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    For my sister, and for all those who have ever looked at a dry sky and dared to hope for a storm.
To the engineers who fix what is broken, and to the dreamers who believe that the heart of the world should be open to everyone.
This story is for the thirsty.

      

    



  	
        
            
            They told us the earth had forgotten how to give. They told us the clouds had turned to stone. They did not tell us that the rain was a secret, locked away in a mountain of gold. But the water has a memory, and it always finds its way home."
— The Book of Omid
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Chapter 1: Dust and Memories
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The air did not taste like air anymore. It tasted like old pennies and ground stone. Lior stood on the balcony of his small apartment and looked out over the city of Omid. Once, this place was known for its gardens and its fountains. People used to travel from across the desert just to hear the sound of the water splashing against the blue tiles of the central square. Now, the blue tiles were cracked and gray. The only sound in the square was the wind kicking up the orange dust.

Lior took a small sip from his metal canteen. It was his ration for the afternoon. He held the water in his mouth for a long time before he swallowed. He wanted to feel every bit of moisture against his tongue. He wanted to remember what it felt like to be full. In the streets below, a long line of people stretched around the block. They held plastic jugs and metal pots. They were waiting for the water truck. It was three hours late.

"It is not coming today," a voice said from behind him.

Lior turned. His sister, Zara, was leaning against the doorframe. She looked thinner than she had a month ago. Her eyes seemed too large for her face, and her skin was the color of the dust outside. She held a damp cloth against her forehead. It was a luxury to waste water on a cloth, but she had a fever. Lior did not tell her to stop.

"The truck will come," Lior said. He tried to make his voice sound strong. "The council said there was a delay at the pumping station."

"The council lies because they are afraid," Zara whispered. She walked to the balcony and looked down at the thirsty crowd. "They have been saying the same thing for three years. The aquifers are not just low, Lior. They are empty. The Earth has forgotten how to give."

Lior looked away. He was a hydro-engineer. He knew the math. He knew the pressure levels in the deep pipes. He knew the chemistry of the soil. He also knew that Zara was partly right. The natural wells had failed. But something did not make sense to him. The deep sensors he monitored at the Great Gate station still showed a strange vibration. It was a rhythm. It was a steady pulse that suggested a massive flow of liquid moving deep underground. But that flow was not going to the city. It was not going to the farms. It was going somewhere else.

"I have to go to the station for the night shift," Lior said. He went to the small table and picked up his heavy tool belt. The metal tools felt hot to the touch.

"Do not stay late," Zara said. She reached out and touched his arm. Her hand was shaking. "The people are getting angry. If the truck does not come by sunset, there will be trouble in the streets."

"I will be careful," Lior promised. He kissed her forehead. Her skin was burning. "I will bring back an extra bottle if I can. The station manager sometimes has a private supply."

He left the apartment and walked down the stairs. The elevator had stopped working months ago when the hydroelectric power failed. As he stepped out onto the street, the heat hit him like a physical blow. It was a dry, heavy heat that made the lungs ache. He kept his head down and walked quickly. He did not want to look at the faces of the people in the line. He did not want to see the children with their cracked lips and the old men who looked like they were already turning into ghosts.

Lior reached the Great Gate station twenty minutes later. It was a massive concrete structure that sat over the main junction of the regional pipes. It was guarded by men with long rifles. They wore clean uniforms and looked much healthier than the people in the city. Lior showed his identification badge to the guard at the front gate.

"You are early, Lior," the guard said. His name was Bram. He was one of the few guards who still smiled.

"I wanted to check the pressure logs before the shift change," Lior replied. "Is the truck loading?"

Bram looked at the ground. He kicked a small stone with his boot. "There is no truck, Lior. The tanks are bone dry. The manager told us to stay inside the gates tonight. He thinks the crowd might try to climb the walls."

Lior felt a cold knot of fear in his stomach. "If there is no water in the tanks, why can I hear the pumps?"

Bram frowned. "What are you talking about? The pumps are silent. I have been standing here for four hours. I have not heard a thing."

Lior did not argue. He knew what he heard. He had spent his whole life listening to the song of moving water. He could hear it in his sleep. It was a low, heavy thrumming that came from deep beneath the concrete floor. It was the sound of a river, powerful and constant.

He walked past the guard and into the main control room. The room was dim. Most of the monitors were dark to save electricity. The air conditioning was turned off, making the room feel like an oven. His supervisor, a man named Hakan, was sitting at the main desk. Hakan was eating a piece of dried fruit and looking at a paper map.

"The trucks are cancelled," Hakan said without looking up. "Go home, Lior. There is nothing for you to do here tonight."

"I heard the vibration in the ground, Hakan," Lior said. He walked over to the main pressure gauge. The needle was sitting at zero. "The gauge says there is nothing. But the ground is humming. Why is the ground humming?"

Hakan stood up quickly. He moved with a nervous energy that Lior had never seen before. "It is just the tectonic plates shifting. The Earth is dry and the rock is settling. It is nothing. Go home."

"It is not the plates," Lior said softly. He stepped closer to the supervisor. "I am an engineer. I know the difference between a rock slide and a pressurized flow. There is a massive amount of water moving under our feet. Where is it going?"

Hakan’s face turned pale. He looked at the door to make sure it was closed. He leaned in and whispered, "If you value your life, you will stop asking that question. There are things happening that are much bigger than this city. Much bigger than you."

"People are dying out there," Lior said. His voice was thick with emotion. "My sister has a fever and she has not had a full glass of water in two days. If there is water, we have to find it."

Hakan grabbed Lior’s shoulder. His grip was painfully tight. "Listen to me. The world is changing. The elite, the people who own the banks and the satellites, they decided long ago that the surface was a lost cause. They have their own plans. They have their own world. If you find what you are looking for, they will not just kill you. They will erase you."

Hakan let go and turned back to his desk. He looked old and defeated. "Now, leave. Before I have to tell the guards you are being a problem."

Lior backed away. He felt a mixture of anger and confusion. He left the control room, but he did not go to the front gate. Instead, he turned down a side hallway that led to the maintenance basement. He had a key that opened the heavy steel hatch in the floor.

He descended the ladder into the darkness. The air down here was cooler, and the smell of damp earth was faint but unmistakable. He reached the bottom and placed his ear against the massive primary pipe. It was a pipe that was supposed to be empty. It was a pipe that had been declared dead five years ago.

As he touched the metal, his eyes went wide. The pipe was vibrating so hard it made his teeth ache. It was full. It was under incredible pressure. And the water inside was cold.

Lior took a small wrench from his belt and tapped the pipe. The sound was a dull, heavy thud. It was the sound of plenty. It was the sound of a secret. He followed the pipe with his hand, walking deeper into the dark tunnels of the basement. The pipe did not lead toward the city. It turned sharply to the north, toward the Forbidden Mountains, a place where no one had lived for a hundred years.

He reached a section of the wall where the pipe disappeared into a new concrete seal. The concrete looked fresh. It was not part of the original station design. Someone had built a secret bypass. Someone had diverted the lifeblood of the world.

Lior sat down in the dirt. He felt like he wanted to cry, but his body did not have enough moisture to produce tears. He thought of Zara. He thought of the thousands of people waiting in the dust for a truck that was never coming.

Who would do this? Who would watch a world die while they hid a river in the dark?

Lior knew he could not just walk away. If he did, he would be just as guilty as the people who built the pipe. He had to follow it. He had to see where the water was going. He had to find the plug and pull it.

He looked at the concrete seal and then at his tools. He was just one man with a wrench and a heavy heart. But he was an engineer. He knew how things were built, and he knew how they could be broken.

He heard a sound from the ladder. Someone was coming down. Lior quickly blew out his small flashlight and huddled in the shadow of the great pipe. He held his breath, praying that the darkness would hide him.

The footsteps were heavy. They were not the footsteps of a supervisor. They were the footsteps of a soldier.
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Chapter 2: Empty Pipes
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Lior pressed his back against the cold, vibrating metal of the pipe. The sound of the soldier’s boots on the metal ladder was like a hammer hitting an anvil. Clang. Clang. Clang. Every step felt like a heartbeat. The basement was a maze of shadows and heavy machinery, but there were few places to truly hide. Lior held his breath until his lungs felt like they would burst. He was a man of science and numbers, not a man of stealth.

A beam of light sliced through the darkness. It was a sharp, blue-white light that moved across the ceiling and then down the walls. It passed over the heavy pipe just inches from where Lior was crouching. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to make himself as small as possible. He could smell the oil from the soldier’s rifle and the scent of expensive soap. It was a smell that did not belong in a place of dust and sweat.

"I know someone is down here," the soldier said. His voice was calm, which made it even more terrifying. "Hakan said he heard the hatch open. You should come out now. It is much easier for everyone if you just cooperate."

Lior did not move. He noticed a small opening in the concrete wall behind him. It was a narrow drainage vent, designed to let out excess moisture in the days when the station actually had moisture to spare. It was small, but Lior was a lean man. He began to slide backward, inch by inch. His tool belt scraped against the stone, making a tiny clicking sound.

The flashlight beam snapped toward him.

"Stop!" the soldier shouted.

Lior did not stop. He lunged for the vent and shoved himself inside. The stone was rough and scratched his shoulders, but he did not care. He pushed with his legs, sliding into the darkness of the narrow tunnel. Behind him, he heard the soldier running. The beam of light hit the opening of the vent, illuminating the dust motes in the air.

"You cannot go far!" the soldier yelled. "That vent leads to the outer cooling fields. There is nothing but salt and heat out there!"

Lior ignored him. He kept crawling. The tunnel was tight, and the air was stale. He felt a wave of panic wash over him. What if he got stuck? What if the tunnel was blocked? He thought of Zara. He thought of her pale face and her dry, cracked lips. If he died here, she would have no one. She would wait for him until the fever took her. That thought gave him a burst of energy. He pushed harder, his fingernails digging into the concrete.

After what felt like hours, the tunnel began to slope upward. Lior saw a faint, orange glow ahead. He reached the end and pushed against a metal grate. It was rusted and old. With a heavy grunt, he forced it open and tumbled out onto the dry earth.

He was outside the station walls, near the edge of the cooling fields. The sun had set, but the sky was still a deep, bruised purple. The heat had faded slightly, replaced by a biting wind that carried the scent of salt. Lior stood up and brushed the dust from his clothes. He looked back at the station. The lights on the watchtower were spinning, searching the perimeter. He had to move.

He did not go back toward the city center. Instead, he began to walk along the path of the hidden pipe. He could not see it, but he could feel it. The ground beneath his boots felt different here. It felt solid, almost heavy. He walked for miles, staying away from the main roads. He saw the silhouettes of abandoned farms and dead orchards. Once, these fields had produced oranges and lemons. Now, they were just graveyards for trees.

As he walked, he found something in the dirt. It was a small, plastic card. He picked it up and wiped away the dust. It was an access badge, but it did not look like the ones used by the city council. It was made of a strange, translucent material that glowed softly in the dark. There was a name on it: Mariam. Beneath the name was a logo of a stylized blue drop and the words The Azure Oasis.

Lior tucked the card into his pocket. His mind was racing. The Azure Oasis. It sounded like a fairy tale. In a world where people fought over a cup of dirty water, the idea of an oasis felt like an insult.

By the time he reached the outskirts of his neighborhood, the moon was high in the sky. The streets were quiet, but it was a heavy, uneasy silence. He passed the square where the water truck was supposed to have arrived. There were people still sitting there, huddled in blankets. They were waiting for a miracle that was not coming. Some of them were crying softly. Others just stared at the empty blue tiles of the fountain.

Lior reached his apartment building and climbed the stairs. Every step was a struggle. His legs felt like lead. He opened the door to his apartment and saw that the lamp was still on. Zara was sitting at the table. She had a bowl of water in front of her, but she was not drinking it.

"Lior?" she whispered. Her voice was thin and raspy.

"I am here," he said. He went to her and took her hand. It was even hotter than before. "Why are you not drinking your water?"

"I was waiting for you," she said. She looked at his torn clothes and the scratches on his face. "What happened? You look like you fell down a mountain."

"I found something, Zara," Lior said. He sat down across from her. He took the access badge from his pocket and laid it on the table. "Hakan was right. The water is not gone. It is being moved. There is a pipe, a massive one, running toward the northern mountains. It is full of cold, fresh water."

Zara’s eyes widened. She looked at the glowing card. "The northern mountains? But nothing lives there. It is just rock and ice."

"That is what they want us to think," Lior said. "But someone is building something there. Something called The Azure Oasis. They are taking everything from us so they can have a paradise in the clouds."

Zara reached out and touched the card. Her hand was trembling. "How can they do that? How can they watch children die of thirst while they play in a garden?"

"Because they do not see us as people anymore," Lior said bitterly. "To them, we are just numbers on a balance sheet. We are the cost of their comfort."

Lior stood up and went to the sink. He turned the handle, but only a hiss of air came out. He felt a surge of anger. He looked at the small bottle of water he had promised to bring her. He had forgotten it in his escape. He felt like a failure.

"I have to go there, Zara," Lior said.

"Go where? To the mountains?" Zara shook her head. "It is a three-day walk through the salt flats. You will never make it. You do not have enough water for the trip."

"I have the badge," Lior said. "And I know the path of the pipe. If I can find a maintenance junction, I can get water from the line. I have to see what they are hiding. If I can prove it, if I can show the world what they are doing, maybe we can force them to open the valves."

Zara looked at him for a long time. Tears began to track through the dust on her cheeks. "And if you do not come back? I will be all alone."

Lior knelt beside her chair and took both of her hands in his. "If I stay here, we both die. You are getting worse, Zara. The medicine is not working because your body is too dry to fight. I have to do this. For you. For everyone in this city."

Zara pulled him into a hug. She smelled like lavender and old paper. It was a scent from their childhood, before the Great Drought began. "You were always the one who tried to fix things," she whispered. "Even when we were little, you would spend hours trying to repair a broken toy."

"This is just a bigger toy," Lior said, trying to smile.

"Promise me you will be careful," she said. "The people who took the water... they will not let it go easily. They have guns and walls. You only have your heart."

"Sometimes the heart is the only thing that can break a wall," Lior said.

He spent the next hour gathering what he needed. He packed his most durable tools, a small compass, and a thick jacket for the mountain air. He took the last two bottles of water from their emergency stash. He tried to leave one for Zara, but she forced him to take both.

"I will go to the community center tomorrow," she said. "They have a small well that they only use for the sick. They will help me. You need the water more than I do."

Lior knew she was lying. The community well had run dry a week ago. But he also knew she would not let him leave if he did not take the bottles. He kissed her cheek and promised to return within five days.

As he walked out the door, he looked back at her. She looked so small in the dim light of the apartment. He felt a weight on his chest that was heavier than any stone. He was leaving his sister behind to chase a ghost in the mountains.

He walked down the stairs and out into the night. The city felt different now. It did not feel like a home. It felt like a cage. He looked toward the north, where the dark peaks of the mountains touched the stars. Somewhere up there, the water was flowing. Somewhere up there, the world was still green.

Lior began to walk. He did not look back. He followed the straight line of the hidden pipe, his boots clicking against the dry earth. He thought about the woman named Mariam. Who was she? Was she one of the elite, or was she just a worker like him? Did she know that her paradise was built on the lives of millions?

As he reached the edge of the city, he saw a group of people gathered around a public tap. A young girl was holding a cup under the spout, waiting for a drop that never fell. Lior stopped for a moment. He looked at the two bottles in his pack. He wanted to give them to her. He wanted to see the joy on her face.

But he knew that two bottles would only last her a day. If he reached the mountains, he could give her an entire river. He gritted his teeth and kept walking.

The path ahead was long and dangerous. He was walking into the heart of a conspiracy that had rewritten the map of the world. He was just an engineer with a wrench, but he had something the elite did not have. He had the memory of rain, and he had the love of a sister who was counting on him to bring the clouds back.

The salt flats stretched out before him, white and shimmering under the moon. They looked like a frozen sea. Lior took his first step onto the salt. The crust crunched under his feet. He felt a sudden, sharp chill in the air.

Was he walking toward salvation, or was he walking into a trap?
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Chapter 3: Secret Beneath the Sand
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The salt flats were a beautiful lie. Under the light of the full moon, the ground looked like a vast, frozen lake of silver. It stretched toward the horizon in every direction, flat and silent. If a man did not know better, he would think he was walking on water. But every step Lior took reminded him of the truth. The salt was sharp and dry. It crunched like broken glass under his boots. The air here was so empty of moisture that it pulled the breath right out of his lungs.

Lior checked his compass. He was moving north-northwest, following the invisible line he had mapped out in his mind. Every mile or so, he would stop and kneel. He would clear away the top layer of white crust and press his ear to the earth.

For the first few hours, there was nothing but the deep, hollow silence of the desert. He began to worry. Had he lost the path? Had the pipe turned toward a different destination? His heart pounded against his ribs. He had very little water left. If he was wrong, he would simply wander into the white waste and vanish.

He thought of the people in the city. He thought of the young girl at the dry tap. He thought of Zara, who was likely lying in the dark right now, listening for his footsteps. He could not be wrong. He refused to be wrong.

On the fourth hour of his walk, he felt


































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
- B=
-
-5
=
=
(=]
(==
=
Bt
==
P
il
o

HE LAST RIVER.

LOVE BEEAME

IRIKA

A MU






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





