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The newsroom of Bhalwal Chronicle smelled faintly of ink and dust. The ceiling fans pushed around the late-summer heat, squeaking as if complaining about their endless duty. Stacks of newspapers sat on a wooden counter, the headlines from yesterday already forgotten, their worth measured only in how quickly they turned to wastepaper. In one corner, beneath a crookedly pinned map of Sargodha District on the wall, Samir sat at his desk. His fingers drummed absentmindedly against the typewriter’s worn keys, though he hadn’t typed anything for several minutes. Samir, at thirty-five, carried the air of a man twice his age; not from illness but from an unshakable sense of responsibility. As the editor of the Chronicle, he believed journalism was the soul of a town, a mirror that refused to flatter, a witness that refused to forget. Bhalwal, with its bustling fruit markets and endless stretches of citrus groves, was more than just a provincial town to him; it was his canvas, his battlefield, and, in quieter moments, his confessional. And across from him sat Fahad, his trusted reporter. Fahad was younger, barely twenty-seven, his hair perpetually disheveled, his shirt sleeves rolled up carelessly, as though he had more urgent matters to attend to than appearance. His voice carried an energy that made even trivial gossip sound like revelation. Villagers respected him, vendors greeted him warmly, and tea-shop owners often saved him a seat near the fan. Fahad had what Samir lacked: youth’s hunger, a restlessness that sought not only to uncover facts but to challenge them.

“Sir,” Fahad said, leaning across the desk, lowering his voice though the newsroom was nearly empty, “I’ve been digging deeper into Noon Sugar Mill. There’s more than what we’ve printed so far. Workers complain about withheld wages, safety violations, and even shady land acquisitions. But they’re terrified to speak openly.”

Samir listened, his face calm but his eyes sharpened. The Noon family was not just influential; they were practically untouchable in Bhalwal. Their sugar mill employed hundreds, fed hundreds more, and dictated the rhythm of the town. When its chimneys released smoke, the town pulsed with activity; when they stopped, silence fell heavy on the streets.

“Careful, Fahad,” Samir murmured. “This isn’t some street brawl you’re covering. Noon’s power doesn’t end at the factory gates. They have allies in the police, the district office, and even the courts. Shuja Noon is not only an MNA but also a federal minister. They can crush dissent without lifting a finger.”

Fahad smirked. “And isn’t that exactly why we’re here? To write what others dare not? If truth is buried because it’s dangerous, then journalism becomes nothing more than an advertisement.”

Samir admired the fire in him. It reminded him of himself ten years ago when he first joined the paper. But age and battles lost had taught Samir the bitterness of caution. The scars of suppressed stories weighed on him. Stories that never saw print because advertisers threatened to pull funding, or because silence had been bought with bribes too large to ignore. Yet Fahad was different, or so Samir believed. Unlike others who came and went, chasing quick recognition or the safety of government jobs, Fahad seemed genuine. His loyalty was unshakable, his passion uncorrupted. Samir trusted him, not just as a reporter, but as a brother in arms against the slow corrosion of truth in Bhalwal.

That night, after the newsroom had emptied, Samir lingered. The dim yellow light of the single bulb cast shadows across his desk. He reread Fahad’s notes: testimonies scribbled hastily, numbers that didn’t add up, names of laborers whose hands bled sugarcane juice but whose voices were silent. There was something almost poetic about the struggle captured in those pages. A man’s sweat turning into another man’s wealth, a mill turning sweet cane into bitter control. Samir felt both pride and fear. Pride, because the Chronicle was finally touching the heart of Bhalwal’s greatest hypocrisy: the prosperity of a few built on the misery of many. Fear, because he knew how the Noon family reacted when threatened. Their power was not loud but absolute, woven into the town’s daily transactions. To challenge them was to challenge gravity itself. Still, he placed the notes carefully into a folder marked Confidential. “Truth must outlive fear,” he whispered to himself.

The following morning, the Chronicle office buzzed with unusual energy. Fahad had returned from another late-night excursion near the mill, speaking to night-shift workers who whispered their grievances in half-lit tea stalls. His notebook was thicker now, his eyes brighter with discovery.

“Sir, listen to this,” he said eagerly. “One of the supervisors admitted off record that safety standards are ignored because fixing equipment costs too much. He said at least three accidents this year were brushed under the rug. And another worker swears the mill has been dumping untreated waste into the Chenab canal.”

Samir leaned back, rubbing his temples. “If this is true, it’s not just corruption, it’s criminal. But do we have proof beyond testimonies?”

“I’ll get proof,” Fahad promised. “Give me a week.”

There was a pause. The newsroom filled with the clattering of typewriters, the rustling of papers, and the occasional shout from the printing room. Outside, rickshaws honked, vendors cried their wares, life moved as it always had. But between editor and reporter, an invisible pact thickened. Samir looked at Fahad with a strange tenderness. Perhaps he saw in him not just a colleague but the continuation of his own unrealized dreams; the courage he had lost but desperately wanted to see alive in someone else.

“Go then,” Samir said finally. “But remember, truth is heavier than it looks. It will ask you to carry more than you think you can.”

Fahad smiled. “I can carry it.”

Days turned into weeks, and Fahad’s pursuit deepened. He disappeared for hours, sometimes days, reappearing with new scraps of evidence, new whispers collected in the shadow of the sugar mill. Samir began to rely on him entirely, editing his reports with careful precision but never doubting his integrity. If anyone in the newsroom raised an eyebrow at Fahad’s secrecy, Samir defended him without hesitation.

“Fahad is doing work none of us dare do,” he said. “He deserves our trust.”

But trust, as Bhalwal would soon learn, was a fragile currency.

One humid evening, as monsoon clouds gathered above the groves, Samir walked home through the narrow streets of old Bhalwal. The call to prayer echoed from a distant mosque, mingling with the smell of wet earth and roasted corn. He thought of Fahad and of the risk the young man carried on his shoulders, of the storm that would break once they published the full story. And in his heart, he felt something close to gratitude. Gratitude that in a world where people wore masks, where truth was often sold cheap, he had found one man he could trust implicitly. That night, Samir sat by the window, writing in his private journal:
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