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To the unnamed people history forgot—
the workers who built cities they could never afford,
the mothers who buried dreams with their children,
the honest souls punished for refusing silence,
and the children still asking questions the world is afraid to answer.
This book belongs to you.
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I offer my gratitude to every storyteller, journalist, worker, teacher, survivor, and silent witness whose experiences inspired these pages. Their courage exposed the fractures hidden beneath the language of progress, patriotism, religion, law, and power.

I also thank readers who still believe literature can confront uncomfortable truths. In times when outrage becomes entertainment and suffering becomes statistics, the act of reading deeply is itself an act of resistance.

To friends and family who encouraged difficult conversations instead of avoiding them—thank you for reminding me that humanity survives wherever empathy survives.

And finally, to those who may disagree with these stories: thank you as well. A society that stops questioning itself begins preparing its own funeral.

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface

[image: ]


This is not a book about villains.

Villains are easy to identify. They wear masks, carry weapons, and announce themselves loudly. The tragedy of our age is far more dangerous: ordinary people participating in extraordinary cruelty while believing themselves innocent.

The stories in Humanity on Deathbed are not connected by characters, nations, or timelines. They are connected by something far more unsettling—recognition. Somewhere inside these pages live systems we already know: corruption celebrated as patriotism, greed defended as success, hatred disguised as faith, silence mistaken for peace, and truth traded for convenience.

Each chapter asks a question instead of offering comfort.
What is victory when civilians burn?
What is justice when truth has a price?
What is faith when compassion disappears?
What is democracy when hunger speaks louder than elections?
These stories were written not to provide answers, but to disturb certainty. Because humanity rarely collapses in a single moment. It erodes slowly—through compromises, excuses, distractions, and indifference.

And yet, despite the darkness in these pages, this is not a hopeless book. The final voice in nearly every tragedy belongs not to power, but to conscience: a child asking questions, a stranger choosing kindness, a witness refusing silence, a human being remembering another human being.

If humanity is on its deathbed, perhaps honesty is still its medicine.

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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We live in an age of contradictions.

We celebrate freedom while fearing truth.
We build hospitals where healing depends on wealth.
We preach morality while rewarding corruption.
We connect digitally while dying emotionally alone.
We speak endlessly about humanity while behaving as if human life is negotiable.
The thirty stories in this collection are mirrors held against society. Some reflect politics, others religion, media, war, law, technology, poverty, love, or power. But all of them explore one central question:

How does a civilization lose its humanity while still calling itself civilized?

The characters in these stories are not heroes in the traditional sense. They are flawed people trapped inside systems larger than themselves—a policeman pressured into injustice, a journalist selling silence, a mother destroyed by healthcare, a judge punished for integrity, a child abandoned by borders, neighbors separated by modern isolation.

These stories do not belong to one country, one ideology, or one religion. They belong to every place where power survives by making suffering invisible.

At the center of this book stands the final image: Humanity itself lying on a hospital bed while everyone argues about who is responsible. The leaders blame citizens. Citizens blame leaders. Institutions blame each other. Faith blames politics. Politics blames history.

Then a child asks the only honest question in the room:

“If everyone is innocent, who killed humanity?”

Perhaps the answer is not found in monsters.
Perhaps it is found in silence.
— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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1. The Victory Speech
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The television in the tea shop had no sound.

It hung from a rusted bracket in the corner, flickering blue light over tired faces and chipped glasses stained brown by years of sugar and fingerprints. Men sat shoulder to shoulder beneath it every evening, watching leaders speak about destiny while flies drowned in bowls of syrup.

Outside, rainwater crawled through potholes like sewage searching for a grave.

Inside, the Prime Minister stood at a marble podium beneath giant flags.

His mouth moved slowly.

Calmly.

Victorious.

Behind him, soldiers saluted. The crowd in the capital roared with patriotic ecstasy. Fireworks exploded across the sky like a nation celebrating its own reflection.

The subtitles beneath the speech read:

PEACE HAS BEEN ACHIEVED.

In the tea shop, nobody spoke.

They watched the man on the screen the way exhausted people watch storms from leaking roofs: not with belief, but with surrender.

At the back table sat twelve-year-old Sami.

His feet did not reach the floor.

Rainwater dripped from his sleeves. His hair was still coated with dust from the northern district where the missiles had landed two nights ago.

Nobody asked him why he was alone.

War had made loneliness too common to deserve curiosity.

The owner placed a cup of tea in front of him without charge. He did not ask for money because everyone already knew.

The boy’s family had died on Tuesday.

A missile intended for insurgents had erased four apartments, two grocery stores, and a woman carrying bread home to her children.

The government called it a necessary operation.

The television called it strategic precision.

The newspapers called it unfortunate collateral.

Only the survivors called it by its real name.

But survivors rarely owned newspapers.

The Prime Minister lifted his hands on the screen.

“Our nation,” the subtitles read, “has defended civilization against chaos.”

The men in the tea shop stared silently.

Sami kept watching.

Behind the leader, on another hidden monitor briefly caught by a camera angle, there was fire.

Just for one second.

A village burning somewhere beyond the borders.

Then the camera corrected itself.

Back to flags.

Back to applause.

Back to peace.

Sami spoke without looking away from the television.

“If this is victory,” he asked quietly, “what does defeat look like?”

Nobody answered.

Not because they lacked words.

Because the question had already entered the room like smoke, and everyone was breathing it.

	


Sami’s father had once repaired watches.

Tiny things.

Tiny gears.

Tiny heartbeats trapped inside metal.

He believed broken clocks deserved dignity because they had spent their whole lives carrying human time.

“Everything wants to live longer,” he used to say while cleaning cracked glass with old cloth.

Even objects.

Especially people.

Their apartment above the pharmacy had smelled permanently of oil, cardamom tea, and old paper. His mother taught literature at a public school where children arrived hungry and left hungrier. At night she read poetry aloud while electricity failed around them in intervals.

During blackouts, the city became honest.

Darkness removed advertisements from buildings.

Darkness erased patriotic slogans.

Darkness hid luxury towers from starving neighborhoods.

In darkness, everyone sounded equally afraid.

Sami remembered one night when his mother held a candle beneath her chin and asked him:

“Do you know why governments fear poets?”

He laughed.

“Because poets tell lies?”

“No,” she said softly. “Because poets remind people they are human.”

That night, bombs thundered somewhere far away.

Nobody flinched anymore.

War had become weather.

	


The war officially began over borders.

Unofficially, it began over money.

Like most wars.

Politicians spoke about security while corporations studied maps beneath conference-room chandeliers. Oil routes. Rare minerals. Military contracts. Reconstruction profits.

The rich invested in destruction the way farmers invested in rain.

News channels turned missile strikes into animated graphics with dramatic music. Civilian deaths became statistics small enough to fit beneath advertisements for luxury cars.

The country learned to consume suffering between dinner and sports.

The President of the largest media network once joked during a private dinner:

“Dead children increase evening engagement by seventeen percent.”

Everyone laughed.

Not because it was funny.

Because modern civilization had confused cynicism with intelligence.

	


Three months before the missile strike, Sami’s mother attended a protest outside the parliament building.

Teachers had not been paid in four months.

Hospitals lacked antibiotics.

Meanwhile, military spending rose every week.

The government called it patriotic necessity.

At the protest, old women carried signs demanding bread. University students demanded transparency. Veterans demanded pensions.

Police arrived in armored vehicles.

Television reporters arrived before ambulances.

A young journalist with perfect hair stood before cameras saying:

“Tensions rise as instability threatens national unity.”

Behind him, riot police beat an old man unconscious.

The camera angle carefully avoided the blood.

Sami remembered holding his mother’s hand as smoke filled the streets.

He remembered hearing prayers, screams, helicopters.

He remembered a priest standing beside armed officers blessing shields while protesters coughed on tear gas.

That image stayed inside him longer than the violence itself.

Religion blessing brutality.

Faith kneeling before power.

A cross hanging beside a rifle.

Later that night, his mother sat silently by the window.

“What’s wrong?” Sami asked.

She looked exhausted in a way sleep could never repair.

“I spent my whole life teaching children morality,” she whispered. “Then I watched holy men protect men who beat the poor.”

“Maybe they were afraid.”

“Yes,” she said. “That is how evil survives. Ordinary fear.”

	


The missile hit at 2:14 a.m.

Sami survived because he had gone downstairs to buy bread from the twenty-four-hour bakery.

That detail tortured him more than nightmares.

Bread.

Something so small.

So ordinary.

A loaf of bread separated him from death while everyone he loved slept above him.

The explosion sounded less like thunder and more like the sky tearing apart.

Glass rained into the streets.

Buildings folded inward.

People emerged screaming with gray dust covering their bodies like premature burial.

Sami ran barefoot toward the ruins.

Someone held him back.

Someone else vomited nearby.

The pharmacy burned green from chemicals.

An infant cried somewhere beneath concrete.

Then silence.

A silence so complete it felt holy.

He remembered staring at his apartment window, now hanging impossibly sideways from broken walls.

The curtains his mother washed every Sunday fluttered in flames.

That was the moment he understood something terrible about humanity:

Most lives end in the middle of ordinary things.

Not during speeches.

Not during dramatic final words.

His mother had probably fallen asleep thinking about lesson plans.

His father had probably forgotten to wind a customer’s watch.

And then history entered their home without permission.

	


By morning, officials arrived.

Cameras arrived first.

A government spokesman stood near the rubble saying:

“We regret unavoidable civilian casualties during our successful counterterrorism operation.”

Successful.

Sami looked around at burned bodies covered with blankets.

Successful.

A reporter approached him gently.

“How does it feel,” she asked, microphone trembling theatrically, “to lose your family?”

He stared at her.

She waited.

The cameraman zoomed closer.

In that moment, Sami saw something colder than cruelty.

Professional compassion.

Manufactured empathy.

Grief converted into content.

He walked away without speaking.

That evening, his silence appeared online with dramatic piano music.

THE FACE OF WAR’S TRAGEDY.

Three million views.

Advertisements played before the clip.

	


Weeks passed.

The city continued functioning because human beings possess a horrifying ability to normalize almost anything.

Children returned to school beside collapsed buildings.

Restaurants reopened across from refugee camps.

Influencers posted photographs captioned grateful for another beautiful day while smoke climbed behind skylines.

The economy adapted.

It always did.

Capitalism mourned nothing except interrupted consumption.

Sami moved into a shelter run by volunteers inside an abandoned church.

There he met Father Elias.

The priest was old, thin, and permanently exhausted. His hands shook during prayers because he had spent years carrying bodies after bombings.

Unlike televised religious leaders, he never spoke about glory.

Only suffering.

One night, Sami asked him:

“Why does God allow this?”

Father Elias sat quietly for a long time.

Rain tapped against broken stained glass.

Finally he answered:

“I don’t know.”

The honesty startled Sami more than certainty would have.

The priest continued.

“But I know something worse than people losing faith in God.”

“What?”

“People using God to lose faith in each other.”

	


Winter arrived early that year.

Refugees burned furniture for warmth.

Hospitals overflowed.

Meanwhile, the government organized a massive Victory Parade.

Jets screamed across the capital sky. Children waved flags manufactured in foreign factories by workers earning less than starvation wages.

The Prime Minister delivered another speech.

He spoke about sacrifice.

Honor.

National pride.

Behind barricades nearby, disabled veterans begged for coins.

Police removed them before cameras arrived.

A little girl in the shelter asked Sami:

“Why do leaders always talk about love for the country while the country forgets us?”

He could not answer.

Because he was beginning to understand that nations often loved symbols more than people.

Flags more than children.

Borders more than truth.

	


One evening Father Elias showed Sami a wooden box hidden beneath church floorboards.

Inside were watches.

Dozens of broken watches.

Burned.

Cracked.

Bent by explosions.

“What are these?” Sami asked.

The priest touched one carefully.

“Your father repaired watches for many people here.”

Sami stared silently.

“After bombings,” the priest continued, “families brought me whatever remained of their loved ones. Sometimes only watches survived.”

The boy lifted one carefully.

Its hands had stopped at 2:14.

The exact moment the missile struck.

Suddenly he understood why his father respected broken clocks.

Because damaged things still carried time inside them.

Still carried evidence that someone existed.

That someone laughed once.

Loved once.

Dreamed once.

Sami began repairing them at night.

Not because they could truly work again.

But because memory deserved maintenance.

The watches became symbolic funerals for people denied proper graves.

	


Then came the video.

Everything changed after the video.

A whistleblower inside the military leaked classified footage online.

The missile strike that destroyed Sami’s neighborhood had not targeted insurgents.

Officials knew civilians were inside.

They approved the attack anyway because eliminating one suspected rebel commander would improve polling numbers before elections.

The operation had been politically useful.

That phrase spread across every screen in the country.

Politically useful.

The footage showed officers discussing acceptable civilian losses while drinking coffee.

One man laughed.

“By next week nobody will care.”

Silence exploded across the nation.

Not outrage.

Not revolution.

Silence.

The kind born when truth becomes too monstrous for ordinary minds.

People lowered their eyes in trains.

At grocery stores.

In offices.

Because once evil became undeniable, every citizen faced the same terrible question:

What had their silence purchased?

	


Riots erupted eventually.

Not immediately.

Human beings delay morality when morality threatens comfort.

But grief accumulates.

So does humiliation.

Crowds flooded streets demanding resignations.

Police fired into demonstrations.

Media networks called protesters extremists.

Religious leaders urged patience while dining with ministers behind closed doors.

One famous television commentator declared:

“National unity requires difficult sacrifices.”

His son studied safely abroad.

Far from bombs.

Far from sacrifice.

Sami watched the unrest from church steps beside Father Elias.

“Will anything change?” he asked.

The old priest looked toward smoke rising downtown.

“Power changes costumes,” he said. “Rarely character.”

	


That night the shelter received dozens of wounded protesters.

Among them was a woman clutching a bloodstained phone.

“My daughter,” she kept whispering.

Nobody understood until the phone rang.

The woman answered desperately.

A little girl’s voice emerged through static.

“Mama?”

The shelter froze.

The mother collapsed sobbing onto the floor.

“I’m here,” she cried.

“I’m here.”

But the line disconnected.

No one could reach the child again.

Hours later they discovered the girl had died alone inside a subway station after security forces sealed exits during the riots.

The mother listened to the final voicemail repeatedly until dawn.

“Mama?”

Just that word.

Nothing else.

One word carrying the entire weight of civilization’s failure.

Even soldiers cried hearing it.

Because somewhere beneath ideology, training, and obedience, human beings still recognized innocence when it screamed.

	


Months later, elections arrived.

The ruling party won again.

Comfort defeated conscience.

Fear defeated truth.

Most citizens convinced themselves stability mattered more than justice.

Markets recovered.

Tourism campaigns resumed.

The same commentators who once defended bombings began discussing national healing.

As though healing and forgetting were identical.

Sami understood then that societies rarely collapse dramatically.

They decay quietly.

Through compromise.

Through convenience.

Through exhausted people choosing survival over courage one ordinary day at a time.

Humanity disappeared not with apocalypse.

But paperwork.

Headlines.

Excuses.

	


Father Elias died during winter.

Heart failure.

Too many funerals inside one body.

Before dying, he gave Sami the wooden box of watches.

“Keep them,” he whispered weakly.

“Why?”

“So time remembers.”

At the funeral only twenty people attended.

No politicians.

No cameras.

No grand speeches.

Just refugees, widows, addicts, laborers, forgotten people carrying candles against snow.

Sami realized something then:

The poor buried each other while the powerful buried truth.

	


Years passed.

The war officially ended.

Another one began elsewhere.

There was always another one.

Sami grew older repairing watches in a small corner shop inherited from his father’s surviving customers. The city modernized around him. Luxury towers rose above neighborhoods still containing bullet holes.

Young people filmed dances for social media beside memorial walls.

Algorithms rewarded outrage for exactly forty-eight hours before demanding fresh entertainment.

History became background noise.

One afternoon a university student entered the shop carrying a broken military watch.

“Can you fix this?” she asked.

Sami opened the casing carefully.

Inside he found dried blood beneath the gears.

Whose blood?

Enemy?

Civilian?

Child?

The watch did not say.

Machines never confessed.

Only humans invented moral language to disguise brutality.

“Can it be repaired?” she repeated.

He looked up slowly.

“Yes,” he answered.

But he was no longer speaking about the watch.

	


The student returned often.

Her name was Leila.

She studied journalism because she still believed truth mattered despite all evidence otherwise.

That innocence frightened Sami.

And attracted him.

She interviewed refugees nobody else visited. She exposed corruption in housing projects. She once spent three days documenting conditions inside prisons where political dissidents disappeared.

“You’ll get yourself killed,” Sami warned.

Leila smiled sadly.

“People are already dying. I just write it down.”

They fell in love quietly.

Not cinematic love.

Not perfect love.

Human love.

The kind built from shared exhaustion and surviving the same century.

At night they sat on rooftops drinking cheap tea while drones hummed above distant districts.

Leila once asked him:

“Do you think humanity is naturally cruel?”

Sami considered carefully.

Below them, advertisements glowed across skyscrapers while homeless families slept beneath bridges.

“No,” he said finally. “I think humanity is naturally afraid. Cruelty is what fear looks like after it becomes organized.”

	


Then Leila disappeared.

No warning.

No arrest warrant.

Just absence.

The newspaper where she worked claimed ignorance. Police denied involvement. Friends stopped answering calls.

Everyone became careful suddenly.

Careful language.

Careful silence.

Careful survival.

Weeks later, Sami received a package without return address.

Inside was Leila’s recorder.

One audio file remained.

Her voice whispered urgently:

“If you hear this, publish everything.”

The recording contained evidence linking government ministers, religious authorities, and media executives to illegal detention centers where dissidents were tortured during wartime.

Names.

Dates.

Payments.

Blessings exchanged for contracts.

Patriotism sold like narcotics.

At the end of the recording, Leila’s breathing trembled.

Then she asked one final question:

“How many people must disappear before silence becomes murder?”

The file ended.

Sami sat motionless until sunrise.

Outside, commuters walked toward offices carrying coffee cups and ordinary worries while history rotted beneath their feet.

That was the shocking realization.

Not that evil existed.

But that civilization could continue functioning normally beside it.

Children still attended school.

Couples still married.

Restaurants still filled with laughter.

Human beings possessed the terrifying ability to coexist with horror as long as horror remained distributed unevenly.

	


Sami published the recordings anonymously online.

For forty-eight hours the nation erupted.

Protests.

Debates.

Denials.

Then came distractions.

Celebrity scandals.

Sports tournaments.

Economic announcements.

The machinery of modern attention moved forward exactly as designed.

Leila’s story dissolved beneath new headlines.

One minister resigned.

Three others received promotions.

Life continued.

Again.

Always again.

Sami understood then why systems feared memory.

Because memory interrupted the comfort necessary for corruption to survive.

	


Years later, tourists visited the rebuilt northern district where the missile struck long ago.

Cafés opened.

Luxury apartments replaced ruins.

A museum displayed photographs from the war accompanied by patriotic narration.

Gift shops sold miniature flags beside books about national resilience.

Sami walked through the exhibits one afternoon anonymously among visitors.

One display described the missile strike.

UNFORTUNATE CASUALTIES DURING A HEROIC OPERATION.

That was all.

No names.

No mothers.

No burned curtains fluttering from broken windows.

History had been cleaned for public consumption.

Near the exit, schoolchildren listened to a guide explain sacrifice.

One little boy raised his hand.

“Did innocent people die?”

The guide hesitated briefly.

“Yes,” she answered carefully. “But difficult times require difficult decisions.”

The children nodded.

Lesson complete.

Conscience standardized.

Sami left immediately because suddenly he could not breathe.

Outside the museum, vendors sold ice cream beneath giant national flags waving peacefully against blue sky.

For a moment he hated everyone.

The tourists.

The leaders.

The crowds.

Humanity itself.

Then he saw an old woman kneeling beside the sidewalk feeding stray dogs from her grocery bag.

Small tenderness surviving inside monstrous times.

That was humanity too.

The contradiction broke him.

He sat on a bench crying silently while strangers passed pretending not to notice.

Modern loneliness was not the absence of people.

It was the abundance of people trained to ignore pain.

	


When Sami turned forty-three, another war began.

Different border.

Different slogans.

Same graves.

Televisions repeated familiar language.

Necessary force.

National security.

Collateral damage.

The world applauded itself again.

One evening a young delivery driver entered Sami’s shop carrying a broken watch.

The boy looked exhausted.

Probably twenty years old.

Probably poor.

Probably invisible to history.

“Can you fix it?” he asked.

Sami opened the watch.

The hands had stopped during an explosion overseas.

The driver explained quietly that his brother died there last month.

“The government says he was a hero.”

Sami nodded.

“And was he?”

The young man stared toward the street for a long time before answering.

“He wanted to study architecture.”

Silence filled the shop.

Outside, traffic lights changed mechanically while advertisements promised happiness through consumption.

Finally the boy asked:

“Do you think any of this means anything?”

There it was.

The philosophical question beneath every century of bloodshed.

Does suffering possess meaning, or do humans invent meaning so suffering becomes survivable?

Sami looked at the shelves around him filled with repaired watches belonging to dead strangers.

Tiny machines carrying interrupted lives.

“I think,” he said slowly, “meaning is the one thing power cannot manufacture for us.”

The boy frowned.

“Then where does it come from?”

Sami closed the watch carefully.

“From refusing to become cruel.”

	


That winter, authorities demolished the old church shelter to build a financial complex.

Progress, newspapers called it.

Development.

Economic modernization.

Workers carried debris into trucks while former refugees watched from sidewalks.

Nobody protested.

The city needed investment.

Need always defeated memory.

Before demolition crews destroyed the final wall, Sami entered the ruins one last time.

Dust floated through broken sunlight.

He found Father Elias’s old chair still standing in the corner.

Beside it lay a single watch buried beneath debris.

Stopped forever at 2:14.

Sami held it in his trembling hands.

That moment became the symbolic center of his entire life:

A broken watch surviving longer than human morality.

Outside, construction machines roared like mechanical gods preparing another altar for wealth.

Sami suddenly imagined humanity itself lying in a hospital bed somewhere enormous and dark.

Covered in tubes.

Breathing weakly.

Not dying from one wound.

But millions of small untreated infections:

Greed mistaken for ambition.

Violence mistaken for patriotism.

Consumption mistaken for happiness.

Silence mistaken for peace.

He realized civilizations do not murder humanity all at once.

They let it bleed slowly while arguing over profits.

	


On the final evening of his life, Sami sat alone in his shop during a blackout.

The city disappeared into darkness again.

Honest darkness.

Outside, distant sirens echoed through rain.

He opened the wooden box of watches one last time.

Hundreds now.

Hundreds of stopped moments.

Each one marking somebody’s unfinished sentence.

Somebody’s final breath.

Somebody who believed tomorrow still existed.

He listened carefully.

No ticking.

Only silence.

Then, from a nearby apartment window, he heard a mother reading softly to her child by candlelight.

A story.

Gentle.

Human.

For a brief moment hope returned—not as optimism, but as resistance.

Because even in collapsing civilizations, people still tried to love each other.

Still shared bread.

Still carried strangers from rubble.

Still whispered prayers over the dying.

Humanity survived longest in small acts history never recorded.

Sami closed his eyes.

The rain deepened.

Far away, another leader was probably giving another speech about peace.

Another crowd was probably applauding.

Another village was probably burning.

And somewhere, another child was beginning to understand that the world did not collapse because evil people existed.

It collapsed because ordinary people learned to watch suffering the way they watched weather.

Through windows.

Quietly.

Waiting for it to pass over someone else.
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2. Case Closed
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The tea was already cold when Inspector Arvind Rao finally noticed the blood on the boy’s shoe.

The boy could not have been older than nineteen.

Thin wrists.

University backpack.

Rainwater dripping from his sleeves onto the interrogation room floor.

He sat beneath the yellow police light with the stunned expression of someone who still believed truth mattered inside government buildings.

Outside the station, television vans waited like vultures around roadkill.

Inside, exhausted constables smoked near cracked windows while ceiling fans pushed warm air from one corner to another.

The city had not slept for three nights.

A minister’s daughter had been murdered in an abandoned parking garage downtown.

The nation wanted outrage.

The media wanted spectacle.

The ruling party wanted immediate justice before elections.

And justice, Inspector Rao had learned long ago, was simply the word powerful people used when they wanted something finished quickly.

The boy looked terrified.

“My name is Kabir,” he whispered again. “I already told them. I didn’t kill anyone.”

Arvind stared at the bloodstain on the shoe.

Not fresh.

Dark brown.

Half washed by rain.

The constable beside him leaned closer.

“Sir,” he murmured quietly, “the channels are already calling him the killer.”

Arvind closed his eyes briefly.

Somewhere beyond the station walls, thousands of strangers were watching dramatic music play beneath photographs of a dead girl they had never met. Social media demanded executions before trials. Politicians gave speeches about moral decay while accepting bribes from corporations that poisoned rivers.

The machinery had already started moving.

And once systems begin moving, human beings inside them stop behaving like souls.

They behave like gears.

Arvind lit another cigarette.

“What were you doing near the parking garage?” he asked.

Kabir swallowed hard.

“I work deliveries at night.”

“Any witnesses?”

“No.”

“Anyone who can confirm where you were before midnight?”

Silence.

The kind of silence poverty creates.

Poor people rarely possessed alibis because survival happened invisibly.

No restaurant receipts.

No surveillance cameras inside slums.

No digital records proving existence.

Only labor.

Sweat.

Movement.

A life too small for systems to document unless it became criminal.

Kabir looked up suddenly.

“Sir... if I was rich, would you still think I did it?”

The question entered the room softly.

But it remained there like smoke.

No one answered.

Because everyone already knew the truth.

	


Twenty years earlier, before promotions and medals and expensive whiskey hidden in office drawers, Arvind Rao had been the son of a railway clerk.

He grew up in a one-room apartment beside rusted tracks where trains screamed through the night like wounded animals.

His father believed deeply in law.

Not because the law had ever protected them.

But because poor men often worshipped institutions precisely because they had nothing else.

Every Sunday his father ironed his single white shirt carefully and said the same thing:

“A country survives only when decent men obey rules.”

Arvind believed him then.

Children inherit faith before they inherit doubt.

Back then, the city still smelled of rain and diesel instead of glass towers and imported perfume. Fruit vendors slept beside temples. Families crowded around radios during cricket matches. Men argued about politics in barber shops as though democracy itself lived inside ordinary conversation.

Then came liberalization.

Then came money.

Then came television.

The city changed faster than human morality could adapt.

Luxury malls rose beside starving neighborhoods.

Developers replaced playgrounds with investment properties.

News anchors began shouting instead of reporting.

Greed stopped being shameful.

It became aspirational.

Arvind entered the police force believing he could become useful.

His mother cried during graduation.

His father saluted him jokingly outside the academy gates.

“You’ll protect people now,” the old man said proudly.

Arvind remembered that sentence years later with the same pain people remember final conversations before funerals.

	


The first time he accepted a bribe, it was for medicine.

His father had collapsed from a stroke.

Government hospitals overflowed with patients lying on floors while ministers traveled abroad for treatment paid by taxpayers.

A local businessman handed Arvind an envelope after a traffic violation.

“Take it,” the man smiled. “Everyone does.”

Inside was enough money to buy medicine for three months.

Arvind stared at the envelope all night.

Then he used it.

That was how corruption truly entered people—not through evil, but through exhaustion.

Through desperation.

Through systems designed to make morality expensive.

After that, the line moved slowly.

A favor here.

A false statement there.

Protection for politicians.

Violence against protesters.

Silence during illegal demolitions.

Each compromise small enough to survive individually.

Together they transformed him.

The frightening thing about corruption was not how loudly it arrived.

But how gently.

Like water entering cracks nobody repaired.

	


The murdered girl’s name was Aditi Mehra.

Twenty-two years old.

Studying international relations.

Photographs showed her smiling beside champagne glasses and university friends.

Within hours, the media transformed her into national tragedy.

Not because violence against women was rare.

But because her father was Minister Rajeev Mehra, one of the most powerful men in the country.

Three poor women had been raped and murdered in nearby districts the same week.

Nobody televised their funerals.

No debates.

No candle marches.

Democracy grieved selectively.

The poor disappeared statistically.

The rich became symbols.

That night, Commissioner Bedi summoned Arvind privately.

Rain hammered against office windows overlooking the city.

“We need an arrest immediately,” Bedi said calmly.

“The evidence is weak,” Arvind replied.

“The nation doesn’t care about evidence right now.”

Bedi poured whiskey into crystal glasses.

“You understand politics, don’t you?”

Arvind remained silent.

“The minister wants stability before elections. Markets are nervous. Investors are nervous. The media wants closure. People need to believe the system works.”

“And if the boy is innocent?”

Commissioner Bedi looked almost sympathetic.

“Innocence is a philosophical concept, Inspector. Public order is practical.”

Those words stayed inside Arvind for decades.

Innocence is philosophical.

Power is practical.

That was the real constitution beneath every flag.

	


Kabir Ansari lived in a settlement behind the industrial district where chemical smoke permanently stained the sky gray.

His father repaired bicycle tires until diabetes blinded him. His mother cleaned offices she would never afford to work inside professionally.

Kabir delivered food twelve hours daily while studying engineering through borrowed textbooks.

He loved astronomy.

That detail disturbed Arvind later more than anything else.

Astronomy.

A poor boy staring at stars above factories poisoning his lungs.

As though hope itself were a form of rebellion.

When police searched Kabir’s room, they found old science magazines, unpaid bills, and a cracked photograph of his family smiling beside the sea years earlier.

No history of violence.

No criminal record.

No connection to the victim.

But his phone location placed him near the garage.

And poor men near rich women became believable villains instantly.

Television channels ran headlines:

MONSTER ARRESTED.

JUSTICE MOVES SWIFTLY.

Experts debated psychology without meeting him. Politicians praised police efficiency. Religious leaders demanded moral cleansing while privately abusing servants and children behind locked compounds.

The nation consumed outrage comfortably from sofas.

No one asked why violence thrived in a society worshipping power and humiliation daily.

	


Arvind interrogated Kabir alone after midnight.

The station smelled of sweat, stale cigarettes, and wet uniforms.

Kabir’s lips trembled.

“Sir... please. My mother thinks I’m innocent.”

Arvind stared at him.

Such a strange sentence.

Not I am innocent.

My mother thinks I’m innocent.

As though love itself had become the final remaining courtroom.

“She says God sees everything,” Kabir whispered.

Arvind almost laughed.

Not from cruelty.

From fatigue.

He had spent twenty years watching holy men bless corrupt politicians while homeless children slept outside temples.

Religion had become performance for the comfortable and anesthesia for the suffering.

Still, Kabir continued speaking.

“My father can’t see anymore. My sister wants to become a doctor.” He swallowed hard. “If I go to prison, they’ll starve.”

Arvind looked away.

Because somewhere beneath promotions and compromises, something inside him still recognized humanity when it begged.

Then his phone rang.

Commissioner Bedi.

“Media pressure is exploding,” the commissioner snapped. “File the confession tonight.”

“He hasn’t confessed.”

Silence.

Then colder:

“Inspector... do not confuse morality with duty.”

The line disconnected.

Arvind sat motionless for a long time.

Outside, thunder rolled above the city.

Finally he placed a blank statement before Kabir.

“Sign.”

The boy stared at the paper.

“But it says I admitted—”

“Sign.”

“I didn’t do this.”

“I know.”

The room became unbearably quiet.

Kabir looked at him with the expression people reserve for betrayal by someone they still hoped might save them.

That look haunted Arvind longer than any corpse.

“Then why?” the boy whispered.

Arvind could not answer honestly.

Because the truthful answer was too monstrous in its simplicity:

Because systems require sacrifices.

And the poor are cheapest.

Kabir signed eventually.

Not because he believed the law.

Because fear exhausts human resistance.

	


The trial lasted nine days.

The verdict lasted nine minutes.

Guilty.

Life imprisonment.

The minister praised the judiciary publicly.

News channels celebrated institutional strength.

The stock market rose.

Democracy congratulated itself.

Outside the courthouse, Kabir’s mother collapsed screaming while cameras filmed her grief from multiple angles.

One reporter asked:

“How does it feel to raise a murderer?”

The woman stared at him as though language itself had become diseased.

Then she fainted.

The clip went viral.

Advertisements played before it.

	


Years passed.

Arvind rose steadily.

Promotions.

Awards.

Televised interviews about crime reform.

Politicians shook his hand publicly.

He purchased a larger apartment overlooking the river where slums once stood before redevelopment displaced thousands.

His son, Rohan, attended elite schools.

His wife collected imported wine and learned to smile at diplomatic parties.

Outwardly, success.

Inwardly, silence.

That was the true architecture of modern civilization:

Comfort built above buried screams.

Sometimes late at night, Arvind remembered Kabir’s eyes.

Not angry.

Worse.

Disappointed.

As though the boy had witnessed humanity failing an exam it kept pretending to pass.

To numb himself, Arvind worked longer hours.

Corruption becomes survivable only when people remain busy enough to avoid reflection.

	


Then came the riots.

Another election year.

Another religious controversy engineered for political profit.

A temple wall damaged under mysterious circumstances.

Television channels declared civilization under attack before investigations even began.

Crowds flooded streets carrying flags and iron rods.

Mosques burned.

Shops looted.

Children disappeared in smoke.

Leaders gave speeches about peace while secretly calculating voting patterns district by district.

Nationalism was the most profitable business model ever invented.

During the violence, Arvind watched officers stand aside while mobs attacked neighborhoods considered politically expendable.

One constable asked quietly:

“Sir... shouldn’t we stop them?”

Arvind looked at burning homes reflected in shop windows.

Orders crackled through radios:

Do not intervene.

Maintain strategic distance.

Strategic distance.

Another elegant phrase disguising cowardice.

That night he returned home smelling of smoke and shame.

Rohan sat watching riot footage online.

“Why are they killing each other?” the boy asked.

Arvind removed his bloodstained jacket slowly.

“Because someone taught them hatred before they learned compassion.”

“Who?”

Arvind opened his mouth.

Then closed it again.

How could he explain that hatred survived because powerful men cultivated it carefully like crops?

That poor citizens murdered each other while elites exchanged business contracts safely behind guarded walls?

That religion had become less about God than territory?

Instead he said quietly:

“Go to sleep.”

	


Years later, Commissioner Bedi died from a heart attack during a luxury vacation overseas.

State honors followed.

Politicians praised his service.

Newspapers called him a guardian of democracy.

Arvind attended the funeral wearing medals polished bright enough to blind memory.

During the ceremony, Bedi’s widow whispered emotionally:

“He gave his life to justice.”

Arvind nearly collapsed hearing it.

Not because it was false.

Because everyone there wanted it to be true.

That was the frightening thing about societies:

People preferred comforting lies over devastating truths because truth demanded responsibility.

Lies allowed continuation.

Truth required transformation.

	


One monsoon evening, Arvind received a letter without return address.

Inside was a newspaper clipping about Kabir’s conviction.

Across the photograph someone had written:

DO YOU REMEMBER HIS EYES?

No signature.

Nothing else.

His hands shook violently.

That night he drank alone until dawn while rain blurred city lights into wounds across glass.

For the first time in years, he visited the prison archives.

Dust covered old files.

Rats moved behind shelves.

He reopened Kabir’s case slowly.

Then he found it.

Suppressed forensic reports.

DNA mismatch.

Alternative suspects connected to the minister’s son’s friends.

Evidence buried deliberately before trial.

Arvind felt physically ill.

Not because corruption existed.

He already knew that.

But because suddenly he understood the full horror:

Kabir had been innocent beyond doubt.

Completely innocent.

And everyone important had known.

Commissioner.

Politicians.

Media executives.

Perhaps judges.

An entire machinery had cooperated to destroy one human life because truth threatened power.

The realization shattered something fundamental inside him.

He had not merely participated in injustice.

He had helped construct reality itself.

	


Kabir died in prison six months earlier.

Tuberculosis.

Untreated.

Forty-one years old.

Arvind sat alone reading the medical report repeatedly.

No family claimed the body immediately because transportation costs were too high.

The state cremated him anonymously.

Case closed.

Human life reduced finally to paperwork.

Arvind searched prison records desperately.

One guard remembered him.

“Quiet man,” the guard shrugged. “Always fixing broken radios and clocks for inmates.”

Clocks.

The detail struck like a knife.

Kabir had spent twenty years repairing time inside cages built by lies.

Arvind drove aimlessly through the city afterward.

Luxury billboards towered above homeless families sleeping beneath flyovers. Influencers filmed motivational videos beside children begging at traffic lights.

Everything looked obscene suddenly.

The entire civilization.

Success.

Politics.

Patriotism.

All of it resting upon invisible suffering people chose not to see.

	


Then Rohan disappeared.

Twenty-three years old.

University graduate.

Idealistic in ways Arvind secretly admired and feared.

Police discovered narcotics inside his car after a political protest turned violent downtown.

News channels exploded instantly.

COMMISSIONER’S SON LINKED TO EXTREMIST NETWORK.

Commentators who once praised Arvind now questioned his integrity nightly.

Political allies stopped answering calls.

The minister—now older, richer, preparing another election campaign—offered public sympathy while privately distancing himself.

Systems consumed loyalty until inconvenience arrived.

Then they fed on former servants too.

Rohan sat inside an interrogation room beneath the same yellow light where Kabir once trembled decades earlier.

History had not repeated itself.

It had waited.

Arvind entered the room slowly.

His son looked terrified.

“Dad, I swear... the drugs aren’t mine.”

The words struck with unbearable familiarity.

Arvind suddenly saw both faces simultaneously.

Kabir.

Rohan.

Two frightened boys separated by class but united by helplessness before institutions hungry for convenient narratives.

“Please believe me,” Rohan whispered.

Arvind sat down heavily.

Outside the station, reporters shouted questions.

Social media demanded accountability.

Politicians called for swift justice.

The machine was warming itself again.

Exactly the same sounds.

Exactly the same appetite.

Then came the shocking realization that finally destroyed whatever remained of him:

The system had not become corrupt.

The system had been functioning perfectly from the beginning.

It protected power by feeding on vulnerability.

And men like him were never guardians of justice.

Only maintenance workers inside a factory manufacturing acceptable victims.

	


Commissioner Arvind Rao requested immediate review of evidence.

The response arrived quickly from higher authorities.

“Do not interfere emotionally.”

Emotionally.

As though fatherhood itself were administrative weakness.

As though compassion threatened institutional stability more than corruption ever had.

One senior official spoke privately:

“You understand how perception works. The public needs confidence.”

Confidence.

Another beautiful word hiding brutality.

Arvind stared at the man across polished conference tables.

Suddenly he imagined all governments as enormous theaters where language performed elegance while reality bled backstage.

“Are you asking me to sacrifice my son?” he whispered.

The official sighed patiently.

“We are asking you to trust procedure.”

Procedure.

He remembered Kabir signing false confessions with trembling hands.

He remembered his mother collapsing outside courtrooms.

He remembered Commissioner Bedi pouring whiskey while discussing innocence philosophically.

Procedure.

Human cruelty always sounded most civilized when wrapped in bureaucratic vocabulary.

	


Arvind visited Kabir’s parents for the first time.

The settlement looked smaller now.

More broken.

As though poverty itself aged physically.

Kabir’s father sat blind beside a radio broadcasting patriotic songs from a nearby election rally.

His mother opened the door slowly.

She recognized Arvind instantly.

No anger appeared on her face.

That was worse.

Only exhaustion.

“I came to
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