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​Chapter 1: The Water Already Felt Wrong
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The net came up light again.

Tomas hauled hand over hand, wet mesh dragging more water than fish. Three small galunggong flashed in the last of the light. One threadfin bream. A strip of weed. A torn plastic sachet twisted in the knots. That was all.

He braced a foot against the slat bench as the banca rolled under him. The stern dipped when the chop hit crosswise. He hated that loose tilt, the brief moment when wood and water stopped agreeing. He checked the cork line, checked the drift, hauled the last of the mesh over his thigh, and worked the fish free before scales and blood spoiled what little he had.

The outrigger bamboo creaked each time the swell lifted the hull. He glanced at the fuel bottle by the engine well. Not much left. Enough to get home. Not enough to waste on another long drift that would probably end the same way.

The water had looked wrong even before dark.

A thin film kept catching the light where the surface should have been plain. When the banca turned, the sheen broke into brief color, then dulled again. Not a full slick. Not thick enough to cling to the hull. Just enough to say something had leaked or been dumped farther up the lane and spread thin over the chop. He had seen worse after bigger vessels passed through. Diesel. Bilge wash. Old oil. Galley waste. Whatever men threw over once shore was far enough behind them.

Farther out, two other bancas were already turning home. He could tell by the engine notes. Nobody stayed late now unless he had to. Men still fished because men still had to eat, but the water had changed the way people used it. Boats kept farther apart. Radios stayed low. When a larger engine sounded too far offshore to see clearly, men looked first and worked second.

He checked the net for another tear and found one near the lower edge where the repair thread changed color. Daniel had mended that section last month with a blue line from an old roll because they had run out of green. Tomas knew the stitch pattern the way he knew their doorway in the dark. Tight knots. Slightly crooked near one corner because Daniel had been talking while he worked and looking toward the road instead of the mesh.

Tomas eased the fish into the plastic tub and reset for one more short drift. He knew it was a bad choice even while he made it. The fuel was low. The catch was poor. The light was going. But going home with almost nothing would not make anything easier.

The net sank and pulled out. He waited.

Nothing touched the corks.

He watched the shoreline darken into a strip of low roofs and leaning poles. No clean edge. Just boards, patched concrete, tin, laundry left out too late, and house lights coming on one by one. The landing would still be busy. Fish sorted under weak bulbs. Children sent for basins and ice water. Men pretending not to count what each other brought in.

He hauled again. Less this time. Two fish and a crab that had half torn itself loose.

He swore under his breath and killed the engine long enough to listen.

Small water slapped the hull. Somewhere to his left, another motor coughed, caught, then settled. Beyond that, farther out on the route, a white light held steady for too long.

Not moving like a trader passing. Not swinging like a village boat in bad chop. Just there, low and level, where no one from the village had reason to sit at dusk without nets in the water. It did not rise and fall much either. That was what kept his eyes on it. Even through the swell, it stayed too even, as if it belonged to something heavier than a banca.

He kept looking until the banca turned slightly and the light slipped behind a dark shoulder of water.

When he checked again, it was gone.

He started the engine and pointed the banca home.

By the time he reached the shallows near the landing, the tub looked worse than it had offshore. Too much empty plastic around, too few fish. He stepped into knee-deep water and walked the banca in by the outrigger strut. Fuel smell rose from his hands where the primer bulb had leaked. At the shore, two boys were rinsing a net in a cut black drum. One of them looked into Tomas’s tub and looked away fast.

Nobody asked how it went.

He dragged the banca above the wash line and propped a block under the keel. Beside him, old Lito scraped scales from a board with the back of a knife. Someone nearby had opened an engine cover and spread bolts on a rag. Meltwater ran from an ice box through the sand, carrying scales and blood. The air smelled of frying garlic from the houses behind the shore, overlaid with salt, diesel, and the sour rot that gathered where drains emptied too close to the landing.

A woman called for a child. A radio played too low to catch the words. Men talked in short bursts, and each time the talk turned toward open water, it thinned out fast.

Tomas lifted the tub and started up the path.

The house stood close enough to shore that the walls always held some salt in them. Concrete on the lower half, plywood patched above, corrugated roofing that rattled in hard rain. The front step still had the crack Daniel had meant to fix once they had spare money.

Inside, the fan clicked each time it swept left. The bulb above the table gave a tired yellow light. A pot sat on the stove. Rice is already done. Something fried earlier and reheated now. His mother stood at the sink with her back to him, rinsing bowls in a plastic basin because the tap had gone weak again. Nena sat on a low stool near the table, sorting small dried fish into a jar and a plate.

Tomas set the tub down.

His mother turned, looked at the catch, then at his face. She dried her hands on the front of her shirt.

“That’s all?”

“That’s all.”

She nodded once, as if he had only confirmed a number she already knew.

Nena stood and came to the tub. She picked up the bream by the tail, judged its size, and put it back.

“I can clean these now,” she said.

“I’ll do it.”

“You wash first,” his mother said. “Your hands smell like an engine.”

He carried the tub to the back and poured water over the fish from a pail. The runoff went dark in the dirt. He scaled and cleaned them at the board nailed over two crates, working by feel when the back bulb flickered. The knife needed sharpening. Daniel used to notice that before anyone else and fix it without being asked.

From inside, his mother called, “How much fuel is left?”

“Enough for one run. Maybe a little more.”

A bowl touched wood. A chair scraped once.

Then she said, “Benny asked if you could look at his starter tomorrow.”

Tomas rinsed the board. “Is he paying this time?”

“He said later.”

He gave a short breath through his nose and brought the fish in.

The table looked fuller than the meal was. Rice. Fried fish. Vinegar with garlic. Broken dried fish heated with onion. On the shelf above the table, Daniel’s rain shell was folded under a stack of old notebooks because nobody had decided where else it should go.

His mother saw him looking.

“Take it down tomorrow if it rains,” she said.

“Mine’s still good.”

“That one is good too.”

Nena lowered her eyes to her plate.

They ate with the kind of attention poor meals required. Rice measured without looking measured. Fish divided cleanly. Vinegar is not wasted. The fan clicked and clicked. Outside, a motorcycle passed on the road and faded. Then only shore sounds. A dog barking once. Water is moving under the dark.

His mother picked the bones from her piece and said, “You’re going before dawn?”

“Yes.”

Nena looked up at him. “You just came back.”

“And tomorrow we still need to eat.”

She opened her mouth, then closed it.

His mother did not tell him to stay ashore. She only said, “Take the inner lane first. The water turned ugly yesterday near the marker.”

He nodded.

When the meal was done, Nena packed what was left into a covered plastic container. His mother set aside a cup of rice and fish without comment. For a second, Tomas thought she had done it out of habit. Then he saw her notice it too. She covered the plate anyway and put it in the rack.

Later, he sat on the floor by the wall outlet and checked the small flashlight. Weak beam. He tapped it against his palm. Better than nothing. He set it beside the coil of line, the knife, the bait tin, and the fuel bottle he would have to stretch.

His mother watched from her mat. “Sleep.”

He lay down, but sleep did not come.

The house was never fully quiet. The fan clicked. Someone coughed in the next house. Water pushed and pulled under the shore in a low wash. Tomas stared at the ceiling where damp had spread a dark shape near one corner. He counted in his head without meaning to. Fuel. Spark plug. Net thread. Benny’s starter. The brace on the outrigger still needed bolts. Too many small things waiting for morning. Too many things that had once belonged to two pairs of hands.

After a while, he heard his mother moving softly near the table. A cup was set down. The cover lifted from the extra rice and lowered again. Then nothing.

Before dawn, he would have to get up, carry fuel, push the banca off, and take the inner lane first, as she said.

He turned onto his side and thought again of the light offshore.

He told himself it had been another boat holding position over bad water.

But the longer he listened, the less the sea sounded empty.

Past the shore wash, past the soft slap under the houses on stilts, there was another rhythm in it now. Not loud. Not close. A dull, spaced knock traveling in from the route, as if something heavier than a banca had shifted and settled out there in the dark.

When first light began thinning the window, he was still awake.

The sea sounded like work beginning somewhere he could not see.
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​Chapter 2: Daniel Was the One Who Spoke Back
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Daniel was already talking before Tomas reached the shed.

His voice carried over the scrape of hulls on sand and the cough of outboards warming low along the shore. Tomas came around the outrigger and found him crouched beside a plastic crate with the fuel bottle jammed between his knees, trying to pour through a soda bottle neck he had cut into a funnel. Fuel had already run down the side and darkened the crate.

Their mother stood near the bow with her arms folded tight under her chest. Nena was beside her with a coil of line in both hands, holding it off the damp sand because Daniel had told her to and then forgotten to take it.

“I said enough,” their mother told him.

Daniel looked up, grinning in that hard way that meant he had already gone past talking into pushing.

“Enough for who?” he said. “For us, or for them?”

Tomas took the bottle out of his hands before more spilled. “Watch it.”

Daniel let go and wiped his fingers on his shorts. He jerked his chin toward the open water beyond the pulled-up bancas.

“They were out again before sunrise. Same hull. Same men on the rail. Everybody saw.”

“Then everybody should stop staring at them,” Tomas said.

Daniel gave a short laugh. “That helps.”

Tomas capped the bottle and shoved it under the bench, where the shade still held. The morning was already getting hot. Damp boards sweated salt. A patched net hung from nails driven into the post, one section mended with blue thread where the green line had run out. Tomas reached up and checked the repair by touch. Still holding.

Downshore, somebody hammered on a transom plank. A radio flared from inside a house and cut off in the middle of a song. Men moved around their boats without much talk. Even from where he stood, Tomas could read the mood in the way they worked: heads down, hands busy, nobody leaving himself open to the water longer than he had to.

Their mother said, “I told him not to start.”

“I didn’t start,” Daniel said. “I answered.”

“You answer too much.”

Daniel turned toward Tomas as if that settled it. “Berto said they came alongside his cousin near the marker yesterday. Took two jerrycans and half the catch. Asked for papers from a man on a banca.”

Tomas stepped into the shed and lifted the small tool tin from the shelf. Two spark plugs. One wrench. A screwdriver with a cracked yellow handle. Spare cord. Loose bolts in an old medicine bottle. He checked because checking was easier than standing in front of Daniel’s temper.

Behind him, Daniel said, “We should keep the phone ready this time.”

Their mother made a tired sound. “Ready for what?”

“To record them.”

Tomas closed the tin. “No.”

Daniel looked at him. “Why not?”

“Because you’ll be looking at that instead of their hands.”

Daniel dragged the cheap phone from his pocket and slapped it into Tomas’s palm. The plastic case was cloudy and cracked near one corner. Tomas checked the battery. Twenty percent.

“You charged it half.”

“The power cut.”

“It won’t last.”

Daniel took it back. “It only has to last once.”

Their mother said, “Men taking your fuel are not going to stop because you point a phone at them.”

Daniel shoved the phone away. “No. But later they’ll say it didn’t happen.”

Tomas set the tool tin down harder than he meant to. “Later doesn’t help if they decide to come aboard.”

Daniel’s jaw worked once. He said nothing, but he did not look away.

He was younger by almost ten years, but on mornings like this, he carried himself as if refusal had weight of its own, as if a man could brace against a whole machine just by not bending the first time it leaned on him. He talked to too many dangerous people. He laughed too quickly when other men tried to shame him. He remembered faces, hulls, painted-over names, the men who reached first for fuel and the ones who reached first for fish. When the talk at the landing broke into shrugs and half-rumors, Daniel was the one who fit pieces together and said which boat had been where.

That was useful. More useful than Tomas liked admitting.

Daniel crouched at the bow to sort the sinkers, snapping knots loose and retying the ones he did not trust. Their mother had gone back to working salt out of a short leader line. Nena had gone still the way she did when she wanted to disappear from the space between two voices.

Tomas moved past Daniel and started loading the gear. Net first. Then the bait tin, half full. Patched tarp. Gaff hook. Flashlight. An ice box with more empty space than ice. Daniel watched for a second, then came over and helped without being asked.

That was the other thing about him. He flared fast and still kept his hands on the work.

He lifted the net clear of a protruding nail before it could snag. Shifted the fuel bottle tighter into the crate. Checked the current line on sight through the mouth of the shed as if he could read what the surface would do once they were past the shallows. Then he went straight to the outboard, crouched, and listened with his head angled while Tomas pulled once on the starter cord.

The engine coughed and died.

Daniel put two fingers against the casing. “Low idle’s rougher than yesterday. Don’t overchoke it.”

Tomas adjusted the choke and pulled again. The engine caught, spat a ribbon of blue smoke, and settled into a rough but workable idle.

Daniel grinned without looking away from it. “Hear that knock? Not the piston. Clamp’s carrying it.”

He put his palm against the bracket, felt the vibration, then tightened one side by hand before reaching for the wrench. He had an ear for that. Engines, current, even the buyer’s voice, when the man had already decided to cut their price before he opened his mouth. Tomas had learned not to call Daniel all temper when the work kept proving otherwise.

Their mother stepped into the shed with a wrapped rice packet in her hand. “Eat before you go far.”

Daniel took it first and flashed her that same quick grin, the one he used after making a room tighter than it needed to be. “See. You love me more.”

“I love the one who shuts up first.”

Nena made a small sound that might have become a laugh if the house had been easier lately.

Daniel tore the packet in half and handed the larger piece to Tomas without comment. Tomas took it. That was how it was with them most days. Friction close up, then the old habit underneath, still holding.

They ate beside the banca. Rice, dried fish, and a little vinegar were soaked into the paper. The sun had climbed enough to warm the engine casing and pull the wet smell out of the nets. A dog threaded through the boats, nosing for scraps. Someone farther downshore said that the buyer was cutting rates again because the ice truck had come late. Nobody answered.

Morning glare had started flattening the distance. A few bancas were already beyond the shallows, small shapes lifting and dropping on the chop. Farther off, too far to read clearly, something larger moved slowly across the route where shoal traffic passed. Could have been a supply. Could have been one of the wooden boats people described differently every time because nobody wanted to sound too certain and be called a liar later.

Their mother moved in close while Daniel bent over the outboard clamp again. She spoke low enough that only Tomas heard.

“Watch him.”

Tomas kept his eyes on the stern. “I always do.”

“He gets heat in him.”

“So do I.”

“Not the same way.”

No, Tomas thought. Not the same way.

Daniel straightened and pulled the cord once more to test the engine. It coughed, spat smoke, then settled. Tomas listened harder. Slight knock. Uneven low end. Good enough for one trip if the water stayed fair and nobody forced trouble onto them.

“One run,” Daniel said.

Tomas shut the engine off. The sudden quiet let the shore noise rush back in. Hammering. Voices. Water under hulls. A child was crying because someone had dragged him away from the boats.

“One run,” Tomas said.

Daniel slapped the gunwale twice, already impatient. “Then let’s go before the lane fills.”

They dragged the banca down the sand. Wet grit packed under Tomas’s heels. The outrigger bit into a shallow pool left by the falling tide. Daniel was already ankle-deep and shoving at the bow, talking over his shoulder about the western line, the marker, the current setting south earlier than it should, whether they ought to swing wider first and cut back once they saw who was where. He had a way of talking through the water like it might yield an answer if he kept after it.

Tomas answered only when he had to. He was watching the open route and listening for engines that did not belong to men trying to catch enough for dinner.

When the banca floated free, Daniel climbed in light and fast, caught the net before it slid, and turned at once to look back toward shore.

Nena had come down to the wash line. Their mother stood a little behind her with one hand up against the glare. Daniel lifted his chin toward them and gave a small motion with two fingers, half wave, half promise to be back before the light changed. He did that when anything felt wrong. Not for himself. For them.

Then he turned back. “If they stop us, let me talk first.”

Tomas shoved the banca farther out before climbing in. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

Daniel grinned, but there was no ease in it now. “I know.”

He took his place near the bow, one hand on the net, one on the gunwale, eyes already working the water ahead. Tomas reached for the starter cord.

Before he pulled, he looked once more toward the route beyond the shoal.

The larger hull was still there in the glare, harder to make out now that the light had thickened over the water. Not close enough to name. Only present enough to alter the shape of the morning.

He felt then what he would remember later and call a warning, though at the time it was only pressure: the sense that the sea ahead had narrowed into a lane other men were already using for them.

Then he pulled the cord, and the engine turned over.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3: Lights on the Shoal Route
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By late afternoon, the sun had gone flat and white over the water, making distance harder to trust.

Tomas stood near the stern and hauled the net in slowly, feeling for weight before he looked. The mesh came up with less than he wanted and more weed than fish. Three small mackerel beat weakly in the knots. One rabbitfish. Broken shell. A strip of soft black plastic looped through the lower line.

Daniel crouched by the tub and worked the fish free fast, dropping them into the meltwater around the ice. He kept talking while he worked. Not at Tomas now, not after the morning, but not quiet either. He filled the space around labor the way some men whistled.

“We should have turned farther west.”

“The fuel won’t cover west and back.”

“It would have covered if we still had that last can.”

Tomas shook the plastic free and flung it aside. “We don’t.”

Daniel pulled the rabbitfish loose, checked the spines with his thumb, and dropped it into the tub. The banca rolled under them. The port float slapped a short chop, and the bamboo spar gave a hollow knock. Tomas looked once at the fuel bottle by the engine well. Clouded plastic. Not much left.

The water still wore that wrong skin in patches. Thin sheen catching where the chop folded. When the wind shifted, he smelled diesel and old waste warming on the surface. He looked toward shore. The village was already low and dark under the falling light. A few other bancas had turned home. The rest of the water looked emptier than it should have, with more distance between boats than men used to leave.

Daniel said, “One more drift.”

Tomas looked at the light, then at the fuel. “Short.”

“Short then.”

He reset the net and let the mesh pay out. Behind him, the engine idled with the same rough catch in the low rhythm. Clamp rattle. Uneven low end. Good enough to get them back if nothing forced speed out of it.

Daniel took his phone from his pocket, checked the black screen, then shoved it away again before Tomas spoke.

“No signal,” Daniel said.

“Good.”

Daniel gave a dry breath through his nose. “For them, maybe.”

Tomas watched the cork line settle. Other boats were turning in. He could hear it in the engine notes.

Then a deeper motor note reached across the chop.

Both of them looked up.

At first, Tomas saw only glare and a dark length where the light should have broken differently. Then the shape turned enough to show itself. Wooden hull. Larger than any village banca. Smaller than the white ships that sometimes held off the shoal. Cabin forward. Net poles. Weathered working-boat lines from a distance.

Daniel said, “There.”

Tomas was already looking past it.

Farther offshore, almost lost in the glare until he fixed on it, sat the second hull. White. Lower and harder-edged. Not moving across the lane. Holding it.

The wooden vessel crossed in from the northeast, not rushing, only taking water that would force a smaller boat to choose badly. The white vessel held farther out on their starboard side. Shore on one side. The larger hull on the other. The wooden one is sliding in front.

Daniel followed his look and said, quieter now, “Two.”

Tomas hauled the net in fast.

Too fast. The lower line twisted once and snagged. He jerked it free, dragged the wet mesh over the gunwale, and saw a fresh tear near the sinkers.

Daniel saw his face. “Leave it.”

Tomas yanked the rest aboard and stepped over the pile to the engine. The deeper motor was clearer now. The wooden vessel still was not hurrying.

He started the engine on the second pull. Blue smoke coughed out and drifted low. He brought the bow a few degrees toward shore.

For a moment, it looked possible.

Then a lamp snapped on from the wooden vessel.

Not a searchlight yet. A hard white deck lamp aimed low across the water. It swept once through the chop ahead of them, then fixed. A second came on higher up near the cabin roof. Their banca went from dusk shadow to a cutout of bright wood, net, fish tub, and two bodies in an instant. Water beyond the beams looked blacker.

Daniel swore under his breath.

Tomas pulled the throttle back.

The wooden vessel adjusted by a few degrees, enough to hold the inside line toward shore. The white hull remained farther out, steady and patient. Tomas could see the strip between them: wake, glare, no room to cut late, no good angle for a banca with low fuel and a rough idle.

Radio noise cracked across the water. Then a voice came through a loudspeaker.

“Fishing craft. Reduce engine. Prepare for inspection.”

The words came first in practiced English, then again in rougher Filipino.

Daniel half rose. “Inspection for what?”

“Sit down,” Tomas said.

“Reduce engine now. Maintain position,” the loudspeaker said.

Tomas had already eased them down. Their hull rocked in its own wash and slowed. The wooden vessel kept closing, light fixed on it. Behind it, the white one held station farther out.

“Put the phone away,” he said.

Daniel’s hand touched his pocket. “I didn’t take it out.”

“Keep it there.”

The wooden vessel showed more of itself as it came in. Chipped paint. Drums lashed near the stern. Nets hung where nets should hang. Enough clutter to look ordinary from a distance. Up close, the deck was too clear for men to need to move.

Tomas started counting.

One man near the wheelhouse in a dark green dry jacket, one hand on the rail.

One younger man at midships with a phone held sideways in both hands, already filming. Not the sea. Their deck. Their hands. The fuel bottle is by the engine well.

One at the port rail with a coiled line over one shoulder and gloves tucked into his belt, judging the gap between hulls.

Another with a flashlight near the ladder point, looking down with flat impatience.

Two more shapes shifted behind the cabin. One carried a hooked pole.

The man with the filming phone said something in Mandarin. The one in the dry jacket answered without taking his eyes off the banca. Then the flashlight man raised a handheld radio and said in Filipino, clipped and dull, “Local fishing craft noncompliant at first contact. Recording now.”

The loudspeaker snapped again. “Cut engine. Hands visible.”

Daniel laughed once without humor. “Hands visible.”

Tomas killed the engine.

At once, the water sounded louder. Chop against the hull. The slap under the outriggers. The deeper motor of the wooden vessel pushes through it. Without steerage, the banca started to yaw broadside.

He reached for the paddle. “Help me.”

Daniel moved with him before the word finished. Together they worked one short correction, enough to keep the banca from turning too far across the wake line.

The wooden hull came in along their port side, still not touching, using weight and wake first.

The beams shifted again. One stayed on Tomas. Another on Daniel. A third moved over the tub, the net, the fuel bottle, then back to their faces. The younger man checked his screen and kept filming.

Near enough now for Tomas to smell old fish, wet rope, diesel, stale cooking oil from somewhere aft.

Near enough to hear one of the men above laugh.

The flashlight man called down in Filipino, clipped and bored. “Who is the master of this boat?”

“This is my banca,” Tomas said.

“Your name.”

“Tomas Alon.”

The flashlight beam moved to Daniel. “And him.”

“My brother.”

The man waited.

“Daniel Alon,” Daniel said.

The names went on the radio. Slower this time. Then in English: “Two male occupants. Local fishing craft. Inspection phase.”

The filming phone never moved from them.

“State your activity,” the flashlight man said.

“Fishing.”

A few of the men above laughed.

“This area is restricted,” the man said. “You were instructed before.”

“We are in our fishing lane,” Tomas said.

“Not according to our position.”

Daniel took one step forward. “Your position is not ours.”

Tomas felt the words land before anything else did. He looked at Daniel hard.

Above them, the flashlight man glanced toward the wheelhouse. The man in the dry jacket only shifted his grip on the rail and checked once that the phone was still up.

Then he spoke for the first time. His Filipino was accented but usable.

“Remain where you are,” he said. “Inspection will proceed.”

The white vessel held farther offshore. The wooden boat’s lights pinned them in place. Their names were already on the radio. The camera had their faces, their catch, the fuel bottle, and the engine.

Tomas smelled hot metal cooling behind him and fuel at his ankle. Daniel was breathing harder now, not from work. Above them, the man with the line stepped into place.

He



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SOME BODIES DISAPPEAR. SOME
COME BACK WRONG.

JAYSON R. VALENCIA





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





