had not dared ask questions, and he had worked ever since with the focused, unreadable energy of a man determined to outrun something.

He was forty-one, lean in the way that constant movement produces, with close-cropped dark hair going silver at the temples and eyes that registered everything but gave nothing back. The junior officers found him unsettling. The precinct commander, Major Dawoud, found him invaluable — which amounted to the same thing, in practice.

Rami's apartment was six blocks from the precinct: two rooms, a terrace overlooking a courtyard of bougainvillea, and a desk covered in files that were never quite closed. He did not cook. He ate from the small restaurant on the ground floor of his building, always the same table by the window, always reading case notes while he ate. The owner's wife had stopped offering him menus two years ago.

By seven in the morning, the dead man had a name: Tariq Mansour, fifty-three years old, former civil engineer, resident of Al-Shahid for twenty years. Widower. One daughter, Layla, twenty-six, currently living in the capital.

He had no criminal record. No known enemies, according to his neighbours, who described him in the careful, precise terms people use when they mean I knew enough to stay out of it.

What Tariq Mansour did have was a history. Rami found it in the city archives, buried under a decade of bureaucratic sediment: fifteen years ago, Tariq had been the lead engineer on a major infrastructure project — the restoration of the old eastern aqueduct system, a labyrinth of underground channels dating back centuries, running beneath the oldest quarter of the city.

The project had been cancelled. Officially, due to funding shortfalls.

Unofficially — Rami's instincts were already whispering — something else.

He picked up his phone and dialled the capital.

'I need to speak to Layla Mansour,' he told the officer who answered. 'Her father was found dead this morning. I'm sorry to inform her. And I need her here — in Al-Shahid — as soon as possible.'

He set down the phone and looked at the photograph of Tariq Mansour they had found in his wallet — a younger man standing in front of an excavation site, grinning, a rolled blueprint under one arm.

Behind him, barely visible in the photograph's background, stood two other men. One had his face turned away from the camera. The other was staring directly at the lens.

Rami didn't recognize the first man. But the second — he had seen that face recently. Very recently.

He reached for the crime scene photographs and laid them side by side.

The man in the background of Tariq's old photo and the man whose initials appeared on the deed of the spice stall nearest the body were the same person.

He wasn't a vendor. He was a city councillor.
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