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Jayanti crouched down beside the still water. It was such a clear, inviting blue. But she knew better than to chance a drink. Water like this hadn’t been safe since her parents were young. Maybe longer. If it didn’t kill her outright, she’d suffer for days on end.

There would be fevers and vomiting, muscle spasms and her voice would fail. That would be a horror all its own as there would be nothing she wanted to do quite so much as scream. She would get better—depending on how much she drank—which was how she knew death wasn’t the only option for those thirsty enough to test the water.

“Get the navigator,” she said without shifting her eyes from the water.

She didn’t understand but he was enjoying this. He had to be. Why else would he continue to lead them to such lifeless oases? Six had already died following his guidance. She couldn’t allow another.

Behind her a throat was cleared and feet began to shuffle uncomfortably as the unsteady step of the old man approached. Her eyes flicked to that uneven step. She didn’t know what had caused his limp, but if he continued on as he was, she would worsen it.

“Not pleased with this one either?”

His voice was damp, always damp. It was the only thing about him she liked. It reminded her of green caves beneath the ground where water dripped from the ceiling and tiny lights pocked the walls. Her mother had told her once those lights were stars that had wanted a place they could shine forever so hid underground away from the sun.

“Should this please me?”

“Shouldn’t it? Filthy water for filthy people. You think you deserve anything better?”

Her eyes fell closed as she took in a slow breath. Forever was far too long to shine; she’d always thought so. Some days she wished desperately for a sun to take her place. Despite all he claimed to know, the navigator was no sun.

“Do you know what would happen if you drank this?”

He scoffed. “Is that a threat? Are you trying to frighten me? You wouldn’t risk it. You still hope I might lead you.”

“That’s true. I’m burdened with a painfully necessary hope that you might see reason. You exhaust me, Navigator, you and this hope but I can’t let go of either. For their sake.”

She opened her eyes and focused on the reflection of clouds on the water’s surface. A scene like this had been beauty once, according to her mother, anyway. Life and the splendor of nature. To her it spoke only of pain for any belligerent enough to refuse death.

“Help him kneel.”

The old man grunted in pain as he was forced to his knees beside her. “Violence this time? I thought you might try begging again. It was entertaining to have you at my feet gazing up at me.”

“Hm.” Begging didn’t bother her. It brought no shame or embarrassment. She would beg to her last breath if she thought it would save even one of her people. But she knew it wouldn’t, not with him.

“This water, I’ve been thirsty enough to drink such water. Children always seem to be thirsty. I was no different. I managed two mouthfuls before it hurt too badly to swallow a third. It’s why my voice is so rough now, my throat burned away by such water.”

“Am I meant to feel sorry for you?”

“Sorry for me?” She huffed a joyless laugh. “I was lucky. I lived, not many my age did. You’d live too but you’d be insensible for quite some time. I can’t have that.”

Jayanti shook her head while her hands pulled a strip of cloth from the pouch at her hip. She held it out over the water to let it settle on the unmoving surface. She watched it soak up the tainted water then begin to sink from the added weight.

She gathered it back with both hands, wincing as the water touched her skin. It burned, not so badly as when swallowed but it was enough. Beside her the navigator tried to rise but a hand on his shoulder held him in place.

“You wouldn’t dare.” He hissed—but the sound was weak. Afraid. He knew she would.

She didn’t speak. She placed one end of the cloth on his wrist and began to wrap it around his forearm while he screamed in pain. Despite his claims all water should be blue and clear, he’d never touched such water. Not here away from whatever oasis he’d called home. He’d had no idea what to expect.

He tried to use his free hand to tear away the wet cloth as she tied it in place only to be stopped by yet another hand.

“It won’t stop,” she said into his ear when his screaming subsided to shaky whimpers. “Not on its own, but I can make it stop if you give us clean water.”

She leaned to one side to better see his face. He had wide eyes fixed on his arm and the cloth she held against it. She squeezed once, tight enough to make him tremble.

“Do you hear me, Navigator? Clean water. I don’t need an ocean, a river or even a lake. Give me a puddle, Navigator. Give me mud. I will make the pain stop.”

She paused to see if he would respond but he gave no evidence he’d heard.

“Nod if you understand, Navigator. I need you to understand.”

His whimpers gave way to ragged breathing and, finally, he nodded. She untied the cloth and unraveled it from his arm. She got to her feet, motioning with one hand for him to be released before dropping the used cloth into the water.

She flicked excess water from her fingers, then sighed. Violence shouldn’t be necessary. He depended on the same supplies they did. He should want to see them well if only for his own survival.

“Take him to rest.”

He was pulled to his feet and led away again to uncomfortable shuffling. When the sound of his limp had gone, a body came to fill the newly emptied space.

“He’s a fraud, Jayanti. He can’t find water any better than I could. Whatever oasis he was turned away from has probably dried or gone foul the same as the rest.”

“If I would be the only one to suffer for the choice, I’d leave him here without another thought. But this can’t go on. They need a place they can stop. That means clean water.”

“It doesn’t exist, Jayanti. Not anymore.” She turned to face him as he let out a frustrated sigh. “We need to go below. We need to find new tunnels.”

“Water or tunnels—it’s all the same, Desh. We still have to search.”

“You can find tunnels without him. You know what to look for. Leave him. Stop letting him use us for our supplies while damning us as unclean.”

“If I’d seen signs, do you think we would be here now?” She motioned to the clear water with one hand while she spoke.

“No,” he conceded, “I suppose not.”

She looked up into the sky, the same clear blue as the water at her feet, and the clouds drifting lazily across it. There weren’t so many yet but, in a day or two, it would rain. They’d have to stop to erect their shelter and wait it out. She hoped they wouldn’t be stopped for too long.

“We’ll camp against the hill tonight.”

“Your hands—Jayanti, let me help.”

She took a long breath then shook her head. There wasn’t time for him to worry on her now. “Get everyone moving. I don’t want them tempted.”

“Jayanti-”

“Now, Desh,” she interrupted. “Now.”

“Understood.”

She watched him leave from the corner of her eye followed by the handful of others that took it upon themselves to act as her occasional helping hands. She’d never assigned any such duties just as she’d never proclaimed herself their leader. Others had taken care of both matters on her behalf. She found it difficult to be grateful.

Her fingers trembled as she flexed them. The burns had already begun to peel. Still, she reached again into her pouch to pull out an empty water skin. She uncapped it as she crouched down, grit her teeth then plunged her hand down into the foul water. Forcing herself to breathe calmly despite the pain, she waited while the skin expanded.

When it was full, she lifted it out. Capping it, she rubbed it across the dirt and grass to get rid of the water coating it. She reached into her bag once more pulling out small orange stones. Cave stars.

She uncapped the skin, dropped them into the water then capped it back. It would be potable by nightfall, but it wouldn’t add much to their supply. She was running out of stars. If she could find green stone, she could grow more.

She glanced toward the hill where she’d told Desh to take the others. She could see them beginning to shift their few belongings to head for the rise. She turned away from them and the water to examine the ground. She’d checked every pool the navigator led them to for the splinters of white rock jutting up through the ground like exposed bone but there’d been none.

She checked again now, walking the edge of the water—even going so far as to dig away some of the top soil in search of the sun-bleached stone. The white part would be useless, killed by too long in direct sunlight, but the green part beneath would be perfect for the stars to spread. She searched until the sun disappeared beyond the horizon then made her way to the erected tent.

Jayanti stepped inside, turning to seal the flap closed before stopping to examine her people. Each was either waiting patiently for or consuming their allotment of food and water. It wasn’t enough but she had nothing more to give them. That was only one of her failings, yet still
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