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New Rone, January 2021

The morning sunlight in the City of New Rone was a mix of luxury and efficient bustle. Oliver Aslam, 22, was fully ready in his green scrubs, reflecting his identity as a perpetually rushed young doctor. However, that morning, something felt different, something that was clogging the city's information and traffic flow.

Oliver stood in front of the large plasma screen in his living room, preparing to watch the weather forecast and road report before heading to the Central Hospital. Instead of the usual column of crime news, the screen was filled with images he didn't expect: a sea of people, tattered posters, and foreign flags waving.

The news presenter, with a stiff face, reported:

"This morning, the main roads in the financial district are once again paralyzed. The solidarity action protesting the situation in Qiryadh has triggered severe congestion along Marigold Street and toward the Triumf bridge. We urge New Rone residents to seek alternative routes or use public transport, given that the police are already attempting to disperse the crowd"

Oliver muted the sound, a sense of boredom washing over him.

"Qiryadh?" he muttered, grabbing his car keys from the table. What country was that?

As a freshly graduated young doctor with top honors, Oliver's days were spent dissecting the problems of human anatomy, not the world's political map. International relations, foreign conflicts, or wars on other parts of the globe felt as far as planet Mars from the operating room that was his world. In his eyes, protestors were just a nuisance that only added to his commute time to the hospital. He was completely uninterested.

He walked quickly down from his apartment, his steps light and full of energy. But upon reaching the street, his head was forced to look up.

The streets, usually only filled with impatient honks and the roar of engines, were now flooded with a wave of human voices. They weren't just on television. They were down here, right in front of the gates of his elite residential area.

Hundreds of people. As he walked toward his car, Oliver heard shouts voiced in English with a fiery accent.

"Stop the genocide! Don't be silent, New Rone!" "Blood on your hands, Kamaan Nation!"

Oliver briefly crossed paths with a group of students holding a large banner. The words there, painted in blood red, made his gaze momentarily fixated.

THE CHILDREN OF QIRYADH NEED US.

Oliver quickly got into his car, closing the door, as if trying to drown out the commotion outside. But the noise, combined with the image of children captured on the banner, began to disrupt his concentration.

New Rone Central Hospital was a fortress of practicality and busyness. Here, Oliver felt most comfortable. He spent most of that morning in the emergency room, stitching up minor injuries from construction accidents and handling strange cases of seasonal flu.

However, during his lunch break, the curiosity returned to prick him. It was a professional curiosity, the inquisitiveness of a doctor used to finding the root of every problem. Why was the demonstration so big? Why had he, living in a big city, never heard of Qiryadh?

In the crowded cafeteria, while sipping black coffee, Oliver took out his phone. He typed the keyword: Qiryadh Conflict.

The search results that appeared on his screen immediately made the coffee in his hand feel cold.

Qiryadh, Husain Nation, had been fighting a decades-long war against Kamaan Nation, Manaan People. It was an old, brutal conflict. But what made Oliver's heart pound was not the length of the war, but the accompanying search results: Worst Humanitarian Crisis, Genocide, Mass Starvation.

He clicked a link that led to a small, independent news site, one that rarely appeared in regular search engines.

His eyes scanned one heartbreaking image after another. Buildings utterly destroyed, not by an earthquake, but by tanks and air strikes. And then, those pictures: Pale faces, sunken eyes, thin bone structures wrapped in skin. Children.

"My God," Oliver whispered, his breath catching.

This was the clinical picture of end-stage malnutrition, of diseases that should be preventable. As a doctor, Oliver was used to seeing blood, injuries, and death, but he was accustomed to seeing it under his control, in a sterile operating room. This was massive, pointless death, and—worst of all—it was happening in plain sight of the world.

Oliver switched tabs, looking for the same news on New Rone's national news portal.

There, today's headlines were: New Rone's Economy Stable Amid European Turmoil and Hollywood Film Star Marries on Tropical Island.

There was only a small column in the corner of the political page that mentioned Qiryadh, but the narrative was totally different.

"Kamaan Military successfully neutralized Husain militant groups threatening regional stability. Humanitarian aid from New Rone will soon be distributed to refugees affected by the conflict."

There was no genocide. No mass starvation. No dying children. All there was, was a narrative about legitimate military efforts and measured humanitarian aid.

Oliver slammed his fist on the table, causing several nearby fellow doctors to turn.

"Oliver? What's wrong?" asked Dr. Helena, his senior colleague.

Oliver looked up, his eyes blazing with anger. "Helena, do you know about Qiryadh?"

Helena frowned. "Qiryadh? Of course. Conflict zone. It's a war, right? A complicated situation. Very sad. But it's not our business. It's always like that over there. Why?"

"It's not just an ordinary war, Helena!" Oliver whispered, his voice filled with frustration. "It's genocide! Children are dying of starvation and bombs. Why isn't our media reporting it? Why are they only focusing on militants when the victims are occupied civilians?"

Helena sighed, a gesture that showed weariness with political topics.

"Oliver, we are in New Rone. We are a country that upholds Human Rights, you know that. If this were a real humanitarian crisis, the media would definitely cover it. Maybe... the situation isn't as bad as that fringe media is reporting, right? Be careful of propaganda on the internet."

Helena continued her lunch, as if the Qiryadh problem had been solved.

Oliver stared back at his phone screen. He compared the photos of the emaciated children with the official reports in New Rone. The contrast was too stark to ignore.

"This isn't propaganda. This is truth being covered up," Oliver muttered. He knew that a country that upheld Human Rights would not stand idly by in a crisis like this. Unless, there was a very strong reason to cover it up.

The truth had to come from someone inside the circle of information, someone who knew how the New Rone media worked.

Suddenly, he remembered his friend. David Eliezer, the young journalist who always had access to the most sensitive news. David would know. David would know why this important news, which should have been a global scream, was only a whisper in one small corner.

Oliver immediately sent a message to David: Need to meet. Have to talk about a hidden story.
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Oliver didn't have to wait long. David replied to the message with two hurried words, Café Veridia, 6 pm.

It was six in the evening. The sky over New Rone was still radiating deceptive remnants of golden-orange. Oliver was already seated inside Café Veridia, a place they often frequented, waiting for his friend. David Eliezer, in his worn leather jacket and with eyes that always seemed slightly burdened, the signature look of a journalist, entered five minutes later.

David looked thinner than usual. He didn't greet Oliver with a warm hug as he usually did, but with a quick scan of the crowded café. His eyes moved from one patron to the next, reflecting the tension of a spy, not a reporter.

"Hey, Oliv. Were you serious about your message?" David asked immediately, his voice low and urgent.

"Very serious," Oliver replied, pushing the coffee cup in front of him. "Sit down. What's wrong with you? You look like you're being chased by a ghost."

David pulled up a chair and sat down, but his body leaned forward, as if ready to flee at any moment. He didn't order a drink.

"We were going to sit here at first," David said, his voice tense. "But I don't think it's good."

"Not good what? It's a cafe, David. You always liked this place."

"That's exactly it. Too many ears. Too open. Let's move."

Oliver was surprised to see the usually cynical but relaxed David now appear paranoid. He got up and followed David, who walked quickly toward the back corner of the room, past an old, dusty bookshelf. There, there was only one small table, almost hidden behind a worn, thick velvet curtain.

David immediately sat facing the wall, his back to the entrance, as if creating a verbal shield. He looked at Oliver with sharp eyes.

"Better," David said. "Now, talk. What is this 'hidden story' about?"

Oliver took a deep breath, trying to keep his voice from rising.

"Qiryadh. Why is our media silent? There's a huge demonstration in the streets, but on our TV, Qiryadh is only called a militant issue. Yet, David, I saw images of genocide. Children starving to death, hit by bombs."

David rubbed his face with both hands, his expression showing deep despair.

"You saw independent media, right? Not the headlines on GNT or The New Rone Times?"

"Yes. Why?"

"Because you will never see the truth in the national media, Oliver," David whispered, his voice almost lost in the silence of the corner. "The media in this country especially the big ones are guided. Not fully controlled with chains, but directed with a tight leash. They know the limits. The government has interests, and the media knows whose interests they must protect."
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