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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.
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