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Wu opened his eyes slowly. Morning light
streamed in through the shattered glass of the porthole above him
and he could smell the distinct odor of rust and sea and shit.
Sitting up, he looked around the small cabin. Sang Jin lay against
the wall opposite him and was dead. Wu sucked the salt ridden air
between his teeth. His mouth dried. Sang Jin's eyes stared
sightlessly. His right eye hemorrhaged, bloated and black. His legs
strewn awkwardly towards the door of the cabin. Blood trailed from
his nose. Wu leapt up from his dirty mat and over Sang Jin to the
door. Holding his breath, he turned and glanced back at the
crumpled form on the floor. He whispered a silent prayer to Heaven
and closed the decrepit door on his friend's body.




He turned and climbed the ladder to the deck.
He found Wei sitting at the docking bridge mindlessly peeling rust
from the railings.




“Sang Jin is dead.”




The morning sun haloed Wei's head, and Wu
squinted at him but said nothing. Wu turned and gazed across the
water towards the listing Kinoshita-maru, its mast bisected
the sky, reaching for the sun still low on the horizon.




“I need help to carry him to the deck. We'll
weigh him down, say a prayer and put him in the sea.”




Wei had gone back to stripping the rail of
its rusty flakes.




“Prayers do nothing. I pray for rain.
Nothing. I pray for a boat. Nothing. Nothing but damned water.”




"The next boat's arriving in three days. Then
we'll have work.”




“Who says?”




“Sang Jin.”




“He's dead.”




“The African told him a boat would come.”




“The African lies.”




Wu did not argue. Everyone here on the boats
lie. And the African does lie.




“Where is he?”




“Praying, but prayers don't fucking
work.”




Wu walked along the rotten deck to the bow.
He could see the African prostrate below the gantry, his shadow
stretching away from him into the west. A fly buzzed in Wu's ear;
he slapped at it. He could hear the soft mumbling chant of the
African's prayer. Wu waited for it to stop.




“Sang Jin is dead.”




“Such is the will of Allah.”




“When is the boat coming?”




“Three days. As I said before to Sang
Jin.”




Three weeks waiting for a boat from Conakry
to bring fuel. Then they fish. Wu had been on the Sun Jian
07 for four months. Wei and Sang Jin had been here for longer.
And the African the longest of all. They had made three trips to
the reefs north of Freetown in his first month. Then only one trip
since then. And now, nothing.

Wu gazed back across the waters to the
foundering Kinoshita-maru. Within three days, the listing
ship will have completely capsized. It will be early morning; the
first rays of light will just be grasping at the edge of the
horizon to pull the rest of the sun up over the threshold. Five men
will be trapped in their rotted bunks. The salty waters will rush
into the hull and drag it to the bottom of the sea before they can
even escape the cabin. Three men will be on deck. When the ship
lurches portside suddenly, they will be thrown into the waters. As
the ship crashes into the ocean, one man will be crushed by the
rigging. Another will drown. One man will survive.




Wu sat down heavily next to the African. He
examined his legs, pockmarked and blistered.




“I need help with Sang Jin.”




The African said nothing but merely gazed at
the sea. His thick, black hair teemed with lice. He scratched at
his scalp. After a moment, he spoke.




“You should do this thing properly. Do not
throw him to sea for the fish to eat. Cremate him.”




Wu wondered what Sang Jin would have wanted.
He had no wife or children that Wu knew of. Wu decided Sang Jin's
family would want his body to be taken care of.




“The others should come.”




The African nodded, then took no more notice
of Wu.




“How do you know a boat will come?”




****




Wu woke slowly. The cabin was still dark. He
stretched and stood to peer through the porthole to the east where
a furrow of angry red rested on the dark sea. Wu could already hear
gulls screaming in the morning air.




Yesterday, they had moved Sang Jin's body to
the upper deck, covered it in a tattered green tarp to keep away
the birds. Wei had wanted to throw the body overboard. He had said
that a funeral wouldn't do any good and that they were already in a
graveyard, so what did it matter. Wu had spent an hour trying to
convince him. But Wei ignored him.




Today, Wu would go to the other boats and
tell the men there about the ceremony tomorrow. He wouldn't go to
the Kinosha 02, but he would go to all the others. He would
have to swim to the first boat.




Wu went up to the deck. The haze of morning
hung thickly in the air. There was the sickening smell of gasoline.
Wei seemed to be holding a wake over Sang Jin's body.




“I am going to the other boats to tell them
about tomorrow.”




Wei did not lift his head. The low red slash
in the sky had given way to a dull orange arc. Wu left him to
maintain his furtive vigil. He scoured the ship until he found
plastic sheeting and rope.




He took the plastic down below deck to the
bilge to check it for leaks. He laid the plastic out flat, stripped
and placed his folded clothes in a bundle in the middle of the
plastic. He drew it together into a small bag, twisting the ends to
make it watertight. He took the rope and tied the bag shut, leaving
enough to fashion a makeshift strap.

He made his way back up through the ship,
wearing only stained under shorts. The stench of bilge water
following him. On deck, the African was again below the gantry
praying. The sun, now full in the sky, splashed across his body as
he knelt. He did not see Wei.




Wu checked the rope down to the water. It was
fastened to the wind lass, and he decided to redo the knots. He
slipped the strap of the bag over his left arm, then climbed
tentatively down the side of the ship and into the sea.




The water was warm and pleasant. As he swam,
he could see schools of small fish that had come to feed on the
refuse from the ships. They darted around him in small tides of
rippling silver. He disturbed fractals of gasoline rainbows and
flotilla of shredded Styrofoam and garbage. The leakage and flotsam
of their zombie ships mindlessly floating in the vastness.




Wu made the swim to the Haibao
quickly. A rope ladder hung from the deck into the waters. Wu
grasped the bottom rung and climbed. On deck, the men began to
gather as Wu made his way over the railings. He undid the bundle
and dressed before speaking.




“Sang Jin is dead. He died yesterday.
Tomorrow, we will have a ceremony and cremate the body.”




Two of the men said they would come. Wu
thanked them and moved on.




The boats here were closer together and Wu
was able to jump from one boat to the other. Elsewhere the men had
tied ropes between the boats and had lashed together several planks
into a primitive raft. Wu stood on the raft balancing delicately as
he pulled himself between the boats. He visited eight boats. In
all, ten men said they would come.




When Wu finally returned to his boat, it was
late afternoon and the sun had already begun its dive into the sea
to be extinguished by the dark waters.




****




Wu dreamed of home. He dreamed of his father
working on the docks, sorting the day's catch. The fish were alive
and thrashing on the tables. Their scales rancid and flaking and
their teeth jagged as they snapped at his father's arms. Their fins
razor sharp. His father expertly avoided their gnashing jaws as he
grabbed each and deftly slit first its throat then the belly. Its
entrails slid out of the body and onto his father's black rubber
boots. But still the fish would not die. Wu could smell the
distinct aroma of gasoline.




****




He woke suddenly to distant shouts and
yelling. The Kinoshita-maru was sinking. It was early
morning. Rays of light had just begun their stretch above the
horizon. Wu climbed quickly down from the navigation bridge where
he had been sleeping. Wei and the African were already on the deck.
The Kinoshita-maru had slipped to its port side. Wu watched
as the capsized ship vanished quickly beneath the waters. Escaping
air created a torrent on the surface. The ship was too far and too
dark for Wu to see any man escape.




Wu looked at his two companions. The
African's face was grim and Wei's desperate.




“No one escaped,” said the African lowly.
“Too fast.”




Wu nodded. Wei said nothing, and went to
stand over Sang Jin's body. The constant smell of gasoline
permeated the air with its nauseating perfume.




“Do you think the others will still
come?”




“No.”




But by midmorning more than fifteen men stood
on the Sun Jian 07's deck and others were still making their
way from the Haibao. They sat in small groups, huddled
together as if in a storm. They spoke in low whispers, reverent as
if in a church.

Wu waited for the last of the men to arrive.
He gathered all of them at the stern. There were almost twenty of
them. They sat in a small semicircle around the pyre. Wei was not
among them.




Wu stood and recited a prayer he remembered
from childhood. The African dipped a rag in gasoline and lit it
with a corroded cigarette lighter. It took several tries for the
depleted flint to catch. Finally, the rag was ablaze and the
African moved swiftly to the body. Wu turned to look for Wei. He
saw a glimpse of him on the navigation bridge, but Wei had ducked
down quickly when their eyes met. Wu turned as he heard the flames
crackle on Sang Jin's body. Then there was nothing.




****




Wu opened his eyes slowly, painfully. Wei
leaned over him, so close Wu could smell the staleness of his
breath.




“Wei? What happened?” His voice was cold and
quiet.




“There was an explosion. The African is dead.
So are ten others.”




“How?” But Wu looked at Wei and knew.




“I killed Sang Jin with the poison for rats.
Then, I split his stomach and filled the cavity with nails and
bolts. At night I poured gasoline down his throat.”




“Why?” Wu croaked, his voice weak,
hoarse.




“We are dead men already. We move, but we are
dead. We see, but we are dead. We are like the zombie. I have
changed nothing.”




Wu had no answer for him.
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Johnny Smith is a native-born Texan living in
Brisbane, QLD. He looks forward to finishing his training as a
Mafia informer and expects to win his bet that the world will end
on 26 October 2031.
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