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    The Last Drop

    
    
  
  The sun bled red through the haze, low as an accusation over Oasis. Even in the soft glow of dawn, the city’s silhouette was jagged—steel and concrete teeth biting at the dry sky. Mara Keane stood watching the armored security gates as they hissed open in a puff of filtered air. Her badge caught the light, and the guards nodded her through without meeting her eyes.

Water vault 17-A glimmered behind polyglass walls and barbed wire. Rumor said the vaults were older than the Consortium itself, patched together through decades of drought and sabotage. You could believe it, up close: weld scars, ancient keypad, the air around it humming with risk.

Mara set her jaw and stepped in. Two sentries stood stiff near the doorway, rifles hung loose against chest rigs. Inside, the chill sent a ripple of goosebumps up her arms. She tugged her coat tighter, then glanced at the scene: white floodlights; the stench of bleach and disappointment; a man splayed out awkwardly in the shadow of the reservoir’s main tap.

Cutter was here, already. His sharp suit and sharper profile marked him as a water merchant, not Consortium—but he got everywhere. He folded his arms, waiting. One of the guards—a rookie, Mara guessed by his fidgeting hands—offered a grimace. “Ma’am. Found him an hour ago. Door logs show only him coming in. Or… should have.”

She knelt. The victim’s lips were blue, eyes clouded with the city’s permanent hunger. No gun, no knife, just a blossoming bruise on his jaw and another at his temple. Mara’s fingers brushed the hand, and she frowned. Something. Folded paper, slick with dried blood, jammed between the victim’s fingers.

“Who is he?” she asked.

Cutter exhaled. “Name’s Gregor Hale. Small trader. Did runs for the lower cisterns. Not Consortium, not really competition. Just a hustler.”

Mara studied the body. Cheap shoes, little sand still clinging to the cuffs. His work vest’s pockets sagged with old ration tokens, nothing fancy. She snapped on gloves, gently pried the note from his grasp. The writing was shaky, ink pooled and smeared:

‘Seek out the Mirage. Look below the skin.’

No signature. No answers. She held it up for Cutter, who only raised an eyebrow.

“Meaningful?”

“With Gregor?” Cutter shrugged. “He talked a lot. Heard things. Unless he pulled a trick on the wrong people…”

The vault’s security officer entered—lean, nervous, sweating despite the cool. “We got a problem, detective. Footage is gone for the last eight hours. This place is like a fortress, but someone wiped the logs clean.”

No forced entry. No alarms. Mara circled the vast steel tank, eyeing the gleaming connection pipes and the spotless tap. “Any water missing?”

“No, ma’am.” The officer pointed a scanner at the gauge. “Levels untouched to the liter.”

“So whoever came, killed Hale, and left. Didn’t take a drop?” She chewed on that, glancing at the braided chain sealing the main valve. “What about access? Only scheduled for maintenance this morning?”

“Just Gregor. And us.”

Mara grunted. The no-theft meant motive wasn’t water, or if it was, someone wanted it to look otherwise. She pressed the note flat against her pad, snapped a shot. “He was holding onto this for a reason. Think anyone knew?”

Cutter shook his head. “If they did, they didn’t come to me.”

The room echoed with the slow, mournful glug of the reserve tank. Mara’s thoughts roiled. Who erased the tapes? Inside job or someone with Consortium reach? And what about this Mirage—the word was acid in her mouth. Last time she’d heard it, it was whispered in a riot, just before the tear gas.

She stood, cracking her neck. “Lock the vault. No one in or out. I want lists—shifts, deliveries, maintenance. And run Gregor’s comms. Check for any contacts flagged for subversion.”

Cutter lingered as the guards stepped out. “You think this is politics? Or something else?”

“Someone went to a lot of trouble not to steal a thing,” Mara replied. “Gregor was a message. Find out who wrote it.”

Outside, the heat pressed back in, thick and oily. Sirens wailed faint in the distance—a reminder that Oasis didn’t bleed for one dead man. Mara touched the note in her pocket and headed for her rig, scanning the horizon for answers, for ghosts. Each step felt heavier, as if the city itself resented the loss of even this little water merchant. The investigation had only begun, but Mara already felt the jaws closing in around her. She would not let Gregor’s secrets die with him.



  
    Dry Leads

    
    
  
  

Mara left the vault behind and let the alleys swallow her. The city’s heart was never the steel towers of the Consortium or the thick-walled safety of Uptown—Oasis bled out here, in the sprawl: concrete spillways lined with ramshackle huts, tarp strung between the ribs of broken power poles, a thousand private hungers hiding in smoky corners. She passed a line of residents already pooling at a leak in a tenement wall, each with a cup or scavenged bottle, hoping for runoff. She turned her collar up, not from the chill but from wary eyes.

Gregor Hale had not died for nothing. Mara chewed that truth as she passed through a checkpoint. The guards here wore mismatched armor, badges faded to near-invisibility. They waved her through, and she pressed on toward the market—a half-ruined parking deck where Oasis’s dregs bartered what little they had left.

A skinny woman with burned hands offered her a drink from a battered tin: “Clean, detective. Swear it.”

Mara shook her head. She kept the note Gregor had clung to close to her skin, fingers tracing the words in her pocket. The Mirage. Look below the skin. Was it a place? A person? Or a warning?

She watched the shadows flow around her—broken hustlers, old men selling powder-fine grains of salt, kids hawking sun-bleached glass as if it were gold. Mara caught a flash of movement near a dead stairwell. She waited. They came to her eventually.

A boy, not more than fifteen, approached, face bitter as old tea. “You the cop looking for answers about Gregor?”

He knew. Of course. “That’s right.”

“Jax said you’d come.”

“I need to speak to him. Now.”

A look passed over the boy’s face—the flicker between fear, awe, and something like hope. “He makes his own hours.”

“Then tell him Mara Keane is waiting.”

The crowd moved like thick water, slow and sullen. Mara leaned against a cracked pillar, eyes never still. She’d given up on trust years ago. Someone brushed past her—old trick, checking for valuables, but she only shot a warning look. The pickpocket kept moving, empty-handed. Everyone wanted something; that was the one constant.

Ten minutes later, a voice as smooth as river stone cut through the tension.

"Detective Keane. They said the Consortium's favorite bloodhound had a tail for dirt. What brings you to the riverbed?"

Mara turned. Jax had a smile full of broken promises and teeth brushed with confidence. His coat looked like it had belonged to a better-off corpse, but he wore it like armor. Amber eyes flicked to her badge, then away; here, a badge could kill as easily as it could save.

She didn’t return his smile. "Gregor Hale’s dead. You hear anything?"

Jax gave the shrug of someone unfazed by mortality. "I hear a lot. Depends on the thirst."

He reached into his pocket, jingled something metallic—tokens, water credits, the real currency. "Care to trade, detective? I’m running low."

“Information first.”

He cocked his head. “Trust runs drier than water these days. I’m a generous soul, but not a charity.”

She handed him two brass tokens from her belt. “For your kindness, then.”

Jax weighed them against his palm, blinking slow. "Gregor. Tragic. Poor bastard had luck, then none at all. A week ago, he showed up with a stash—nothing huge, but more than his usual. New contacts, new buyers. He started acting nervous. Flashing teeth when he should’ve hidden them."

Mara pressed. “Where did he get the water?”

Jax’s eyes flickered. “That's a well even I can’t see the bottom of. Only thing certain is it was new stock. Some said he tapped a black market reserve, others whispered about a Consortium leak. But then, there’s this...” He drew close, his breath sour and hungry. “Word is, rivals from the Silt Street ring were looking for something he shouldn’t have had. Gregor crossed a line. And lately, there’s been talk of Mirage—a faction, not a myth. Something… shifting beneath the city skin.”

Mara felt the pulse quicken at her throat. “Names. I want names. Who was on Gregor’s tail?”

Jax shrugged. “I’ll need more than tokens for that. You want the who, you have to pay the going rate, detective. Not just the tokens—something personal. A favor. These days, water and trust weigh the same.”

The market’s hush thickened around them. To one side, a shout—someone battered for hoarding, the bitter logic of Oasis. Mara drew in tight. “You want a promise from me?”

“Consider it insurance. If you survive this case, you owe me. That’s good currency.”

She nodded, jaw clenched. “Deal.”

Jax flashed his teeth again. “Aufa Denny. Smuggler, Silt Street. She’s climbed fast, and she’s ambitious. Didn’t like Gregor moving in on new stock. You’ll find her in the boiler rooms under the refinery, if you know who to bribe.”

Mara chewed on it. Silt Street—the black pulse of Oasis’s underbelly, a place where even the Consortium’s boots didn’t step lightly. Gregor, caught in a crosscurrent between hungry rivals. If Mirage was a faction, they hid deep. But the city didn’t keep secrets for long.

“Why did Gregor leave me a riddle?” Mara asked. “The Mirage. Below the skin. What’s that supposed to mean to a dying man?”

Jax’s eyes darkened. “Means you’re chasing ghosts. Means someone’s making the rules up as you run. You want to see below the skin? Just pray you’re ready, detective.”

She glanced down. The tokens already gone, vanished into the crowd—payment, tribute to trust. Mara felt the weight of the deal settle on her shoulders. She had a thread. A name. A new layer of danger. And the city’s thirst, as always, kept growing.

She pulled away, letting the crowd close behind her. Onward—toward Silt Street, where the air stank of rust and the city’s real trades were done. One hand stayed on her hidden blade, the other on the note. The game was shifting. And if what Jax hinted was true, Gregor Hale was only the first drop before the deluge.





  
    Parched Secrets

    
    
  
  Mara’s boots splashed in the low puddle outside the refinery, a rarity in Oasis that felt almost criminal. Wind coughed dust across the lot, brushing against the pale skin at her throat. Silt Street’s entrance yawned like a wound—a broken arch beside a corroded service tunnel spattered with paint tags, some fresh, some faded and rewritten by time. Beneath layers of grime, the city pulse kept tempo; every clang, every shiver from overheated pipes, was another reminder of what Oasis bled for: water.

As she started toward the boiler rooms, her comm crackled to life. The signal wasn’t Consortium issue—a private frequency. Mara swept a loop, then ducked into the shadows behind a stack of rust-speckled drums.

“Detective Keane.”

A cool, glassy voice, strained to neutrality. Selene Harrow, Director of Water Operations. Mara’s jaw set.

“Director.”

“Do you have a progress update?”

Mara shifted, back pressing to pitted metal. “The investigation’s ongoing. Victim was targeted deliberately, no sign of water theft. But Gregor Hale was holding something bigger than a ration slip.”

Selene’s voice sharpened a notch. “You will report findings directly to me. This case is of… particular interest. Oasis cannot afford hysteria. The official line is mechanical failure—accident. Do not let rumor precede facts.”

Mara bristled. “With respect, Director, rumors are already out there. If I close this as an accident, we’ll have riots before sunset.”

Silence throbbed for a moment. Then: “You’ve always been… thorough. I trust that won’t impede your sense of proportion. Close it quietly, detective. For the city’s good. For your own.”

The line cut.

Mara brushed sweat from her brow—cold, not from heat. The walls, always watching. Silt Street beckoned, its crude market décor giving way to tangles of pipe and humming fans. Twice, shadowed men glanced up at her, but quickly away. Every secret here came with a price, every answer a bruise.

She found Aufa Denny’s den locked up tight: barred windows, door reinforced with sheet metal and clever wire. No sign of movement. Mara marked the exit routes, every bolt-hole. Someone was making it clear she wasn’t wanted—at least, not today.

On her walk back to her rig, flexing restless fingers, Mara caught the prickling cold of eyes on her. She turned; nothing but drifting vagrants, and an old woman hawking emptied water bottles from a torn sack.

She slid into her battered vehicle, ready to call command. Then she saw it: on her windshield, someone had daubed a slick, wet smear in pale blue paint. Words, shaky—so faint they’d disappear by noon heat:

Drop it or drown.

Mara stared. Paint still glistened in rivulets, cheap water mixed with color just to taunt her. This was no street kid’s bluff. The threat was fresh, brazen, Consortium-grade bold.

She scrubbed it away with her sleeve, then snapped shots for her secured files. That’s how it would be: pushback, hard and fast. She kept the comm line dead and made for the district council archives, brittle anger propelling her.



The archives squat beneath a heat-scoured flag. She flashed her badge at the night clerk—a pale youth, all hollow cheeks—and got directed inside, through rows of ledgers and resin-bound screens. Mara filtered for ration logs, sifting back over Gregor’s last month. Most merchants’ rations clicked out in neat columns, tightly audited. Hale’s, though—sudden gaps: thirteen hours missing, two days before his death; a second, fainter anomaly in the depot assignment.

She keyed in city council credential overlays. Half the ration issuance logs flagged as ‘pending audit’, locked behind emergency override. That never happened unless water was being moved off-record. Hale had been caught in the pipeline—literally.

A tap at her shoulder. The clerk, sweating. “Detective, there’s… someone outside asking for you.” The boy’s voice quivered.

Mara tensed. “Who?”

“He didn’t say. Security wouldn’t—”

Glass shattered at the front. Mara’s pistol cleared leather without thinking. She ducked into a side aisle and peered out. Two figures in rough Consortium blues, faces hidden by scarves. “Drop the case!” one barked, voice hoarse. “You’ve got your warning.”

She fired a warning shot through the shelves—dust and splinters fountaining. Her adversaries backpedaled, one hurling a jagged chunk of salt that crashed against the records machine. Footsteps echoed down the corridor, then silence returned. Mara unscrewed her jaw, heart hammering—not a random mugging. This was pressure, official and ugly.

She locked the ration log summary and slid it into her encrypted pad. Enough to draw blood, not yet to kill the beast. Mara leaned on her knees, sucking air, as the clerk gaped from a safe distance.

“Get someone to fix the window.”

She left before more Consortium muscle arrived.



The city’s veins ran underground—old sewers, aqueducts, tunnels meant for storms that never came. Mara keyed her drone, tracing Gregor’s last known comm pings, layering his movements over her stolen ration logs. The path ended at an old utility hatch behind the desalination plant, half-buried in rubble and a broken CERAMIX sign.

She cracked it open, every sense clawed raw. The air below was five degrees cooler, heavy with mold and a bittersweet tang—coal and basins. She swept her flashlight, slow: walls bristling with condensation, footprints pressed deep into dust, fresh drag marks.

She followed the tunnel, pistol raised, boots muffled on cracked tiles. After fifteen paces, the path split. Faint voices drifted up—two men, arguing in clipped, frightened whispers.

“…night’s pull was too much. If the council finds—”

“We pay who we pay! You want your throat slit by Denny’s runners?”

Mara melted into the gloom, took quick shots of the crude map chalked on the wall—pipes rerouted, cisterns marked ‘PRIVATE.’ A secret water grid, hidden from Consortium eyes.

She waited. Boots scuffled. Barrels shifted. Silence. Then came the click of a latch and the scrape of a hidden door swinging wide. Mara pressed herself into a divot, slowing her breath to nothing. Two figures exited, carrying cobalt-blue cans marked only with a jagged wave.

When they’d gone, Mara slid forward. The passage ended at a short ladder; above, behind a false panel, stood a room jammed with barrels, documents, ration tokens… and a battered comm pad, still pinging with unread messages.

She flicked through the pad, heart thumping.

Mirage group: Friday shipment missed. Denny suspects. Stay low until council backs off.
Mirage group: ‘Below the skin’ means the aquifer runs deep. Tap only at the ghost post, code line Drown22.

A water grid. An entire syndicate, fed by council insiders. The Mirage wasn’t a ghost—it was Oasis’s shadow government, bleeding the city one ration at a time, hiding among Consortium corridors.

Mara sealed the pad, stashing it in her jacket. As she slipped back into the tunnel, feet barely making a sound, the city thundered above—another riot, another parched morning. Gregor had died for this secret, and she was next if she stayed blind.

She climbed into the ruinous sunlight, squinting at the city’s skeleton skyline, the ceaseless shimmer of heat. Her comm buzzed as she emerged: a single command, neutral and cold—

Close the file or be closed.

Mara straightened. She traced the note in her jacket, the pad in her pocket—one hand on grit, the other on the truth. The Mirage was no longer rumor. It was war, water, and power, all concealed by the official skin. And now, she was in its crosshairs.



  
    Floodlines

    
    
  
  The city’s skin felt tighter now—sun baked, windows blinded, doors bolted so early it was barely evening. Mara parked four blocks from the desalination plant, eyes raking the emptied streets for shadows. Jax stepped out of a side alley, glancing both ways before joining her in the darkness. He looked paler tonight, coat slung loose, lips chapped. Mara saw the subtle tension in his jaw—the way he hid worry behind humor, but now he was stripped down to something raw.

“You ready?” he murmured. “Consortium’s doubled patrols in the southeast. Word is your name’s on lips that matter.”

She stifled the tremor in her hands, slid a backup pistol into her boot. “Let’s move.”

Their way led through a service entrance, a rusted grate half-buried beneath dead brush. Jax pried it open, waving aside the gasping stink of mold. Mara dropped in first, knees bending to absorb the shock, pulse hammering in her throat. Jax slipped down behind her, barely a whisper—he belonged to these shadows, born to places where law didn’t reach.

Their flashlights carved thin skeins of silver through the black. Pipes overhead rattled, and Mara half-heard, half-felt the city’s lifeblood gurgling past—more water than a thousand residents saw in a year. They followed the schematic Jax lifted from an old refinery worker: a winding arterial leading to the heart of Mirage’s illicit system. The air thickened, fetid with old seepage and something sharper—cleaner.

At the first junction, Mara halted. “Listen.”

Muffled voices. Boots sloshing through shallow water. Jax pressed them both against the wall, heartbeats syncing to the distant drip-drip-drip. Through a cracked hatch, they watched light play against corrugated concrete. Three figures in pale blue Consortium jackets dragged a limp form—bound, throat dark with blood—toward the base of a sump ladder.

Jax inhaled, sharp. “They’re dumping bodies.”

The victim’s name meant nothing, but the clothes—a ration processor’s vest—made Mara’s gut twist. Another witness, erased for knowing too much. She forced herself to watch, counting the rhythm of the guards’ movements and their empty, matter-of-fact words.

“Get the next one,” one grunted. “Council doesn’t want floaters turning up in Three Docks again.”

A heavy silence as they stared at the corpse, then at each other. Jax put a warm hand on her elbow—a rare comfort, jarring in this place.

They shuffled deeper into the aquifer maze, Jax retracing old smuggler routes. “Mirage is bleeding this city from below. Worse than you thought?”

“Much worse,” Mara whispered. She took a long breath—cold in her lungs now, not just fear or determination, but rage distilled. “Let’s find their ledger.”

Jax led them down a spur, ducking beneath a low beam tagged with the Consortium’s sigil. The map ended at a steel door, three security pads blinking in sequence. Jax swept sweat from his brow.

“Gimme ten seconds.” He jerked apart the panel, rerouting a couple of wires with a salvaged screwdriver. Mara stood watch, counting every heartbeat. Somewhere far above, a siren wailed. Jax grinned when the pad buzzed green.

Inside: a narrow chamber with a bundled terminal and racks of battered data sticks. Ration chips, passcodes, encrypted ledgers. Mara’s fingers flew, plugging in her own device to siphon files.

Footsteps clattered somewhere behind them. Jax muttered a curse, seizing the nearest data drive and pocketing it just as a flashlight beam cut through the jamb. Mara spun, weapon ready, as two Consortium enforcers stormed into the corridor.

“On the ground! Now!”

She fired a shot at the overhead pipe—a gout of steam blinded their pursuers. Jax threw open the emergency access panel, yanking Mara with him as they slipped through a crawlspace littered with maintenance debris. Bullets clanged off metal plate behind them.

Panting, lungs raw, they tumbled into the next tunnel: air thick with algae stink, the sound of boots echoing pursuit. Jax took the lead now, reading the faded chalk marks on the wall—old smugglers’ language—steering them through a side passage behind a spillway valve just as a patrol swept past.

Mara’s arms trembled with adrenaline. She pressed herself against damp concrete, listening to the enforcers follow, searching.

“Jax—if we’re caught—”

“Never plan for losing, detective.” He managed a cracked smirk, but there was no humor in it.

They ducked low, slinking through ankle-deep runoff, emerging finally in a chamber that echoed with silence. Mara took one shuddering breath, then another. Her pad blinked green: download complete. Jax produced his own purloined stick, holding it between two fingers.

The files, once opened, splayed their secrets—columns of names and bribe records, ration graphs, detailed maps of aquifer flow. One folder: Project M-22. Mara paged through transmissions tagged with the Director’s cryptic signature.

Hoarding reserves. Council directives for ‘controlled scarcity.’ Names of dissenters scheduled for ‘quiet removal.’ Locations of unregistered cisterns drawing from the old city grid.

Mara’s mouth dried. She felt, for a second, the urge to simply collapse into the filth. Here was everything—enough to bring down the Consortium, enough to set Oasis burning. But handing this over would mean painting a target on her back, on Jax’s. Maybe on every innocent the Consortium could reach.

Jax read her silence. “What now?”

She stared at her hands, at the digital weight of justice or doom. “We move. We get clear.”

Above them, the rage of sirens began—warnings neither celebratory nor victorious, but desperate. Mara tucked the pad away, fighting to keep her resolve hard.

They crawled out into a graffitied alley slick with dawn dew, only now aware of how close the city was to riot. Mara stared at the horizon, uncertain whether she carried Oasis’s salvation or its spark for destruction.

Jax gripped her shoulder before slipping away into the haze. “You owe me, Keane. Don’t get sentimental.”

Alone, Mara listened to the city’s thirst. Every choice from here was peril, but the truth—the whole truth—pressed on her like water behind the old vault walls. She wouldn’t drop it. But neither would she drown quietly.



  
    Desert Reckoning

    
    
  
  

The city was already screaming when Mara slipped out of the alley’s shadow. Sirens. Glass breaking. In the burning, wind-scoured first light, Oasis was all danger and hunger—no longer merely thirsty, but ready to bleed.

She could feel the digital evidence, cold and dense in her jacket’s lining. Every step away from the tunnels was a wager in her head. She’d expected fear; she hadn’t expected the air to taste like gunpowder, or for the streets around the desalination plant to boil with movement: people running, faces streaked with dust and sweat, shouts swelling and breaking like surf. Soldiers in pale blue fanned out in pairs, rifles swinging, demanding to see ration bands—often tearing them off, or using a baton if the answer was too slow.

Jax swung out of a side street, jacket open, eyes wild. “It’s everywhere already,” he gasped. “Someone’s leaking pieces of the Consortium logs—enough to crack the lid.”

“Mirage?” Mara felt a chill. “Or the Consortium, panicking?”

Jax shrugged, anxiety crackling off him in waves. “Who cares, it’s happening. Silt Street’s barricaded. Uptown’s looting. The old markets—they’re burning refugees out.”

She gripped his arm, hard. “How many dead?”

A slow shake of the head. “Too many. Not enough that anyone in those towers up there cares. Yet.” He thumbed the battered comm-pad he carried. “We move fast, use what you stole. Drop everything—full files, Consortium orders, all of it. Only way the city gets truth, not more blood.”

Mara took that in. Her hand hovered at her comm. The fear in her chest bloomed toxic, but under it: a deeper certainty, clear and hard as the old water pipes. The people deserved to know. But dropping the evidence all at once would be fire in a drought.

She and Jax ducked into a half-collapsed pharmacy, picking their way over glass. The sound of boots—gunfire, somewhere—echoed in waves. Jax pulled a cable from a busted old console, hotwiring into an guerilla mesh network. “Cutter’s working the west side. He can maybe slow Consortium patrols. Your friend, maybe—tonight.”

Mara keyed the encrypted files. Her thumb hesitated: this was no longer an investigation. This was a matchstick. But she pressed send. Data packets seared outward—from ration logs, to encrypted chatrooms, to dusty old citizens’ pads. The story went everywhere: lists of Mirage, orders for murder, names of hoarded water reserves, Director Harrow’s signature cold and clear. Truth, raw and damning, cascading into Oasis like broken floodgates.

Within minutes, street noise climbed another octave—anger gone radioactive. News tickers on old public screens flipped from Consortium propaganda to hacked warning banners: THEY ARE BLEEDING YOU DRY. YOU ARE THE RAINS.

Mara let the pad go limp. “It’s out.”

Jax gave a short, bitter laugh. “You really want to see what comes next?”

But there was no time. A crackle on Mara’s comm—the city’s emergency band, hijacked:

“Attention all residents. Martial status imposed. Unauthorized water access is an act of sedition. Curfew. Curfew. Lethal force authorized…”

Out the pharmacy window, Consortium vehicles lumbered past. Armed men leapt off the beds, cracking down on clusters of looters. Muffled explosions in the distance signaled water vaults being blown. The rumor—the reality—of hidden reserves sent mobs in all directions: some to survive, others to claim what was once stolen from them.

“We need the tower,” Jax said, voice tight. “Upload is good but not everyone will see a screen. Broadcast—they can’t kill every ear. You get that message on the air, you might save something in this city.”

He led her through back alleys, always in motion, two shadows pinwheeling through chaos. At a barricade where trash fires burned, a knot of slum kids and old market women swung pipes and torn street signs at armored Consortium troops. Cutter appeared at Mara’s shoulder, dusty and grim, passing her a battered ration token. “For luck,” he said, then faded back into the mêlée.

The road to the old broadcast tower cut through a warzone. Mara and Jax ran low, zigzagging beneath shattered windows as pulse-guns barked overhead. A truckload of Consortium riot troops blocked the main avenue. Jax braced Mara with one hand. “Go east. Three blocks over. There’s a service lift.”

She hesitated, saw his eyes. “You’re not coming?”

He managed a broken smile. “Somebody has to make noise over here. You break the truth; I’ll give you time.”

A moment of silence, more real than any gunshot or siren. He gripped her hand. “Go. Don’t get sentimental.” Then Jax ducked around a burned-out cab and vanished into riot smoke, drawing the patrol after him. The last thing she heard was his ragged yell: “Over here!”—a distraction, the price he paid willingly.

Mara forced herself forward, firing once across a squad’s path, then vaulting a barricade. The lift at the base of the tower stank of ozone and burnt wire, but it worked. She jammed the security override, cursing through gritted teeth as gunfire drew nearer down the alley. The elevator creaked upward, Mara’s pulse ticking double time. Halfway up, it rattled to a stop—someone had cut the emergency brakes, trying to keep her from the top.

She forced the doors open and crawled—upward, up the stairs, breath burning. Above, the glass walls of the transmitter room let in beams of sickly yellow sunlight, casting the world below in stark, desolate angles. Two Consortium enforcers blocked her exit, one leveling a riot baton.

She fired, both shots quick and clinical—one to the knee, one to the shoulder. The nearest enforcer spasmed, tumbling away as the second dropped the baton and fled, shoving past her and spilling down the stairwell. No time to check the bodies; no time for mercy.

Mara limped into the transmitter’s heart. The broadcast panel flickered red—power low, circuit cracked from disuse. But her stolen data pad found an open jack. She plugged in—staring past reflection and blood and blistered hands—to the microphone, to all the battered radios across Oasis. She keyed the broadcast and spoke, voice honed flat by loss and resolve.

“To the people of Oasis. My name is Detective Mara Keane. I have proof—irrefutable proof—that water has been stolen from you by those in power. The Consortium. Mirage. Your council. For every ration you were denied, there was a vault kept secret, hoarded by judges, directors, and their friends. Gregor Hale was murdered for trying to reveal what the powerful have done. Many others died for the same crime: wanting you to know. No more.”

She fed the files through, one by one—audio logs, names, faces, orders to kill. “They called it Project M-22. Controlled scarcity. They killed dissenters. Starved neighborhoods so others could drink. It ends now—or the city will drown in darkness forever.”

Below, the sound of gunfire rose—riot and order, rage and fear. She didn’t know if anyone would listen, or if it was already too late. But as she pulled her hand back from the console, a half-dozen channels repeated her words—echoed, chopped, re-mixed; other voices joining, shouting the first names from the files, screaming for water and justice.

Mara slumped to the floor, spent. Blood leaked from her arm—a graze, she realized dimly. Footsteps clambered up the stairs. She readied her pistol, but it was Cutter at the door, face ashen and wild. “You did it. It’s everywhere.”

Below the tower, Oasis boiled—a hundred flashpoints at once. The thunder of boots and the gurgle of thrown bottles, the jagged staccato of hope and revenge. Cutter looked at Mara, and for once, his eyes softened. “Now they’ll have to answer. The Consortium. All of them.”

Mara stared through the cracked glass at the city unspooling beneath—chaos and possibility entwined. The future was a wound, raw and dangerous. But she knew, watching the fires, hearing the voices swell, that something new had begun.

Hope, flickering and wild, at last tasted like water on the tongue.





  
    Blue Tomorrow

    
    
  
  

The city stank of steam, smoke, and dreams too long denied. Oasis shimmered, half-risen from riot and fire—a patient in unstable recovery, tied together with barbed wire and whispers. Mara stood at the crumpled edge of the old broadcast tower, patching her own wounds beneath filtered sunrise. Across the city, water tanks gleamed in oily streaks, and smoke feathered up from settling ruin. Her body wanted collapse, her mind craved silence. Neither was allowed.

Below, pairs of muddy-booted volunteers parsed ration lists by hand, voices hoarse from shouting the night before. There were no commands barked, only terse debates—people who’d never spoken now weighing survival together. A woman in a salt-caked tunic read off names and portions, scrawling on cardboard with a broken stylus. Streets that had run red two dawns ago now filled with the lines of the desperate and dazed.

Something in the air had changed, as if the atmosphere itself held its breath.

Cutter found her on the broadcast tower’s landing, holding two mugs of dark, bitter sap. He handed her one, voice grating: “Leftover from Jax’s stash. Best we’ve got.”

She sipped—harsh, grounding. Neither dared nostalgia. They watched below as a Council banner—pale blue, stained and torn—was pulled from a ruin and thrown on a fire that no one tried to stop. A slow, communal hope flickered.

Cutter kept his eyes down. “First negotiators from Silt Street want seats at the ration table. They talk like it’s all fixed, like your truth did what years of begging couldn’t.” His shoulders hunched. “It’s not over. You know that, right?”

Mara nodded, the memory of gunfire and the hiss of closing vaults still fresh. “You never fix a city. You just keep it breathing.”

He touched his mug to hers. “Well, here’s to breath, then.” Then he was off—another list to check, another crowd to calm, already thinking in rations and hazards, as if this had always been his world.



Oasis lurched forward hour by hour. Mara made the circuit through the patchwork camps and organizing committees, scars fresh on her face and hands. She kept her badge pocketed, but the way people leaned in, questioned, and sometimes cowered betrayed how much her broadcast weighed in their memory.

Water still rationed, but this time—under the cracked neon at a former Consortium checkpoint—it was by new rules. No names from former directories, no priority by political favor. The council that gathered in the market square was a weave of old rebels, frail administrators, and young, hollow-eyed mothers. They bickered more than they agreed, but no guns showed yet, and so Mara judged that something real might take root.

She was stopped half a dozen times by people she did not know—requests for help, for justice, for forgiveness. Timid faces pressed coins and tokens into her hands, or scraps of paper with the names of missing kin. A mother gripped her arm. “Thank you for telling us. My daughter was one of the ones…”

Mara lied in return—offering comfort she barely believed. She hunched through wider market lanes, feeling herself both visible and invisible at once, her name swelling in whispers behind her.

At the edge of a stall where a single barrel of water sat watched by three shotgun-wielding teenagers, a gap-toothed old man nodded as she passed. No words. Only the subtle, respectful tip of a canteen—water shared as salute.



She grieved her friends deeper each hour—not just the ones lost in the rioting, but those ground down by silence and secrets. She did not see Jax among the wounded who staggered into makeshift triage tents. She checked the lists once, twice. No word.

The second night after the broadcast, as she sat beneath the tower’s broken transmitter, her wrist comm pinged—a delayed message, scrambled with Jax’s signature haphazard encryption. The voice chip stuttered, cackled, then resolved into his drawl.

“Hey, detective. If you’re hearing this, congrats—you survived, or you got my gear. Lousy odds either way, but bet on you. Listen, if Cutter’s helping you, try not to get him shot. He’s got a talent for hustling and surviving—don’t let him play you too hard. People will call you hero now, and they’ll mean it about as much as they did when the Consortium sent you medals for body counts.” There was a pause, static, as if emotion burned the wires.

“I didn’t run because I was scared. I did it because you’re better at hope, Keane. Make something out of this, yeah? Doesn’t have to be grand. Keep them honest, keep the water flowing. Don’t ever forget the ground remembers every drop, even those that go missing.” He coughed, voice ragged. “Forgive yourself now and then, or at least have a drink for me.”

He signed off with a rustle and a half-whistled bar of “Blue Tomorrow,” the old children’s rain-song. Mara played it twice, the second time letting tears cut clean tracks through the dust.

In the night-cold silence, her grief grew roots, but so did steadiness. She made a promise out loud—quiet, shaking—“I’ll see it through.”



The next day, Cutter and a committee of survivors found Mara on the roof of the half-collapsed government hall. She was watching for looters or Consortium loyalists. Instead, they offered a battered ledger, a makeshift seal pressed from melted ration tokens, and hope that was sharp as hunger.

“We want you to take the chair,” said Cutter. He wouldn’t meet her eye. “Not forever, but until assemblies get steady. People trust you. Or at least, they trust that you don’t trust anyone. That counts for something.”

Others murmured assent, some out of faith, some out of calculation. Mara felt the badge in her pocket—a relic, heavy with memory—and shook her head. “I did what needed doing. If you put me up there, you’re just making a new target.”

But the city pressed: “Who else? We need a line between rations and ruin. We need someone who doesn’t owe their seat to the old ways.”

Mara stared at the dawn over broken tenements. “I’ll keep steward until real elections can happen. But I won’t be another Director Harrow. Anyone sees me holding water back, you run me out. You hear?”

A murmur, bigger than before, and in it simmered the city’s will—fragile, rough, but forging something out of all the loss.



Two weeks crawled by. Every day tested the city’s patchwork alliances—Silt Street’s self-defense pacts, merchants learning to share for a cut, tech-wrights reviving half-smashed purification units, teachers holding lessons beside salt pans. Mara learned names, weighed appeals, and rationed water by hand until her fingers cramped and bled.

In the evenings, she would climb to the broadcast tower’s top, sitting at the cracked window, listening—not for sirens anymore, but for a change in the wind. She unspooled Jax’s message again and again, fingers tapping patterns on the empty sill.

Some nights, she dreamed the city dead and dry. Others—miraculously—she dreamed rain.



On the fifteenth day after the truth’s flood, clouds massed above the south rim—low, sullen, and strange. The people of Oasis paused in their labor, heads tilted. Mara stepped out onto the east balcony, squinting into the shimmering air.

And there—a hush, then the faintest patter. Impossible softness on blistered concrete: droplets, uncertain at first, then more. Street dogs yipped, residents laughed—some choking, some crying, all dazed by wonder.

It could be a fluke, she knew—a sudden passing cloud, dust caught in the mist. But she raised her face to the new sky, eyes closed, lips parted. A dozen battered canteens, buckets, and hands lifted into frail hope.

Mara found herself singing, so quiet it was almost lost to wind: “Blue tomorrow, blue tomorrow…”

Oasis breathed, uncertain but awake. Rain flecked the city’s bones. Not salvation—never that. But enough, for now, to believe in the possibility of something better.




OEBPS/cover.png
MIRAGE CITY

A DETECTIVE'S THIRST





