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THE ENGINE DIED WITHOUT ceremony. No bang. No smoke. No dramatic cough. It simply wound down until the vibration beneath my feet faded into nothing, like a heart deciding it had done enough work. For a while after that, none of us spoke. The sea filled the silence, a low rolling sound that pressed against the hull and reminded us that even when machines stopped, the world did not.

My brother was the first to move. He crouched at the engine housing, hands working buttons and ignition switches. He’d checked lines that we’d already checked a dozen times. When he straightened, his shoulders sagged just enough to tell me the truth before he said it. “That’s it,” he said. “She’s dry.”

Moonie let out a short laugh. Too loud. Too sharp. “Told you we should’ve taken more fuel,” he said, then seemed to realise what he’d said and clamped his mouth shut.

I looked out across the water. Grey on grey. No landmarks. No edges. The compass needle still pointed north, obedient and meaningless. The sextant lay wrapped in oilcloth at Moonie’s feet, its brass dulled by salt. Without fuel, without way, the instrument felt suddenly ornamental, like a relic you put on a shelf to remember that once, people knew where they were going.

Chloe sat against the starboard side, knees drawn up, furs wrapped tight. Her face had grown thinner in the days since we’d left Steinbeck. Her eyes looked too large for it now. She caught me watching and managed to smile. “It’s alright,” she said softly, as if reassuring herself more than any of us. “The boat still floats, and we’re moving, right?”

I nodded, though the words stuck in my throat. Floating wasn’t the same as going forward. Going around in circles just made things worse.

The sea carried us. That was the truth of it. Current and wind took over where we could not. At first, the motion felt gentle enough. A slow roll, like being rocked by something enormous and cold. But as the hours passed, the movement grew more pronounced. The swell lifted us, dropped us, twisted us slightly off axis until my inner ear began to protest. Moonie vomited over the side twice before the day was out. Jason stared at the horizon like he could somehow bully it into showing land.

Night came. One moment the sky was a washed-out sheet of grey, the next it was dark enough that the water disappeared entirely. Stars burned overhead — too many of them, sharp and icy. Without the engine’s warmth, the chill crept in fast. It climbed up through the hull, into our boots, and then our bones.

We rationed by instinct at first. A mouthful here. A sip there. No formal discussion. No numbers spoken out loud. Speaking numbers gave them weight, and none of us were ready to feel how light our supplies really were. 

Time became unreliable. I stopped counting hours and days because I couldn’t be sure they were days at all. The sun rose and set when it felt like it. Sometimes it lingered low on the horizon, stretching a single afternoon into something endless and cruel. Other times it vanished quickly, leaving us with long, grinding nights where the frost gnawed and sleep came only in fragments.
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