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DEDICATION

To those who have ever stood beside a river at night,

And wondered what it remembers.















[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Synopsis
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Karim has spent most of his life poling a small boat across the Meghna River, and for years he has carried something he never speaks of. One night, three young men climb into his boat. He rows them out into the current because he's told to, and out there in the dark, under Riazul Hasan's orders, they are killed. Karim watches. He says nothing afterward, not because he wants to protect Riaz, but because he's afraid of what happens to a poor boatman's family when a powerful man decides they're a liability. The silence doesn't heal anything. It just sits in him, year after year, like water seeping into a hull he can't patch.

Guilt has a way of outlasting fear. Eventually Karim can't carry it alone anymore. His old friend Abdul Majid pushes him to act, and a journalist named Shafiqul Islam starts asking the kind of questions that make silence feel like its own crime. Karim goes to the authorities. He tells them what he saw on the river that night, fully aware that speaking could cost him everything he's spent his life trying to protect.

The trial puts him across the room from Riazul Hasan for the first time in years. The questioning is brutal, and at one point Karim simply says it: he was a coward once. But he's done being one. His testimony doesn't erase what happened, but it's enough. It helps put Riaz away.

Even after the verdict, Karim keeps going back to the river. He's an old man now, and the water hasn't changed, though he has. Grief, memory, and something like peace all meet him there, on the same current that once carried three boys to their deaths. What he lived through becomes something he can finally hand down, a story his children and grandchildren will carry the way he carried his silence, except this one won't weigh anything.

Darkness in the Middle of the River asks how long a person can outrun the truth, and answers, not very long. Fear can bury it. Shame can bury it deeper. But like the Meghna itself, truth keeps moving, and sooner or later, it surfaces.
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A river can carry a secret for a thousand nights, 
but it cannot carry it forever.
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The launch terminal at Chandpur had gone quiet. It was nearly eleven at night, and the daytime chaos of shouting, blaring horns, jostling porters, and weeping passengers had all faded. Only a few ferry boats bumped gently against the wooden dock planks. Lantern light spread a yellowish streak across the oily water near the pontoon. The river seemed to breathe in its sleep.

Karim Uddin sat at the bow of his boat. He chewed betel leaf slowly, his legs dangling toward the water. He wiped the juice from the corner of his mouth and looked up at the sky. There was no moon. A dark shroud of cloud pressed low over the Meghna. With an experienced eye, Karim could tell there would be no storm tonight. But the darkness would be thick. On nights like this, the river kept its secrets close.

His boat was medium-sized, built of old wood but sturdy. Fish had been scarce for days. Fishermen said the current had shifted, driving the fish elsewhere. Karim paid little attention to such talk. Fish wandered like people. No one stayed still forever. He had no plan to fish tonight. He thought he would sleep at the dock. But a man's intentions and the pull of fate often diverge.

A gruff voice came from behind. "Hey boatman, will the boat go?"

Karim turned with a start. In the darkness of the dock, he made out three figures. All wore black clothes and caps. Long bags hung over their shoulders. Three more men stood behind them, their eyes darting side to side.

Karim straightened up. "Where do you want to go?"

The first man stepped closer. He was tall, with a hard jaw and an oddly cold gaze. Something twisted in Karim's chest the moment he saw him. He had spent many years on the river and seen countless faces. But there was something unsettling about this one. The man appeared around forty, with taut, powerful muscles. He wasted no time on pleasantries. "There's work at midnight. We need to head toward Bhairab."

"Now?" Karim was surprised. "Going to Bhairab in this darkness is risky. The current will be rough too."

"I know the risks. That's why I came looking for you. I've heard you know every bend of the Meghna."

Karim fell silent. The six men staring at him showed no hesitation and left no room for discussion. They were not ordinary people. They lacked the look of common merchants or travelers. These men knew how to handle weapons, and they spoke the language of force.

"How much will you pay?" Karim asked in a low voice.

"Whatever it takes."

Those two words deepened Karim's suspicion. River people knew that those who said "whatever it takes" were either very rich or very dangerous. Looking at these men tonight, the second seemed more likely.

"Settle the fare first. Then I'll cast off."

The tall man pulled several notes from his pocket and pressed them into Karim's hand. The moment Karim touched them, he knew it was far too much. Three times the usual fare. Paying this much to hire a boat at midnight could only mean one thing. The work was something else, something terrible.

Karim did not pocket the notes. "No need for this much. Half is enough."

The man replied coldly, "Keep it. It's hazard pay. Cast off."

Karim asked no more questions. He untied the rope from the deck. The six men climbed aboard quickly. Five of them clearly knew each other, exchanging silent signals. The tall man sat at the very back, clutching a small bag tightly against his side.

As the boat left the dock and drifted into the main channel, Karim tried to steady himself with the soft rhythm of his oar. But an unknown dread kept growing inside him. Something was going to happen on the river tonight. It was a feeling he could not shake no matter how hard he tried.

Looking at the eyes of the men seated behind him, Karim understood only this. This quiet night was no ordinary night. It had been arranged and orchestrated, and the darkness of this river would be its only witness.

The boat slipped away from the dock in silence. Karim rowed with extreme care, as if he did not want to strike the body of the water. The river was already still at this hour, and the presence of these six passengers seemed to make the very air heavy. No one spoke. Only the bow of the boat cut through the water with a soft hiss. A dog barked somewhere in the distance, then fell silent again. It seemed even that bark had lost its courage in the dark.

Karim's hands were practiced, yet each pull of the oar sent a shiver through his body. He glanced back at the men. Their faces were hidden in shadow, and only the whites of their eyes glinted now and then. The tall man, the one Karim had feared from the first sight, sat absolutely still. His bag rested on his lap, and his eyes were closed. He might have seemed asleep, but Karim knew men like this never slept. Even with their eyes shut, they measured every sound and every movement around them.

After about fifteen minutes, the boat reached the submerged shoals near Matlab. Karim knew this place well. The water was shallow here, with mud banks below, and one had to row very carefully. But tonight the current was gentle and the water deep enough, so the boat glided through without obstruction. Karim felt as though the river itself was making way. Did the river know what was about to happen? Did the river know everything? A hollow ache spread through Karim's chest.

Suddenly the tall man opened his eyes. His lips moved. "Turn left now."

Karim was startled. "Left? There's no dock over there."

"No need for a dock. There's a deserted bank. We'll get off there."

Karim said nothing more. He turned the oar and steered the boat to the left. After a while, a narrow stretch appeared where jungle-like vegetation grew down to the water's edge. When the boat touched the bank, there was no settlement nearby. There was no light. There was only the rustle of leaves and the chirping of insects. The silence was so deep that even the sound of Karim's own breathing made him uneasy.

Three of the soldiers leaped ashore. None of them turned on a flashlight. They moved through the darkness as if they knew the path well. Karim watched as they dragged something out of the jungle. At first it was indistinct, then it became clear. Three human beings. Their hands were tied behind their backs, cloths covered their mouths, and thick fear filled their eyes. They walked like obedient children, offering no resistance and no screams. It seemed they had long ago learned that resistance was useless.

The three were brought aboard. The first trembled violently. The second kept his head down and whispered softly, perhaps a prayer. The third was silent, his eyes burning but without tears. Karim noticed the third young man was not very old, maybe twenty-four or twenty-five. He had the shadow of a beard on his cheeks, wore a torn shirt, and had no sandals on his feet. Yet there was a strange stillness in his eyes that frightened Karim most of all. When a person accepts their own death, such emptiness comes into their eyes. Karim




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































[image: ]



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
RIVER
OF
DARKNESS

S =
BY RAJUAN AHMED






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





