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​Chapter 1: The Ceiling Fan Turns Slowly
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Lahore, July

The fan groaned above Naveed’s body, slicing the thick summer air in slow, uneven arcs—like a pendulum unsure of its rhythm. Below, the man swayed gently, his loafers still polished, as if ready for a meeting he no longer needed to attend. The room smelled of dust, old paper, and a faint trace of lime soap.

Inspector Sibtain lit a cigarette by the window, even though he knew it was unprofessional. He didn’t care. The dead man didn’t either. There was something almost polite about Naveed’s death—no splattered brains, no shattered glass, no blood-soaked letters screaming injustice. Just a belt looped over a beam and a chair nudged half an inch to the side.

“Any signs of a break-in?” he asked without looking back.

Constable Waleed shook his head. “Gate was bolted from the inside. No forced entry.”

“CCTV?”

“Not working. Disconnected for a month. Wapda issues, the landlord said.”

Sibtain exhaled slowly, smoke drifting into the lazy afternoon light. Outside, the city vibrated—horns blaring, fruit vendors yelling, rickshaw engines sputtering. Inside, time had halted.

He walked around the room like a man examining a crime scene in a play. The bed was neatly made. A single teacup sat on the desk, its ring still wet. An open file folder lay next to it, pages filled with tables, signatures, rubber stamps. Bureaucracy printed in Times New Roman.

“What’s this?” he asked.

Waleed picked it up, glanced. “Something about housing schemes. Internal correspondence. Maybe his office files?”

“From the Ministry?”

“Yes, sir. Housing and Works. Senior Deputy Director.”

Sibtain crouched to inspect a small cardboard box under the desk. Inside—old diaries, a bottle of sleeping pills, three USB drives labeled in black marker: Thar, Karachi Phase II, D&S. He raised an eyebrow. “Pack all of this.”

Waleed hesitated. “Sir, it looks like suicide. Why—”

“Pack it,” Sibtain repeated, this time without the smoke-softened edge.

He stood and finally looked up at Naveed. The man’s neck tilted slightly, his collar stretched, tongue just poking out. Sibtain had seen a lot of bodies—crude, loud deaths full of panic. This one felt... composed. Almost resigned.

“He knew,” Sibtain murmured.

“Knew what, sir?”

Sibtain didn't answer. Instead, he stepped out into the corridor. The floor tiles were cracked, the walls once white, now tobacco-stained and scribbled over by time. He descended the narrow stairs slowly, each step echoing like a ticking clock.

Outside, the heat hit like a slap. Reporters were already crowding behind the police tape, their phones up, eyes gleaming with curiosity, not grief. A few neighbors huddled near the paan shop across the street, whispering. One of them, an old woman in a dupatta too thick for summer, clutched a small Quran and shook her head.

"Such a decent man,” she said. “Always quiet. Never caused trouble.”

Sibtain walked past them to his car. He knew the story the papers would run: Senior Official Commits Suicide Amid Work Pressure. The kind of headline that created no ripples, no outrage. Just a sigh from a nation grown numb.

But something didn’t sit right. Something about the USBs. About the untouched cup of tea. About the timing.

Because Naveed Alam had filed a complaint last week. An internal memo. Buried, ignored, dismissed.

And now, here he was—hanging by a belt, in a house with broken CCTV, holding secrets no one wanted unearthed.

As the fan continued its mournful spin upstairs, Inspector Sibtain muttered under his breath, “Someone cleaned this up too neatly.”

He turned the key in the ignition and drove off, not toward the station, but toward the journalist who had called him yesterday.

Meher Siddiqui.
The girl who had said, “If something happens to him, don’t believe the silence.”
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​Chapter 2: The First Voice Message
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Karachi, Two Weeks Earlier

Meher Siddiqui sat on the edge of her bed, her laptop open but forgotten, her thumb hovering over the play button on a voice message she hadn’t meant to receive.

Rain lashed the windows behind her. The monsoon had arrived in Karachi, turning streets into oily rivers and balconies into orchestras of dripping water. Her room smelled like wet wires and old paint. The city outside buzzed with generators and honking bikes, but her world had narrowed to the screen in front of her. The WhatsApp voice note read: Naveed Alam — 3:07 minutes.

She took a breath and pressed play.


“I don’t know how much time I have left. Maybe weeks. Maybe days. They haven’t said anything directly, but... they don’t need to. You’ll understand that soon enough.”


His voice was soft. Dignified, but fraying at the edges. The kind of voice that hadn’t asked to be heard, but now demanded it.


“They’ve started moving things. Files disappearing. Contracts amended post-facto. The new company names—clean ones—are being floated already. Dust & Stone is just the first skin. Peel it off and you’ll find more.”


Meher grabbed her notepad, scribbling. New names. Corporate layering. Shell structure?


“They think no one will bother to look. That we’re all tired. And maybe they’re right. But someone has to keep a record. If you’re hearing this, it means I’ve either lost or given up. Or maybe they helped me give up. Either way—”


The message stuttered. She heard papers rustling, the clink of glass, maybe a door creaking. Then he spoke again.


“You’ll find the trail in the Sindh Housing Development Authority files. Start with the Quetta road contracts. And trust no one. Not even your editor. Especially not your editor.”


Click. Silence.

Meher sat back. Her fingers trembled—not out of fear, but the beginning thrum of adrenaline. That slow, familiar ache that every good story began with. The kind that felt like falling in love and being punched in the gut at the same time.



Three days ago, she’d still been chasing an exposé on the Karachi water tanker mafia. Half-baked sources, disappearing numbers, a cold shoulder from her publication’s top brass. Then the anonymous email had landed in her inbox—subject line: D&S = Disaster & Silence. No body text, just a scanned letter stamped with the Ministry’s logo and a Dropbox link.

Inside: Procurement records. Site photos from Sukkur showing half-built homes labeled “completed.” And a cryptic Excel sheet titled Blue Trail. At the bottom of the folder was a phone number with the words “Trust if you dare – N.A.”

So she called. And now, she had this voice message.



Downstairs, her father’s TV blared Geo News. She could hear the anchor’s voice rise with synthetic outrage. "A new housing scandal may be brewing—"

She smiled bitterly. The media always liked their scandals well-cooked, not raw like this. Not when the bones were still fresh.

Meher reached for her phone again and dialed.

“Salman, I need you to do something for me. Quietly. You know that site near Mirpur Mathelo? Yeah, the one you said felt off. Go back. Take photos. Get a GPS pin. I’ll explain everything later.”

She hung up before he could protest.



That night, she wrote in her journal:


If I disappear, it will not be because of a single man. It will be because of an entire system that makes men like Naveed disposable.


But for now, she would keep digging. Because buried beneath cement, contracts, and silence was a truth that wanted to breathe.

And she would give it air—even if it choked her too.
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​Chapter 3: The Ghost House
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Mirpur Mathelo, Sindh

The sun was a white wound in the sky when Salman Farooq parked his bike beside a rusted iron gate. Dust blew like dry whispers across the road, settling on his jeans, in his lashes, behind his teeth. He wiped his forehead and looked up at the sign hanging crooked above the compound wall:

“Shaheen Homes – Model Housing Scheme (Phase III)”
Completed June 2023 – Funded by Ministry of Housing & Works
In Partnership with Dust & Stone Pvt. Ltd.
The houses were supposed to be twenty-eight. Meher had told him that. "Twenty-eight units, each 600 sq ft, with clean water access and solar panels. At least on paper."

What stood before him was a skeletal ghost town.

Half-built cinderblock homes with no windows, no roofs—just hollow rooms filled with plastic wrappers, rotting timber, and silence. Rebar jutted from cement like bones. Some homes had walls that looked sturdy until you got close; then you realized the bricks were sandwiched around empty space. Shells made to look like homes.

Salman walked slowly, snapping pictures with his phone. His hand shook slightly—not from fear, but the surreal quiet. He’d grown up in flood-hit Thatta. He’d seen devastation. But this was different. This was manufactured neglect. Ruins made before they were ever used.

In one of the rooms, he saw a stack of cardboard signs:
“Inaugurated by Honorable MNA Hafeez Khosa.”
The name was sharp, familiar—he’d seen it last week on a news scroll about land reforms.
He moved deeper into the site, into the back units—ones that didn’t even have flooring. Just dirt and discarded syringes, old biscuit wrappers, and, disturbingly, a pile of children’s schoolbooks partially burned.

Then something caught his eye: a painted mark on the inner wall.
D&S-4B
It was sprayed in red, stenciled like a construction code, but it matched the label in one of the Excel sheets Meher had sent him. In her note, she’d written:

“Look for the pattern. D&S codes link directly to ghost billing.”


Salman crouched, took close-ups, and reached for the notebook in his bag to sketch the layout. That’s when he heard it—the crunch of gravel.

He froze.

A low engine hum.

Voices.

Male. Two at least.

He ducked behind a support beam, heart thudding. Through a slit in the unfinished wall, he saw a white Vigo roll in, license plate missing. Two men got out—both in shalwar kameez, both with walkie-talkies. One wore aviators and walked like someone used to being listened to.

“Check the back lots,” one said. “Make sure no one’s snooping again.”

Again.

Salman slipped back through the half-door of the nearest shell house and crouched behind a slab of concrete. His phone was still recording.

The men walked past slowly, their boots crunching, one of them cursing the heat. Salman could hear the click of their radios, the rustle of their shirts. He didn’t breathe.

After what felt like ten minutes, the voices faded. The engine coughed to life. The dust rose again.

When he was sure they were gone, Salman stumbled back to his bike, shoved his phone into his bag, and kicked the engine to life. He rode with the wind stinging his face, heart still galloping.



That night, back in his apartment in Sukkur, he uploaded the files to Meher.

Message:


“They’re still guarding it. No water. No panels. This thing was never meant to be real.”


Her reply came instantly.


“Got it. You’re a legend. Keep your head down.”


And then:


“They’ve found Naveed. He’s dead.”


Salman read the text twice. Then a third time.

He turned off the lights and sat in the dark for a long time, listening to the fan above him spin—not too fast, not too slow.

Just like the one in Naveed Alam’s room.
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