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Prologue

In these days, the Water Thief ruled over the hellscape known as South California, an island country of New America. 
South California had been a hellscape ever since the earthquakes, the droughts, and the Water War between it and North California. Even so, after these things, South California truly didn’t know Hell until the Water Thief arrived to triple its flames.
With his men the Water Thief terrorized and massacred, pillaging in the night and the day. He took all types of water: clean, murky, green, sewage, and blood-mixed. For those extra drops, he shoved straws down dead people’s throats and their esophagi; he sucked away the very acid of their stomachs until they turned into dust. This wasn’t enough: he mined into their bladders and harvested their urine, and purified it for drinking standard, drowning himself in the liquid gold.
He, only a man, was the drought of South California. He tapped the few reservoirs and rivers remaining in the country. He set ablaze the forests and the mountains to whet the drought. All green things scorched beneath the cry-free sky and turned black. A ball of smoke filled the country from the eternal wildfires he created, killing people by smoke inhalation. And he stole stole their remains. 
But he did one thing good: the smoke he created blocked—though, true, without much effect—the merciless sun. 
In the city, the Water Thief put tall and wide nets on top of the crumbled skyscrapers to catch passing vapor. He placed tanks to collect the rarity of rainfall. 
The discovery of these things made the thirsty people of South California hopeful. They believed that someone was out to help them.
Ha! 
No—the Water Thief kept all the catch for himself.
People said many things about the great Water Thief. Many theories. One of them: he could create water with the movement of the palm of his hand from thin air. People believed this, for they failed to believe that he, a man, could own the amount of water he had, from only stealing. So, they had to make him out to be some divine being.
But in truth, the Water Thief was a thief of thieves. He was such a great manipulator that he could convince others to steal for him. After all, he created the barren world himself, the type ideal for breeding savages. Oftentimes, not having to a lift a finger, his assets compounded while lying in his bed at night. In his bed, he slept to the screams of murder outside. He slept to the pleasant sounds of streaming water. He would go on to gather this water, mixed with blood, in the morning. With this, he laughed himself to sleep.
But his sleep would yield nightmares; his laughing would turn into gasping. The guilt of his bloodlust always echoed in his subconscious.
But over time, he had programmed his mind to, while asleep, transform his nightmares to those of his dead family. Nightmares of the savages who killed them. 
These nightmares made him gasp awake in a greater pool of sweat. They made him remember why he was an agent of genocide in the first place.
He had to make peace; he had to make everything right.




CHAPTER 1

One evening a man with a hoarse voice laughed so hard and loud that the sound of it echoed all throughout the land of South California. But most everyone was dead in this firepit to hear it. So, to find a set of working ears, the roaring laughter went on a journey: it flew above the red mountains and through the wildfires, and through the smoke. It whooshed between the walls of the empty rivers and creeks, and through the branches of naked trees. It traveled to the northeastern parts of the country; it found itself in a great bowl of sand, rocks, weeds, and dead, smelly fish.
This dusty “bowl” was a deep crater, the shell of a former lake. There, in the barren dumpster, the laughing sound spotted life: a young man, who sat at the end of a dock, which hung over a cliff into the crater.
This young man had the fine set of ears which the laugh sought in its long journey—but it seemed he was too lost in a trance to hear it. 
The laugh hovered and squeezed out one last cackle. It was a final call for his ears, a final warning, as it burst with the wind, flicking the young man’s lobes.
The young man bobbed back-and-forth as the sun burned his face a crimson-red. He had never opened his ears for the laugh that often visited him, and he made no exception for this one. That was because his ears were too distracted by a thunderous whisper of a demon:
Bring it back to me . . . 
. . . you want to bring me back to life, don’t you, Davy?
David was the young man’s name, but Davy was his predilection—his father always used to call him that. 
Davy, eyes closed, listened to the words of the demon, his guardian angel. He smiled at the sound of the demon’s voice. He flirted with death as his legs dangled over the dock a hundred-feet above the crater floor—he didn’t care. Sitting at this spot brought him the closest to home. Here, he was vulnerable. Here, at the edge of death, in the great heat, he would fantasize.
He began to nod off to the heat. He snored. 
He felt the cool shock of the water swallow his legs up to his knees. He heard the waves slap against The Spirit of the Lake, which bobbed in the lake in front of him. (In truth, the boat sat tilted on the floor of the dusty crater, drowning in sand.)
It was an alternate reality he put himself in. He had to fall for the mirage his guilt-filled mind generated. It was the only way to flush the guilt away. But this feeling was temporary; the guilt of his father’s death always came back.
The mirage . . . he would soon awaken from it. And he would see a real mirage along the horizon of the empty lake. He would see the lake still gone, and his father still dead.  
Perhaps his own death would quell his inevitable disappointment? Hence, his sitting at the edge of the dock.
That feeling of a sudden drop . . . it aroused him. 
But would he let it happen, this time? Would he join his father? Or . . .
He let out a loud snore as his head dropped. His body leaned forward.
That falling sensation in his pelvis . . . his insides clenching . . .
He gasped as his eyes popped open. 
He gripped the edge of the dock before plunging to his death. 
Not today.
Now wide awake, he rubbed his eyes to confirm that the lake was still empty. That was the catch of his dreams: whenever he awoke, there on the dock, the first thing he would see was the massive, dusty crater. He would see the boat yet sunk in the sand along the distant horizon before the mirage.
A final confirmation: he peeked over the dock and saw his father’s gravestone still inside the crater floor. His dream was, in fact, not reality. And he was back in Hell.
Oh, just let yourself fall and die next time!
As Davy wiped a sheen of sweat from his face, a crunching sound of dead grass came from behind. He turned. There she was: Namiane, the red-eyed princess. This is what Davy’s demon often called her.
Namiane seemed purer than glacier water with that smile. So seemingly pure that she must have had a dirty secret hidden within that mirage; a secret so grave that she could sink a ship with it.
She walked across the backyard of the cottage. She was half-naked, her tan skin glowing with the sun.
Davy met her eyes with his. Upon this, she stopped and brushed her dry, black hair, pulling, tugging at the knots with a distressed motion. Her fingers had dried blue paint on them as if she had recently finished working on a painting.
“Davy, baby,” Namiane said, with a tone of eagerness. “I’m ready to go.”
Davy bit his lip—oh, hell. He must have made another promise to her that he had forgotten—he was a pathological promise-maker. And breaker. That explained her smile, Davy thought. She must have believed he would follow through this time. 
But . . . he looked out at crater, at the tilted boat in the sand, and remembered another promise he had made. 
He rose and walked carefully—it shook with a creak—across the dock. He faced her with a stupid-looking smile.
“Which promise was this one, again? I can’t keep up.”
Namiane rolled her eyes. “I knew it.”
“Come on, Nam. I’m joking. I remembered.”
“Oh, I’m sure you did.”
“I just want to visit Dad’s boat before we leave.”
Namiane stopped brushing her hair. She held still. Her face dropped.
“What?”
“Yup.”
“You’ve never gone to the boat since the lake went away.”
“Exactly.”
“Well? What’s at the boat?”
“If you already know the answer, why do you ask?”
Namiane froze. She took a moment to think, and—
“No!”
“No, nothing, Nam. I have to see him first.”
“He won’t be there. He’s been missing for weeks!”
“I need to find him. I can’t leave here without his permission. I told you this a million times. Sorry.”
The wind sliced through the space between them. It whistled; Namiane’s ears perked to it. There was horror on her face—it was as if she caught a glimpse of a faint, distant, hoarse laugh. She twisted her head. Nobody else was present—but she was certain she heard a laugh. She was paranoid, looking about.
She looked back at Davy. Still paranoid, she looked down at the dead grass and lowered her voice. “If you’re not really sorry,” she said, “don’t say it.”
Davy noticed her sudden nervousness. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
Davy looked around. “Did you see my father? Tell me.”
“No.”
Davy smiled. It was a good sign, he thought. “He’ll be at the boat, for sure.” He met her dead eyes. “I need to talk to him. I’m sorry. I really need to find out if Dad wants me to stay to finish up here. I need to. Or else it’ll kill me forever.”
“He doesn’t care,” she said, pleading. “He’s been ignoring you for three weeks, Davy. Three weeks! He doesn’t care about you. For all he knows, you’ve gotten killed. He abandoned you. He doesn’t love you like you think he does. You’re a pawn to his sick fantasies.”
Davy pretended not to hear that. It wasn’t hard. Her persistent, blasphemous pleas, by this point, numbed his ears. So, he laid a kiss on her forehead—as he usually did to try to calm her—and walked to the edge of the crater.
“You’ve been out here calling for him for three weeks straight. Every single day. And nothing. Nothing at all. He won’t come back.”
Davy chuckled. “You really think he won’t come back, even if I visit his boat? That must be where his soul lives, in there.”
Namiane had no answer to this question.
Davy turned to her again. His body blocked the falling sun which now floated an inch above the tip of the mountains. “Don’t worry, Nam. Regardless of what he tells me, we’ll still visit the spot before the sun goes down, okay? I can keep that promise.”
“What if he doesn’t come back?”
Davy cringed. What a terrible thought.
“Then I suppose you and I will leave for Hawaii as I promised originally. Just as you want.”
She glared at him. Davy caught himself: “Just as we want, I mean.”
Namiane’s tense face calmed for a moment. She looked up at the cloudless red sky as though to ask for something from God. And God would have felt surprised at her request, given the broken-record requests he’d received in these days—it wasn’t rain that she wanted, surely. Rainfall was the least of this girl’s concerns.
As Davy turned his back on her again, walking toward the crater, she cried, “Don’t go, Davy.”
“I have to.”
She blurted, “But he’s going to come back!”
And this made Davy smile.
Davy climbed down the crater wall. He used the planks of steps he had hammered into the narrow slope two years ago, after the lake disappeared. Namiane followed. He took her hand and helped her climb. Soon enough, they hit the ground to a billowing cloud of dust against his boots. Down on the crater floor, the wind flung sand and blew dust, making it harder to walk and see. But the damning gravestone peeped into his side-vision; he blocked his eyes again to not see it. He refused to see it ever again. He refused to be reminded of his guilt.
Blind, he grabbed Namiane’s arm and walked straight ahead with her. He tripped over rocks and tangled his feet in roasted weeds. But soon enough, he hit the wooden hull of The Spirit of the Lake forehead-first to a thump. A bruise next morning, for sure. 
Namiane giggled—she allowed him to do it. “Doofus.”
Davy uncovered his eyes. He beheld the boat, which shadowed over him. Sand stuck on the hull. He looked up to see the sails in a tussle with the wind. He climbed a small ramp of sand, sinking as he struggled up. He slid down on his bare belly; he fought his way back up until finally reaching the top. He threw his arm over the stanchion of the boat. Before climbing over he brushed sand off the hull to reveal the engraving of the boat’s name. He removed each piece of sand—every single piece—from the cracks of the letters and blew on it.
He leaped over the stanchion. He hit the deck, sliding in more sand as he fell. In a panic, he pushed the sand aside and swept with his arms, but he drowned in it, overwhelmed. He sobbed. He laid on it and lifted his head to see that the helm was also buried. Bouncing back up, he threw himself at the wheel and brushed it clean.
He took the handles and tried to turn it, but it jammed. He fell back down to a whimper. Time for another dream. He closed his eyes and pretended that the passing breeze he felt was clean—devoid of sand—bouncing off the water. The glorious laugh of his father sounded behind him; his father had reeled in a trout. His father’s boots clacked against the deck as he approached Davy . . . he grabbed his son’s shoulder . . .
Davy’s eyes popped open. He did feel something. But he froze in place in fear, unable to twist his neck to his shoulder which felt the tap.
His mouth was able to move, and he called to Namiane.
“What, Davy?” she responded. She sat at the crater floor by the boat. Her voice was faint. Yet the impatient tone was clear to his ears.
Her voice calmed him, regardless. “Did you hear him? See him at all?”
“Davy, I can’t be here anymore,” she said, her voice now shaking. “I can’t. We need to leave. I-I see the red lake again.”
Davy rolled his eyes. That damn red lake. He didn’t believe her distress. Manipulation, he thought. She was a good actress; she would have made it in that film business, that Hollywood, of Old America. She would have gotten herself one of those strange brass-colored stars in the ground in the city—those strange stars which had crumbled from the earthquakes. She was a good actress, indeed. But she was born too early to star in the industry’s revival. So, she resorted to messing with Davy’s head full-time to quench that acting urge.
He was awake to her ways, he thought. She was pure evil, how she temped him to defy his father. Yet, for some reason, he loved her so.
Davy slowly turned his head. His father was not there. He fell back onto the sand to cry.
“Dad! Where are you?”
Namiane heard Davy. She dropped her head to her knees. She lifted her head again to look deep through the crater. It was a graveyard of disintegrating fish and weeds. It haunted her. She used the hot sun as an excuse to look down again.
“Dad, haven’t I done enough? Surely I can leave now . . .”
Namiane’s head jerked upright at the glimmer of hope. This was odd from Davy—perhaps she’d finally reached him.
“I can transfer the water now. There’s plenty of water in our reserves that can fill most of the lake. Isn’t that enough—”
Davy . . .
Davy jumped. The voice was amplified, as if it came from a collective rumble of a hundred loud speakers, distant. The voice roared in a circle, the circumference of the crater; Davy spun, struggling to pinpoint the precise source. It flooded him from all angles. The voice echoed, repeating Davy’s name for a whole minute.
“D-dad?”
Why do you insult me?
“I’m lost! Please, tell me what to do. Namiane very much wants to leave, and I—”
Horror painted Namiane’s face as she heard Davy drop her name.
Why do you insult me? I already told you what to do. I ALREADY TOLD YOU!
The roar of that last bit was the sound of a nearby strike of lightning. The sand on the boat’s deck bounced to it. For a second, a biting coldness swept through. Goosebumps festered all over Davy’s body.
“No!”
“Quiet, Nam—”
“Don’t listen to him, Davy! He’s not your father!”
“Dad, she doesn’t mean that. Please—”
Ignore her. You will go to the desert. You will meet Frank Solas at his party, in his oasis, and do the heist.
“Yes. O-of course, Dad.”
Succeed. Then you can finally leave me in peace.
“I-I will. Okay. Okay, Dad.” He twisted in a circle to find his father, the green blur of his figure, but he couldn’t spot him. He waited to hear more of his father’s voice, but nothing new came after the final echo faded out of the crater.
Davy collapsed to his knees against the cushion of sand. His heart pounded out of his jacket. He angered his father—what had he done wrong?
He had racing thoughts, in the middle of a hurricane of sand. Namiane had made his father angry at him.
Davy slapped his forehead. Fool! How could he almost allow her to convince him to leave? He was stronger than that. She was a bloody actress!
Namiane was on the verge of a whimper. She looked up at the red sky. She clasped her hands together in a desperate prayer:
“Save us from this demon, please . . .”
When the wind calmed, Davy rose and climbed out of the boat. He slid down the ramp of sand to meet Namiane, who had finished her prayer.
“He’s angry at me. It’s your fault, Namiane.”
“God forbid I don’t want you to get killed tonight. God forbid I want us to leave this evil place and go to Hawaii, a paradise!”
Davy sighed. Namiane didn’t mean to raise her soft voice; she apologized. She closed her eyes and waited for Davy to lay the typical kiss onto her forehead, but after a long moment, it never came. She opened an eye to see Davy walking away, back toward the cottage.
She opened the other eye, both together now, in disappointment. “Davy?”
Davy stopped and turned to her. “What?”
“You promised.”
“We’re not going to Hawaii right now, Nam. I gotta finish the job. Dad is very, very upset with me. I need—”
“Okay. But you promised we’d go to the spot today. Can’t I have this one thing?”
Davy looked at the position of the sun. It began to eclipse with the tips of the mountains. The tips flung sharp knife-shaped shadows over the crater floor. He turned to Namiane. “Fine. Quickly.”
And the couple walked deeper into the crater, the bowl of dust, with their arms locked together. They fought the sand-flinging wind. The sandy wind grew stronger the deeper they ventured as if they entered a sandstorm. Davy dug her head into his chest and jacket to protect her from the flying sand. But one of Namiane’s eyes managed to peek as she pointed Davy into the correct direction. A great dam was ahead. He followed her pointing finger until they neared the tip of a tall cliff by the dam. Around here, a purple rock protruded from the crater floor. 
The wind calmed for a moment as visibility cleared. Namiane saw the rock. She excitedly skipped to the wall of the cliff. She smiled—she was onto something.
She backed up five steps, as though searching for the precise location of a buried treasure chest. She backed into the purple rock and fell. She rose and smiled at the rock; she massaged it with her fingers. She looked up at Davy with that smile.
“This is it. This is where you saved me.”
“Okay. Let’s go.”
“This is the spot!” She spun in a circle, laughing, and sat on the rock. She swiped her hands along its dry texture. “The rock. It’s the rock, Davy. Remember? I almost hit it with my feet before you grabbed me. I saw it through the bubbles and fish. I’m certain this is the one.”
Davy took Namiane’s arm, tugging at it. He grew paranoid of the ever-falling sun as more shadows invaded. “We gotta go. It’s getting dark. We’ll get lost out here.”
Namiane closed her eyes and absorbed the final rays of the sun. She opened them. “And when you saved me,” she continued, pointing to the surface of the cliff, “when you laid me on that cliff. You promised we’d leave for Hawaii.”
“And we will go very, very soon, Namiane.”
“This was two years ago you promised.”
“Let’s talk about this inside. It’s getting too dark.”
“Okay. Okay.” She rose, holding out her hand for Davy to take. “Okay. Let’s go to Frank Solas’ party! I want to shake hands with all the rich snobs of South California. Take me with you.”
Davy took her hand. He walked with her. “No. We’re not going to Hawaii right now.”
“No, doofus. Listen to me: I want to go to the party tonight!”
Davy flinched, halting in his steps. He turned to her and arched his eyebrows. “You want to go to the party? Did I hear that right?”
“Yes! You need a date. I haven’t worn any dresses in God knows long.”
“Why do you want to go?”
“So that I can get you drunk to stop you from what you’re planning to do.”
Davy continued to walk with her. “Penelope will pose as my date. She’s a good swimmer.”
Namiane’s head dropped. “Oh. Okay. I’ll stay back here all alone and make you a beautiful painting for when you come back, then.”
He gave her another look. In the corner of his eye, he saw more shadows from the mountains stretch across the crater floor. “Come on.”
And they went, The Spirit of the Lake a blurry figure ahead of them. It was a long walk; they would need to hurry.
Darkness closed on them. It devoured the crater behind them. Davy gripped Namiane’s hand and hurried along with it, the blackness stalking them. It poked the two of them; they looked over their shoulders at the creeping blackness as they ran. They tripped over an old, weed-tangled kayak. Namiane giggled, rolling in the dirt with Davy. But Davy fought her, as the blackness swallowed them. Davy rose and ran with Namiane’s hand toward the last of the daylight, until reaching it. They arrived at The Spirit of the Lake, panting. Davy rested his back against the boat as he sat in the sand to relax for a moment. Now, he allowed the blackness to swamp him—the trail to home was straightforward from this point. And, thanks to the dark, Davy would not need to cover his eyes on the way there to avoid seeing that stone.
In the darkness, Davy emerged over the crater wall. He got on his knees against the sharp grass and helped Namiane over. With the force he fell back, and she fell onto him.
Davy mustered a laugh. It was rare; Namiane noticed.
“I swear to you, Nam. This is my final mission. If I succeed, we’ll be sailing to Hawaii the next morning. As soon as I refill the lake, and boat rises again, and my father can finally rest in peace, we’ll leave.”
“It must be the millionth promise by now. Should I believe you this time?”
“Yes. But key words: if I succeed.”
“If you fail, you’ll be dead.”
“Then I’ll succeed.”
“And if you die, you’ll abandon me here—”
And there went Davy’s rare smile.
“Please, cut it out—”
“—to turn to dust—”
“Nam!”
She stopped her tear-free whimpering. Davy noticed the lack of tears. What a great actress, indeed.
“When I succeed tonight—not if—we’ll leave the next morning. Okay?” Davy bit his lip. He just made another promise—success was no certainty. Then he realized why he had had made all these promises in the past. Usually, initially, he spoke to Namiane without guarantees. But she would always cry—she forced him to make guarantees to stop her from crying.
Yet, judging by Namiane’s face, she wasn’t yet convinced. Guarantees from Davy, nowadays, were as thin as paper.
Davy expected greater skepticism on her face, but he saw a sparkle in her eyes. A glimmer of hope yet burned within her soul. If even not a glimmer of a tear.
 


An hour later Davy found himself sitting on the porch of the cottage, facing the empty street. He wore a tuxedo and a black necktie. His hair was still very greasy and dirty with specks of sand stuck within the nest—he wouldn’t dare waste water washing himself; he wouldn’t risk enduring the scorn of his father. The water that was not saved for his father’s lake was portioned only for drinking.
But at least his hair shined with his father’s expired, years-old gel which Namiane helped apply and style for the big night. It shined and even gave off a nice scent to cancel out his smell of dirt and sweat.
“You have to look good for murder,” she told him, “in case someone is watching you do it on camera. Don’t forget to smile for the big production.”
He had never really understood what this meant—she often said it—but at least tonight he looked presentable to fit in with the water elites of South California.
The sun had fully set, and the stars rose. There was the Big Dipper creeping across the sky, watching him.
Anxious, he tapped his fingers against his knee. He took short breaths. The cold of the night exposed them, clouds seeping from his lips.
A black car drove down the street and pulled over in front of the cottage. A man emerged in a suit and tie. He saw Davy sitting on the porch.
“Hello, Davy. I will say that this will be the final time I come for you.”
“You said that last time,” Davy said. He pulled out a crumpled envelope from his pocket. Across it read “To Governor Vendicatore” in the dying red ink of a pen. He handed it to the man, who walked to him and took it.
“Thank you. I’m sure the governor will enjoy reading this, for the eightieth time.”
“Who knows,” Davy said. “Maybe he will read it this time. I have hope. There must be a reason why you keep coming back for more.”
The man laughed. “I’ll plead for you.” And he returned to his car.
“Stay hydrated!”
Those were the parting words of these days. Davy smiled—he had no issues staying hydrated, and the mailman—of Governor Vendicatore—thought otherwise. Davy laughed internally—Vendicatore still hadn’t the slightest clue of his identity.
“Right back at you.”
The man entered the car. And as he drove off, a dirty pickup truck made a turn, pulling into Davy’s driveway to a halt.
Exiting the driver’s seat: the fine Penelope, in a shiny wine-red dress. To appear so beautiful, she must have sacrificed a great deal of her water. She must have taken a bath recently to smell so clean in these days. Her hair was blindingly shimmery black as her locks billowed with the breeze. With the clack of her heels and the flicking of her shoulder-length hair, she was a dangerous woman, to be sure.
She made a whistle to Davy. Davy went to her. A short greeting—he was sure Namiane watched them with glued eyes from the bedroom window. So, he led Penelope to his own pickup truck in the driveway, and they entered it.
Off they went, to an even more desolate part of the country: the straight desert. The Big Dipper became brighter as it guided them through the dark, smoky streets on their way there.




CHAPTER 2

South California lacked light at night, given its widespread scarcity of electricity. But it wasn’t all darkness. Indeed, there was at least one source of light: the wildfires. The wildfires swallowed the land in perpetuity, making it glow red. If one were to look over the country from forty-thousand feet, they would see the swamping infestation of the fires. Not only see: they would feel the burn of the plate of fire at this height, for the raging flames were tall enough to cook the stars.
But there was another light, secretive and hiding. If one were to look hard, somewhere underneath the smoke, they would see a twinkle of white, red, blue, and green. This creeping light was a sign of life—a scarcity which thirsty thieves spent their days looking for.
One night, a howl of wind swept through the area of the strange light, in the middle of a desert. For a moment, the wildfire smoke blew away, unleashing this light in all its strength for the whole country to behold. The glittering gaiety of colors strobed, extending miles across the desert, raging about as if there was a party taking hold at where it shined.
The smoke would inevitably return to dim the light again. But for now, in a rare clearness, one could see the source of the lights, a great compound of hills. The zone was an orchard of palm, peach, and fig trees, among a maze of vegetable allotments in a landmass of a thousand football fields. A great ring of electric-wired fences encircled. The hills towered over the South California Reservoir in the center. There was a gold-plated ballroom—the bearer of the strobing lights which were attached to the exterior—perched atop the highest hill. The ballroom mirrored in the black water below. The gold of the building was a laughable reflection in the liquid gold of one hundred million fluid ounces.
The South California Reservoir was a display of glass. It had never been disturbed. And on this night, it managed to sleep, even with the blinding lights shining and the noisy party which rocked in the ballroom.
But on this night, there was an invasion: the wind howled again like a great, roaring beast. The glass of the water shattered. The water first infested with ripples; then, the wind shifted it toward the black desert. Waves grew, like those of the ocean, crashing onto the beach toward the fences in what appeared to be an escape attempt. Droplets of water sprayed through the fences, sinking into the sand of the desert outside.
There must have been a wind tunnel of sorts placed somewhere in the desert to create such strong wind. This powerful wind was strange timing, given that all the wealthy men and women of South California gathered in this one place to party, there in the great compound, on this night.
The most recent gust of wind was so powerful that it caused an old man to run out of the ballroom in which he danced, drank, and smoked. Classical music chased him out. The doors slammed shut behind him, muffling the soft music again.
At first, besides the biting of the cold wind, he noticed the smoky clouds above had spread thin, exposing the compound. As he intercepted the strobing lights with his big head and wig, he ordered the guard of the ballroom doors to dim them—his compound was now at risk to be discovered, as the lights beamed all about and into the sky.
The guard did so; the lights, though still raging, angled only downward, painting over the reservoir with a limited range. And they softened in strength.
The old man now turned his attention to the fierce wind. He fought it as he sneaked around a bending flag pole which hoisted the flapping old colors of California. He crouched behind a railing overlooking the reservoir.
In the cold, the old man’s mouth was a chimney with his short-breathing panic. He took binoculars out from his pocket. With them he scanned the reservoir as the flashing lights ran over it and the ever-growing waves.
Another guard, this one of the compound gates, after escorting a couple to the ballroom, ran to Solas. The wind made his black necktie flap so hard that it unknotted itself.
“Sir, what is it?” 
The old man glared at the guard. “Are you blind, grunt?” He slapped his chest. “Are you numb, incapable to feel?”
The old man’s droopy eyes flickered in paranoia. He licked his thumb and held it in the air, wind frosting it over. He looked in all directions until the wind calmed. He removed his other hand from his silver wig, once he fixed it on his scalp, and he focused his eyes back on the water. The water rippled. “Look,” the old man said. He pointed at the water. “Look!”
Davy stood near as he leaned on the same railing. He huddled with the shivering Penelope, both trying not to fly away with the wind. The wind tried to hang Davy with his own necktie and tear off Penelope’s flapping dress.
They watched the old man tremble as they hid their laughs, covering their mouths. The coldness exposed the old man’s paranoia—not only did he scan the perimeter of his compound like a watch dog, he panted like one also, on the verge of having a stroke. His breaths formed a cloud above his head.
Penelope laughed. She spoke, accented: “And here we have the wealthiest and noblest man of South California, Sir Frank Solas.”
Davy laughed, too.
Frank Solas slapped the guard, who stood unalert and confused.
“Look!”
The guard looked.
“Look at these waves, would you?”
“I see them, sir!”
“And? Would you, my blind friend, consider these to be normal waves?”
The guard paused to examine them closer.
Solas twisted his jaw. “Is your brain fried? These are not normal waves, understand? I’ve never seen such waves. In all the time you’ve been here, have you seen such waves? Have you felt such wind?”
“No, sir, I can’t say I have, to both.”
Solas threw his arms in the air. He slapped the railing as it vibrated and hummed like a guitar string. “Look at this tide! Can’t you see it?”
Davy looked at the waves, himself. They were small and short-lived until the wind lifted them again.
Solas’ wig flew off his scalp. He cried, “This godforsaken wind!” as he attempted to catch his wig before it flew on top of the water. “What are you standing there for, grunt? Would you stop this wind already? Find the godforsaken wind generator. A giant fan! Or something. Guard!”
The guard, puzzled, looked at Solas.
“Sir, I do not believe I can stop the wind—”
“I don’t care. Stop the wind. Go!” After a hesitation from the guard, Solas yelled, “Go!” once more. And the guard went to go stop the wind, shrugging at the guard of the ballroom doors, who, like Davy and Penelope, tried to contain laughter.
Solas continued to study the water with his binoculars. He heard voices and turned his head. Old folks, the elites of South California, still entered his compound in droves, clad in tuxedos, escorted by another guard. They all fought the wrath of the wind. “I don’t trust a damn one,” Solas muttered. “Not a damn one.” He unconsciously repeated “not a damn one” over-and-over again as he focused again on the water.
Davy closely examined the incoming guests, too.
“Do you think one of them will recognize us?” Penelope said in a whisper.
“Doubt it,” Davy said. “All the Hoarders we’ve tried, we’ve killed, so they never got the chance to speak out about our identity. And these people know the Water-Thieves were behind it.”
“We’re the Water-Thieves, David.”
“Look at us. They’re going to think we’re a couple of punk kids. Not some brilliant thieves.”
Solas turned his attention on a rustling black palm trees outside the fences. Then he focused on the shore on the opposite end, on each wave that crashed onto it. He cringed at the spitting water which the sand absorbed.
Davy looked over at Penelope. She fought a grin.
“Looks like I won’t need to convince him much that Vendicatore is coming for his head.”
She pinched her nose. “He smells like cigars. It’s so windy, but I can still smell him from here.”
Davy watched Solas again and turned away. He pulled his hair back with his hands, fixing it, and took a deep breath. Penelope, unsatisfied, licked her palms; she fixed his hair herself.
“Stay here for a second,” Davy said. “I’ll try to make him have a second mental breakdown before midnight.”
Penelope laughed. “Go whet his appetite.”
Davy smiled at her—he wished he could talk like this with Namiane. He turned to the direction of Solas, taking a deep breath.
“Please be careful, David. He’s unhinged.”
Davy winked at her, and he walked to the old man.
“On guard for thieves, Mr. Solas?”
Solas jumped with a shriek. His binoculars leaped ten feet in the air. He juggled them like a hot potato. After catching them he turned his head to see a shadow approaching him.
“Who? What?”
Davy pinched his nose the closer he got. The old man smelled of a thousand harsh cigars, which likely came from deep inside the fibers of his tuxedo. Decades of smoking. Solas, though rich, wasn’t the type of man to waste water washing his clothes.
Davy looked at Solas. The old man seemed to have aged a century since Davy saw him last. The final black hairs of his mustache had joined the gray parade; his wrinkles doubled on his face, and he now wore a wig (the wig had flown away, and he was bald at this moment). He lost a few inches in height—look at that terrible posture! Had he slept a day? The bags under his eyes were black.
But he had snappy energy, given his shrieks and the constant jerking of his fat head. This energy he possessed alone would have been enough to power this “wind generator” he thought existed in the desert. He was overtired. The source of his energy, then? That would be the dash of white powder on his nose.
“It’s me. Davy Bay. You remember?”
Solas squinted at Davy, who still appeared as a black shadow to him. But a strobing red light brushed by Davy’s face, and Solas saw his punk-like smirk. He sighed of relief and grabbed his chest.
“Boy. Trying to give an old man a heart attack, I see.”
“You’re doing that to yourself.”
Solas thrust the binoculars back into his eyeballs. The wrong side—he flipped it over and returned to focusing on the waves. “How can I not?” he muttered. “Don’t distract me.”
“It’s a party. Your party. You need to relax. Have some fun.”
Solas pulled the binoculars away and eyed Davy. “Fun? Fun in the end times? Oh, Davy, my boy. You’re so young and naive. Please, go back to the party. Have your ‘fun’ while I take care of business.” And it was back to the water. “Fun,” he murmured. “If I had fun, I’d be dead already.”
“Take care of business? What, stopping the wind?”
Solas laughed, but it was forced—he hated mockery. He turned to Davy with an even colder face.
“Precisely. I’m curious—tell me what you think about this wind, yourself. I’ve never seen such wind in my life. And you think it’s a coincidence it’s pushing my reservoir away from me? I’m sure you do. You’re probably in on it. Everyone here is likely in on it. It’s not a coincidence I throw this party and the wind picks up like, like a godforsaken hurricane in the Atlantic!”
The wind hit again, and the waves picked up.
“Damn it!” Solas studied the beach over the railing. “My water is being pushed away under my nose. Coincidence, sure!”
What a complete madman, Davy thought.
“You should’ve stored it underground,” Davy said, “like all the rest of the smart folks here.”
Solas snickered. “Ah. Yes. Like your father did?”
A not-so-subtle insult. Davy’s face curled with anger. “Well, he’d be alive if he did.”
This assertion made Solas more uncomfortable, making Davy smile. 
“I’m not putting my baby underground,” Solas said. “She’s too beautiful for such treatment.”
Davy smiled. Phase one of the fear-ingraining was complete. Solas appeared more uncomfortable than before Davy talked to him.
Now it was time to get deeper. To touch the core of his fears.
“So, I’m in on it, about this wind?” Davy said. “With who? God Himself?”
“Don’t mock me, boy.”
“Sorry.”
“And don’t you dare say his name, if that’s what you’re trying to get at.”
“His name? Vendicatore—?”
“DON’T SAY HIS NAME.” Solas coughed hysterically.
“You think I’m spying for Vendicatore, Mr. Solas? I imagine there being spies, but I’m not one of them. I take great offense to that.”
“Shut up, boy,” Solas whispered. His eyes flickered in a million directions. “He can hear us.”
“I would rather die than join the man who killed my father.”
“Quiet!”
“What?”
Solas pointed toward the desert, the pure blackness. Davy looked, confused.
“Trees. Something. Listening.”
Davy looked again and saw a silhouette of palm trees swaying to the wind.
“You’re crazy, old man.”
“You would be nutso, too. But you got nothing to protect.”
Davy sighed. “Yeah. Not anymore.”
“Anymore! As if your father bothered to protect his property. Boy, he got mighty complacent. He deserved what happened to him. He deserved it. There. I said it. I have no pity. None.”
If Davy’s eyes could kill, Solas would be dead right about now.
“And because of your father’s carelessness,” Solas continued, avoiding Davy’s glare, “Vendicatore has more power. Now I need to sit here, looking like an absolute madman, trying to explain my insanity to the likes of you—punks!”
“Complacent?” Davy said. “My father asked you for your help. He begged for it. He knew Vendicatore was on the way. And you laughed to his face.”
Davy saw Solas get irritated, now. He took a step back. Focus on the task. Don’t allow yourself to get offended.
“So, about this wind . . .”
Solas huffed. He glued his eyes back into his binoculars as the wind blew again, looking at the waves. “How am I crazy? Look at this wind. You’re telling me that dictator has nothing to do with it? Nothing? You’re not one of one of his useful idiots, are you? You voted for him. You believe he’s going to save you from this drought. Let me guess!”
“No. Of course not. I wouldn’t be here if I sided with Vendicatore. I’m on your side. I came to stand with you against him.” Davy looked around the compound. “What you’ve got here is a thing of hope. It’s the final symbol of freedom, of life itself.”
Solas looked at Davy. He loved compliments. “Really?”
“I would hate for you to lose it. You know, Vendicatore definitely has got something to do with this wind. It’s strange, for sure.”
Solas dropped his binoculars. He crouched to pick them up. Rising, he hit the back of his head on the railing. He let out a nervous chuckle. “Why you think that?”
“Well,” Davy said, “he’s got all sorts of technology. I’m sure you’re aware of what he used to suck my father’s lake.”
“No. What?”
“I had never seen anything like it—this giant vacuum thing. Who knows what else he’s got. A giant fan in the middle of the desert? To blow your reservoir away from you, one wave at a time, until it’s delivered to gates of his palace? It’s possible. Who knows, these days?”
Solas failed to understand Davy’s clear mockery of him. He was susceptible to believing any and all conspiracy theories about Vendicatore. So, he entertained Davy’s words; his face turned red. In the dark, it was hard for Davy to see it. But with the swiping of the strobing lights, Davy saw the tinge on his wrinkly cheeks.
Implanting fear of Vendicatore. It was working. Just as Davy’s father said it would. It seemed Solas already had a fear of him; Davy reinforced it. Solas would surely blame Vendicatore if he awakened to an empty reservoir, Davy thought. All according to the script.
As a jerking of the wind hit again, Solas bit into his fist, turned, and motioned for a second guard. He yelled at him, “I want you exploring the desert in the morning with all the others. Find me a giant fan.”
“Yes, Mr. Solas.”
Davy watched the guard disappear in the darkness.
The “others.” Davy did not see any other guards, besides the one of the ballroom doors, the two of the gates, who escorted guests inside, and the pair of watchdogs on the ballroom rooftop. But if there were guards wandering in the desert, Davy’s men would take care of them, if they hadn’t already, he was certain.
“Why’d I throw this party? Why?” Solas said. He shook his head and walked off. 
Penelope called for Davy. Solas heard her soft whisper and halted in his steps. He twisted his head in a fit of paranoia, blurting, “Who is it? Who is it?”
Penelope still stood her distance by the railing, shyly waving at Solas.
“This is Penelope,” Davy said.
“What happened to the other girl?” Solas said. “What was her name . . . Namoona, something-other?”
“Namiane,” Davy corrected, with a harsh tone.
“Well?”
Davy hesitated. “The drought killed her.”
“Oh. Well, then! It seems death follows you around like flies on shit, doesn’t it?” Solas snickered. “Should I be worried?”
Davy made a fist and glared. “Welcome to South California, Solas. It’s not all an oasis, like you live in. It’s pure death and fire outside of your wet bubble here.”
Solas brushed this off. He studied Penelope. “Well, at least you traded up with Pamela here.”
“Penelope,” Penelope corrected.
Solas watched as more people entered the ballroom. He called out to the other guard of the gates at the bottom of the hill, ordering him to receive no more guests.
Davy and Penelope stood silent together, waiting for Solas to leave them alone. But the old man stayed, keeping it awkward, for a few moments. He stared them down in silence.
“You going to the party, or staying to drool at my puddle?”
The pair exchanged looks.
“Party, of course,” Davy said.
“Yes,” Penelope said.
Solas showed them the path to the ballroom with his hand. “Then shall we?”
The pair followed the path created by the old man’s hand. Solas trailed them. Before the guard opened the doors, Solas grabbed Davy’s shoulder. He whispered into his ear: “You best take advantage of this night, boy. That’s why I gave in to your nonstop begging, to invite you out here.”
Davy stood, and peeked his eyes at the crusty hand clasping his shoulder; his face soured at it.
“I pity you, Davy. I didn’t pity your father, but I pity you. I wanted to give you this opportunity to schmooze around for a night. You begged for it. Here it is. Don’t blow it!”
Davy turned his head around his shoulder to stare, wide-eyed, into Solas’ eyes. He tried not to laugh. If only the old fool knew
why he really wanted to come.
“Opportunity to schmooze?” Davy said. “Well, thank you. I need all the help I can get before Vendicatore strikes again.”
This made Solas cringe and his eyes widen.
And the ballroom doors opened for them as the classical music flooded out. The glisten of the white chandeliers with the shiny wood floor blinded them. They covered their eyes to see tables upon tables which seated in total no fewer than a hundred old men and women of South California’s wealthiest. Most of them were downing their third glass of wine. They laughed, loosening, talking, spilling the drinks, itching to dance. Servers in gold-colored vests and black bowties pushed carts all about; they placed steamy dishes on the tables. They uncovered the dishes of trout, mashed potatoes, and long, steamed carrots. The receivers of the meals sharpened their knives with mouths dripping drool.
Hesitant, Davy and Penelope stood at the frame of the doors, observing. The cold wind burst inside. Solas pushed them in, and the doors slammed shut behind them from the wind.
The scent of all the food made Davy almost forgot why he was there. His stomach growled.
But he remembered his mission; he gulped saliva. Saliva would hold him over, he thought. He had to avoid eating any food Solas would soon offer him. Solas was a paranoid man. A smart man. But so was Davy. Davy would not allow himself to get drugged—he wouldn’t put it past Solas to take such preemptive measures against his guests every weekend in his (reasonable) paranoia.
Penelope gripped Davy’s hand. He gave her a look and tried to free his hand, but she tightened the grip.
“We need to be a couple, stupid,” she whispered. “Be convincing.”
Solas escorted the pair and all the old guests noticed them. All the hundred-or-so of them, all at once, stared. They stared down the smoothness of their youthful skin. Who was this greasy, long-haired punk? The girl with lips of black makeup? The room became silent, save for the lingering clink of a recent toast. No one spoke. They were curious, likely because the youngest person in attendance, besides Davy and Penelope, was in their late fifties.
“Act cool,” Penelope said in Davy’s ear. Their knotted hands generated sweat. “Just stare back at them and smile.”
Solas noticed all the staring heads. In the silence, he announced, “Ladies and gentlemen! I thank you for taking refuge with me, here, in my humble orchard for yet another weekend. Now, this weekend I have invited a young couple, who have both smartly accepted my invitation. I hope you will make them feel welcome, helping them with all you can in their youthful, dire need.” He moved aside and gestured to Davy and Penelope. “Here I present to you, the son of the late-great Wesley Bay, and his lady, Pamela!”
And the old people gasped at the name-drop of Davy’s father; they now understood why this kid was there. They stood and clapped.
Davy smiled, but he hated the attention. He felt mocked—his father became a laughingstock of the water-elite circle, the Hoarders, after what happened.
“Look at how pretty they are!” Solas said through the clapping. Solas awaited silence. “These are the faces of the children of South California. We wouldn’t want Vendicatore’s drought to kill more of our children, would we?”
The people clapped more. Davy waved, and Penelope did, as well. The old people stopped the ovation and dropped back into their seats to drink more wine. They ceased their stares and talked amongst themselves again.
Solas brought Davy and Penelope to a table near the rear by a piano, at which a few old couples already sat. There were handshakes and greetings, and condescending looks.
“Davy, these are the descendants of the Hollywood folks in Old America. Once upon a time, their grandparents had the power to make people famous. As time passed, a hundred earthquakes and a few droughts later, these stars became irrelevant. Nowadays, fame is based on, what, owning a mere dropper of water?” 
One of the old men corrected: “Rather, infamy!”
“Nice to meet you all,” Davy said. He cringed at the fakery of it all.
The old people gave Solas an odd look. But then Solas declared to them, for they did not hear the announcement in the front: “He’s the son of the late-great Wesley Bay.”
And their faces changed. Upon hearing this, they let out a gasp and their disingenuous condolences. Davy put on a face, and mingled, accepting the role of victim. Underestimation—it would benefit him.




CHAPTER 3

The Big Dipper shined bright later that night, tracing itself on the ballroom window. Not a one person of the party was sober enough to spot its reflection and its ominous warning. Davy, it seemed, was the only one sober. Solas had guzzled wine down everyone’s throat, but Davy pretended to drink. So, he got to see the Big Dipper, which knocked on the window again, while sitting with Penelope in a corner by the doors. It called for him. He grew paranoid of its glare and fixed his hair—he remembered that “camera” comment Namiane had made before he left. It did feel as though the constellation watched him, how it perfectly aligned with the window, angled at him.
Who was more paranoid? Davy or Solas?
Davy and Penelope had managed to break away from the party. They were outcasts. From where they sat, Davy kept a watchful eye on Solas, who sat smoking a cigar in the back.
Solas had avoided his own party as he continued to scan the guests with his binoculars. With them, he studied all the faces of his fellow Hoarders as they danced. It seemed Davy had successfully planted fear in him. If he were to catch one person with even the faintest smirk . . . they would have been damned. 
Perhaps he was searching for Governor Vendicatore in disguise—drunk and choking on laughter with his hoarse voice—amongst the dancers?
After noticing the Big Dipper calling for him again, Davy fought his own urge to smirk. That up-to-no-good grin was tough to resist—he was nervous. He covered his mouth; he turned his sudden, inappropriate smiles into yawns. He clenched his jaw to avoid the suspicious crease of his lips. 
He grew antsy. His feet in dress shoes clacked against the hardwood floor in an anxious rhythm, far off from the tempo of the music.
Penelope had her arm around him. Her head rested on his shoulder. She recently finished her third glass of wine—she gave in to Solas; she took that initial wine offer. Now, unlike Davy, she had no problems with managing to resist suspicious facial expressions. How could she afford to give a smirk with mindless laughter possessing her body? She was loose. She laughed without control at the funny old dancers in front of her.
“I want to dance! Look at how much fun they’re having. When we’re that old, will we ever have such fun? We’re twenty and we don’t even have fun now.”
“You’ve danced enough, Penelope.” Davy checked his watch. He peeped over at Solas and took a pretend sip of wine. When the old man focused his eyes elsewhere, Davy dumped his wine into a plant beside him. He put the glass down on the floor and rose. “Come on. We gotta get moving.”
“Finally!” she said, throwing up her arms. She was not exactly drunk, but certainly relaxed. She wrapped her arms around Davy and leaned into his face. She said breathlessly, “Show me the way, David, honey.” And there was a touch.
She offended him—she knew he was with Namiane, but continued her advances. He had to ignore her—he fought her off all damn night—as he turned his head away from her lips. She huffed and dropped her head.
Davy gave a quick scan of the ballroom. Not a single old mummy sat, save for Solas, who had drowned himself in a cloud of cigar smoke, putting himself in a calming stupor. Everyone else danced to the classical music. All drunk, they twirled like a snowy twister with the shedding of their crusty skin and their white hair spinning.
Davy grabbed Penelope’s hand. He turned his head to watch Solas and waited for the next puff of his cigar.
There it was. Solas’ face disappeared in the cloud of smoke that even his over-dilated, coked-out blue eyes couldn’t pierce.
Davy jerked forward with Penelope. He led her into the pit of dancers, disappearing among them in the snow. From the other side they emerged; the dancers blocked them from Solas’ view. 
With Penelope he rushed to the doors. He opened one door a crack and they squeezed out.
Outside they met the guard of the doors. He gave them a look.
“Whereabouts, sir?”
“We want fresh air,” Davy said. “That’s all.”
“Yes,” Penelope said. “Imagine how stuffy it feels in there!”
“Very well.”
Penelope laughed. “Maybe you can go inside and enjoy a party for once, and we can watch the doors!” she said. “Right, David?”
“Sorry, ma’am. No-can-do.”
“She’s drunk,” Davy said. “Sorry.”
The guard broke his stern character with a chuckle. “If you’re drunk in these times, then you’re better off than most people. We’re glad you are enjoying Mr. Solas’ marvelous bash.”
Davy, awkward, thanked him. He tugged at Penelope’s arm and led her to the railing overlooking the shore of the reservoir, the spot at which they stood earlier. Davy felt an absence of wind—it was now calm, along with the reservoir.
“It’s good that I’m a bit tipsy,” Penelope said. “It was my plan all along to drink all that wine. They’ll never suspect a drunken girl. Do you believe me?”
Davy was quick to cover her mouth with his hand. “I’m begging you to shut up. Okay?”
“Okay, boss-man!”
Davy peeked over his shoulder to see the guard watching them. The guard didn’t hear her. Otherwise, they’d have been in cuffs, surely, by now, and dealing with Solas standing a foot away with his binoculars, counting the hairs in their ears.
Turning back to the water, Davy took Penelope’s hand again and took a deep breath.
The ballroom doors opened, and an old couple tripped out. Davy turned to see the guard help them up, and he bolted away with Penelope, walking along the railing. 
They entered into the grayness, out of the range of the strobe lights. They descended the hill as the shadowed tip of their heads soon disappeared from view. 
Penelope giggled as they ran through the vegetation. Davy had to shush her more. They skirted through the trees; coconuts dropped as they covered their heads. They rustled through the bushes. The noise made Davy slow the pacing. He hoped the guards, if they heard, would think it was the workings of the wind, or some creature.
It grew darker the farther they walked away from the ballroom, down the hill. It turned quieter, the music and laughter of the ballroom fading. They moved faster. They tripped through bushes as blackness swamped. By this point, they reached the bottom of the hill, and as soon as they touched flat land, they were already beginning to climb up another one. 
Davy paused and turned behind. He listened. The bushes rustled as if an animal trailed them. But he felt a stirring of the wind; he blamed that. He saw no one following, not an odd shadow in sight, and he carried on with Penelope, as the trees swayed and flung fruits at their feet.
They reached the surface of the new hill and traveled opposite of it. Then downhill, again reaching flatness. They dashed across.
Penelope, breaking her giggling, gasped: she grabbed Davy and pulled him back. If she hadn’t, he would have turned to toast—he would have run into the electric fencing as it was hardly discernible in the darkness.
They collapsed together, sitting in silence and pure blackness. Through the crickets Davy heard the splashing of the reservoir—they were not far from the water.
Davy rose and gravitated to the noise, walking with caution, holding his hands out to feel his surroundings. The darkness blinded him. Penelope sneaked a finger into the tightness of his belt to not lose him.
Soon they heard waves slap below them. They squinted to see the reservoir through the blackness. The strobing lights painted right over the water in infrequent, unpredictable flashes.
“Where’s the pump?” Penelope said. “How will I ever find it? It’s too dark.”
“It should be right across the water,” Davy said. “Directly across from here.”
“I need to swim?”
“I don’t see any other way. The forest looks a little dense along the side. You’ll make too much noise going through it. You have to swim. Quietly. And you have to try to avoid the lights.”
Penelope took a deep breath. “Okay. Okay. Fine.”
They stood silent. The faint sounds of song and laughter drifted through the woods to them. The ice-cold wind blew and stirred the bushes. Now that they stood still for a while, they lost rapid blood flow, and they shivered.
“It’s so cold,” Penelope said. She jumped up-and-down to get the blood flowing.
“I know.”
Her lips turned blue and her teeth chattered. Goosebumps popped up all over her body. Davy saw, and he rubbed her arms.
With this opportunity, she forced herself onto him with an embrace. Her jaw rattled on his shoulder.
In the cold, it was difficult to speak, but she tried: “I always thought we would be alone like this, together, at least once.”
Davy sighed. He pulled his head away from her. “Penelope. I’m with Namiane. You know that.”
“But she doesn’t love you. She doesn’t believe in what you’re trying to do. She’s trying to control you. Can’t you see it?”
Davy hesitated. “Nonsense.”
“She hates your father. She hates everything. I want to live with you, with your father, and we can sail together, and go fishing all day, and . . .”
Davy looked at her trembling lips. “I shouldn’t have brought you here. God forbid we focus on the task at hand.”
“But it’s all true!”
“Quiet, Penelope,” Davy whispered. “They can hear us.”
Penelope caught herself and her eyes wandered. “I’m sorry. I . . .”
Davy looked around for guards, for shadows. It seemed clear. 
He led Penelope up a small hill. They crouched underneath a trio of rustling trees, dodging falling coconuts. The other hills blocked the strobing lights of the ballroom; they could hardly see a thing.
“Don’t let her ruin your dream,” Penelope continued, unable to contain her emotions. “Your father’s dream.”
She sounded like Namiane with that protesting, Davy thought. Except she was on the other side of things.
Davy sighed. He turned to Penelope. “Please, leave me be. You’re a temptress yourself.”
They stood in silence. Davy observed the ballroom as he searched for a higher vantage point; then there was a whistle. The two jumped, startled—they realized this whistle was not a whistle of the wind. They turned their heads to it and spotted a shadowed man standing outside the fences below them.
They walked down the hill and approached the fences to see the figure. He was hard to make out. But he was young, in black attire of some sorts, and holding a rifle, which was a silhouette sticking out in his hands.
“Rafael? Is that you?”
“Boss.”
“Right on time. What’s the situation?”
“It’s all clear. We haven’t spotted any guards. We attached the tube to the pipe and we’re in place waiting for you guys.”
Davy flinched. “No guards?” 
Rafael shrugged. “We haven’t seen any. How about you?”
“There’s a couple on the ballroom roof and by the gates. One guarding the ballroom. You really haven’t seen any in the desert?”
“Not within a half-mile, as far as we can tell.”
Davy found it hard to believe that Solas had a mere handful of guards. But he trusted the Water-Thieves and their competence. “Solas might have directed some out there. Keep a keen eye, and keep quiet. You got our guns?”
“Catch.”
Rafael tossed a handgun over the fence, and it fell to Davy’s feet. Davy picked it up. It had a silencer attachment. He handed it to Penelope.
And a second was already thrown. Davy grabbed it. He turned to Penelope and nodded to Rafael, who had already walked off, disappearing into the desert as a shadow.
“Let’s move.” 
He grabbed her hand and they climbed back over the hills. They ventured deep into the foliage, retracing the path they had taken. The music of the party increased in prominence as they made their way back.
They soon reached the tallest hill which held the ballroom. Emerging, they became exposed as the strobing lights flashed by them. They dodged the lights, crouching around to the rear of the building. There, they found a ladder attached to the wall.
Staying silent, Davy signaled to Penelope around the corner of the ballroom. She nodded and left, disappearing into the shadows of the trees.
Davy pocketed his handgun and began to climb the ladder. It squeaked. He paused and bit his lip. He took another step. Squeak. He took long pauses as he climbed to allow each squeak enough time to disappear from the paranoid minds of possible listeners.
He reached the top. Still standing on the ladder, he peeked over the railing of the roof. He saw two figures sitting on the other side overlooking the reservoir. Black sticks stuck out from their mouths, creating smoke—cigars. Silhouettes of rifles leaned against the railing in front of the figures.
Davy took a silent, deep breath. He took his handgun from his pocket and clutched it with his teeth.
He took the final step and emerged over the railing. Taking large, light steps, he took the pistol from his mouth and aimed it toward the figures.
“And then the crazy old man wanted us to stop the damn wind.”
There was a bursting laugh. “He’s lost his shit.”
Davy got closer.
One heard an unquiet step: he jerked his head to see Davy.
But his rifle was not ready; he reached for it as his cigar fell out of his mouth. And he yelped—
Davy shot him, straight in the forehead, and the second, who jerked his head a couple seconds too late.
Davy dashed to catch their dead bodies before they could collapse and make noise; he laid them flat.
He crouched and peeked over the railing. From this viewpoint he felt like a king: he could see the entire great compound within the range the (suppressed) strobing lights permitted; everything else was indistinguishable. Even so, all the black figures of the hills stuck out, and the black glimmer of the reservoir below still could blind if one were to stare.
If it were light out, Davy would have been able to see the entirety of the desert from this height. He floated in space, in endless blackness. It brought him back to the summers when he sailed on The Spirit of the Lake at night with his father, in the middle of his father’s lake.
From what he could see in the limited lighting, the scarcity—rather, a complete absence—of guards baffled him. He peeked down. All he could see was the guard of the doors, who stood, oblivious, unaware of what had become of his colleagues above. 
What incompetence was this? Was Solas that arrogant, that he felt invincible? Davy was underwhelmed by the “most powerful and dangerous man in South California.” (Most powerful and dangerous, Governor Vendicatore labeled Frank Solas, though the governor seemed to overlook the Water Thief.)
Davy ran across the rooftop. He looked down the hill, toward the gates of the surface level, at which the two guards stood. Davy saw Penelope, a shadow herself, creep down the stairs down the hill. She crept on the guards and jerked away, blending into the great shadow cast by the ballroom.
And the guards fell to the quiet bullets. 
Penelope bolted to catch their bodies, but it was too late—they thumped to the ground first. She dragged their bodies away as fast as she could, one-by-one, into the shadows of the woodland. And she ran off.
Davy returned to the ladder and climbed back down to meet Penelope as she caught her breath.
“I’m sorry.” Filled with ecstasy, she said, “I-I tried to catch their bodies, but—”
Davy looked around. “No one heard. Don’t worry.”
“I didn’t see anyone else. But it’s so dark to tell.”
“Yes. It’s a bit strange. But we’ll take it. There isn’t much time.”
Davy took Penelope’s hand yet again. They retraced their steps back, through the foliage and up-and-down the hills, and returned to the edge of the compound, the spot at which they met Rafael.
They ran to the shore of the water. Davy squinted over the reservoir, at the land across. He looked hard and found something jutting from the ground. A black figure—a pump. He pointed toward it.
“There. That’s it, between the trees. Do you see it?”
Penelope followed his finger and squinted across the water. She nodded.
“Knowing Solas, it’s still operational,” Davy said. “I’m sure he never once thought of this happening to him. He’s too worried about Vendicatore’s men invading to think of someone stealing from within.”
Davy took a deep breath. Penelope licked her palms and fixed his messed-up hair again, pushing it back. 
“It’s showtime,” Davy said.
Penelope giggled through her trembling. “I don’t think you’ll make it far as an actor, but good-luck anyway.”
Davy smiled. “I’m not worried. He’s drugged out of his mind. He’ll believe anything I tell him. Just be as quiet as you can, okay?”
And as he turned to leave: “David?”
Davy stopped and turned back to her. She teared up and wiped her eyes.
“Are you using me?”
Davy flinched. “What do you mean?”
Penelope flicked her eyes across the water. “If I get rained on with bullets, would you miss me?”
Davy’s eyes moistened as he saw her pain. “Of course I would, Penelope. Don’t say such ridiculous things.”
She wrapped her arms around her figure as she trembled.
“You love me, do you?”
“Yes, David. Of course I do.”
Davy left a kiss on her forehead—it was the most affection he’d ever shown her. He walked back up the cliff, fading in the darkness and the rustles of the bushes, as she watched.
She froze in place. She blinked away tears. Now her heart accelerated, and her breaths shortened, as she stared at the handgun still in her hands.
She twisted her head around, kicked off her high heels, and sank her feet in the cold sand. As the waves splashed over her toes she shrieked from the shock of the icy water, and crawled back, away from the range of the crashing waves.
She ducked as though someone may have heard her. But there was pure silence, save for the splashing of the water and the brushing of the bushes, distant—was it the wind, or Davy?
She took the gun and cried at it within her palms.
“How much more must I prove my devotion to you?”
The gun trembled within her grasp. And she whipped it over the reservoir, and it struck with a plop.




CHAPTER 4

Davy looked through the ballroom window. He saw the old folks still dancing in an ever-drunken stupor like self-absorbed ghouls.
Davy saw that the party was livelier than it was when he left it. That was good—no one was trying to leave yet. It would complicate his plans if they did.
But he had to move. The end of the party was surely near.
He ducked and examined the front. The ballroom made creaking sounds to the wind; he awaited the scenario of Solas bursting out the ballroom with his binoculars.
Davy got a bit closer and peeked through the ballroom window again. Solas still sat at his table inside. To Davy’s shock, the old man didn’t seem to have heard the creaking of the wind. He appeared unalarmed and calm. He watched the old man, who slouched in his chair in a half-daze, taking a puff from, likely, his tenth cigar of the night.
Davy held his breath and turned his head to the wall of blackness, the path from which he came. He searched for Penelope down below. He could not see her through the dark. 
He figured that she was swimming, at this moment, in the reservoir to the opposite end.
Okay, time to get moving, Davy—
But he imagined a raining of gunfire piercing the icy water. This could erupt any moment, he thought. And she would suffer a nasty death, changing the color of the reservoir to red with her blood, sinking to the depths. He could already see the red waves. And he could hear them—Penelope’s screams, carried by the waves—pounding the shore.
He already could hear the bullets. His mind was so accustomed to the sound, that he heard it always, even when lying in his bed, in silence, in the cottage.
He looked around in a fit of paranoia. No, the paranoia was unfounded—he had rid the oasis of the shooters on the roof, and she had killed the ones of the gates. For they had, all night, yet to see more guards, besides the surviving one standing by the ballroom doors.
But what if there were more in hiding? If not from within, then throughout the black blanket of the desert, out of sight of Rafael and the rest of the Water-Thieves?
There must have been guards in hiding in the shadows. It was as if Penelope knew there were.
Davy remembered what she told him: what if she did get killed? He would miss her beyond suffocation. 
He loved her, but not like that. He was loyal to Namiane. For this, he felt no guilt. He felt no obligation to reciprocate Penelope’s deep love. Many opportunities he had to cheat; but, despite his lust for blood and water, he had never heeded his lust in the sexual realm. He would never cheat on Namiane. And he made that very clear to Penelope. She tried to convince him that Namiane was evil and selfish, when she, Penelope, herself did what she accused Namiane of doing. She tried to manipulate him.
But Penelope was more beautiful. And her pandering to the dreams of his dead father turned him on. For these reasons, he often cheated in the mind, and for that, he felt guilt. (But had he felt guilt yet for being a blood-thirsty, murderous thug?)
Of course, he would miss her. But he couldn’t have two lovers. He wouldn’t.
Okay, Davy, let's go—!
As Davy stood there in the bushes, he forced his thoughts to linger about Namiane, her homely smile; her crisp smell, that of her skin cooking from the sun. He imagined her soft voice whispering loving teases into his ear, as she tickled his sides. He was ticklish, so she harassed him with it.
Oh, Namiane. What in the heavens was she doing at this hour?
Oh, no—what would she do if he died this night, leaving her on her own? The word “abandon” instantly came to mind. She often used it. And he remembered she had used it right before he left.
Don’t abandon me, Davy . . . 
He just wanted to see her face again. Why didn’t he obey her wishes and leave for Hawaii? Why did his father have to be so misunderstanding and demanding? By this point, Davy imagined he had accumulated enough to fill the lake, about seventy-five percent capacity. Wasn’t that enough?
No, it wasn’t. You will obey your father. 
Davy slapped his head. Focus, doofus. Get moving! The
party’s about to end, and Penelope’s at the pump!
Doofus. It was Namiane’s favorite word to call him, in a playful way. Even though he deserved to be called much, much worse.
Davy nibbled on his index finger to quell his mind. He was anxious. In these types of moments, he always procrastinated before making his move. Before he met fire with gasoline.
But now, amid the greatest heist of his life, it was not the time to allow his mind to wander any further.
 


On the beach, Penelope swiped at the water with her fingers, recoiling to the cold. She wet them again and rubbed her skin of frozen goosebumps with the water as she shrieked, losing her breath.
She shook, but now from anxiety. Anticipation. But an opportunity came about: there were sounds of drunken laughs from the direction of the distant ballroom lights. 
She crawled and entered the water as the laughs masked the lustrous sounds of splashing.
Floating, her mouth opened, for it wanted to yelp, but she contained herself from doing so and allowed the icy water to shock her, stabbing her like knives. She fought the need to let out a great gasp as she struggled to breathe.
The water had fully engulfed her body. She submerged her head, saving only the top-half of it from the frostiness. She swam the doggy-paddle toward the land across; while swimming around the unpredictable pattern of the strobing lights, she tried hard not to make a single, ear-perking splashing sound.
 


Davy crept to a palm tree and peeked to observe the front of the ballroom. Some folks were leaving—the guard led a pair of laughing drunks along the patio. The guard and the couple disappeared as they began to climb down the steps of the hill.
Davy dashed through the strobing lights to trail him, and jumped back into the shadows. He watched the guard help the couple down the steps, and to the gates.
The guard led them out of the compound and closed the gates on them. He stood with his hands to his hips with an expression of confusion; he walked along the fence and called out to the other guards, who were meant to stand by the gates.
He received no answer. “Strange!” He stood, expectant. But soon headed back up the steps.
And as he emerged, Davy jumped and choked him to unconsciousness.
Davy dragged his body along and laid him gently inside a bush. 
He searched his pocket for his handgun—but it was gone. Davy looked out at the compound. It must have slipped out while he ran through the vegetation.
It was too late to find it now. He had to move as quickly as possible. He couldn’t kill the guard. 
No matter, Davy thought. Penelope would soon drain the reservoir. They’d be long gone before he could awaken and notice.
Davy ran back to the ballroom doors. He took a deep breath. He opened them and entered back into the blow of the music and the lights of the chandeliers. Several dancers paused to look at him, much like before. Amid their spinning they sneaked a look whenever they could—the looks were of curiosity. Davy was young, and they were old, and this party was for the rich—this is how Davy reasoned. Most likely they still couldn’t figure out why he received an invitation from Solas. He was the son of Wesley Bay—so what? That warranted an invitation for some punk to party with the water elites?
He glared back, and like matching eyes with someone who crushed on you, they looked away immediately, as if nothing happened.
Davy paused and smelled a faint cigar; he saw the stream of smoke form from far away in the back, rising to touch the ceiling. Davy walked along the wall to it.
At a distance, Davy locked eyes with Solas, who smiled and motioned for Davy to come and sit. There at the table now sat another man, much older than Solas, who laughed and slurred nonsense like an absolute drunkard. He spilled wine on the white tablecloth and his white undershirt.
Davy saw these red stains and cringed. He turned squeamish. Everything seemed to freeze—the bright lights above blinded him for a moment; the room dimmed, and the noise of the laughter and the music turned louder. The dings of glasses in a toast induced a ringing in his ears; sweat seeped from the locks of his hair, and the view turned white. 
Davy held his breath for a moment and gasped.
Is this what Namiane was talking about? Is this the guilt she had tried to make him feel? 
He recalled the red lake she always spoke of, and imagined it . . . he shook his head to make it fade.
The view became clear again. Solas puffed on his cigar more and looked at Davy with an odd, confused face. Sweat soaked Davy, over his face and inside his tuxedo, but he regained strength and walked over to sit.
Solas stood and gathered another glass. He filled it with wine and pushed it across the table. Davy watched the blood—wine!—splash within the glass.
It rattled in his hands as he faked a sip. Out of nervousness, he copied the old drunkard beside him and spilled the red drink on his white undershirt.
Solas chuckled. “Uh-huh. Drunk, too?”
Davy took a napkin and tried to wipe it away.
“Useless, boy.”
“No, I’m not drunk,” Davy said. He kept wiping, viciously, out of desperation. But the stain stayed, so he shifted his necktie to cover it. It wasn’t wide enough—he stuffed the napkin underneath to cover the rest. He looked like a fool. “Just—just a bit anxious tonight. That’s all.”
“Damn it,” Solas said. “That was the plan all along, to get everyone drunk.”
“It’s a damn good plan,” the drunkard said. He grabbed Davy’s shoulder and fell onto him. “I tell ya, boy, I do nothing but take a gander at this man’s lake, and the first thing he does is take a funnel and a keg, and he funnels it all down my throat! What a great host—I don’t even need to lift a finger to drink. Not a single finger.” The man lifted his fingers as he said, “Not one, not two, not three, not one. What a great host, don’t you think?”
“Wonderful,” Davy said.
“Put your fingers away, would you?” Solas said to the drunkard. He took another puff and blew it in Davy’s face. When the smoke lightly faded, Solas caught Davy’s deathly glare. “So. You been schmoozing, boy? Exchange any contacts?”
Davy fanned the remaining smoke away. “Not exactly.”
“What a pity. Where’s the girl?” Solas chuckled. “She drop dead in your company, too?”
This son of a bitch.
Davy’s face tensed. He contained himself and spoke through his teeth. “Penelope’s outside waiting for me. We’re heading home soon.”
“So soon?”
“So soon.”
“Not enjoying your evening?”
“It’s getting late. We got to start sailing to . . . Hawaii in the morning. We need get going before things start to happen. Before the fireworks.”
Solas had put the cigar back into his mouth, but he hadn’t puffed. He took it out. His eyebrows rose. 
“Hawaii?”
Davy sighed. “Yeah. It’s Nam—” He stopped talking. He gulped and corrected himself: “It’s Penelope's dream to get away from this place for good. She’s sick of it. Can’t blame her. I don’t want to leave my father’s land behind, but he has no legacy for me to maintain, anyway. No lake anymore. It’s really time to let go and move on.”
“Well, good for you,” Solas said. “I’m glad you won’t have to suffer from this drought any longer. Stay long enough you’ll end up like your father.” He chuckled and shoved the cigar inside the side of his mouth. What he did next made Davy burn inside: Solas took one of his crusty hands and flattened it on the table; he used two fingers from his other hand to simulate a man running in air, then falling, on the flattened hand, and . . . clap!
“Like a pancake!”
The drunkard laughed with such hysterics that he choked on his own spit. “Boy, that Vendic-Vadicata-nat-atore . . . he’s a pancake-maker!”
“That he is, Martin. That he is.”
Davy stared at Solas, and nothing could convince him to drop the glare. He imagined pulling out his gun from his pocket and shooting him straight in his arrogant mouth. But as he dragged his hand around his waist to feel the bulge, he felt nothing of usefulness—he had no gun. He remembered he had lost it. This felt unusual to him to have no gun on hand, given by his sudden reaction to search for one without a single thought. This feeling—an unquenched need to kill—was suffocating. 
Still, the fantasy sufficed, quenching his blood-lust for the moment, and he smiled. He imagined Solas dead for insulting his father more than any other man ever had.
But Davy remembered: Solas would soon get his. The arrogant shit. Maybe he’d turn himself into a pancake real soon, he thought.
Davy’s face vibrated; his teeth grinded. Solas was a lucky man, that Davy had no weapon. Lucky for this moment.
Solas ceased laughter. “You all right there, boy?”
Davy removed his glare and took an actual sip of wine this time. He slammed the glass down, unsettling it, spilling some onto the white tablecloth.
Now he regained his love for blood. It splashed onto his hands and he licked it.
“If you stay long enough, Solas, you may end up like a pancake yourself.”
“Oh, is that right?” Solas said. He laughed with such arrogance—but Davy detected a hint of nervousness within it.
“That’s right, old man.”
“Ludicrous! I ain’t going anywhere with my water,” Solas said. “It’s staying here, and so am I. Forget about it.”
“Why?”
Solas slammed the table with his fist; the glasses jumped and splattered wine. He spat, “It’s my orchard. I grew everything myself. It’s my lake. I discovered it during the Water War. I cleaned it. It’s my property. I don’t need to leave. I don’t even need to shove it underground, in a godforsaken, suffocating aquifer. No one will force me. Not you, not that piece of shit dictator, no one.”
“Vendicatore is watching you, Mr. Solas. What about Tidewater? You won’t even take precautions for that event?”
Solas’ cigar fell out of his mouth, landing on his lap. He jumped from the burn; he brushed the ashes from his pants and picked it up from the ground. He sat back down and shoved the cigar back inside his mouth so quickly that he wanted to create the illusion that he hadn’t just embarrassed himself.
“Say it again, I don’t hear so well—Tide-what?”
“Tidewater. You never heard?”
“Oh, I heard!” the drunkard said. “I heard it’s a great, old pancake-maker!”
Davy focused on Solas’ face. “Mr. Solas—you’ve never heard of Tidewater? I can’t believe that someone of your status hasn’t heard of it. I’m surprised you’re not on top of it.”
“I heard of it, sure,” Solas said. “But you think the garbage is real? It’s propaganda to scare me out of my property. Scare tactics up the ass. Vendicatore wants me to hand my water over willingly! He’s scared. He doesn’t want to face me. He doesn’t have the sack to stick his straw in my liquid gold.”
Davy saw weakness in the old man. Solas had deluded himself to think Vendicatore was afraid of him, and not the other way around.
“Well, if you’ve heard of Tidewater,” Davy said, “then I’m sure you also heard the other news.”
“Other news?”
Davy leaned into the table and smiled. “Vendicatore captured the leader of the Water-Thieves. The legendary Water Thief himself.”
Davy swallowed after mumbling the moniker. Boy, did he hate it: Water Thief. Who even invented such a dreadful name? Davy was no thief, he thought. He was only taking back what belonged to his father; what was stolen from him.
He hated the name. The person who propagated it was ill-informed. But, on the flip side, the name had its benefits. Davy would use the moniker to his advantage, here. The name had such great power. And it had mystery—the name was vague for a reason. Nobody (as far as Davy knew) knew the Water Thief’s identity; they just knew that there was a person ravaging and sucking South California dry. Whoever he was, he was a big deal, and number one on Vendicatore’s most wanted list.
But if Vendicatore had caught the Water Thief, where now would Solas place on the governor’s list?
The Water Thief’s pillaging freedom was Solas’ cushion.
And now?
Davy gave Solas a smirk. Solas’ eyes wandered. Revealing that Vendicatore captured the Water Thief did a number to the old man’s face.
The script was working, Davy thought. Exactly how his father said it would. He laughed internally. Look at the old man’s face!
Solas took a calm puff of his cigar and released the smoke from between his lips. “Did he, now?”
“Yes. He detained the Water Thief last week.”
“Now that’s certainly news to me.”
“Really? It was news of the century. Everyone celebrated in the streets. I’m surprised you didn’t hear their roars from here.”
“Me too. Tell me more.”
Davy referred to the script in his mind. He spoke like a robot: “Vendicatore caught the Water Thief draining the palace swimming pool. Vendicatore interrogated him for days to find out the locations of his water storages. The bastard finally gave in. He led Vendicatore to all his underground reserves. He thought he’d get off free. But Vendicatore pumped up all the water, stored it in a giant tank, and drowned him in it. In public. I was there to watch it. Down in the city.”
“Good!” Solas cried. His face glowed with relief. “So, if this Tidewater hoax was ever real, then it’s over! Vendicatore has all the water he could possibly need.”
“There had to have been at least ten-thousand people—well, that’s pretty much everybody left alive—there to watch the execution of the great Water Thief.”
“What a beautiful thing,” Solas said. “Time to plan for another party!”
“You know, Mr. Solas, come to think of it . . . after Vendicatore drowned the Thief, everyone chanted something. It was hard to understand it, you know, because they could barely gather a breath, but I was able to hear something.” Davy rubbed his chin to think. “Yes. I’m sure of it. They chanted about you. They said, ‘So-las next, So-las next; kill Solas.’ And Vendicatore himself even joined in on the chant, enabling it.”
Solas sat, quiet. His face no longer glowed. His eyes dizzied watching the dancers in front of him, allowing them to become distracted. “The Water-Thieves are done for, then,” he said. “Tidewater is not a real thing. Vendicatore’s got enough water now.”
“My God, Mr. Solas . . .” Davy ran his hands through his hair.
“What?”
“You don’t understand Tidewater. Not one bit, do you?”
“Apparently not.” His voice grew sharp and impatient.
“Hunting down the Water-Thieves was a separate task. You think he’d stop there?” Davy laughed. “God no. He’s on to Tidewater, now. It’s very, very real, and your greatest threat. It’s water confiscation of all lawful water owners, to redistribute to the thirsty people.”
“That’s what I heard,” Solas said. “Utter nonsense. A hoax! No man can confiscate water from everyone.”
“Maybe not everyone. But from you, he can. You alone own most of the water left in this country. Tidewater is designed directly for Frank Solas.”
“Sounds like crazy talk. If the Water-Thieves are all wrapped up, Vendicatore should have enough water to feed the mindless peasants for a while. He doesn't need me.”
“Not if he wants all this water for himself. Greed breeds greed. It’s limitless.”
And this shut Solas up. He shook his head, incredulous. Delusional.
“I can’t believe you haven’t taken the warnings seriously,” Davy said. “I came here to celebrate with you before the governor’s men invade tonight. Before I said good-bye for good and left for Hawaii. I thought you were ready for it.”
“Wh-what? Say that again?”
“I thought you were already ready for it. Mr. Solas, I can’t believe—”
Solas rose and slammed his fists again. “What did you say?”
“—come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve seen a single guard on the perimeter, not a single sniper all night. Who’s protecting you? My God, Mr. Solas. My God—”
Solas grabbed Davy’s necktie and yanked him over the table. All the glasses fell over, lines of wine spilling across the table. The music flooded out the noise of the ruckus, and the dancers continued to dance, and the drinkers continued to drink. Even the other man at the table, so drunk, couldn’t see anything . . . he sat there, laughing and clapping uncontrollably.
Solas screamed, “What did you say, boy?”
Davy punched Solas. “Let go!”
Solas did not need to let go, for Davy freed himself with that wallop.
Solas collapsed back onto his chair, massaging his wound, eyes watering.
 


Penelope reached the other side of the reservoir, emerging over the shore. Soaking wet, she turned to a statue, as the cold wind frosted her over. She squeezed her dress of the water.
She crouched across the sand and disappeared among the foliage, climbing deep inside, until running into something hard—the metallic pump. She stood over it, examined it for a moment, and pulled down on the lever. It jammed. She pulled with her might, and it finally gave to a loud clang; she turned it as it squeaked in the silent night.
Not long after, in the middle of the reservoir, a small vortex appeared and gurgled.
Penelope looked at the black desert and gave a thumbs up in the hopes that Rafael and the rest saw her. She held the pose for a moment . . . but the dirt by her feet kicked and sprayed all over her legs, and made her fall to the ground.
She screamed. More bullets sounded. She dove into the water.
 


Davy sat and panted, glaring down Solas from across the table. “Now I have no pity for you,” he said. “I’ll say it loud and clear: Tidewater is happening tonight. Tonight. You allowed denial and delusion to cloud your judgment. I have no pity. You own over half the country’s legally obtained water supply. You’re a dead man by dawn.”
Solas’ eyes widened. 
“I have no pity. None. I hope Vendicatore ruins you, the same way he ruined my father.”
Solas shook. He lifted Davy’s glass, wiped it with a napkin, and refilled it with wine. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I—”
Davy watched Solas tremble and he fought back a smile.
“When is it happening tonight? What are the details of it? Who is coming for me? How many? What time?”
“I don’t know.” Davy rose with his refilled glass of wine and took a sip. “But I don’t care anymore. I’m leaving now. Penelope is outside in the cold waiting for me.”
Solas watched Davy take another sip.
And before Davy could place his glass of wine back on the table and walk away, the sounds of gunfire came from outside. He tilted his head to it. His eyes widened. The glass of wine vibrated within his shaking hand—or did it shake from the rumbling outside?
The firing was faint, muffled from the thick walls. But it was intruding enough to pierce through the classical music, and for everyone in the ballroom to scream atop their lungs.
And Davy realized it: indeed, Solas’ had had guards scattered about in the desert. They were in a shootout with Davy’s men, who had failed to find them.
And another realization bit his heart: Penelope was now a corpse with a thousand bullet holes. The reservoir was now turning red from her blood.
Solas jumped. The hysterical party-goers ran to the back of the ballroom, barricading themselves behind the piano. They screamed at Solas to do something.
Solas left his cigar to burn on the table. He eyed Davy. “You weren’t kidding, were you? I wish you goddamn told me when the party started that Vendicatore would be coming!”
Davy was frozen. He never turned to Solas. He began to sweat.
“Stay here and keep everyone calm. Don’t let anyone leave this building!” And with his binoculars, Solas bolted through the exit door; the wind carried the gunfire noise into the room. Much louder pops. Then the door slammed closed, and the sound muffled again.
The tablecloth of Solas’ table caught fire—Solas’ cigar still burned. The drunkard of the table, forever unfazed, played with the cigar until he flicked it to the ground. Then he passed out as his head slammed against the table.
Davy hadn’t moved an inch. The wine glass slowly slipped from his hand. It slipped little-by-little as his fingers grew clammy, sticking to it. But it soon let go and disintegrated against the hardwood floor as the wine splashed.
The smashing of the glass echoed through the ballroom and rang everyone’s attention behind the piano. For a moment they stopped crying in their drunken stupor. With scared eyes, they looked over at Davy, whose sweat dripped off his chin and into the fibers of his tuxedo. And they returned to their cries.
The classical music continued its melody, trying its damndest to soothe the room. But it never overtook the muffled gunfire. And the blood spilled under Davy’s shoes.




CHAPTER 5

Davy ran out of the ballroom as faint pops of gunfire sounded from the desert. He clapped his ringing ears with his hands. He ran across the patio as the strobing lights painted over him. The railing which overlooked the reservoir caught him.
He climbed over the railing and touched down. He ran down the hill, through the bushes and fruit trees. On the beach, he kicked off his shoes. With Penelope on his mind, he dove into the water without regard for the cold.
And in an instant, the popping sound stopped. There was near-silence underwater. He heard a calm gurgling noise, like that of a drain, while he floated in the darkness. It seemed calm and safe within the icy water, floating lost in space. But Davy saw, despite the darkness, something of a tornado of swirling water. It was the source of the gurgling—the reservoir’s opened drain. It slowly pulled him toward it.
He wanted to stay in the safeness of the underwater world forever, but that would require drowning. He emerged and gasped for breath as his teeth rattled until they shed blood. The blood froze over on his lips with the ice-cold breeze. The angry waves, which splashed against his face, could not wash the blood away. He was left to taste it—or was it the taste of Penelope’s blood permeating in the reservoir?
Davy felt paralyzed in the thick and cold water. He tried to kick his legs and dig his hands through the water, but the freezing would not allow for it. The vortex thwarted any progress he made in swimming across the reservoir, as the draw sucked him toward it.
His wet hair frosted over. Heavy, he swam in place; his energy depleted.
He gave in. The draw took him. With the last of his energy he sneaked a look at the land across the reservoir, the spot with the pump. But it was too dark to see any trace of Penelope. Not even a moving silhouette trying to dodge bullets.
Davy saw no moving figure within sight. She was truly dead, he thought. He imagined that her bullet-pierced body lied on the shore, the crashing waves slapping against her bloodied breasts.
She was dead, he thought. DEAD!
He imagined Penelope getting pelted with bullets while operating the pump. He heard the screams of his name; she spent her final breaths on it.
She had proved to him her devotion for the final time, that she truly did love him. She died for a mere ounce of Davy’s unwinnable affection. He was a psycho, he thought. She had an obsession for him, and he preyed on that, putting her out there . . . because he knew she would do anything for him.
And as the draw sucked him away, Davy’s final thoughts halted: an all-too-familiar voice bounced off the water into Davy’s ears, overtaking the sounds of the screaming gunfire:
Davy, my boy . . .
Though familiar, the voice was not strong enough to raise Davy's spirits to fight—he took it as the quiet voice of God, calling him away to pay for his sins.
But the voice snapped:
Davy! Wake up!
It wasn’t God, the one from above, among the stars. Davy realized the voice. It was his God. And he burst awake.
He jerked forward to swim against the draw. No resistance—he turned his head and saw that the pull was no longer; the vortex had disappeared. So, he floated in place and awaited the voice to speak once more, with a violent shiver.
“Wh-wh-what—”
You failed me, son.
Davy’s eyes popped open, the skin of his eyelids tearing from the cracking of ice. He searched for his father. In the water, he twisted in a circle. Soon enough, he found him, a green blob of light outside the fence, in front of a silhouette of a tall, shaking palm tree. Through his shaking he struggled to speak:
“Dad, I’m sorry! Forgive me, I-I—”
Save your apologies. Now that Solas has caught you, you will offer him a deal. Say to him you will be freed, on the exchange that you will steal Vendicatore’s grand plan—Tidewater. To Solas, this is invaluable, for he is desperate and afraid. 
You will go with him to steal Tidewater. Once successful, you will regain the old man’s trust, and he will bring you back here. Then, you will have another opportunity to steal all this water, transfer it into my lake, and bring me back to life . . .
Davy tried to scream over the gunfire, “He would never take this offer!”
That made the ghost upset. The green light of the spirit flickered, like a malfunctioning hologram.
Listen to me, boy! His voice had such a distortion.
“Y-yes. I’m sorry, father.”
He will take this offer. Once he realizes you are the Water Thief, he will at the least use you, rather than dispose of you.
Davy felt himself heat-up inside the icy water. Oh, father, I am not a thief! I don’t want to be known as the notorious “Water Thief.” I am simply taking back what thieves STOLE from you. This is what he always wanted to tell his father . . . but he never spoke against him.
His father’s spirit continued: Tell him: there is a great secret hidden within those Tidewater plans, that if he had such knowledge of it, he could end Vendicatore’s regime once and for all. And you will tell him: one of Vendicatore’s palace guards, who recently defected, will assist you in stealing the plans.
“A p-palace guard? D-defected?”
Yes. Rodney Bight. You remember Rodney Bight?
“Yes. He is the man who helped Vendicatore steal the lake. Another traitor.”
It is irrelevant. He has seen the light and rejected the doctrine of Vendicatore. Forget the past and what Rodney Bight has done to us. He will now be of great help. I have instructed him to find you.
“Yes, Dad. Anything.”
And as the green light of the spirit faded, Davy called out. The light remained with a flicker.
“Where’s Penelope? Do you see her?”
The light of the spirit flung backward. It flung upward, shrinking in the shadowy fronds of the palm tree until fading out.
Davy didn't hear what his father said last, before he left—if he did say anything at all. So, in a panic he twisted his head in a circle, looking for Penelope.
“Penelope—”
The cold water made it difficult to speak any longer. He gasped for air. The Big Dipper, with its glow, looked down on him, shaming him with its downward spotlight.
As Davy searched for Penelope, the sound of gunfire lightened, and soon completely ended. Davy heard the cries of his men, the Water-Thieves, from outside, yelling to retreat.
A ray of light hit Davy’s face. A voice yelled at him, “You! Thief!” And commanded, “Return to the shore! NOW!”
The light warmed Davy’s face. After a moment he mustered the strength to break from his paralysis. He swam toward the beach to meet the source of the light, as it stuck to his face on his way there.
There were shadow figures on the beach. But Frank Solas, holding a lantern, approached and exposed them with the light: Penelope was one, lying flat on the sand. She shook, bouncing off the ground like a woman possessed by a demon. The other figures were guards, about six, tensed, with rifles pointed at her. They were ready to fire if the demon took hold of her body. The seventh guard had been pointing his rifle—attached with a tactical light—across the reservoir, at Davy, who now emerged from the water.
Solas got closer. He shined his lantern over Penelope. His face fell into shock at the sight of her face.
Dripping water, Davy caught his breath. Before a guard could reach him, he ran to Penelope and leaped onto her. He touched her face and saw she was breathing; he massaged her warm.
“I’m sorry, Penelope,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”
Frank Solas took a bite of his fist upon the sight.
“Grab the thieves! Go on!”
A guard pulled Davy away from Penelope, and he fought back; Davy saw another guard grab Penelope, who passed out, drooping within his grasp. He slung her over his shoulder.
“Throw her onto the boat,” Solas said.
The guard who carried Penelope turned to Solas, puzzled. “The boat, Mr. Solas? This young lady?”
“Did I stutter, grunt?”
“Of course, the boat, Mr. Solas.”
“And the boy. Onto the boat.”
Davy continued to resist the grasp of the other guard as the guard tried to take him away. Solas watched with irresistible anger.
“I take that back, about the boy. Keep him here.”
The guard contained Davy and held him before Solas.
“Someone give me a gun. Now!”
One of the guards handed Solas his rifle.
“Hold him steady.”
“We are not bringing him to the boat?”
“Damn it, guard! Hold him steady!”
Another guard took part, and the two of them held each one of Davy’s hands, pulling on both sides like a tug of war.
Davy shivered. The water on his purple face had turned into a sheet of ice; the locks of his hair had turned into sharp knives capable of killing.
He looked up and saw Solas aiming a rifle right at his chest.
“You’re making a mistake, Solas,” Davy shivered.
“Who sent you?”
“Nobody.”
“Lies.”
“I work alone.”
Solas shook his head. He breathed hard as he clenched his teeth together. “Alone. Oh, I’m sure!” He poked his rifle deep into Davy’s soaked necktie. “I’ll be happy to murder one of Vendicatore’s minions.”
“I’m not working for Vendicatore,” Davy said, raising his voice. “Don’t dare insult me, you old fool.”
“Lies!” Solas’ rifle shook within his grasp. “I’m holding a gun to you, and you antagonize me!”
“You won’t kill me. I’ve got too much to offer you.”
Solas’ eyes dropped. He lowered his gun as Davy stared him straight in the face.
“No . . . it can’t be.”
Davy did not respond.
“You’re the Water Thief.”
Davy looked at him, cringing at the name. The wind roared like a beast, and the old man flinched to it.
The silence was enough confirmation for Solas. He dropped the gun. He snickered and turned around.
“Throw him onto the boat, with the girl. Wait for me.”
“Yes, Mr. Solas.”
Davy made a sudden jerking movement, freeing himself from the guards.
He leaped for the rifle which Solas dropped, but Solas turned around and kicked him in the face.
And Davy fell to the sand, knocked out, with a crack of the ice of his bloody forehead.
“You guards!” Solas screamed.
“How could you let him free? Utter, insufferable, incompetent nimrods!”
The guards, embarrassed, moved fast. They took Davy’s body and carried him along the beach to a small dock. They walked along the dock and threw him onto a sailboat to a thud against the deck. He was now rejoined with Penelope, lying on top of her leg.
The pair lied together, unconscious. They looked dead. They would have been declared as such if not for the cold—the cold exposed their breaths which, rising to the sky, combined to form a cloud which blanketed over them.




CHAPTER 6

A trio of spotlights turned on around the compound, forming a triangle of light. They blew the compound over with a blinding glare.
The spotlights showed the guards Davy and Penelope had killed, their blood yet oozing. They exposed more bodies—some of Davy’s Thieves, some of Solas’ guards—in the desert about a quarter-mile off. There were patches of blood in the sand.
In the compound, guards escorted all the guests out of the ballroom to the gates. Most of the people were in a panic, hurrying to get out, their drunkenness broken. Some, though, had allowed themselves to drink even more during the shootout. They laughed and tripped.
Solas' reservoir glowed like an enchanting goo in a shade of turquoise. The three spotlights reflected on the reservoir, creating three balls of light, a near-perfect triangle, on the vibrating surface. 
The water was so clear that Penelope’s throw-away handgun could have been seen at the bottom. All the schools of fish scurried through. Truly the old man had an eye for the highest quality and a habit of preserving its purity.
Through the clear water, even the drowned bodies of thieves could have been seen, their feet anchored to the floor. Their skin was a ghost-white, shedding. Their bodies expanded like sponges after being there for so long, absorbing the water. Solas did give them the water they sought. And then some.
On the surface, despite the new peace, the wind still brushed through. The sails of Solas’ boat caught it. The boat pushed toward the center, toward the triangle of reflecting lights.
In the center, an anchor plopped into the water and the boat came to a halt.
On the deck, Solas tossed a second anchor to a thud. It landed by Davy’s feet.
Davy had nodded off. He was cutting in-and-out of one of his recurring dreams—the one in which he sailed in the air, floating with his father’s sailboat over the crater. 
At this moment, in his dream, he sailed in air with his father, who stood before him with a smile.
But his smile turned to a sudden frown.
“Where’s my lake, son? Where’s my lake?”
Davy looked around him. Soon, his smile also broke, for as he looked around, he saw that the crater had turned to a tub of blood.
A tub of blood.
Damn that Namiane! It was the voice of his father's spirit. Witch!
The triangle of lights burned Davy’s eye sockets and he soon awakened. The white light blinded him. But moments of squinting passed, and he could see again. First, he saw the water, and he thought he was dead in Heaven, for it radiated the brightest of turquoises.
But he wasn’t dead in Heaven, nor was he in a dream. It was reality. His father’s dream had manifested; Davy had accomplished his mission. He was back on his lake.
At long last! He felt the boat rock; he heard footsteps across the deck. He looked and saw his father, and he smiled.
But on second glance it was not his father. It was someone else with greater, unpleasant wrinkles. And then Davy shrieked. He felt the knives of his locks crack on his forehead, as his head tensed and tightened. He felt his lips crack and pour blood as he tasted it. His mind had bobbled around like the boat—how did he get here?—he was on. Just whose boat was this?
He wanted to rise, but the handcuffs on his wrists restricted his movement. He felt claustrophobic. He pressed against the stanchion, and he toppled over.
In what part of his father’s grand vision did Davy deserve to have his hands tied up, on a stranger's boat? What Hell was this?
Solas swatted at the wind with his hands as if it was a pesky fly. “Damn it, wind!” He yelled out, twice as loud, “Stop the wind!”
From the hills of the compound, a distant voice: “Yes, Mr. Solas.”
Solas lost his balance as the boat creaked and swayed. All those cigars that night must have made him dizzy—he collapsed to the deck. He rose and brushed himself off. He paced back-and-forth with the binoculars in his hands—he stopped often to scan the now-brightened desert. Every time he checked he sighed of relief when he saw his guards patrol outside the fences, each with a flashlight, flashing rays at the trees and the rocks, and the blowing sand. But he noticed a snake of water, seeped across the desert. It likely came from the leaky tube the Thieves had placed around the pipe and removed during their retreat.
Solas yelled out to the guards and ordered them to dig for the spilled water. The guards scattered in a hurry to figure out this newest ridiculous order from the old man.
Solas yet felt harassed by the wind; the guards had not yet stopped it. And he checked the desert to find that pesky “giant fan” himself. But there was no such thing within the brightened quarter-mile that he could see.
The wind burst more than ever, and Solas swiped at it again, before he jumped to take a hold of the mast. When the wind ended, Solas took a deep breath. His eyes aged a hundred years extra within the hour. He even seemed to develop a twitch. He saw Davy in the corner of his eye. He had forgotten the young man was there; he jumped himself back up, recovered his composure, and assumed a powerful demeanor. A phony one.
“So, boy.”
Davy, still drenched in water, shook as the wind froze his clothes to his skin. Upon hearing the old fool’s voice, he shuttered and realized where he was.
“I should’ve known. I should’ve known.” Solas walked across the deck and gathered a handful of rope.
Davy looked at the anchor that Solas had dropped by his feet. He jerked his body to grab it, but he forgot about the handcuffs which restricted him. Solas chuckled.
“No,” Davy said, out of breath. “You shouldn’t have known. And you didn’t.”
Solas laughed again and crouched in front of Davy. He smiled a big smile, the lighting exposing the last few teeth he had lodged in those gums.
They sat in silence. Solas glared at Davy, scratching his chin. He dug for something in his pockets and pulled out another cigar and a lighter. He burned it, blowing smoke at Davy’s face.
“Davy Bay. The great Water Thief. A kid—the biggest criminal in the land.”
“No—”
Solas slapped his knee with realization. “The son of my former best friend is the biggest criminal in the land. My God! I should’ve known the blood of Wesley Bay was no damn good.”
“Make no mistake, Solas—there’s no bigger criminal than Governor Vendicatore.”
Solas rolled his eyes. He leaned back and crossed his arms, the burning cigar dangling from his mouth.
“Where’s Penelope?”
Solas pointed with his head to the quarterdeck. “Inside. I’ll let her free when I’m done with you. I’m sure she has nothing to do with this sick thing you’ve got going on. The poor girl.”
“You know nothing about us.”
“Boy, you’re right about that one. Why don’t you reintroduce yourself. What is it that you want?”
“What do I want?”
“That’s what I said. Surely, you’re thieving just for fun at this point. How much more water could you possibly need?”
“More. So that my tormented father can finally be at peace.”
Solas looked puzzled. “Your father’s dead. How much more peace could he need?”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“Then explain it to me.”
“It’s none of your business.”
Solas yanked the cigar from his mouth and huffed. “You try to steal my beautiful reservoir. My need to know why is none of my goddamn business?”
“What I want . . . what my father wants. Is the refilling of his lake.”
Solas put the cigar back inside his mouth, dangling between his lips. He arched his eyebrows. “Pardon me?”
“That’s right.”
“You’ve slaughtered an entire country. You’re telling me all this was for a lake?”
Davy jumped to the defense: “Everyone has killed. Everyone! I’m just the best of killers. Vendicatore has created this environment of savages. Don’t forget that. He’s stolen every single lake, every single river. Everything is gone. Everything! Everyone is killing each other to survive—why shouldn't I?”
“Don’t turn the subject on the V-word, boy.”
Davy heard fear in the old man’s voice. Solas had an aura of war about him, but he was nothing but a scared old fool.
“Your favorite topic seems to be Vendicatore. Let’s talk Vendicatore.”
“Sure. Let’s talk Vendicatore. You’re the Water Thief, and you ignore him! Your greatest threat! You best believe he’s got his goons all around the country looking for your stash with a bunch of metal detectors. Yet you waste your time coming for me?”
Nonsense, Davy thought. Davy’s father, as a ghost, was a spy. He always reassured Davy that Vendicatore had no knowledge of his identity and the coordinates of his main underground water reserve. 
Davy tried to move his frozen lips to smile. “I can say the same thing to you.”
“Pardon?”
“You’re the biggest Hoarder.”
Solas gave an offended sniff. “Don’t dare call me that word. What a nasty word!”
“Hoarder,” Davy antagonized. “You’re the biggest legal water owner in this thirsty country. Not to mention you’ve got an entire orchard here, on top of it all. You should be worried about Vendicatore, not me. Especially when the governor has the entire country rallied against you.”
“Cut the crap. You own double what I got! And you got the audacity to call me a Hoarder—”
“Difference is, my water is off the map. Vendicatore hasn’t a clue where it’s at. You are a lawful water owner. Everyone knows where your water is. Everyone knows about this reservoir. You’re Vendicatore’s priority, not me. You’re easy.”
“Easy!”
“Why do you think I tried to get your water?” Davy continued. “I wanted it before he got it.”
“You know, I’ve been waiting for the Water-Thieves to try me. See what the ruckus was all about. What a circus! Honestly, how have you been able to survive up until this point?”
“I don’t know what happened.”
“I’ll tell you what happened. Your girl was caught twisting open the drain, while you were trying to pin it on Vendicatore to me in the ballroom. I’m a bit disappointed in this performance, to tell you the truth.”
“Sorry.”
“This is the Water Thief!” Solas laughed. He took the rope and wrapped it around the anchor and knotted it tight. He wrapped the other end around Davy’s ankle. He knotted it.
Davy smiled. “Solas. You keep deflecting.”
Solas tightened the knot around Davy’s ankle. “Pardon?”
“You keep deflecting. Let’s talk more about Vendicatore.”
“No need to talk about him any longer.”
“Okay. How about Tidewater?”
The word made Solas’ face sour greater than when Davy first mentioned it. It made his breathing grow shorter. He so wanted to resist the urge to brush the topic off, but he could not.
“What . . .” Solas said, biting his cigar “. . . what about it?”
“Everything I told you about Tidewater is true, except for when it would happen. It’s happening tomorrow night, not tonight. Vendicatore’s has got the whole country against you. They’re an angry mob. They dip sticks in the wildfires and march around the palace with the torches. Chanting your name. Pleading Vendicatore. They want your head. Tomorrow night, before dawn, they’ll finally get their wish.”
Solas motioned for the guard at the door of the quarterdeck. The guard opened the door and entered.
“They want to stick their straws in your lake and suck it dry.”
“Enough.” Solas tugged at the knot, tightening it until Davy’s ankle turned pale white.
“You can only ignore it until you wake up with a giant ditch in front of your house, like me and my father did.”
Solas huffed. The cigar fell out of his mouth. He did not want to hear any more.
“You will suffer the same fate as my father. A pancake, Solas.”
The guard emerged from the quarterdeck, dragging Penelope across the deck. She was half-unconscious, but she saw Davy, and Davy saw her.
While Davy focused on her, Solas lifted the anchor and dangled it over the boat.
“Enough!”
And the rope slipped through his hand, and the anchor plopped into the water as Davy yelled, “I will stop it!”
And as Penelope screamed Davy’s body flipped over the boat from the great force.
But Solas leaped and grabbed Davy’s wrist, almost going into the depths with him.
But his foot locked and tangled with the stanchion, and held him.
The boat tipped over with the great force, and Penelope slid across the deck. The guard, struggling to keep balance, dashed across and grabbed Solas’ torso. He pulled him back with all his strength, to no avail.
“Cut the rope, you goddamn nimrod!”
The guard scurried for a knife. He found one on the deck and leaned over the stanchion. He cut the rope around Davy’s ankle. Davy screamed as the guard sliced the flesh of his leg.
But the rope split.
Solas and Davy flung across the boat, nearly falling into the water again, on the other side, but the stanchion caught them like the ropes of a boxing ring.
The boat swayed back-and-forth. It slowed and settled until only the waves disturbed it.
Davy and Solas breathed hard. Davy yelped—he sat upside-down, lying on his neck. Solas turned him over. His back hit the deck to a loud thud.
Davy huffed. He struggled to speak, but let out, “I will stop it. I will stop it. I’ll steal the plans.”
The two men caught their breath.
“Steal the plans? What good is this to me?”
“There’s a guard who defected from Vendicatore. He says there’s a secret in the Tidewater plans that exposes the government’s weakness. If you got a hold of that secret, you’ll be able to stop him.”
Solas scratched his chin. “Interesting. So we’ll steal the plans.”
“We?”
“I will go with you. I need to see everything for myself. I need to make sure the job gets done in an honest manner. I want those plans in my hands. Straight from the palace. Not from you. I need them raw. I just need you to take me to them, behind that army of yours. If there is a secret inside, then I must have it. If it doesn’t have a code, then at least stealing Tidewater will delay the operation. It’ll put it on hold, and I will get a chance to read through it and make preparations with my men.”
“The defected guard knows the palace, all the nooks and crannies. He will know where the plans are. I’ve kept him close to me for this reason.”
“Now who is this defected guard you spoke of? Why did he defect? I must vet him. I won’t be lured into a trap.”
Rodney Bight. Davy thought of the name, and the disgusting man it represented. Davy knew little of his father’s plan for Rodney Bight. He had to improvise.
“No, not a trap.” Davy hated the man, Rodney Bight. The bastard. He was one of many people responsible for the death of his father. He choked on air as he said, “He’s a . . . good man. Yes. Good.”
“Why did he defect?”
“I don’t know. It’s not important.”
“What? Not important?”
“We’ll use him to get inside and get you those plans. Once that’s over, if he wants the plans for himself, you can shoot him for all I care and keep them yourself.”
“Sounds like a plan to me.”
Penelope squealed from the deck. Her hair was snow. She wrestled with her handcuffs and shook; she screamed for Davy to help her.
Davy’s eyes ached at the sight.
“Now uncuff me or give her a goddamn towel, won’t you?”
Solas motioned for the guard; the guard dug into his pockets for keys and unlocked Davy’s cuffs. Davy ran across the deck and tripped from the remaining sliced rope tied to his ankle. But he crawled to her, and held her close, and kept her warm.




CHAPTER 7

Thrown into the black desert, Davy and Penelope lied together on the sand underneath the stars, shivering so violently that they bled from their mouths.
The Big Dipper still emitted its glow—the main light that night. Davy always marveled at it. Aspired to it. But this time the wondrous grouping of stars mocked him. Yet, he could not look away. He stared at it for as long as he could. That is, until his short breaths turned into a cloud cover, and blocked it out.
Before the cover could fade Davy jerked his head to Penelope. She trembled; her teeth chattered. Her bangs were now icicles on her forehead.
Davy did not hesitate to lay on her; they both required the warmth. He breathed on her, trying to melt the ice, and rubbed her arms.
They spoke with slurred, shaky words.
“I’m sorry, David,” she said.
“You’re sorry?”
“I always screw up. Always. That’s why you never loved me, isn’t it?”
Davy stared at her suffering eyes. He touched her dress. It was still soaked. “You need to take your dress off. You’re gonna get hypothermia.”
With these words, Davy threw water on her flame. He never answered the question.
“No, please. Just let me die.”
Davy attempted to rise—his necktie was frozen to her dress, and it lifted her off the ground as he rose. He yanked it off, helped her take her dress off, and wrapped her in the towel Solas had given them.
His clothes also swamped him. He took off his blazer, unbuttoned his dress shirt and took it off. He pulled his belt off, pulled down his pants. But they glued against his thighs. He unzipped them, stuck his hands in the fly, and ripped the pants apart. He pulled them down his ankles and kicked them off. His legs were purple.
He rolled back onto Penelope. They trembled together in the sand, keeping warm. She struggled to lift her head, but she succeeded, and she pressed Davy’s head against hers. She breathed hard, teeth clanging, with him. She moved her head to the side of his and brushed against his ear, before lowering her head back against the sand with his.
“One of the guys will come by with my truck any second, Penelope. Don’t worry. Hang on a little longer.” They lied for a long while, there in the sand, lost in the middle of the blackness. The collective chattering of their shaking teeth was the lone sound, challenging the quietness.
 


In the distance, a speck of white light flickered. The light grew larger and shined on the pair in the sand. Penelope cracked open her frozen eyelids to see it.
“David. It’s your father.”
Davy raised his head to see the light. He squinted at it. His father never looked so odd.
That wasn’t his father, Davy thought. His father’s spirit was green, indistinct. Not a flash of white light.
The light grew even larger on him, blinding him, and the sound of an engine accompanied it. Frozen in place, Davy rose upright. He got up and limped toward the light, jumping up-and-down, seeking its attention. He yelled at it. And the light found him. As it enlarged it broke into two rays—headlights.
It was Davy’s pickup truck. It pulled up. As Davy helped Penelope rise, a young man, of Davy’s age, emerged from the driver’s seat, dressed like Rafael. In black rags. A Water Thief.
“Get in, boss” the young man said.
Davy wanted to push the young man against the truck and beat him silly. He wanted to extract an explanation about what happened. But Davy was weak, and the young thief was not, and he held Penelope’s arm over his shoulder.
The young man opened the side door. Davy helped her into the truck. He entered after her and slammed the door closed to the black desert. The young man circled around, and the truck drove off.
The truck moved out of the natural desert and merged into the desert of Vendicatore’s creation, now far away from Solas’ compound, and into “civilization.” Everyone in the truck was silent. The young driver felt Davy's tension and didn’t dare to speak.
They drove toward the general location of the crater. Then they turned toward Penelope’s cottage across the mountains to drop her off. While sitting in the backseat with the raw, cold Penelope, Davy couldn’t wait to return to the warmth of Namiane.
But the thought of it made him cringe. After all, he failed tonight, and, though she’d be happy to see him alive, she certainly would not take the news well.




CHAPTER 8

On the dead, brown grass, a bunch of dry branches sat in a rock-filled pit, lathered in gasoline in a bundle. There was a trail of gasoline snaking across the dirt, leading into it. A soft chafing sounded, and a match fell onto the trail, and the flames spread into the wood. The fire soared. In an instant the dirty white cottage behind it livened with light; the surrounding yellow grass radiated; the creaky dock felt the warmth of a sliver of light which bolted across it. The crater, though, remained a black hole, empty underneath the starry sky.
The fire cracked. Chickens clucked nearby. The wind whistled through the dead grass and vibrated the clothesline which stretched across the naked trees. The blouses and socks loosened and fell to the dirt of the garden over the unharvested potatoes.
Davy hanged his wine-stained shirt over the fire, and it caught flames. He gently placed it in to die.
He crouched and rubbed his hands together by the fire. He now wore black flannel pants and a hooded sweatshirt. 
Warmed up, he walked over to the neighboring woods. He fetched some sticks and gathered a strong couple by a bunch of solar panels. He returned to the fire and took a pocket knife from his pocket. He flicked it open and sharpened both sticks. He took a pair of trout which lied on a plate on the grass. He thrust the sharpened sticks through their mouths. He shoved the sticks into the ground, screwing them in; he leaned them toward the fire for the fish to roast on their own. They sizzled. Davy breathed in the crisp scent. He hadn’t had anything to eat since scrambled eggs in the afternoon, and he resisted the urge to eat anything offered at Solas’ bash. His stomach growled.
Eggs. The thought of them made Davy’s mouth water. He went and gathered some inside the chicken pen by the side of the cottage. He thought he'd need a side to the trout, so he walked over to the small garden and yanked some potatoes from the dirt. He took a watering can and watered the other budding vegetables and fruits.
He returned to the fire and placed the eggs and potatoes on the grass. As the fish cooked, he took a moment to lean back and breathe.
He could hardly allow himself to relax, though. He was out in the open. Out in the open for his father’s scorn. He looked around to find even a blink of green light within the surrounding blackness. He felt his father watched him with a look of disappointment. His father had such hopes that tonight would have been the night of his resurrection, and Davy let him down.
Because of him, his father’s tormented soul would continue to burn in the lake of fire.
He couldn’t find a green light of any sort. He kept his eyes on the fire in front of him. The fire cracked. For the longest while he kept his eyes on the wavy flames, his head paralyzed—he felt his father’s presence. Like a scared boy underneath his blankets, Davy feared tilting his head to see the ghost standing beside him. He felt paralyzed.
He jerked his head. There was nothing watching him, after all. And he could finally breathe again.
He had to make things right immediately. After tonight he would search for Rodney Bight, gather Solas, and steal Tidewater. Then steal Solas’ lake once and for all. He couldn’t fail again. He couldn’t take his father’s berating, his disappointment. He’d rather die this time than fail and live on. He’d rather himself burn in a lake of fire than burn in a living, mental hellscape.
He brushed aside these thoughts for a moment and took his face in his hands.
Not long, he jerked his head upright in realization: Namiane. Where was she? He thought he should go inside to meet her, as he’d been home now for an hour. (His night attire was dried on the clothesline when he got home; he had changed, outside, into it.) He was hiding; he had yet to go inside and make any type of ruckus besides the sounds of fire-making.
He did not want Namiane to know the result of the night. He could lie to her, he thought. He could tell her Solas’ water now belonged to him, and his father; but that would mean it was time to pack up and go to Hawaii. But it wasn't true—he had to stay longer and appease his father more. How would he tell her? He could tell her he succeeded. That now he'd go to see the sailboats at the marina, to find one to use for the trip across the Pacific. While she would think he was doing this, he’d be at Vendicatore’s palace, stealing the Tidewater plans. Then he would find a boat immediately after and leave with her, after refilling the lake. It was a perfect plan.
No. He shook his head. Terrible plan. She was too smart. She would know the truth from the start of his moving lips. She no longer believed his lies. Not anymore.
He had to go find her. He got up and brushed his pants free of the loose yellow grass.
But behind him, the sliding door opened. He turned to see Namiane enter onto the grass, closing the door again. She had a big smile. Then she exhaled of stifling joy.
She dashed across the grass and jumped onto him, with a big hug, and kisses, almost bending Davy’s back against the flames.
“You’re alive, baby!” she said. She cried a tear or two. She whimpered hysterically, but there were no more tears beyond two. “Thank Almighty God! I prayed for you all night. All night, Davy, baby. All night I couldn’t breathe!”
Davy stood, blank, staring into the flames, as she drowned him with love.
“You’re alive. That must mean you succeeded. And now we can finally leave because your father is pleased, I’m sure. Please, Davy, tell me it’s true.”
Davy face-palmed. He said nothing and hadn’t even kissed her back.
Namiane backed away—something was wrong. Her face flipped to horror.
“Davy? What’s wrong?”
Davy shook his head. Just lie, idiot. Just lie . . .
He bit his lower lip. He couldn’t lie. He sighed. “I failed, Nam. I got caught.”
“Huh?” She tilted her head, confused. “But you’re alive.”
“I got caught. Solas found out I wasn’t some innocent kid. He found out who I am.”
Namiane gasped, putting her hand over her mouth. “And?”
“He spared me. He . . . he finds me to be useful to him—”
“No!”
Davy sighed of annoyance, despite preparing for such a reaction from her.
“I could lie to you, but I want to be honest. I need to help Solas end Tidewater, so I can weasel my way back into his compound and get another shot at his reservoir.”
“Great. So now you’re going for Vendicatore.” The gravity of such a task struck her, judging by her face. “Vendicatore! The governor, Davy. Just great. Who’s next? God Himself?”
“Sorry, Nam. And I do mean it. When everything is officially finished, we’ll leave. I know my words mean nothing now, but you’ll be in for a surprise, I promise.”
Namiane matched his blank look. Rather, she doubled it; she looked dead. Her face suggested that it was all over—it was dangerous enough to go after Frank Solas. But Vendicatore? The governor of South California . . . this he would not survive.
Her dreams of Hawaii, with Davy, her soul mate . . . were now over, if they weren't already.
But, in truth, she always knew that. From his very first water heist at his “father’s” direction, two years ago.
Her voice turned emotionless, as if she lost her soul: “Would you like to see my painting?”
“Painting? You mean one of the thousand Hawaii ones in the bedroom that you show me every morning?”
“No, Davy. Remember? I told you I’d paint something for you before you left, so you can look forward to something when you got home.”
At this moment, Davy noticed the dry paint on her hands. Red was the main color, a little yellow and black. Before he could reply to her, she got up and went inside the cottage.
Davy turned the sticks in the ground and cooked the other sides of the two fish.
Another painting? He groaned. How many paintings had she made over the years? At least a thousand, without exaggeration. He sighed. The last thing he wanted to see was another goddamned painting of Hawaii in the millionth different shade of blue and gold. But this time, judging by her fingers, she had used red paint. He wondered what was in Hawaii that had red. The hot lava of volcanoes? That didn’t sound much better than here.
The sliding door slammed behind him. He didn’t turn to see Namiane, who walked to him, the surface of the canvas clasped to her chest, hidden. She walked to the fire and sat beside him. Davy looked at the back of the canvas.
“Well? Did you paint the Stairway to Heaven in Hawaii this time?”
“No, Davy. I painted your father’s lake. I thought you would’ve appreciated it a lot.”
Davy flinched. He looked at her. “The lake?”
“Yes.”
Davy smiled with anticipation. The only visual representations of the lake came from his memory, and his fantasies on the edge of the dock. “Then let’s see it. Show me.”
“But Davy, I ran out of blue paint.”
Davy looked at her. Ran out of blue paint? Was she joking?
“I had to use another color.”
“What?”
Namiane peeked at the painting, as though she had forgotten. She frowned. Then she turned it, for Davy’s eyes to fill with shock.
He saw it: the blood lake. The tub of blood. The one that appeared in his dreams-turned-nightmares.
His eyes widened at it, and he turned them to Namiane, who smiled.
“Do you like it, baby?”
“Interesting rendition. You chose . . . red . . . for the water.”
She nodded with a crazy-looking smile. She was eager for his approval. “Well?”
Davy turned away. “Good job. I guess.”
And this was further confirmation for Davy: she was trying to manipulate him. For he knew damn-well there was blue paint in stock in her little paint factory. All her paintings of Hawaii had the color of the Pacific Ocean, and she’d never run out of the hue. Not a chance. If she had been even remotely close to running out, she would have grown berries to use the juice as paint long ago—using the water supply to grow them, risking facing Davy’s father’s wrath. Anything to paint that bloody Hawaii.
She frowned and dropped the canvas flat against the grass. “You hate it.”
Was the red supposed to be blood? Was that her intention behind the painting? Of course, to both! She always claimed she saw the crater as a tub of blood, as though she hallucinated it. And that was the reason for his nightmares of it. She planted it into his mind; now, she manifested it into a damn painting. Immortalized it. How could he possibly like it?
He would not allow her to make him feel guilty for his ways . . . what he did was justified; those he killed, ultimately, killed his father; they, the thirsty ones, pleaded Vendicatore to take the lake in the first place.
Oh, Namiane. He was so excited to see her again, too. But now this. What, she thought she could guilt-trip him, that one day he'd just randomly leap out of bed, eager to go to Hawaii?
He heard her whimper. She cried without tears on his shoulder. He rolled his eyes and sighed . . . what was her next card?
“It’s all my fault! I’m the reason for everything.”
 “No, you’re not. Stop it, Namiane. How many times must I tell you?”
“The guilt kills me, Davy. The truth is, I had blue paint, but I accidentally dipped the brush in the red and brushed it against the canvas without looking. I ruined it. I had to finish with red! But now that I look at it, it’s fitting, because I’ve caused all this . . . all the genocide. I indirectly created you. But you won’t listen—”
“You’ve done nothing. I killed my father. Vendicatore killed my father. South California killed my father. But not you.”
“I made you choose me over your father that day. You know it! And you resent me because of it.”
Davy sat there, unmoved. He didn’t want to hear it again. He put his hand on his head, as though he had a mega headache.
“I killed him. I killed him, Davy!”
“Enough, please.”
Namiane sobbed. The flames strengthened and burst higher to her cries, and the wood cracked.
Davy gave her a puzzled look. She always “confessed” about killing his father, as if she directly pushed him off the dock herself. But only recently had she cried so loud about it. It appeared that her cries reached a climax; a final call for help. She was a natural dramatist, a terrific actress. She always had been.
Hawaii was no option now. She would have to withstand this environment a little longer.
As the blackness of the crater stared him in the face and the soundless waves haunted him, he thought of his collection of water, the permeable soil and rocks, and crevices of the aquifers across South California. He thought about his main underground reserve about ten miles off. It held the most water, by far, compared to the others. Inside was a glittering, beautiful, lustrous reserve, a lake in its own right. A thousand feet underground, pounding against the soil and rocks. It oozed, ready for drilling, tapping and transferring. Its destiny was to mix with Solas' reservoir and flow underneath the glimmering rays of the sun. Its destiny was to support The Spirit of the Lake for his father’s spirit to sail for an eternity of joy, and not torment.
Namiane would never make him alter this destiny. After all, her “cries” yielded, almost always, about zero tears. And if she did want to leave, her cries would be genuine, producing tears to refill the lake. That would help speed along the process, Davy thought, with the amount of energy she invested into her so-called crying.
Still, this possibility haunted him: the lake would suffocate in the ground for a century, in its casket. Or worse, it would stay long enough for Vendicatore to discover it, with his metal detector.
Davy envisioned the scenario in which he succumbed to Namiane. After all, he almost did earlier. He was weak; he almost ditched his father after no sighting of him for a few weeks.
He only needed a couple more days to finish his father’s dream. But what if Namiane went as far as threatening to jump off the dock within this period? When he was set to leave for Vendicatore’s palace? What could he do then? After all, she had joked about it many times before to test Davy’s reaction.
“There’s no beating Vendicatore, Davy. Impossible. You will lose. I promise. It’ll all be over. He’s much more powerful than you think he is.”
Davy snapped out of his daze. He turned to her. She had stopped whimpering.
“You’ll die. If we don’t leave now, it’ll be the end of our lives for good—”
“Please. Stop talking.”
“But if we left right now—”
“Namiane!”
Davy could no longer take it. He sighed and allowed her to “cry” again. He studied her face up-close. Where were the tears?
He thought back again to the day it all began. She wanted to go to Hawaii so much, that she attempted to drown herself. She tried to do it with a brick to her foot so loosely tied that a passing fish with its fins could have freed her before water could flow through her veins. She sought pity, Davy thought. And he chose to save her in a staged suicide attempt over saving his father as Vendicatore sucked the lake away.
That distant vacuum sound haunted him. He would not allow her to manipulate him again.
“Fine,” Namiane said.
Davy removed the sticks from the ground. The fish had cooked. He offered one to Namiane. “Hungry?”
Her rib-tight stomach growled, but she shook her head. Davy jammed it back in the ground beside her.
“There’s some shrimps inside in the tank ready to eat, and some eggs and potatoes.”
Namiane played with the grass, pulling pieces from the ground.
“No thanks.”
Davy sighed. Her lack of appetite rubbed off on him sometimes, but not tonight. His own stomach roared. He took a huge bite of his fish. He ran his hand through the grass and found one of the three potatoes. He had no patience to cook it. So, he rammed it against a sharp rock, splitting it in half; he shoved the insides against his mouth and enjoyed its rawness.
After a little while, Davy had quite an unfamiliar feeling—that dryness in the throat. He choked and struggled to swallow. He laid his fish on the plate and walked to the side of the cottage. He took a shovel from against the wall. He pushed a rusted grill aside by the bulkhead; he dug a small hole until a clang of the tip. After tossing the shovel he shoved his hands into the dirt and pulled out an old shoe box as dirt flung with it. He brushed it off and opened the top. A plastic bottle with an old, torn, branded label, filled with water, lied inside.
He took it and returned to the fire. He spun the cap off and raised the bottle to his mouth—but he thought about Namiane. He would oftentimes ask if she wanted a sip before he took his own, but she would reject it—every single time. Even so, for some reason, as the bottle hovered over his lips, he felt the need to ask her again. He remembered how raspy her voice had become. He placed the bottle on her lap.
“No,” Namiane said, flicking it. “Get that away from me.”
Davy should have known better. She was more hydrophobic than oil. Water seemed to be one of the only things that could make her face sour, besides the thought of his “demon” father. She was ungrateful. Most would kill to have a single sip. (Davy did kill someone for this particular bottle of water.) 
She only drank a few sips a day, to survive. Some days, like today, she drank nothing at all. If she did that for three days in a row—which Davy always feared she would whenever he went away on long trips (stealing sprees)—he’d find her dead, splintering to dust.
She was a stubborn girl, but he persisted. He held the bottle in front of her face. “Come on, Nam.”
“Don’t want. It’s dirty.” She covered her eyes with her hands.
Davy looked at the water in the bottle. It was clear as fine glass.
“It’s red,” Namiane said, an eye peeking through her fingers.
And there lied the subconscious ingraining. Red. Blood lake. She was the reason Davy had nightmares of it. His paradisaical dreams of a blue lake, of a bobbing boat, and his resurrected father—she perverted them into nightmares.
“You need to drink something. Don’t drink for a few days and something might happen to you.”
“Promise? Maybe I’d rather go out that way, and jump off the dock, thinking there was a lake of blood to catch me. Sounds better than that demon leading you to the slaughter.”
Davy looked at her with his scared eyes. There it was.
“I drank a little the night before,” Namiane said.
“The night before! Twenty-four hours ago. No wonder you’re going crazy. Open your mouth, Namiane.”
“No.”
Davy gently took her face, bent it upward, and kept it still. She giggled and allowed him—she knew what he was trying to do. She always loved the silly efforts he’d go through because it showed he cared and didn’t order her to drink for the show of it. He put his fingers in her mouth and pulled her lips apart. He reached for the bottle with one hand and hanged it over her opened mouth, to funnel the water down . . .
There was a clapping sound of the hands from the shadows.
Oh, me next! ——
And the water in the bottle flew like a geyser as it leaped from Davy’s startled hand. The bottle landed flat on the dead grass, and it spilled onto it.
Davy dove onto Namiane, who shrieked.
Davy covered her. He turned his head toward the shadows, outside the range of the fire’s light, from which the voice came.
“Who is it!”
No immediate answer. Pure silence, except for the cracking of the wood of the fire.
But after a moment of careful listening, the couple heard faint, heavy panting. They exchanged scared looks.
Davy scurried for his pocket knife. He snagged it from the grass. It was already opened from sharpening sticks; he pointed it toward the darkness.
“Show yourself!”
And emerging from the shadows: a short, fat man, drenched in sweat. He bounced with a big smile on his face as he came inside the light.
“Davy-boy!”
Horror painted Namiane’s face as the man approached—the man looked at her for a moment and sneaked her a grin. Then he focused on Davy, who, wide-eyed, lowered his knife.
“It’s me!”
Davy saw the man. “Rodney?”
Indeed, it was Rodney Bight, the defected guard of Vendicatore whom Davy’s father spoke of. It seemed that he defected not long ago. He wore a bulletproof vest over a sweat-soaked white undershirt. He held a handgun. He must have been the fattest man of the land. He must have had enjoyed the pleasures of the palace in which he lived for the past two years, from the start of Vendicatore's reign. He sweated more than dry cheese—and he smelled like cheese. His smile exposed all five of his teeth, and his breath was akin to the smell of a shit-littered hamster’s cage.
Davy glared at him. He had almost forgotten how much he hated the man.
“Who’s this ‘Rodney?’” Rodney said. His voice was high-pitched. “You know I prefer ‘Rod,’ David.”
“That’s Davy—”
Rodney dropped his gun and took Davy in his arms, lifting him up for a big hug. Davy squirmed within his stifling grasp. His face puffed to vomit as Rodney’s sweaty face glued to his.
“Boy, did I miss you!”
Namiane forced an innocent-like giggle as she watched. Davy tried to break free. He couldn’t, so he poked Rodney’s arm with the tip of his pocket knife. Rodney squealed and let go, throwing Davy to the grass. Davy rose, pushed Rodney away, and brushed his dirtied pants.
He glared at the pig. He knew his father said he sent Rodney to find him. But he needed to hear it from Rodney himself, that that was his intention for being at the cottage. “What the hell are you doing here, Rodney?”
Rodney laid his back flat on the grass, massaging his wound. Winded, he still panted like a dog. He stunk like stale fish. Namiane pinched her nose—and she was at a good distance from him, on the other side of the fire.
“I asked you a question.”
“So hostile, Davy. So hostile. What’d I ever do to you?”
Davy snapped, “What did you ever do? Jesus, I wonder!” He walked to him and pointed his pocket knife at the black crater, then at Rodney’s chest. “You know what you did. Now you have the nerve to come back like this, two years later?”
“Please! I was only taking orders from Satan!”
“I’ll kill you right now if you don’t answer me. What are you doing here?”
“You’ll kill me for giving you a hug?”
“No.”
Rodney wiped his sweaty face with his hands, rubbing the sweat onto the sharp grass. “Kill me for watering your dead grass? I mean, someone ought to have done it. Jesus. I hear they’ve got great landscapers up there in North California. Maybe you ought to consider—”
Davy pointed his knife closer. He jabbed his bullet-proof vest. Rodney squirmed and crawled back.
“Okay! Okay. Sorry, I just needed a little breather, you know. I was chased by Vendicatore’s goons all the way here. I’m like a fried potato without sour cream. God.” He took his breaths; his head tilted with curiosity upon the sight of something in the grass. “Is that an actual potato over there?”
More rage grew in Davy’s face. He hurried to the end of the cottage, into the shadows, and peeked over at the dark, empty street. It was quiet. He turned back to Rodney. “You brought Vendicatore’s men down here with you?”
Rodney laughed. “Nah. I lost ‘em. Don’t you worry.”
Davy returned to Rodney. He pointed the knife again. “I find that hard to believe.”
Rodney rose upright. “Fat jokes! How creative.”
“Fat in the sense that you won’t bite the hand that feeds you. Tell me, Rodney. Why’d you leave Vendicatore?”
Rodney, ignoring the question, walked to the fire. He swiped all that remained of Davy’s fish from the plate and began eating away. He shoved the stick into his mouth and sucked it clean; he threw it into the crater like a javelin. He then took an egg from the plate and cracked on his pointy chin; he opened it over his mouth to a gulp. And he tossed the eggshells into the crater, as well, the black hole.
Namiane—nose still pinched—watched Rodney, egg white dripping from his chin. Her cheeks blew up to puke. She dry-heaved.
Davy had heard the eggshells hit the floor of the crater. “It’s not a dumpster, you fat goon.”
“True, that. More like a dumpster fire.”
Rodney poked Namiane for her attention. He pointed at the opened bottle of water lying sideways in the grass. She had no reaction, other than to crawl away from the man. So, Rodney went ahead and gripped the bottle between his small hands and threw it over his mouth. He connected it with his lips and glugged all that was remaining down in a matter of seconds.
Namiane watched him with horror, the irresistible-to-watch train wreck. Likely, she imagined whom Davy had to murder for that tiny bit of the “stuff of life” to be wasted on such a disgusting man. Likely, she remembered that night Davy came home with his hands painted with blood, with that exact bottle clasped between them. Her face soured so much—she must have run that terrible memory through her mind, just then.
Rodney burped. He tossed the bottle into the black hole. Davy watched, copying Namiane’s face of horror. Rodney slapped his hands together and rubbed them with great appetite.
“Next!”
Davy, as angry at Rodney as he was at Frank Solas earlier, considered grabbing a gun and shooting this son-of-a-bitch—but he remembered what his father told him while freezing to death in Solas’ reservoir. He took a deep breath and calmed. He returned to the fire and sat close to Namiane and wrapped his arm around her back, for he saw her troubled eyes. She shivered. He massaged her shoulder.
A moment passed. Then Davy looked over at Rodney. “So. What brought you here?”
“You won’t believe it.”
“Tell me anyways.”
“Oh, boy. You’re gonna think I’m a madman.”
Davy lost his patience again. “Rodney, if you don’t tell me in five—”
“Your father sent me!”
Davy paused—he heard that right. “My father?”
“I knew you wouldn’t believe me. I’m not crazy, okay? There I was, right, I was outside by the pool, guarding Vendicatore while he took a swim. Then as soon as he went inside, I heard this ghost-like voice. It said, ‘B-o-o-o-o-o-o-ne, B-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-ne.’ I jumped like a frog! I looked around and said, ‘What! What!’ I found him in the mountains, just staring at me, all green and gooey-like. Then, he told me the truth about Vendicatore with such a goose-bumpy-like voice.”
“About Vendicatore?”
“He told me about the true evil of the man I was serving. I couldn’t believe I never saw it. He told me Vendicatore was out to kill everyone. Everyone! Everyone of South California. It’s his dream, to slaughter us all, like cows. He’s out for revenge for what we did to North California, you know, when we invaded them during the first big drought and took all their water. He’s come to steal it all back! But not before we’re all dead. And I worked for this demon, all this time.”
“Really?” Namiane said. “That’s . . . that’s terrible.”
Rodney smiled at her. “Ain’t it, dearie?”
And she couldn’t help it: “I thought the Water-Thieves have already done all that.”
Rodney laughed. “Well, who do you think created ‘em? Vendicatore. When he got elected, he stole all the country’s water reserves under everyone’s nose. And naturally, thieves were born. People gotta survive, you know?”
He gave her that grin again, and she looked away. Davy took her closer and rubbed her back. He comforted her. Though, he hated what she had just done. “I thought the Water-Thieves have already done all that . . .” But, at least through her statement, Davy knew his identity as the Water Thief was safe. Otherwise, Rodney would have pointed him out when she said that.
“Tell me the rest of the story,” Davy said. “My father told you these things. Then what?”
“Well, he told me to ditch Vendicatore, come here and find you. ‘Cause we’re gonna stop Tidewater. Together!”
Davy smirked—boy, his father was brilliant. But he reversed the smirk. He took on a face of innocence. “Tidewater? What the hell is that?”
Rodney smirked, too. “Oh, please, Davy, boy. Everyone knows.”
“I don’t. Namiane and I don’t ever leave here. I don’t know what’s going on in the city.”
“Then you must be doing well for yourself.”
“My father kept a secret stash that Vendicatore never got his hands on. And we’ve maintained the garden.”
“Good. Good. Well, Tidewater is a complete abomination. I used to support it like a sun-roasted-brain-dead zombie like everyone else, until I realized it’s an elaborate plot to steal everyone’s water and the means to mass genocide. Well, more genocide, on top of what he’s already done.”
Namiane got uncomfortable. She squirmed upon hearing the word “genocide.”
“Okay,” Davy said. He scratched his head. “Now I remember Tidewater. I’ve heard of it. People say it’s gonna stop the thirst. They’re hopeful. It’s gonna bring down the greedy Hoarders.”
“That’s how he sells it,” Rodney said. He swiped Namiane’s burned fish stick from her hand and chewed on it. “Damn disgrace. It’s meant to convince people to give up their water, so he can redistribute it. But it’s far from the truth. They’ll all willingly spill their water into a giant bowl—or face execution. And Vendicatore’ll swim in it and spray us every now and then like one of those killer whales at those ancient water parks, waving at us as we turn to dust under the sun. The greedy bastard.”
“We need to steal the plans,” Davy said.
Rodney rambled on: “So you know what I did, when your father showed me the light? I marched into Vendicatore’s office. He was naked, drying himself with a towel from his swim—man, was he full-on erect! Then he took the wet towel and squeezed the pool water into his mouth to a gulp. Then he sat down, pulled the Tidewater plans out from his desk and started to touch himself to them, using water as a lubricant! Water, Davy. Literally, gold as a lubricant. Can you believe the arrogance?”
Namiane rolled her eyes. Davy fell into a trance listening to the story. Rodney’s face made him want to gag, but he couldn’t deny he was a good storyteller.
“Get it?” Rodney continued. “Tidewater is a giant stack of papers jammed inside his desk. I caught him!”
“Then what?”
“I slammed my fists against his desk and told him he was Satan incarnate. I threw my badge against the floor. Then I told him to go screw himself!”
“No way,” Davy said.
“Way! And he kept doing it! Can you believe the arrogance?”
“Then what happened?”
“I was chased out of the palace by my former alcoholic co-workers, dodging bullets!”
“It all seems a little extreme.”
“You saw me sweating like a pig, didn’t you? I ran all the way here.”
“Did my father happen to ask about his lake?”
“Lake? No.”
“Didn’t mention a word? Considering you had a hand in taking it. I’m curious about why he would choose you, of all people.”
Rodney sighed and took a more serious tone.
“Davy-boy, I did my job. I held Vendicatore away from you guys as long as I could, but I couldn’t forever. It’s not my fault your father didn’t do anything about it. Didn’t take any precautions. He got arrogant.”
Now he sounded like Solas. “My father had an agreement with Vendicatore. He would donate water weekly. You and Vendicatore both went back on him.”
“Look. I’m not proud of what I did under this dictator. I hate it. Give me another chance to make it up to your father. I don’t exactly know why he wants Tidewater to end, what he gets out of it, or any of that, or why he told me to come to you. Maybe revenge. Maybe for the greater good, to impress God and get out of hellfire. Don’t know. But it’s the right cause. He chose me because he forgave me, to give me another chance to make it up to him. I’ve felt incredible guilt. I mean it.”
“Me too,” Namiane mumbled. Davy turned his hand into a fist. He was about ready to punch Rodney. He remembered the day once again . . . when Rodney helped Vendicatore steal his father's lake. He closed his eyes and eliminated the memory, and withheld violence. He took his anger out on a handful of dead grass.
“Your father said there's a grave secret in those plans. On itself, stealing the plans won’t do jack. It’s a friggin’ bundle of papers. Stealing them will buy us a couple of days at most. But your daddy's ghost said there's a code in there that you and I gotta uncover. I'll believe a ghost over anyone. We gotta steal the plans and crack the code. Then, we can end Vendicatore's regime once and for all, and save the whole world!”
Save the world? None of that mattered to Davy—the world killed his father. He viewed Tidewater as bait for the big fish known as Frank Solas, and nothing more. He didn’t care if Tidewater had world-saving content, nor did he care if it consisted only of blank pages with “YOU GOT PRANKED!” written on them. (Okay, that would be problematic.) Regardless of Tidewater’s content, if Solas believed there was a ground-shattering secret hidden within the language—that was all that mattered. And stealing them with Solas present, Davy would be able to stay the night at his compound once again. And that reservoir would, at last, be Davy’s—well, his father’s.
Without ears tuning-in, Rodney rambled on. “I’m not sure what the secret is, but at the very least the plans will expose Vendicatore once and for all. We could show the people of South California. Maybe they’ll finally drop their blind worship for him and start a revolution. We can open the floodgates of all that water he’s stolen from them, including your daddy’s lake.”
But about Rodney—Davy felt hurt. He asked himself why his father would appear before another person—especially a man of personal betrayal—other than him. Who else had his father spoken to with his ghostly figure? Davy felt cheated on. Jealousy drowned him; rage festered all over his face as he locked it on Rodney, who picked his nose. He took his finger and his booger and rubbed it against the sharp grass.
“If daddy-man can forgive me,” Rodney went on, “so can you.”
Davy struggled to keep a happy face. He could never forgive him. He remembered that day. He couldn’t ever resist the vivid memory when it took hold of his mind. So, he gave in, and allowed it to play again.
 


On this day two years ago, it was beautiful, sunny, with a few clouds scattered about. Davy was on the lake, on the boat.
He had his head jerked and his monocular aimed in the direction his father was pointing, at a cliff by the shore of the lake. There was Rodney standing, in his guard uniform, operating a giant, strange machine. This machine generated the deafening vacuum-like screeches that had haunted Davy to this day. And he remembered: he saw Rodney guide a great tube into the water with a metal rod, pushing it down to find the deepest bottom.
But he heard the cries of Namiane on the opposite shore. He jerked his head at the opposite side of the lake; he aimed his monocular at her naked figure. She, too, stood on a cliff above the lake.
And Davy dropped his monocular and dove into the water, as soon as she jumped . . .
 


Enough! Davy slapped his own head. Namiane saw him and dug her face into her legs. She knew what he was thinking about. And she surely felt great shame and guilt.
As Davy stared at Rodney’s stupid face, he realized the man would prove to be useful, regardless of past events. In an instant, he saw his father’s brilliance: Rodney would redeem himself in doing his father’s bidding. As soon as the fat man would become useless, Davy would kick him to the side, water-less; he’d have to rely on the sweat of his brows to drink. This is how Davy justified everything. This was his father’s full intention. Rodney was a pawn!
Namiane quivered as she looked at Davy’s face. She had proficiency in reading his thoughts.
She would not allow this to happen, for him to partner with Rodney. She had a feeling.
She tugged at his arm. “Davy. Please. He is lying.”
Rodney looked around to find the liar. Once he saw Namiane’s glare directed at him, he pointed at himself in shock. “Who? Me?”
“Liar!”
“Nam. Stop it.”
“He’s lying, Davy. Believe me. I beg you. He’s up to something no good.”
Davy thought about it. How could Rodney be lying? After all, his father ordered Davy to work with the man. All of Rodney's claims could not have been mere coincidence.
She was calling his father a liar.
“No,” Davy said, “he’s not. I know what you’re doing, and I don’t like it.”
“Please—”
“We’re not going to Hawaii. Forget it. Never.”
“I already knew that.” She burst into another hysterical, tear-free cry.
Rodney glared at Namiane. “What have I said that is a lie, dearie? Do tell.”
“I . . .” She bit her lip. “I can’t say.”
Rodney chuckled. “You’re damn right you can’t.”
Namiane broke down: “Everyone’s dead! Everyone. It’s all my fault.”
“Nam!”
Rodney looked, confused, and twirled his finger around his ear and whistled. “Cuckoo.”
And as Namiane appeared to faint, Davy took her and brought her inside.
Soon he returned to a slam of the sliding door. He sat back down with Rodney. “Definitely cuckoo.”
Davy ignored him. “You really defected from Vendicatore. My father told me you would have. So, I have to trust you based on that.”
Rodney smiled and patted Davy on the back. “I’m glad, Davy-boy.”
“So how can we get a hold of those plans?”
Rodney dug into his pocket and pulled out a ring of keys. He shook them in Davy’s face.
“I imagine they might change the locks,” Davy said. “Now that you’ve run away.”
“You underestimate their level of arrogance.”
“Okay. Keys, then. We get inside with the keys. Then we’re swamped by guards, and we’re murdered instantly. Then what?”
“We are gonna go when he gives his big speech tomorrow evening. He’s gonna unveil Tidewater. Every single guard will be there to protect him from the crazies. We’ll have a good amount of time to get in-and-out of the palace before they get back.”
Davy was incredulous. “Every single guard will be there. None will stay back at the palace . . .”
“Arrogance, Davy.”
“I need a better explanation than arrogance.”
“Well, to be fair, there’ll be a couple of watchmen on the roof. But to tell you the truth—they’re drunks. A couple of fools. I knew ‘em. I screwed with ‘em every day. Almost got them to trip over the railing once. Just trust me on this.”
“No, Rodney.” Davy’s voice turned cold. “Don’t get it confused: I don't trust you. And I never will.”
“Why? Because of crazy girl?” Rodney laughed as he turned and looked at the window of the cottage. Namiane stared back from inside. She held a candle, which highlighted her face, light spilling out from the window. Her look was that of death, of a soulless girl. Rodney, unaffected, looked away with a snicker. “Looks like that girl’s got some demons, let me tell ya.”
“She’s not the reason. I don’t trust anyone. I will never trust you. Especially you, because of what you’ve done before.”
“Your father trusts me.”
Davy felt a sinking feeling in his heart. Jealousy. “For now. For now.”
They sat by the fire for a moment. And as the moment passed, Davy took an opportunity to go inside and check on Namiane, who had disappeared from the window for a good while.
And as Rodney watched him go, he walked to the edge of the crater by the dock. He pulled down his pants down to his ankles to pee; he finished at the fire, as it fizzled out.
And when Davy returned, he saw the fire was out. He heard the crunching, dead grass—into the shadows Rodney Bight ran as a trail of smoke chased him.




CHAPTER 9

In these days of perpetual flames, a haze of smoke permeated over the California Sea and created a wall of smog. It separated the bright side and the dark side. If one were to sail through this smoky border and emerge into the bright side, they would enter another world, a coastline of rocks in front of a vibrant village. They’d have seen people on the beach, who would have gasped upon the sight of their approaching ship. For this haze, which blocked the entire horizon—and any sight of that from which it originated—was of great mystery to all. What disasters existed behind it? Only the school textbooks began to allude to them.
The people often waited for a ship to come. They watched the horizon of smoke, waiting for a black figure of a ship to appear deep within it. When this happened, the people cheered. These ships would enter the bright side, carrying tanks of water the size capacity adequate for whales to swim freely inside.
With euphoria upon the sight of a ship, they would scream: They’ve brought more to us! More water!
Indeed, the world of the bright side oozed of the gold of the times. There, the sky was not red; it was blue. There were no wildfires that engulfed mountains, or any sort of flames, for that matter. The trees weren't naked; they sprang and bore fruits and rustling leaves. There were nests of singing birds on the trees. Vines draped over the stony homes; red and purple flowers festered. All patches of grass were green and squishy, not brown and crunchy. Not a single patch of grass missed a fresh watering. And the grass glazed with the sun, which, despite its great efforts, failed to fry and thirst and burn. The sun failed here, in the bright side, and retreated to the dark side behind the smoke to grow the flames.
There was a sparkling lake—the Great Lake—located in the heart of this kingdom. It was the dominant attraction. All swam in it, and sailed; others fished. Children played catch and made sand castles on the beaches and laughed, while their parents watched. But no one dared drink from the Great Lake, for this was a punishable offense of the worst kind. It was a sacred lake; a beacon, a symbol of prosperity. It was glassy. It was a literal mirror when calm, reflecting all the newborn foliage surrounding it. All believed that this mirror had enchanting properties, that all nature within its reflection seemed to breed and grow like wildfire. So not one sane soul dared stick their straw into it and suck away. And, yet, the no-drink rule held no relevance. Not one needed to drink from it because, in this world, water was aplenty besides it.
Here, the entertainment consisted of the following: the hearing of splashing, the feeling of splashing, and the witnessing of splashing. In Old America, the lustful sounds were those of ringing gold. But in these days, splashing was the sound of riches, for a single drop of water was worth a million ounces of gold in the shine-driven glitz of Old America.
This world had, even if only, all the requirements for life. And so, it was a paradise to those who lived there. (But, in comparison, a basic society to those who lived, numbly, in Old America.) The people of these times needed nothing fancy. No strange devices to feed their vices. They knew they had it well, those who lived through the destruction of the past. And they taught their children of these past struggles, and the children knew they had it good, too, even if it didn’t seem as such to their spoiled minds.
The struggles. In the past, the Great Lake did not exist. It was once a great crater, very much like Davy’s—a graveyard of roasting fish. A murderous drought once prevailed here, in the bright side. It was once prosperous, but the dark side had invaded, and stole all their riches, and set ablaze all that lived.
Everything burned until someone took a stand. When someone did, he was forever known as the Big Dipper. Alone, the Big Dipper turned the tide of the drought and flooded the land again with the gift of life. Statues of the Big Dipper stood across the country.
One stood in each park, with the largest and tallest at a memorial before the Great Lake, reflecting in the water. On this statue read: The Mighty Big Dipper, the Vengeful One, Who Cured the Drought and Saved North California from the Savages of South California. To the tall statue the people dropped to their knees and prayed, and children aspired as they stood inside its shadow.
But the Big Dipper, despite the influx of artists rushing to erect his figure into statues, had not yet taken his pages in the history books. His story was incomplete; he had yet to finish the job, even if he was a hero yet.
And on one morning, there was a celebration, a little parade. The streets closed and became blockaded. A limousine drove through, exiting the village, in a motorcade. Crowds of people cheered it on from the sidelines. They fought one another for every inch of real estate along the main street. While cheering, they held printed signs of the face of an old man with shiny black hair, and black eyes; with pride, they raised the signs in the air.
And there were other signs, besides. These had only words. “Welcome Home, Governor Vendicatore!” was hand-written on these signs—and the people who raised them even screamed the phrase, rendering all nearby deaf.
Indeed, their hero was Governor Vendicatore, the legend of the Big Dipper, who sat in the limousine. He wore an oversized suit for his tall, thin frame—he swam in it—with a daisy-colored necktie. Without an ounce of expression, he looked through the tinted windows at the people as he passed them. A middle-aged man, Dalton, sat across from him, studying Vendicatore’s reaction. “Governor? What do you think?”
Vendicatore acted as though he heard nothing—only the muffled cheers from outside. He still looked through the window.
“Governor?”
Vendicatore yet watched the world blur by through the window like a depressed, dead-eyed man in mourning.
“Excuse me, Governor!”
Vendicatore sighed. He flicked his eyes to Dalton. “What do you want, Mr. Dalton?”
“Are we impressed with the recovery? All the reserves have refilled, from what South California stole from us. All the fires they set have been put out, and the foliage is nearly fully green again. You act as though you can't see with that frown of yours!”
Vendicatore looked through the window again. As the limousine drove farther along—it was far from the village, by now—the crowd thinned, and he saw the land without obstruction. Of course, the great meadow he drove by was pure green, save for the yellow flowers sprinkled about. He saw a bunch of sycamore trees sway with the wind. He saw a lake. He saw a pond, at which a man and his son stood, reeling in a fish.
The sight of the happy father and son made him cringe in pain.
“Oh. Well.”
Dalton awaited with eagerness. Vendicatore turned from the window with a flicker of a smile. A forced smile.
“Mightily impressed, Mr. Dalton. Mightily impressed, indeed.”
Dalton appeared skeptical. “You are still bothered. Governor, you are a national hero! What is it with you?”
“To become a national hero . . . imagine the things you must do in this sick world. I challenge you to take on the weight of my conscience. All the thousands I have murdered with the power of thirst. This is the cost of becoming a hero.”
“What you’re doing is only proportionate to what they did to us.”
“Those people I’ve massacred didn’t do it, Mr. Dalton. Their fathers did.”
“Believe me. They would have done it again if your opponent won their election. He campaigned on invading us again. Again! Imagine the bloodshed that we would have incurred for a second time.”
“I should let you in on a secret: my opposition was controlled. He was, too, North Californian—one Mr. Juarez, our chief scientist, acting as a greed-filled, South Californian Hoarder. So, this does not cure my grief, Mr. Dalton. Not only am I a murderer, I am a deceiver.”
Dalton sat silent. “Governor, please,” he soon said. “After all, the Water Thief shares more of the burden, does he not?”
“I created the Water Thief, Mr. Dalton. Thus, his burden his mine, in truth, no matter how much I try to shift the blame onto him. That is why I created him. To transfer guilt. But it has not worked.” Vendicatore shook his head and returned to the window. “Never-mind all this. Despite what everyone seems to think, I’m not here to survey progress. I’m here to see my family one more time before my final plan. And that’s where we are heading.”
“Final plan, Governor?”
Vendicatore had nothing more to say. And Dalton did not prod the governor again.
The limousine soon reached a graveyard. By now, all the supporters had fallen behind.
The limousine entered through the gates of the graveyard. The car moved through the winding path and parked at the end before a set of gravestones.
The driver opened Vendicatore’s door and saluted as the governor stepped out. Vendicatore had a bottle of water in his hand. Still emotionless, he walked onto the spongy grass to stand in front of three gravestones.
These gravestones, much grander than all the rest, each bore his surname. The furthest left, Matthew Vendicatore, 2067-2071. The furthest right, Luca Vendicatore, also 2067-2071.
From his pockets, Vendicatore took out a couple of small toy race cars and placed one on each of these stones.
He focused his eyes on the middle stone which bore the name: Stella Vendicatore, 2041-2071. Engraved on the stone:
Mother and Husband. Bless her, and her two children, who passed in the Water War of North and South California.
Vendicatore shed a tear. He touched the stone and closed his eyes for a long, peaceful silence. Then he took the bottle of water and poured the contents over the three stones, until empty.
Soon he re-entered the limousine. It turned around, drove through the winding path again, and out the gates of the graveyard. The onlookers flocked and cheered, pushed aside by security, as the car made its way back onto the road. It drove back toward the seafront village. The closer it got, the crowd along the street grew thicker and louder with cheers.
Inside the vehicle, Vendicatore wiped his eyes with his handkerchief. The cheers of the people muffled.
“Soon this will all be over.”
Dalton overwhelmed with excitement. “There is more? What can possibly be next? Earlier, you spoke of a final plan—”
Vendicatore's demeanor had flipped. He was recharged. He spoke with excitement as he interrupted Dalton: “You haven’t seen anything yet, Mr. Dalton. You’ll have your hands full in a matter of weeks. Expect a flood like that in the Bible. Build an ark. Make your preparations.”
“Then what is next?”
“Tidewater.”
Dalton’s eyes widened. “It’ll happen after all?”
Vendicatore chuckled as he tucked his handkerchief into his front pocket. “Yes. Water confiscation. But there's hardly anything left among the greater populace. Thus, Mr. Frank Solas is the target of Tidewater. He owns most of all that remains in that damned country, along with his elitist friends.”
“That son-of-a-bitch Solas. Pure Hoarder blood. Purely South Californian.”
“My preferred plan against Mr. Solas seems to have failed. Now I have no choice but to use my most drastic strategy. His reservoir will soon belong to North California. One way or another. Not to worry.”
“But what about the Water Thief? He has run rampant. Even if he is your creation, is he under control? He has grown powerful. He has more than that fat Solas can ever dream of. And when he taps all that’s left of South California, it’s only a matter of time that he’ll come here looking for more. I don't want him terrorizing our people.”
Vendicatore smiled. He gave Dalton a look. “Tidewater, Mr. Dalton. Aren’t you paying attention?”
“You’ve left me in the dark on your tactics,” Dalton said. “You’re more than secretive.”
“Everything is running according to the script.”
“But you said your most recent plan failed—”
Vendicatore, impatient, slapped the side of the door. He burned Dalton with a glare of his eyes. He snapped under his teeth, “Not to worry, Mr. Dalton.”
And Dalton kept quiet for the rest of the ride as the governor schemed behind that evil smile.
The limousine returned to the seafront village, where more supporters met it. It headed toward the port.
Within the hour, the beach of the California Sea filled with thousands of people. There wasn't a single speck of sand visible. There, they cheered, still holding their signs. They watched a ship emerge from the port along the rocky stretch. It sliced through the sea, flinging great waves to them, and disappeared inside the smoky haze.
 


The ship, cutting through the smokescreen, reached the other side, toward another shoreline. Another tale. This beach had dead people, some protruding from the sand. They rotted in one bunch. Bugs swarmed, and seagulls, to the smell of it. Some, by this point, were skeletons—the sun had turned their skin into dust, which mixed with the sand.
There were some survivors. But half of them slapped salt water at their faces to drink. But did these people not know out of ignorance what they did, or did they choose to not know? Or they wanted to die, but not by the sun’s rays, like the rest? They were as brainless as fish, falling for the alluring lure, making the same mistake as their dead friends who had melded into the sand of the beach.
The survivors spotted the vessel with their dry eyes.
“It’s him,” they said, with raspy voices. “He returns,” said one. They separated their cracked lips with awe. “He’s returned from the other side, to bring us wa . . . wa-wa . . . ter . . .”
These people held signs of their own. With their skeleton arms, they struggled to hold them up, even if the signs were flimsy paper. These signs weren’t quite as elegant as the other people’s in the bright side. But these signs had a message, too. They all had the same message. The message was hard to read on all the signs. The people wrote it using their overgrown fingernails and blood for ink which had dried. Not to mention, they had little skill in writing and spelling. The message on all their signs was alien. It meant to read: “HELP US GOVERNOR VENDICATORE.”
And that was all. The ship roared as it approached the marina. Those alive, those who garnered the strength, crawled to the dock.
Soon Vendicatore disembarked the ship with his security detail. A black state car awaited him.
One of the people ran for him, zombie-like, calling out for the governor.
Vendicatore’s guards rushed him into the state car. The car sped off, following closely a motorcade of three other cars.
But the hordes of people, with the bodies of twigs, swarmed and charged at them. The motorcade drove through them, pushing itself up the downstream of people. But they stopped running over people. If they continued, they would have put a dent on the nose of the vehicle.
The people pounded at Vendicatore’s windows, screaming his name. Watching, Vendicatore held that same face—dead. All he heard was a muffled, drowning mess, underneath the slapping of the glass:
Governor, save us . . . save us . . .
Help my family . . . you promised . . . y-y-y-you promised . . .
Please, stop the Water-Thieves . . . they killed my family . . .
YOU PROMISED! ——
Vendicatore’s men jumped out of their vehicles and in a panic pushed back at the people. The people didn’t budge; they swarmed.
But the guards, with their great muscles, threw the skeletons back. They pulled out their rifles. They shot into the sky. And those who did not back up got shot, killed.
Vendicatore watched the blood splatter. He cried, but he took a photograph out of his pocket—one of his two dead children and his dead wife. Then he cried for them instead; he slipped the photo back into his pocket.
More shots fired. Vendicatore watched. He couldn’t help but enjoy the show.
The crowd backed away. The guards hopped back into their vehicles. And the motorcade sped off.
In momentary peace, they led Vendicatore toward the distant palace, whose peak stabbed the red sky perched atop a mountain behind smoke.




CHAPTER 10

Underneath the flapping sails of The Spirit of the Lake,  Davy lied on a pillow of sand on the deck. He held a small piece of paper. His face glowed red—he roasted lying there for hours. As the wind tried to free the note from his fingers his eyes popped awake and he gripped it tighter, punching a hole into it with his long-nailed thumb.
He sprang up and pressed the note against the deck and flattened it. The dried blood of his father stained it, and some of the words were illegible. But Davy already knew what they read. He read them when the blood was still fresh and running, when he discovered it underneath his father’s bloody chest flat against the crater floor, two years ago.
Davy knew the content of the letter by heart. Yet, every single day, he still took it from the locked chest in his closet, and read it, like a ritual. Never to forget a word, a line. It was his Holy Bible.
He read it to remind himself of what truly mattered. He had to. The temptress, Namiane, had always trapped him by exposing her beautiful breasts only to entice him, while in his erotic weakness, with that so-called paradise she called “Hawaii.” Kissing sounds. Yes, baby, okay, we’ll go to Hawaii . . . NO! He always had to catch himself and run out of bed from her beautiful figure. He always had to rush to find the note in his father’s bedroom, in the fire safe. And he always had to read it to cleanse his soul of the lustful, tempting thoughts Namiane would plant inside him.
Hawaii is an ugly, ugly, ugly place—he would repeat it in his mind. As well as: there was no place like the heart of my father. And Namiane’s breasts were nothing special. Well, I’m a damned liar, about that, but DO try to ignore them.
He had always read the suicide note in his father’s bedroom. But on this day, he decided to bring it aboard The Spirit of the Lake to read it aloud. Maybe his father would hear it, and he’d appear. And so, while lying on the sand of the deck, Davy read it aloud again:
“Dear my son Davy,
I can’t handle the grieving anymore. Cancer stole your mother. And the drought stole my final ounce of my reason for living: our lake.
And now the drought must claim me. It’s only proper.
Governor Vendicatore, I do not attribute any blame. He’s doing what he must. He is a good leader.
What he must do is fill the mouths of the thirsty, who tear down his palace walls like animals.
I blame them, the people of South California. I blame the Hoarders, the elitists, who gave nothing to those in need.
Yet, at the same time, I blame those in need, who took everything, and gladly pissed everything out.
They have killed me. They drank my lake. I hate them.
Stick a straw in their mouths and suck it all back.
Bring me back to life . . .
Goodbye, my son. I love you.”
The handwriting always seemed odd compared to his father’s previous works, but Davy knew it was his. Davy had concluded that the oddness stemmed from the despair his father felt while writing it, making the writing tilted and sloppy. It was not hard for Davy to imagine. Every time he read it, he ran a vivid scene in his mind. He imagined his father, alone, in tears sitting at the end of the dock. There, Davy imagined, his father wrote the letter, paper against his thigh. With his boat sinking in the sand in the crater in the distance as a backdrop.
He was alone when he wrote it, Davy imagined. Alone with the hot wind. And his body crumbled in the heat as fast as his world did.
And as Davy imagined this, he began to cry, himself. This was what he felt guilt for: he wasn’t home that evening of his father's death. Well, it wouldn't have happened if he was.
He had left that morning for the marina, in the city.
He had gone to examine some sailboats, and to test their capabilities.
And the wealthy fisherman and merchants spoke with him and asked him for his purpose of attaining a boat.
“It’s for Hawaii,” Davy told them, with a genuine, excited smile. “My girl and I want to leave the country.”
Hawaii. Namiane had begged both Davy and his father for it, even two years ago, but his father did not wish to abandon his little cottage.
Despite his father’s wishes, Davy went to see the boats.
“Don’t leave me here, boy. Why you entertaining this nonsensical idea? Why? You’re going to spend all the water we got left on a new boat, of all things? You’re both going to leave me here?”
“It’s a good idea, Dad,” Davy told him. “You need to come with us. We can’t sit here and turn to dust like everybody else. Vendicatore isn’t helping anyone at all.”
As Davy entered his pickup truck, he waved to his frowning father, and Namiane, who looked from the window of the cottage, with a smile.
He left. At the marina southwest of South California, he found a boat. He deemed it capable to take the three of them for the long journey through the Pacific. When he returned that evening, Davy hopped out of his truck in the driveway, excited to tell Namiane and his father the news.
But he heard Namiane cry in hysterics from behind the cottage, in the backyard.
And he ran around the cottage and saw her lying on the end of the dock, in tears, looking down into the crater.
“Nam? What’s happened?” he had asked her.
And when she turned her head and saw Davy: “Y-your father . . .”
“My father what?”
She didn’t speak.
“Nam! What!”
“He jumped, Davy.” She burst into tears (during this time, she had the capacity to produce them). “He just . . . jumped. I . . . I tried to stop him. I . . .”
And to this day, Namiane reminded him of his guilt, every time she opened her mouth and said the name of the damned place:
Hawaii. Hawaii. Hawaii!
Davy knew she didn’t intend to trigger this memory. She only wanted to escape from South California. And to where else? Hawaii was all that remained of New America, after all, that hadn’t descended into chaos and destruction. As far as they knew, anyway. He never once blamed her for wanting to leave. Even if she wanted to move to Antarctica and live among penguins, he would understand. Anywhere beat this war-torn, crumbling, dry hellscape that smelled of burning flesh of a thousand bodies. (Which Davy largely created, even if he didn't realize it yet.)
Davy had tried to rationalize within himself and find peace. He always tried to remember how his father was before he left him that morning, before his father gave him that last look—that frown. That frown. It had been stitched into Davy’s inner eyelids for him to see every time he closed his eyes, and traced into his memory for when they were open.
He tried to remember his father’s final days, all the moments he was in his presence. His father had no obvious sadness, Davy thought. He had drunk more water than the days before, and didn’t thirst himself. He ate from the garden, never starving himself. His father was optimistic. He understood the reality before him. “Eh, who needs a whole lake?” he would often say. “Maybe
Vendicatore can cure the drought, after all, with it. Then I’m all for it being gone!”
But Davy, thinking on the sand-filled deck with the letter an inch from his lips, shook his head. It wasn’t true—his father was miserable leading up to his death. His father dumped tons upon tons of the drinking water he had stashed away into the crater in a deranged tantrum. He cursed at the heavens above. He turned suicidal.
And the more Davy jumped between both scenarios, his memory became blurred, and the truth plummeted deep in his subconscious beyond reach. It tortured him beyond obsession, the distortion of his memory.
And how many times had he imagined his father jumping? He wasn’t there to witness it himself. So, how could he not form a million different mental pictures of how it happened?
The letter flew out of Davy’s hands. He leaped to grab it, but it glided out of the boat with the wind. He ran against the stanchion, almost flipping over, and bounced backward. He recovered and climbed off the boat onto the ramp of sand and slid down; he bolted after the flying letter, but it disappeared in the blinding light of the sun.
He couldn’t find it. He returned to the boat, climbed onto it, and collapsed to the deck in defeat.
“Where’s my lake, son?”
Davy gasped, startled. There was his father, standing in front of him, by the helm, in spirit form. For some reason, he was white and more distinct. Not a hint of green; not a malfunction of light. And his father’s voice felt like he was there in the flesh speaking to him. Not a thunderous echo of a thousand speakers. No; this voice was soft and intimate—his father’s true voice.
Davy looked at him. He knocked on his own head, trying to wake up from this hallucination, but his father yet stood there.
“Son, why haven’t you retrieved my lake yet from Vendicatore, the man who stole it?”
Davy stared, confused. The voice sounded real, but it was unclear. He couldn't understand most of his father’s words, but made some of them out.
“I’m stopping Tidewater, as you ordered me. Then I’ll be able to take Solas’ water, and finally pour everything back here for good.”
“Tidewater? What in the heavens is a ‘Tide . . . water?’”
Davy’s forehead crinkled in confusion.
“Why haven’t you retrieved my lake? It’s in North California. I saw it there. It’s not here.”
“What?”
And the ghost seemed to take on a confused face, too. But parts of its figure faded as the sun shined through it.
Davy’s eyes widened. The ghost completely disappeared. As the sun sizzled over his head, he felt severe dryness in his throat and dizziness; he struggled to breathe as he fell to the deck. He reached for his bottle of water which he had lodged into the sand of the deck earlier.
Then he heard his father speak once more, this time as though straight into his ear; he jerked his head. There was his father. His father, in the flesh, an old man, reeling in a rainbow trout as it slapped and flopped against the deck.
His father laughed his infectious laugh. “Oh, boy. Look at this beauty, Davy!”
“Very impressive, Mr. Bay.”
Now this was a hoarse voice. The voice of a chain-smoker.
Davy turned to the source of it. He saw it came from Governor Vendicatore, in his over-sized suit and that typical yellow necktie. He clapped as Davy’s father handled the fish on the deck.
“This is what I live for,” Wesley Bay said.
“And I will do nothing to impede on your lifestyle. It’s a simple agreement between you and me. I understand you already do great charity with your lake here.”
“And I’ll continue. There is no better feeling than helping the unfortunate by one’s own heart.”
“It is wonderful. Wonderful. Truly wonderful. You are a reasonable person. I know you would never betray our arrangement. That is why I will never think for a second to betray it myself.”
“Good. So, a hundred gallons a week, then?”
“Yes. I’ll have someone come by and collect it every Sunday.”
“Fair enough.”
And his father, after tossing his catch into a barrel, whipped his rod back against the water. But he saw something in the corner of his eye—a skinny man dunking his hands in the water on the shore, raising the precious, sparkling liquid to his lips.
“Oi! Davy!”
Davy jumped, startled. “Yes? What is it?”
His father ignored him, not even looking at him.
Quick footsteps clapped against the deck. Davy turned to see himself, two years younger, holding a rifle.
The younger Davy stood, eager. “Yes, father?”
His father pointed to the shore, to a distant blur of a man.
“Shoot that man, my boy. He’s a thief!”
The younger Davy leaned over the stanchion, aimed his rifle, and shot without hesitation.
A faint splash sounded as the man’s body fell forward and crashed into the lake.
“Good boy! Now we’ll needa fish him out.”
Vendicatore watched the younger Davy with an awestruck smile on his face.
“Very impressive shot, young man.”
“I got no tolerance for thieves, Governor,” Davy’s father said. “If that man had an ounce of shame to ask me, I would’ve given him a sip. But look at him now.”
The younger Davy went to sit against the stanchion, cleaning his gun with a smile on his face.
A faint voice yelled from the cottage, screaming Davy’s name.
Davy took a monocular and zoomed in on the source; it was Rodney Bight, flapping his flabby arms.
Davy! Vendicatore’s goons are here!
“What . . . ?”
Davy looked at Vendicatore on the boat, whose head seemed to tilt in the direction of Rodney’s voice; but his head was rather tilted at the younger Davy.
The younger Davy's face held a smile: he had pleased his father.
With intrigue, Vendicatore crossed his arms as he studied the boy. Then he faded into dust and scattered into the wind, as well as Davy’s father, and the young Davy. Davy was alone again with the sand-drowned deck.




CHAPTER 11

Walking along the crater floor, Davy headed back home. He walked past the fish stick, the eggshells, and the plastic bottle—the things which Rodney threw into the crater the night before. He walked past the dock’s legs and began to climb the wall.
But Rodney began to climb down, and in his bout of nervousness, he slipped. He slid down on his belly, the plank steps clipping him in the chin one-by-one as he cried. During his fall he collected Davy. They collapsed together against the floor.
Davy suffocated and fought Rodney, who lied on top of him. “Get off me!”
Rodney jumped and ran. He hid behind the gravestone of Davy’s father, in the shadow it cast. Davy saw Rodney at the gravestone, but he looked away immediately. He hated seeing the symbol of his father's death, which was also the spot of the suicide. Rodney was lucky. In looking away, Davy did not see him grip the stone with his greasy fingers. Nor did he see Rodney pull it out of the ground to cover him like a starfish. For if Davy caught even a glimpse of this, Rodney would have been dead by his snapping wrath. He was the Water Thief, after all.
Davy looked away still. “What is happening, Rodney?”
“Did you not hear me scream at you?”
“Something about Vendicatore, I heard.”
“He’s here,” Rodney whispered.
Davy made a puzzled face. He looked up at the surface. “Why the hell is Vendicatore here?”
“I don’t know. I wanted to come by super early to go over our plan, but when I came to knock on the door, I saw that black car pull up. It’s the one he uses. I swear I saw his crinkly face staring me down in the window. I ran. Now here I am.”
Davy still looked up at the surface. He tried to hear a ruckus, but all he heard was the plastic bottle dragging along the crater floor with the wind. And behind him, he heard loose papers flapping, and turned to see dozens of them in a mini-twister.
“No!” Rodney yelled. “My plans! I was up late drawing ‘em up! I can’t let Vendicatore see ‘em!”
“Then go get them.”
And Davy heard a loud thump against the ground, and the crater floor vibrated beneath his feet. He feared it was the second coming of the Great Earthquake of California’s past. But if he peeked, he would see it was his father’s gravestone which generated the thump. The stone now lied flat on the crater floor, as Rodney dropped it.
Davy saw it. His face painted to rage. His teeth vibrated as his eyes leered. He turned his head and saw Rodney chasing after the flying papers, trying to catch them.
Davy ran after him and threw him the ground. He beat him until his eyes bled and his nose broke. He spat on his face and peeled his skin with his long nails.
Rodney screamed. Davy got off him.
“Don’t disrespect my father like that again.” Panting, he had to catch his breath mid-sentence.
He saw the papers scatter deep into the crater. “Get your plans. I’ll go deal with Vendicatore.”
Rodney breathed hard against the ground. He nodded and gave a weak thumbs up.
Davy went to the gravestone. He raised it again and tightened it back into the ground. He knelt and said a silent prayer before it.
He returned to the stairs of the crater wall. But he paused: was Rodney telling the truth? Was Vendicatore at his home? He imagined Vendicatore, if he was at his home, would have heard all the ruckus down in the crater. Davy peeked up to see if his eyes would match Vendicatore's. No one was there. So, Davy climbed back up and met the dead grass, to still see not a single person on his property. Evens so, it was true—a black car’s nose poked around the cottage, parked on the street along the curb. And his reaction was to approach it, but as he curved around the house, he realized one thing:
Vendicatore knew his identity.
Vendicatore came with handcuffs, to arrest the Water Thief.
His time was finally up. Why else would Vendicatore be there? To say hello?
No, Davy thought—his identity as the Water Thief safe. This was a fear planted in his mind by Namiane, he thought—she often told him that Vendicatore knew he was the Water Thief. It was one of her strongest arguments for leaving for Hawaii.
But Davy’s heart raced. He wondered why the government was there. He considered it was the governor’s delivery carrier, who would often come by and pick up Davy’s letters to Vendicatore. But the man came the night before. Davy hadn’t contacted the carrier to request a new pick-up.
Vendicatore hadn’t been to the cottage since his father was alive, and his lake still flowed. He came to negotiate over water. So, what purpose could he have in returning? The lake was now empty, and his father was now dead. Davy considered that they were after his father’s secret stash. His father buried water bottles all around the backyard and the woods over the years, to save for drinking. He had a map of their locations. But Vendicatore didn't know of this “secret stash”—if he did, he would have taken it along with the lake.
As he stood trembling behind the cottage peeking at the state car, Davy thought further. More logically, he thought, Vendicatore was after the traitor, the defecting palace guard Rodney Bight. Yes. That was more like it.
Or Vendicatore knew Davy was the Water Thief. After all, what were the odds that Vendicatore came here right before Davy was about to invade the palace? He was plotting to steal Tidewater, Vendicatore's baby! Here came the negative thoughts again.
How could he have found out? Well, Davy botched the whole Frank Solas thing the night before. Solas perhaps snitched on Davy, to distract Vendicatore. Making both his enemies, Davy and Vendicatore, preoccupied with each other, while he made plans to exit. Now that made sense. Never did Davy think about that possibility.
Davy punched the ground. He slapped his head. Delete that idea. Solas was an arrogant old fool. He wasn't smart enough to make such a play. Davy's identity was safe. And Davy realized: if Vendicatore was on his way to arrest him, his father would have warned him ahead of time! His father's ghost was a spy. He trusted his father’s grand plan. If there was a serious threat afoot, Davy would have known about it.
 


Davy recalled an instance: it was night, and he had finished plundering a corner of the city. The screams of his most recent victims chased him and his gang as they drove off with a pickup filled with bottles of shaking and splattering water in the back.
They came across more to steal. In a patch of land, in the middle of nowhere, they spotted a group of shadow figures drilling a hole into the ground.
They parked a distance and waited for them to finish creating the hole. Then they pounced.
Davy was arrogant, for he didn’t bother to put on his black face mask. He figured he’d make quick work of these people, as he drew his firearm . . .
But there was Governor Vendicatore, turning to see the Water-Thieves come at him. In the dark, it was hard to discern the man—but it was him.
And Vendicatore's men shot at the Thieves; the Thieves had to retreat, squealing away in their truck. Vendicatore’s men wanted to chase them, but Vendicatore yelled at them to return to the drilling.
The Thieves drove off. Davy sat in the truck with more horror on his face than it had when he discovered his father had killed himself. Vendicatore saw him. It was all over.
Back at home, he barricaded himself in the cottage, standing guard. Vendicatore had seen his face before—he knew where to find Davy. Davy Bay, son of Wesley Bay. The Water Thief.
Davy told his father’s spirit. And his father’s spirit went to spy on Vendicatore, in the palace.
And after a few days of standing guard, Davy’s father appeared, reporting back. He told him that Vendicatore didn’t know a thing. And from that moment, Davy went on, and continued to plunder without fear.
 


Davy took a deep breath and went to the front yard. There, he met a man leaning against the car in a black suit and black tie. He didn’t recognize this man. The man was static and wore sunglasses, but it was clear he noticed Davy, for he smiled.
“Mr. Bay?”
Davy hesitated. “Yes?”
“Would you come with me, please, sir?”
“Why? Who are you?”
“I am a simple driver for Governor Vendicatore. That is all, sir. The governor wishes to meet with you. He would like to speak with you, about your last letter.”
Davy flinched. “My last letter?”
“Yes, sir. That is all he said.” The driver opened the door of the car. “Now, please, come with me. It is urgent. The governor is very, very busy this afternoon.”
Davy tried to remember the content of his last letter. He knew, of course, that it was about his father’s lake. But he tried to remember how he wrote it. Did he threaten Vendicatore in it? Maybe—it was the eightieth letter he had sent the governor, and he must have gotten impatient. But Davy had lost count by now. All
his other letters yielded not a single response. But this one did? Something must have caught the governor’s attention this time, Davy thought. Something he wrote differently. Something different in the content or language, or both.
And Davy remembered—he accused the governor of still being in possession of his father’s lake.
Despite his father’s spirit’s passiveness toward Vendicatore, Davy always felt the governor was a greater thief than he was. Deep down Davy felt Vendicatore killed his father by stealing the lake. Davy always knew the lake was alive and well. Somewhere. He refused to believe the thirsty people drank it—more people seemed to die after Vendicatore tapped the lake. He searched for it, night and day, across South California, but he could not find it. But it existed. He knew of it, despite his father’s statements to the contrary. It was the only thing he disputed with his father. His father told him to never confront Vendicatore about it, but Davy thought a letter every now and then was not inappropriate. He craved the truth. The lake had to still exist, for when Vendicatore took it, the drought never improved. Now was his chance to get answers.
“Okay. I’ll come.” Davy walked to the car.
“Sir, the governor also mentioned a girl.”
“What?”
“He mentioned a girl. She must come as well.”
Davy looked up at the cottage, at the window of the bedroom. There he saw Namiane’s face through the glass, with her wide eyes. She looked down at the state car, whose glossy black paint ricocheted the blinding sun.
She looked at Davy; Davy looked back at the man.
“Namiane?”
The driver smiled. “I believe so. Yes, in fact, that name does sound familiar.”
What in the hell did Vendicatore want with her? Davy thought. How did he even know of her existence?
Davy remembered—one time, Vendicatore came to visit his father. Namiane was present. He remembered that slimy grin he gave her. He repulsed her. He disgusted her so much that she stayed inside the cottage while Vendicatore boarded The Spirit of the Lake with Davy’s father to begin negotiations.
“No,” Davy said. “Absolutely not.”
“The governor insists, sir. He thought her presence would make you feel more comfortable. Get her, please. We are running very late.”
It appeared that Namiane not coming along would be a deal-breaker. Davy had to meet Vendicatore. He wouldn’t miss this opportunity. He had to get her and bring her along, even if it meant she had to endure some creepy looks from Vendicatore's crazy, black eyes.
So, he went inside, pocketed a waterskin to bring for the trip, and met Namiane in the bedroom. When he told her Vendicatore wished to meet with him, she told him not to go. For she said what she had always said: the governor knew his identity as the Water Thief, and he would capture him. “And kill you!” she emphasized.
Davy brushed these ideas off, and she moaned on the bed.
But when he told her Vendicatore requested for her to come, too, her attitude flipped. She bolted to change into more appropriate clothing for the lavish palace. And she came along without a fuss.




CHAPTER 12

Wildfires chased the state car with a tsunami of flames as it approached the ashy city of crumbling skyscrapers. Most of the city was dark in the daytime. Smoke from the fires formed a bubble above, resembling a large cloud, to block the sun and the red sky.
Weaving through the city streets, the car dodged falling debris. It drove down a designated path, highlighted by orange cones. This path was the safe one, for the earthquakes buckled most of the roads. The bad roads carried the weight of collapsed buildings and wood, stone, glass. The greatest obstacle on all these streets, though, was the endless spread of dead, squished bodies. These bodies had rotted and disintegrated to all hell—after all, they were old. Most were dead not by drought. They died by the incalculable carnage of the Great Earthquake which struck many decades ago, without a single ripple of warning.
Every now and then there was a body still alive, sleeping in a tent. When a car would drive by (and this was rare), the alive person would awaken and jump on it and slap at the windows, crying. It was always obvious what they wanted, for they would hold an empty drinking glass in the air, with a chewed-up bendy straw spinning to the wind.
The state car, which usually drove the governor, was no exception. As the state car passed, a man had heard the motor. He ran toward the sound. Finding it, he jumped on the windshield and pounded against the glass. He yelled into it for Vendicatore to help him. But his eyes widened—he did not see Governor Vendicatore through the windshield—he saw Davy Bay.
Davy met his eyes. The man’s eyes fell out their sockets upon this, and he screamed at Davy, “Murderer! Murderer! Thief!”
And the driver hit the accelerator and the man slid off.
“These poor people,” the driver said. “Don’t listen to them, sir; they need water to think straight. But not to worry. Governor Vendicatore will solve the crisis very soon. After all, he has a vested interest. He shares the struggle of the people with a thirsty mouth, as we all know.”
As they drove, they came across a sleeping man with his dog. The dog was so scrawny that it made Davy shed a tear. Its head lied in a near-empty bowl.
Davy asked the driver to pull over, and the driver did. He got out of the car with Namiane. She stroked the dog, and it gave her a lick.
Davy took out his waterskin and squeezed most of it into its bowl. The dog drank. He watched the dog as it drank. Dogs were rare in these days—most had died in the drought with their owners. Davy looked at the sleeping man. He was thin as a reed. He hoped he never stole from him before; he appreciated that the man put the dog over himself. How else could it still be alive? No one cared about their pets in these days, and allowed them to die. But this man, it seemed, did care.
“It’s been years since I've seen a dog,” Namiane said. “He’s so cute. We should take him home, Davy. It can survive with us.”
Davy thought about it. He looked at the sleeping man. “He’s not ours. We can’t.”
“Says the thief.”
Davy gave her a nasty look. Not a thief, he wanted to say in defense, but a thief of thieves.
He looked at the state car, the opened door, hoping that the driver didn’t hear her. They soon returned into the car and they were back on their way.
The palace soon came into their view. It was a grand and golden tabernacle perched atop the mountains. It was so up high and so tall that if there were clouds in the sky, the entire top half of the structure would disappear inside them. Wildfire smoke tried to do this. It tried to smother, but for some reason, it never entered the space, as if there was a forcefield protecting it. The smoke bounced off a bubble surrounding the palace. And the smoke deflected; it floated back to where it came from.
They drove up an elevated, winding street to it. More people got in their path, bouncing off the car. This street was a popular camping spot. And the driver hit the pedal, bolting up the hill, leaving behind a trail of zombies.
Far ahead, there were more skeleton-thin people. These people pounded against the concrete walls of the palace until their hands bled. They painted it red with their pounding. At the gates, others sang in perfect sync, an ode to the governor, a prayer to him. The pounders of the walls and the singers . . . they all did this because they heard a loud splash—a cannonball-jump type of splash—from within the grounds. They saw the water soar from within, taller than the walls, and cascade back down. They gasped upon the sight of it. They felt it was Vendicatore, who made the splashing sound. Yes, he was pouring water into a tank for them to soon sip on, they believed. And they cried his name as if he had generated water from thin air; he was truly worthy of worship.
True, the splashing sound did come from Vendicatore. But it was not the sound of a changing tide.
The splashing came from the governor’s daily jump into the grand swimming pool to cool off after a hard day’s work.
Water! At last!
This was the voice of a man, who tried to climb the wall with a pair of buddies holding his feet. In his deliriousness, he did this despite what happened to another friend moments prior, who also climbed the walls—as his head peeked over, it fell off with a bullet, and his body thudded against the ground.
All around there were giant nets to catch water vapor in the air. Stable buildings held tanks to the cloudless sky. They were empty. But this did not stop the people, who would often climb the buildings and into the tanks to lick the bottom. Once they realized there was nothing to lick, they realized they had trapped themselves inside like ants. They pounded against the glass with their twigs for arms and yelled atop their lungs for help.
But no one cared about their cries. And they died inside, in the tanks.
But who did care? Why, Governor Vendicatore cared. After all, you could have asked him. And he would have told you he cared more than God Himself, as he emerged from his swimming pool, shaking his wet hair.
“Have some of that, my good people,” Vendicatore said, still shaking his hair. Water from his locks sprayed all over. He climbed the gold-trimmed steps of his pool and walked onto the marble pavement.
He stood and waited until a palace guard draped a towel around him and massaged him dry.
“Thank you, my friend.”
“My pleasure, Governor. We are sorry about the ruckus. We have sent twelve more guards to quell the noise outside.”
“No! Never-mind it. I love the noise. It inspires me.” Vendicatore pointed at a small marble table by a bird bath. On it: a sparkling glass of water. “Hand me that water, would you?”
“Of course, Governor.”
The guard retrieved it and handed it to Vendicatore.  Vendicatore gulped it down. “Delicious,” Vendicatore said. “Purer than a child’s blood. The cleanest imaginable. But anyways—forget the noise. It inspires me. It inspires me to do more, to help these poor people twice as hard. You understand? You must not take that from me.” Vendicatore hanged the glass over his mouth and caught the final drips with his tongue.
The guard took the empty glass. “Yes, of course, Governor.”
“Good. Only, keep your other men out there until our friends arrive, so they can come in peace.”
“Yes, Governor.”
Vendicatore finished drying himself. He wrapped the towel around his head. “Now, where exactly are our friends?”
“They should be arriving any moment.”
“Including the girl, I hope?”
“Yes, Governor.”
Vendicatore snickered. “Very good. Very good, indeed. She’s been acting up recently. I must set her straight at once, before all our grand plans backfire. I worry that she is intent on exposing them to Mr. Bay.”
The guard opened the side palace door for him to enter.
He retreated to his office of a wine-red carpet. There, another glass of water awaited him on his desk. Ample light drowned his office through the four large windows, which displayed the entire city down below. Through the windows, the sun’s rays glimmered with the glass of water, creating a sort of disco ball in the office. Dust particles rained inside the beams of the sun.
On the desk beside the glass of water was a thick stack of clipped papers. On the cover read “TIDEWATER” in blood-red ink.
Vendicatore took the glass of water and walked to a window, the one that faced the crowd. He took a sip. He looked down at the people at the gates and watched them grow angry, as the guards fought back. Vendicatore smiled at the sight.
But he could not resist—he saw the map of New America in the corner of his eye on the wall, and he focused on it.
“THE NEW AMERICA, AFTER GOD’S JUDGEMENT” was the title.
The Central River flowed through the east side of Texas all the way north to fuse with the Great Lakes; the west coast still belonged to California. But a crumbled California. California, which was now labeled as two entities: North California and South California. North California was attached to New America, to Nevada and Oregon. But South California was a small island, lost in the Pacific Ocean, a distance from North California measured by the width of the California Sea.
On the map of New America, there was only one thing of interest for Governor Vendicatore—his eyes could not resist the draw of North California on the left.
He touched the map with his fingers, the orange figure of North California, and massaged it.
Vendicatore focused back out the window and took another sip of water. He opened the window a crack to hear the music of the screams of his people, fused with the wind. And he laughed; the wind carried his laugh down to them, but their ears were not opened to hear.
Their ears only heard a motor as they turned their heads.
There was a sighting of the black state car up ahead. It drove up the hills. All the rowdy people caught the sound of the motor. They gravitated toward it.
Vendicatore watched. He bit his crusty lip as the car weaved its way through the crowd. He saw it drive up the winding, uphill road toward the gates.
The guards of the gates pushed the people back, and cleared the road, and shot those who refused to move out of the way.
A man jumped on the windshield of the state car and slapped it with his hands. Vendicatore could hear him, faintly, call his name.
But the man was likely disappointed to see Davy and Namiane in the car, and not Vendicatore, before getting shot. He slid off the hood, leaving a stream of blood on the windshield.
The guards rushed to open the gates; the car bolted through, and the guards pushed the gates close them before anyone could pass through.
Vendicatore walked over to another window to get a clearer view of the car. The car parked in the courtyard, and the driver exited to open the back doors; Davy and Namiane exited.
Vendicatore smiled at him. He smiled at Namiane, too, until Davy, with a glare, looked up, and returned the look.




CHAPTER 13

Davy saw Vendicatore watching him from the tall window above. A staring match ensued. After a moment, Vendicatore gave, and turned away; he whipped out red curtains to cover the window.
The driver motioned for the couple to come along with him, but Davy looked at Namiane, who trembled.
“Everything okay, Nam?”
She had whimpered and shivered since that man got shot on the windshield of the car. She focused on her breathing. The clamor of the people outside kept her uneasy.
“Yes.” She took a deep breath. “Let’s just go.”
The driver stood by doors in a small portico, motioning for the couple to come.  “Please, come quickly! The governor is very busy.”
Davy and Namiane held hands and walked through the palace grounds. Nerves prevented them from noticing the great landscape they had entered. They didn’t realize it, but they were in a whole new dimension. The ecotone between the grounds of the palace and the rest of the city was greater than the difference between black and white. The palace world was a tropical rainforest. And all that surrounded it, a desert. Only the concrete walls with a width of a foot separated the two environments from cross-contaminating. Except, of course, the wind—but this was one-sided. The wind managed to carry sand to invade the palace grounds. But there were a handful of landscapers who picked up all the pieces of sand and threw them over the walls to maintain its green luster. The wind blew smoke inside. But to answer the forcefield question: there was a large fan atop the palace, which blew away all the smoke.
A large fan—was the crazy and old Frank Solas onto something?
Within the palace walls, there was grass—green grass. Always was it trimmed and moist. Trimmed bushes encompassed. There were hedges, the walls of an endless maze with a tall, pointed gazebo in the center. There were tall daisies and sunflowers all around the base of the palace. The red mulch gave the place its warm aroma. Everything glowed. Birds chirped and washed in the several bird baths about. There were butterflies flying, and chipmunks running into the bushes. The sounds of splashing were the only sounds—besides the singing birds—and the screams of the people from outside couldn't even begin to drown them out.
Davy spotted an odd bow of red, yellow, green, and blue formed in the cascading sprinklers over the grass. It mesmerized him.
Namiane too looked at the phenomenon within the sprinklers. She jerked her head away, for the outpouring of water startled her.
“It’s a rainbow. I’ve seen it in our books. There’s a lot of them in Hawaii—”
A rainbow, Davy thought. When it rained, they would sometimes appear; but Davy had not seen one in years. But there it was, in Vendicatore’s oasis, the iridescent facade.
As they walked to the door which the driver held open, Davy saw a giant garage attached to the palace to the side. It shadowed over them. He wondered what could be inside, besides a monster truck.
Then Davy heard the vacuum sounds from that traumatic day, and his eyes widened. The monstrous water-vacuum he saw suck away his father’s lake away had to be in there.
“Please, come along.”
The couple reached the door and entered as the driver held it open.
Namiane froze immediately. The carpet on which she laid her feet was a wine red; the walls, a light red. Red, everything. She grew dizzy. Davy helped her stay upright.
The driver, ahead of them, saw that he lost the couple again, and turned around.
“Do you need water, ma’am?” “No,” Davy said, answering for her. “She’s fine.” He dug through his pocket and pulled out the waterskin and offered it to her.
“No,” Namiane said.
“I assure you our water is clean,” the driver said.
Davy ignored him. He kept the skin to her face. “Nam, it’s been almost two days without drinking. Please.”
“I don’t want any. I’m fine.” She focused on her breathing. She continued to walk, hand on the wall for balance; sweat from her clammy hands painted over it.
Passing underneath a red marble archway, they entered the foyer. It was a grand circle. Six tall and wide pillars, a crimson red, held the weight of the round ceiling. Six chandeliers draped above a pair of symmetrical wine-carpeted staircases. The staircases each had, it seemed, a thousand steps. Candlesticks hanged on the walls, two by each door; there were a variety of paintings of the governor—some only of his profile, and some of his entire figure—whose frames were of glimmering gold; busts of his face sat on opulent mahogany tables trimmed with red marble. Upstairs, on the balcony, lotuses, lilies, and daisies draped all the way to the floor in a kaleidoscope of colors.
And in the center of it all, a large, round fountain cascaded as the water splashed to create a calming ambiance.
Davy’s eyes twinkled at the fountain. The bastard governor still has my father’s lake.
He no longer had a doubt. He now knew that the governor was an undeniable water thief, himself. And his supporters were misled to believe he was a god. A true manipulator. Yet this excited Davy—his father's original lake did live. Somewhere.
The driver led them to a hidden staircase around a corner. On the wall before the first step was a political map consisting only of North California, painted a green. Davy didn't notice it as he passed by. Namiane noticed it, but she bit her lips, and carried on up the stairs, keeping her balance with the wall and Davy’s hand.
They climbed and climbed, up three flights of stairs. At the top, they entered a hallway. The hallway was less prosperous than the foyer. It had only paintings of barren lands hanging on the walls, a bench, and a narrow table.
The driver led them to the very end of it. The closer they got, for some reason, the hotter Davy felt. He thought it was from climbing higher in the palace, the heat rising with him. Sweat had already festered on his face all day, but it now dripped faster. His heart beats accelerated, and he took a deep breath: now he stood before the red door of Vendicatore’s office.
The driver passed the couple onto the guard of Vendicatore’s door. The driver bowed to them, wished them a pleasant stay, and left for the staircase.
The guard opened the door for Davy to enter. He went, holding Namiane’s hand. But the guard pushed her back, and Davy felt a tug; her fingers untied from his.
“The governor wishes to only see Mr. Bay at this time, ma’am.”
Davy turned around in time to see the door close on her wide eyes to a clap.
“Finally.”
Davy jerked his head. There was Vendicatore, standing by the window, a half-empty glass of water glued to his hand. Davy saw the arrogance: the governor wore damp trunks with a towel wrapped around his head. Water rolled down his inner thighs and dripped from his knees into the wine-red carpet. He was shirtless and barefoot, fresh out of a damn swimming pool!
“Thirsty, son?”
Davy shook his head. “No.”
Vendicatore went behind his desk and poured a fresh glass of water from a pitcher with a filter. “I see you’re sweating. I’m sorry for the heat. I like to keep it hot up here. I try to feel the pain you all feel. Dehydration, and all that, and hotness. I know it feels like an oven in here.” He took the glass and offered it to Davy, over the table. “But you must be accustomed to such extreme heat, anyway.”
Davy allowed the glass to hang in the air in Vendicatore’s hand. “I already told you. I don’t want a drink.”
Vendicatore reeled the glass back and put it on the desk. “Oh, you did? My apologies. But how strange! That’s the first time someone has rejected a glass of water from me.”
“You’ve offered someone a glass of water before?”
Vendicatore chuckled. “Good one, son. Come on. Take it.”
“Fine.”
“Now that’s the correct answer. There are thousands who’d kill for such an offer.”
Vendicatore slid Davy’s glass across the table, by the stack of papers—
“Oh!” He took the papers and put them inside a desk drawer. He slammed the drawer shut. “You mustn’t be seeing that. I haven’t even announced it to the public yet.”
Davy replayed what just happened in his mind.
A thick stack of papers. Red ink. Desk drawer. Vendicatore said Davy must not see it.
Drawer, drawer, drawer . . .
Vendicatore, giving a nervous chuckle, pushed the glass to the edge of the desk in front of Davy. “Here. Just drink. I beg of you.”
Davy looked at the glass. He studied it as the water shook, unsettled from Vendicatore’s handling of it.
“It’s clean. I assure you.”
“I’m sure it is, Governor.”
Vendicatore tapped at the lid of the pitcher—a small green light blinked. “It’s a damn good water filter. It cleans out all the . . . well, the pesky blood.”
Davy stared at the glass of water before him. With how hot and sweaty he was, it sure looked good. It sparkled with the sunlight. Lustrous. It made his mouth water. But he resisted the urge—he didn’t trust it was safe to drink. He looked away from it and at Vendicatore.
“You ought to drink, Mr. Bay. You look a little weaker than when I last saw you.”
“That’s what happens when your water supply is sucked away by thieves.”
Vendicatore frowned. “My God, son. Don’t tell me the Water Thief got to you, too?”
Oh, how Davy hated the moniker.
“You know who I’m talking about.”
“Well, it’s a legitimate concern. Are you the only person in the entire country to not become a victim of the Water-Thieves, led by a bloodthirsty demon? How strange, indeed.”
Davy smiled at him. “Me and you, both, I suppose.” He took a hold of the glass of water with his thumb and index finger and rotated it along the surface of the desk.
“Nonsense. We’ve all felt the barrens of the onslaught of the Water-Thieves. I share the struggle with the people, after all,” Vendicatore said, as the swimming pool water dripped off from his chin. “But, if you really think about it, Mr. Bay—‘thief’ is all about point-of-view. The first thief is the drought, itself. The second thief is the drought’s natural creation: a person who steals water. The third thief is greed. Pure greed. Greed so strong that a thief thieves, then, not out of necessity, but out of pure blood-lust, that they’d steal to become wealthy, while the rest of the land thirsts.”
Davy squinted at Vendicatore in confusion. What the hell was this old man rambling about?
And as Davy looked at Vendicatore, water dripping down his cheeks—talk about such arrogance!—he wondered why his father had never spoken ill of him before.
Him, Vendicatore, the true Water Thief, black eyes dilating like he’s on drugs, who led to his father’s demise. It was apparent that Vendicatore had a great stash of water of his own—he was not a man of the people like he always claimed. A true thief of the people. He was worse than Davy—he was a thief and a skilled deceiver.
Why hadn’t his father taken notice? Surely, this man still had his father’s lake, on top of a thousand other lakes!
Davy watched the dripping water until another drop dangled off Vendicatore’s chin. It soon freed and struck the table. He watched it as though it played in front of him in slow motion; it sprinkled like a geyser. Davy leaned in a bit and studied it up-close.
Vendicatore smiled at him. With his hand he rubbed the water against the surface of the desk, spreading it, until it faded, and polished the smooth mahogany.
“I know what you’re thinking.”
“Doubt it.”
“It’s not from the water of your lake, I can assure you.”
Davy flinched. He leaned back and crossed his arms. Well, well. It seemed Vendicatore did have such alien technology as Frank Solas’ had claimed. The governor could read Davy’s mind!
“Please, do assure me this water is not from my father’s lake,” Davy said. “Because I don’t believe you.”
Vendicatore took a deep breath. “Well, that’s why I asked you out here, Mr. Bay.”
“You can call me David.”
“David? Last I recall you preferred Davy.”
“You can call me David. You’re not my father.”
Vendicatore smirked. “David. Of course. Yes; no, I'm not your father.” He chuckled. “What a funny idea: me, your father! Wouldn’t that be odd? Anyways. Your last letter. That’s why I called you here. I am cutting it close on time, as my country is waiting for me to speak, so I’ll try to get to the point.” Davy leaned closer to listen. “Since it is not obvious to you—as it should be—allow me to tell you in person, and in plain English: tapping your father’s lake was essential to combating this drought. I did what had to be done. You may not like it, nor your father, but it had to be done. Nobody stole your father’s lake except for his greed. His greed gave him the expectation that he should hoard an entire lake, to begin with.”
“You dishonored your agreement. My father could have given you nothing at all like Frank Solas has, but he compromised with you. And you betrayed him. You took advantage of my father’s kindness.”
“Never-mind it.”
“What?”
“Your father was a greedy pig. He hoarded an entire lake. I don’t care how little he donated. I’m sure he only did it to help him sleep at night.”
Davy could not believe his bleeding ears.
“Frankly, I could care less about his death. That’s why I called you here. You write to me like a maniac. How do you still have hands, the way you push that pencil! You really think I’d ever give a shit about your father’s death?”
“Excuse me?”
“What is one death?” Vendicatore said, raising his voice. “What is one death, son, when a lake has the capacity to salvage the lives of thousands? And you write to me with such greed-filled nonsense!”
“I still saw dead people on the street. They died faster once you took it. Do you hear me? They died faster!”
“Nonsense. You were looking for dead people, so you saw it. Believe it or not, your father’s lake prolonged deaths. People still died, indeed, as the drought was and is too great, but they had a greater chance to live, with that great lake in my possession.”
Silence swept through. The tension in the room made the water in the glass bounce.
“I’m sorry, son.”
“Son?” Davy said. He made the word sound like an obscenity. He finally noticed the governor had been calling him that since he arrived. “You can stop calling me ‘son.’”
Vendicatore snickered. “Of course, Davy.”
“Where is my father’s lake?” His voice cracked at the subject.
“I just told you.”
“I want a real answer.”
Vendicatore pointed at one window across the room. “Out there.”
“In the massive swimming pool that you just came from?” Davy said. “Is that what you mean?”
“Negative. It’s in the bladders of those folks outside, ready to be pissed out. Then you may collect it back. Then you'll truly have a lake of gold!”
Oh, the anger in Davy. His clenched his teeth and exercised his jaw. He wanted to rise and punch the stupid smirk off Vendicatore’s face. He rose, but resisted the punch, loosening his fist.
“Oh, Lord, the greed in you is great, David Bay. Like it was in your father. Even greater, I sense. Your blind flood of desire—I will ask you to dry it away. At once. Your type of mindset has killed millions. Your bloodstain of greed . . .remove it. You don’t, under any circumstance, need an entire lake for yourself.”
Davy turned around. He wiped the sweat from his face.
“Do you hear me, boy? You don’t need a lake for yourself!”
“I hear you, Governor.”
“And don’t you think Frank Solas won’t have what’s coming to him. I am not favoring any Hoarder. He has killed thousands on his own, just by hoarding that reservoir he stole.”
Davy could not believe he was about to defend Frank Solas, but: “Frank Solas captured it after that earthquake forty years ago. Fair and square. It was not treated properly before, and he purified it himself.”
“Rather, he purified it for himself.” Vendicatore, with his glass of water, rose and walked back to the window to watch the crowd outside the gates. “Stolen from the people who need it. And once I unleash my Tidewater plan, Frank Satan will wish he listened to the cries. When he meets his creator, he will wish he had helped us while he's being escorted to Hell. I can’t wait to see his face when my men vacuum it all away from him.”
Vendicatore took a sip of his water.
“He will wish he did what’s right.” Vendicatore chuckled. “But guess what? He won’t have a wishing well anymore to make such a wish.”
“Good one.”
“Don’t insult me. Remember who you’re talking to.”
“You know what?” Davy said. “You’re right. I am greedy. I do have a Hoarder’s mindset. How could I be so selfish and stupid?”
Vendicatore turned and approached Davy. “There. You’re not the only one, David. If you come to grips with your disease, you can cure it.” Vendicatore returned to his desk. He opened the drawer and grabbed the thick stack of papers of Tidewater. Davy gave it a first close look. It must have been at least a thousand pages.
“And if you don’t cure it,” Vendicatore continued, “then with Tidewater, you will have no choice in the matter.” He slapped the stack on the desk. “This right here will cure the plague known as greed. This will bring North California back to its prosperity. Above all, it will destroy Frank Solas. It'll release his water into South California and ooze it with milk and honey, as that dusty, old Bible says. We will reign in Heaven. Pun intended. North California is destined for greatness.”
Davy had ignored his rambling long ago. He looked at the stack of papers. He saw the title of it printed in the red ink. Tidewater.
Vendicatore picked it up and flapped it in the air. He laid a kiss on it. “I will do to Mr. Solas what I did to you and your father. And not only him, but all the other Hoarders he conspires with at those arrogant bashes he throws every weekend. I will kill two, three people if I must, to save ten thousand.”
Davy considered snagging the plans then and there. He considered holding Vendicatore hostage. But he remembered all the guards who’d wait for him outside.
Vendicatore dropped the plans back into the drawer. He slammed the drawer shut. “I suggest you cure your disease before tonight, Mr. Bay.” He laughed. “Because if you don’t, God forbid, in the morning . . . you’ll jump off a cliff!”
And that snapped a thread in Davy. He hated calling himself a thief, but it would prove useful again:
“What about the Water-Thieves, Governor? The Water Thief?”
Vendicatore laughed—with a hint of nervousness. He finished his glass of water and put the glass down on the desk. “What about them?”
Davy detected the nervousness. He tried not to laugh. The governor must have been insecure about his failure to hunt down the “Water Thief,” let alone discover who he was.
“They have more water than you can even begin to imagine,” Davy said. “And you’re so preoccupied with Solas?”
Vendicatore cackled. “Well, I have yet to make the announcement, but, okay—I’ll make you privy, since you asked. Don’t tell anyone, but my men captured the blasted Water Thief last week. We found all of that terrorist's water already.”
Davy tried to fight back laughter. “That’s fantastic news.” He pointed to the window. “I hope all that water will be used for them. Because the drought would end overnight with that little stash alone. I imagine, anyway.”
“It will be used, Mr. Bay. It will be. On top of Mr. Solas’ stash. Once we attain his reserve, we’ll combine the two, and open the floodgates all at once. And this country will turn into a green paradise.”
“Oh, I’m sure you'll use it. Every single drop.”
Vendicatore rose and walked to Davy. He wrapped his arm around his shoulders. “But . . . it will take some time. We must first purify it. All the blood must get removed before it’s drinkable, that water of the Water Thief. Guess how bloody it was? Just guess. I couldn’t believe it, myself, when I saw it. It was like a lake of blood. No hue of drinkable water in the slightest.”
Davy’s skin crawled. The hairs on his body prickled. He couldn’t make eye contact; now the governor made him insecure. Vendicatore was relentless in guilt-tripping Davy for wanting his original lake back. But now he unwittingly triggered his inner-guilt of his past murders. He was a water thief. It didn't matter how he planned to use the water—he was a thief. The greatest of them. He understood he was a murderer. But he couldn't hide behind the justification of retribution any longer. He had killed, and he had stolen, on behalf of the angry spirit of his dead father. Only now did it hit him, all those he’d killed. He heard the screams of their collective souls.
That damned painting Namiane made him, of the blood lake . . . he'd be having nightmares that night, for sure. The hotness of the blood, steaming up along the boat . . .  
Davy shivered. His eyes widened, and he shook his head. There was a knot in his throat, and he choked against it.
He walked to the door and opened it. Vendicatore laughed him out. But Davy held it open as he stood in the frame. He turned his head. He had to hit him right back—for he knew the governor was a hypocrite with his father’s lake still in his possession.
“Tell me, Governor. How heavy is the guilt on your conscience?”
That shut Vendicatore up. He stopped laughing.
“The fact that you started the drought, to begin with. You took rivers and lakes from everywhere, not only my father’s. You pumped all the groundwater available. You were the spark of mass genocide. The mastermind, the creator of thirsty savages. You created the Water-Thieves, who’ve killed thousands. How heavy is your conscience?”
Vendicatore sat down behind his desk. His face froze and stared at Davy, unblinking. Then he laughed in hysterics. “Yes! Of course. I killed everyone. It’s me! Guards—arrest me!”
“You can’t joke your way out of it. I know it kills you inside.”
“It is you who feels the guilt, greedy pig. Don’t put that on me. Everyone, get a load of this boy, who wants an entire lake for himself!”
“It’s either you're entirely incompetent, or you’re actually brilliant, trying to kill us.”
“Brilliant, sure. But enough of the conspiracy theories. I’ve heard enough. You must be hanging out with the Hoarders, who spread such slanderous misinformation about me.”
“It’s my own observations I’ve made since you got elected. Water storages and reserves disappeared completely. The death toll doubled a week after your election. Now that I’ve seen your pool and that fountain downstairs, it all makes sense.”
“I’m here to save the country, and you lay such insulting blasphemy on me. There’s only one fact. And that’s that the Water Thief committed mass genocide. Undeniable. Hundreds of people write to me every single day, pleading me to hunt down the Thief. They’ve lost everything to the son-of-a-bitch.”
Davy’s expression stayed flat as he stared at Vendicatore.
“If I’m the mastermind behind mass murder,” Vendicatore said, “then jolly damn it, he’s done all the work for me!”
Davy stared off into the distance. He began to sweat hard. He left the room and slammed the door behind him.
He met Namiane, who sat on a bench down the hall. He took her hand and hurried away with it.
“Let’s get out of here, Nam.”
But the guard stomped behind them, approaching, and got between them.
“Ma’am, the governor would like to speak with you now.”
“What?”
“Okay,” Namiane said. She took a deep breath. “Okay.”
The guard led her back to the office door. Davy followed. The guard opened the door and she went inside.
Davy watched Vendicatore drool when she entered, and the door closed on him, and he reached for the knob.
But the guard slapped his hand away, and Davy gave him a stare of death.
“What is going on?”
The guard ignored him, staring and standing straight.
“Tell me what’s going on!”
The guard motioned for Davy to sit at the bench. And Davy sat on it, trying to hear the muffled discussion within, for what felt like an eternity.
Until it ended with a scream.
Davy bolted across the hall, running into the door.
Namiane pounded on the door from within, screaming Davy’s name.
Davy reached for the knob. It didn't turn—locked. And the guard pushed him back, pulling his rifle on him.
But out came Namiane, running into Davy’s arms, as Vendicatore watched them with a creepy smile before slamming the door.
“Guard! Let them leave!”
The guard grabbed the couple, but Davy fought back and punched him. He grabbed his rifle, and hit him with it in the head, rendering him unconscious. He dropped the gun.
“Oh, Davy!” Namiane cried.
Davy tried to calm her. “It’s okay, Namiane. It’s okay. Just tell me what happened.”
“H-he grabbed me—”
And Davy hugged her tight while glaring a hole into the red door with his raging eyes.
He led Namiane through the hallway, down the staircases, and through the foyer like a shadow—dodging the sight of the guards—and out of the palace to find the driver who would take them back home.




CHAPTER 14

Vendicatore had planted images into Davy's mind during their meeting. They were the same images Namiane had tried planting for years. It seemed that the two had at least one thing in common. 
These images—those of guilt. Davy had obsessed over them all the ride home.
Now, he sat outside on the dead grass of his backyard, looking out at the crater before him—but now it wasn’t always empty. He was delirious, burning under the rising sun; if he stared long enough at the crater, without blinking, he would see his father’s boat rise as the red waves pounded against its hull. Before it could capsize, Davy would shake his head, and the blood would disappear.
At this moment, the crater was empty to his eyes.  Still, for the first time, he caught a glimpse of what Namiane always claimed to see.
She wasn’t kidding. She wasn’t acting, like Davy always accused her of doing; she wasn’t making it all up to manipulate him to leave. She was truly a tormented girl.
Davy's awareness of blood wasn't particularly recent. As of late, he cringed at the sight of a single drop of blood or even spilled wine like he did at Solas’ party. That was because Namiane slowly planted the awareness into him.
And now, Vendicatore opened the floodgates to it. And all the blood Davy had spilled rushed toward him like a tsunami.
Now Davy saw what Namiane always saw. It was the mass genocide. His genocide. A deep crater, filled with blood, right outside of his home. Only now did he hear the thousands of souls he’d slain screeching his name—damning his name.
Davy realized: if his father had turned into a ghost, then ghosts existed. That must have meant there were thousands of ghosts all around him—he only opened his third eye enough to see one of them. There were thousands more ghosts. Which he had created. But he had never opened his ears to hear them.
With this line of thought, he grew paranoid. Sitting in the dead grass, he wrapped his arms around his legs and shook.
He recalled the massacres at all the ranches he invaded across South California over the past two years.
In a flash he relived all the break-ins and the thefts on the streets. He remembered all the traps he had set across the land, even stealing from the most vulnerable and weak people for a single dropper of water.
That one charity organization which gave water to those in need. 
Oh, bloody hell!
He felt guilt even for the theft of some of the elites of the land—besides his attempt at Frank Solas, the greatest lawful Hoarder, of course—the great Hoarders, for he spilled blood while stealing their stashes. Even if they were “hoarding,” they were people trying to survive, trying to safeguard against Vendicatore only to fall to a vicious punk kid and his gang.
At first, Davy loved the blood. He drowned in it along with his father’s praise and approval. Namiane had taken the load of the guilt for him. For his two years as a thief, the guilt had built-up in her on his behalf, and now he understood her pain. He began to finally take it on for himself.
He would have continued to remember and relive these moments as they replayed on repeat in his mind, but a loud slam sounded behind him, cutting them off. He turned his head.
Namiane ran out of the house with an easel and a canvas underneath her arms. In a rush, she tripped and fell. She got back up. She set up the easel beside Davy and placed the canvas on it in dire desperation, as though she must save a dying world by getting started on a painting as fast as possible.
She grabbed a box of small paint tubes. They were near empty, squeezed to all hell. She knelt on the grass beside Davy and focused the crooked canvas in place. She ripped a piece of cardboard from the box and laid it flat on the grass. She took a tube of blue and squeezed it—but only a tiny bit came out. She dug from the box, tossing tubes all about, but there was no blue left. So, she squeezed every single color available out on the cardboard. Davy watched as she mixed yellow, white, and purple together with a paint brush. She yelped at the resulting color. In a panic, she added orange, red, green to the thick puddle . . . Davy knew she was trying to create blue—but it was impossible. There was no way to bring the color back.
But at least she could imagine and work with what she had. She settled with the nasty color and swiped away at the canvas, outlining the shore of the lake. Davy looked at it. Then he looked to the crater; it filled with the color. It was close enough, he thought, and he managed a smile. The water was only murky. Maybe he could purify it, he thought, somehow, and bring it back to its former shimmer.
He looked away and saw Namiane painting in rushed desperation, as though she had murdered someone and needed to brush the guilt away.
She no longer used the dirty color—she dunked the paintbrush in the red and painted over her progress. She did it, without realizing it.
“Nam?”
She turned her head and stared at Davy with her twitching, red eyes.
“You’re using red again.”
She turned back to the canvas. Eyes wide, she gasped and backed away, and collapsed on her back. The red-tipped paintbrush fell onto the dead grass.
“No! Davy, it was an accident—”
It was a grave mistake. She had ruined the canvas. The paint brush was now cross-contaminated. She wouldn’t dare to clean the brush in a glass of water—the red would spread and turn it into a glass of blood.
Davy rushed to help her up, but she was unresponsive. He took the glass of water in the grass and splashed her face with the rest of it.
Her eyes opened, with a smile. The water cooled her face. It streamed down her cheeks into her mouth, and she had her first taste of it in two days. She swiped her fingers across her face and looked at the water that collected on them.
She shrieked. “I’m bleeding!”
Davy looked at her, confused. And as he watched her have a panic attack before his eyes, he thought about what he had done to her.
No—Vendicatore did all this. The dictator created the drought. He stole the lake. He created everything. If Vendicatore didn’t steal the lake, his father would still have been alive today. His soul would still be in his flesh, not burning in a lake of fire, and nobody would have died in Davy’s path.
And these thoughts haunted Davy, as rage built up to hate Vendicatore.
Davy went to the ground to comfort Namiane. He wiped her wet fingers against his shirt, and she calmed for a moment. She closed her eyes to sleep.
He moved to lay with her in the grass, but a man grunting came from the edge of the crater. Davy saw Rodney Bight emerge over the wall and topple against the grass, his body vibrating like jelly. He panted like a dog. The papers he lost to the wind earlier were now stuffed between his belt and his fat belly.
“You lose ‘em?”
“Lose who?”
“Vendicatore and his goons.”
“Oh. Sure. Yeah.”
Rodney smiled. “What they want?”
Davy didn’t answer. He sat and rubbed Namiane’s temples.
Rodney rose and walked to Davy. “So, you ready?”
Davy shushed him, raising a finger to his lips. He whispered, “Quiet. She’s sleeping.”
“She’ll have plenty of time to sleep in the pits of Hell if we don’t do this now.”
Davy cringed at Rodney’s phrasing. His father was already tormented in Hell. He wouldn’t allow Namiane to join him.
“We need to grab Solas first.”
Rodney flinched. “Frank Solas? The legend himself?”
“Yes. He needs—wants—to come. We need to meet him half-way.”
Rodney rolled his eyes. “Great. We could use a friggin’ tourist, sure. A prissy old Hoarder. I hear he’s a little baby.”
Davy looked out at the crater. He jerked his head away, closing his eyes. He could no longer fantasize a big blue lake—he could only gather a nightmare.
Now he only wanted to finish the job. He would steal the plans. Steal Solas’ lake before Vendicatore could. Pour all the water he’d stolen into the crater in a resurrection ceremony with his father. Then he would leave for Hawaii and get out of this place for good.
Rodney walked into the cottage and returned with a pair of rifles. He offered one to Davy; Davy stared at it and froze.
Rodney chuckled. “There’ll be no guards for us to fight off, but I brought ‘em just in case. Know how to use one of these?”
Davy hesitated. He shook his head. “No.”
“I’ll show ya.” Rodney put one gun down and took his, and demonstrated. “Balance is vital.” He positioned his feet to shoulder width. “Alls you gotta do is relax your legs, and twist one of ‘em towards your target.” He raised the rifle, aligned his shoulder with the butt, aimed . . .
“Don’t—!”
Rodney fired. The bullet flew across the dock and over the crater, disappearing in the light.
Namiane awakened, as though her soul re-entered her body, jerking upright with a loud gasp—but she collapsed back down, and fell asleep again in Davy’s lap.
The noise made Davy’s ears pop. It vibrated for eternity. Then, everything became silent, and a sharp ring sounded in his left ear, and he pressed against it as he cringed.
“Boom.”
A sound of bursting wood—the bullet struck something. The Spirit of the Lake.
“Oops.”
Rodney, already bruised from his beating earlier, flinched and shrank to the ground, waiting for Davy to hit him again. This time to literal death.
But Davy did not hear see the damaged hull, let alone hear the bursting of the wood. He looked away from the crater as his body trembled. He was thirsty. He took a bottle of water by Namiane on the ground and raised it to his mouth. Nothing came out. It was empty. For some reason, he felt glad.
Rodney watched. He unstrapped his bottle from his waist. “Here. Have some.”
Davy reached to take it, but as the bottle of water clenched within his hand, he could not pull it away. The strength in Davy’s hand had become weak, as he turned squeamish; the bottle dropped to the ground and spilled.
“Hey!”
“I’m all set, Rodney.”
“That costs a friggin’ mansion, man!” Rodney dropped to the ground and licked up the spilled water. His sandpaper-dried tongue picked up dead grass, and he spat. He rose and patted his pants.
“You owe me a mansion, Davy.”
Davy sat and took his face with his hand as though he had a great headache.
“Shut up. I beg of you. For one second.”
“Fine. I’ll be waiting inside when you’re ready to go. Look at the sun. It’s coming up. When it passes the mountains, Vendicatore will be at his podium. We don’t got much time.” He tapped at his wristwatch. “We don’t go now, you’ll burn in a lake of fire forever.”
“Okay,” Davy said.
“A lake of fire, Davy.”
“Go inside.”
Rodney opened the sliding door. “Don’t waste time with the cuckoo girl.”
Davy glared at him. Rodney yelped in fear of his wrath and entered the cottage and closed the door.
Davy kept Namiane in his lap. He looked down at her face, and her eyes opened without a tear.
“I’m sorry, Davy.”
“Sorry for what?”
“I did all this. All of it. It’s not your fault; it’s mine.”
Davy failed to decipher yet another random apology from her. She wasn’t to blame for the monster he’d become. Vendicatore was.
As the sun rose past the mountains for the afternoon, light shot across the crater at the couple. Davy garnered the strength to raise his head through the rays and the empty crater. It did not fill—not in red, not in that dirty color, not in blue—it was empty, as usual, except for the usual trickery of the mirage of the sun-drenched horizon.
Davy looked back down at Namiane. “What do you see when you look at the crater, Nam?”
She turned her head at the horizon, over the dock. Her half-open eyes widened.
“It’s the lake.”
“You see the lake?”
She smiled. “My God . . . it’s the lake, Davy.” Her voice was hoarser than ever before.
Davy looked at the crater again. It was empty. He rubbed his eyes and looked once more. It was still empty. He blocked the sunlight, and looked—and it was still empty.
“What color?”
“It’s the lake, doofus. You did it. You did it, Davy.”
She rose from Davy’s lap. Slowly, weakly. She walked toward the crater—gravitated to it—like a zombie.
Davy ran in front of her, stopping her path. “There’s nothing there, Nam.”
She tried to look over his shoulders, but he moved side-to-side and blocked her view. He covered her eyes with his hands as she tried to walk through them.
“I want to swim.”
“What? There’s no water. You’re gonna fall and die.”
“Are you crazy? Look at it, Davy. It’s shiny. It’s so beautiful. My God, look at the boat!”
This made Davy’s chest fill with sudden excitement—he fell for it again. He jerked his head to look; he looked back at her in disappointment. “No, it’s not. There’s nothing.”
She stopped in place and looked at Davy. She crossed her arms. “Don’t lie to me anymore. I see what’s going on. Your father wants more, doesn’t he? He’s not satisfied with this whole lake? I told you this would happen! I knew it.”
“You’re hallucinating. You need water now.”
She punched him. “Then move!”
“No. That’s not real. There’s nothing—”
“Liar—!”
Davy picked her up. She kicked and screamed.
He threw her over his shoulder, and with one hand opened the sliding door, and entered the cottage.
“Time to go?” Rodney called from the living room. He sat in a rocking chair.
Davy walked through the kitchen, through the hallway to the end and into their bedroom. Surrounding—overwhelming—the bed was an endless array of paintings on easels, all representing the crisp, blue Pacific Ocean and the beaches of Hawaii. (Namiane always dreamed of one day waking up there, given the placement of the paintings.) Davy laid Namiane on the bed.
He exited the bedroom and ran into the kitchen. He opened a cabinet—it was empty, and he tilted his head in confusion. He turned to Rodney, who hoarded a whole bunch of water bottles, as he tried shoving them into his backpack.
Rodney, caught, put his hands up. “You owed me a mansion.”
Davy glared at him. He took one of the bottles and ran back into the bedroom, closing the door behind him, and sat on the bed to rejoin Namiane. She lied flat on her back, eyes closed.
“Open up, Nam.”
She gently shook her head, her thin, messy hair brushing against the pillow. She yawned and turned over.
Rodney called from outside, “Let’s go, Davy!” A pair of short honks from his car followed.
Namiane shooed Davy away with her shaking arms.
“Just go. Go. Steal and kill. Kill, steal, kill. All that you’re good at. I’m sorry . . . I’m sorry I made you this way. But there’s no changing it, now.” There was silence. “Go kill! Leave me alone!”
Davy left the bottle opened on the nightstand. “I’ll be right back, and—” he bit his tongue. He no longer wanted to make another promise of Hawaii he couldn’t keep.
She nodded sleepily.
He touched the bottle. “Promise me you’ll drink this. I want it to be empty when I get back.”
Now she was fully unresponsive. Her breathing became wheezing, even and loud; she had fallen asleep.
Davy watched her as his eyes reddened. He rubbed them and felt a breeze from the window as the curtains flailed and flapped in the air. The wind brought in a flurry of sand.
Before he could close the window, a green ray of light shot across the crater, across the dock, hitting his face.
The familiar voice vibrated through the dead woods. It echoed, bouncing off the walls of the crater, in a thunderous roar.
Davy received a reiteration of the instructions from his father, as the green figure took shape in front of the mountains.
Do not bring your gang, else you could be caught. Just you, Penelope, Frank Solas, and Rodney Bight. For now, send your gang deep into the desert, to scout Solas’ men, in hiding. And you will steal Tidewater . . . then you will go to Solas’ oasis . . . and, finally, you will steal his reservoir . . . this time, don’t fuck up, boy! Do you want me to suffer an eternity in hellfire?
The voice roared across the sun-drenched bowl. The green spirit flickered above the mirage.
 


A white projector screen hanged from the ceiling in front of Governor Vendicatore’s desk.
Vendicatore was sitting behind his desk, watching the screen.
On the screen: two split images. They were two camera angles side-by-side, focused.
One was of the back of the cottage, Davy’s head sticking out from the window.
The second was the crater, and a close-up of Wesley Bay’s “spirit.”
Demon.
Vendicatore covered the microphone he was holding with his other hand. He did this to let out a laugh, without leaking it through.
He stopped laughing. He raised the microphone to his lips.
He spoke in a different, even colder, voice: “I repeat: only you, Penelope, Solas, and Bight shall go to steal Tidewater. Then go to Solas’ oasis . . . you and Penelope will kill Solas and Rodney Bight. Then you will steal his reservoir.”
Vendicatore jerked his face and laughed into his shirt; he collected himself and screamed, “Bring me back to life!”
And with that, he flicked off his microphone and resumed his bursting laughter.
 


When the final echo of his father’s voice faded, Davy nodded and slammed the window shut on the wind.
He scanned the bedroom and pulled the wardrobe from the wall and positioned it in front of the window. He exited the bedroom and closed the door behind him.
Rodney’s car beeped from outside. Davy looked out another window. Rodney held his hand on the horn.
Davy ran down the hallway and pulled a chair out of the kitchen. He returned to the closed bedroom door and wedged the top of the back of the chair underneath the knob—he couldn’t allow Namiane to leave the room, in her delirious state. He remembered when she tried drowning herself two years ago. He couldn’t trust her to not jump off the cliff while hallucinating; she thought there was water to catch her!
Namiane now secured in the bedroom, Davy hurried to the front door and opened it.
As he walked through, he thought about what he was about to do. He swallowed. The guilt—a parasite—had begun to spread, slowing killing him—and he was about to end the cure to the drought, Tidewater, thereby leading to the death of more people.
He slapped his head. Tidewater was an elaborate ruse, he remembered, as Rodney told him. It was meant to scam the remaining population. He knew now that one would benefit from it. It was always meant for the unquenchable, salivating mouth of one Governor Vendicatore, and his second swimming pool that was undoubtedly under construction.
His father’s voice brushed his ears more. Davy nodded to the tune, and his expression changed.
He remembered what he cared about, above all things. He had one final mission. Just a little more blood. He’d already spilled so much—what were a few more drops? Rodney assured him a smooth operation through the palace—he assured him no guards.
The only blood that was left to spill belonged to Rodney and Solas. Both traitors of Davy’s father. Davy could stomach their blood, even if he had turned deathly squeamish.
Davy hopped onto the passenger seat of Rodney’s car. He felt the tip of a rifle tapping his elbow from the backseat.




CHAPTER 15

There was a sign of life in the city later that afternoon. A ruckus vibrated all throughout—hammering, pounding, thumping, clanging. The noise was a conch shell horn, screeching and echoing all through the streets—a call for an uprising.
Survivors in their tents and the buckles of the streets awakened from the noise. They awakened from the shore of the Pacific to the remains of downtown Los Angeles. The noise was a reminder. A universal call of hope. It allowed their wrinkled, skeleton-like faces to crinkle a smile for even once; it allowed them to muster their last bits of energy to rise and crawl toward it.
They gathered in hoards. They collected their empty cups and thrust them in the air. They all gravitated to the sounds, and met, and formed crowds.
The thousands walked together, holding hands, and their cups. They marched over the cracked brass-colored stars in the streets, toward the noise. As they walked it grew louder and louder. And they chanted, Tide-wa-ter . . . Tide-wa-ter . . . Tide-wa-ter.
And they followed it with, Kill So-las . . . kill So-las . . . kill So-las . . .
The roar made the ground shake. It soon flooded out the noises of construction.
It was as loud and frightening as thunder. Even Frank Solas himself heard it, the ringing of his name, despite standing miles away in the middle of the desert in his tidy orchard. As he prepared to leave, the wind brought the thunderous message to him, and it rattled his reservoir; it made him vomit his trout from the night before.
They chanted until their voices in unison soared to the heavens. God Himself must have heard them, and wept.
But did these people want His tears to rain down on them? God, no! They chanted so their true God, Governor Vendicatore, could hear them.
And Vendicatore did feel their voices. He trembled to the roar. Tears streamed down his face.
Wait—were those tears, or was it streaming, dripping water from the pool he had jumped in? Regardless, they were tears of joy, and not sorrow; this was a certainty.
Vendicatore, their true God, with a soaked towel around his waist, walked through the palace hallways. Chlorinated swimming pool water dripped from his body. The carpet underneath his bare feet shook. He hurried to take off his bathing suit for a suit and tie, as his palace shook and flopped side-to-side.
As the disintegrating bodies chanted, they turned around a crumbling skyscraper. Falling debris struck many of them, and they died. As the survivors cornered around the skyscraper the sun beamed on them. Their already-burned skin turned to shiny glass, making a sizzling sound; some cracked into dust and died. One bite of the sun too many. But the rest carried on. Those who survived blocked the ray with their trembling arms. With the sun blocked, they saw the palace ahead, poking into the clear blue sky, far, far away. But nearby, in front of them in the plaza, there was a platform, as the strong men of Vendicatore fixed it in place. The strong men placed a lectern on the stage, and a pair of glass squares on sticks—teleprompters—on each side.
They fixed a large vinyl portrait behind the stage to the ground with stakes. With a construction crane, they took the top of the portrait and raised it, tightening it, removing all the kinks of the fabric, to the roars of the crowd. As the portrait flapped with the wind, revealed was the face of Frank Solas with a red tint of ink. An unflattering face—unflattering even for the perpetually grumpy-faced old man. It was a condescending smirk.
The crowd booed and yelled insults at his displayed face.
But something snapped above, and the vinyl dropped over the stage. The crowd cheered.
Down with Solas! Down with Solas! Kill all the Hoarders!
Vendicatore’s men regathered it and rose it again. With the construction crane, they rose to the mid-point of an old, undamaged skyscraper, and tied the top of the portrait to the windows of it.
When this happened, the sun was fully blocked by the portrait. The people released their hands and saw the eclipse. They saw the man on the portrait, flapping with the wind like sails. Rage festered on their faces.
On the portrait, above Solas’ wig, there was the word “Tidewater” written in blood red letters. It flattened as the portrait fastened and tightened with the stage and the skyscraper. The rest of the words became clear. The words “Will End His Greed!” was below his chin, printed in the same font and colors.
And the people roared with approval. They gathered around the stage, all the thousands, and prayed to the palace whose golden tip glowed as it absorbed the sun.
Their prayers were soon answered. They looked up. They saw the state car exit the gates of the palace, driving down the snaking path of the hills. It drove to them, a dozen armed guards walking in a circle around it as it moved slowly.
Some people leaped onto the guards. And the guards threw them against the ground and shot them.
Through the windshield, seen was the smile of Vendicatore, radiating stronger than the sun, when the blood splattered on the glass.
But not everyone on the island was a worshiper. Arriving on the scene, the “conspiracy theorists” of South California: a group of twenty marched, the leader of them holding a wireless microphone, as Vendicatore’s car approached the stage. These people had well-nourished bodies. They were fat compared to the twigs of the crowd. Hoarders. The twenty of them together took up more space than two-hundred of Vendicatore's followers.
They—all wearing black t-shirts printed with Vendicatore’s face and the words “THE REAL HOARDER”—got as close as they could to the car. They stood before the rifle-pointing guards. The leader raised the microphone to his mouth and shouted into it. A speaker blared in his other hand.
“Dictator! Everyone, please, do not listen to this man! He is the drought! He caused everything!”
And another spoke up—he jumped over the fence and entered onto the stage, as the crowd jeered at him. But as he pointed at the state car, he spoke through the microphone of the lectern, “He is avenging North California! He is not South Californian—he’s an agent of North California! He’s plundered our country . . . he wants us dead! He’s working with the Water Thief. It’s all for his own gain. Look at what he’s done—look—”
The guards of the stage reached the protester and pulled him away from the lectern.
“Please, listen—!”
The guards threw him over the fences to feed the crowd. The bundle of reeds in their great number gathered him and beat him, and pulled his hair from his scalp, and dug into his skin with their nails.
Die, greedy pig! Hoarder!
Hoarders! Kill all the Hoarders!
Vendicatore's worshipers attacked the rest of his protesters. The guards separated them all and carried the protesters away as the crowd cheered.
The state car parked inside the fences, by the stage.
The driver exited and wrapped around the car to open the backseat door.
Governor Vendicatore emerged onto the stage. He buttoned-up his over-sized suit jacket as he walked onto the stage. His people raised him with deafening applause.
With the smirk of the vinyl Solas flapping behind him, Vendicatore bowed to the crowd and raised his arms to the skies, absorbing the rays of the sun, and the energy of the Lord.
And in an instant, if he wasn’t God already, he was now, to these people.
Thunder sounded with each step he took.
He approached the lectern and fixed the microphone to his mouth. He accepted their cheers, drinking them in. He used his hands to simmer the crowd, and they calmed. Then, the light of the sun disappeared: a dark cloud appeared over it, and the people gasped as they saw it.
As Vendicatore uttered his first words, it poured rain. The crowd now saw his true powers. They bowed before him. They rose again and raised their glasses to the sky with their mouths wide open to catch if but one drop.




CHAPTER 16

The rain pelted Davy's back as he lied on his belly on a mountain top. A top of an old hiking trail. He lied beside a broken-down water fountain and a toppled trashcan. His head peeked underneath a rusted green bench, hidden in the shadow which it cast.
Frank Solas lied beside Davy. With his binoculars glued to his face, he watched Vendicatore on the stage at a distance, far below in the city. The rain, too, soaked his back. He hadn't noticed it, for his burning rage for Vendicatore distracted him; the falling water cooled him with a sizzle atop his head. (His wig flew off his head to the roar of the wind, its absence he also hadn't noticed.) He hadn't noticed anything, but Vendicatore on the stage below. The very pores of Vendicatore’s face, which he studied through the binoculars, needed his attention.
He murmured, “I hope that canvas of my beautiful face snaps and suffocates you, you son-of-a—”
Davy’s eyes widened with wonder at the rain. The rain not only sizzled on Solas’ head but on the hot sand in front of them. Davy heard the pitter-patter of it. He heard the slapping of the distant water tanks in the city that collected it. It was the most relaxing thing he’d heard for a long while, that sound of falling rain.
“What in the world?”
Davy looked up at the red sky, peeking around the bench. A single, though great in size, gray cloud hanged over. The source of the rain. It was like the Holy Grail. Large clouds were rare, in these days. And the breeding of rain was even rarer. Whenever people spotted a cloud, they fell to the ground in worship. The people attributed the arrival of a cloud to their loud and dry cries. But usually, it came only to mock them, for rarely did it give—it was usually only a passing cloud.
But this one delivered, even if it wouldn’t last for very long. And, oddly enough, it seemed to drape perfectly over Vendicatore on that stage, and everything within ten miles of his beating heart. It was as though placed there by man. Such odd timing—it arrived on schedule, in time for Vendicatore's speech, for the people to rejoice in its cover.
“It’s raining,” Davy said.
Solas laughed. He still studied Vendicatore. “Raining! As if. Tell me another joke, boy.”
For a second, the rain accelerated, fierce, pounding down. Solas was still unaware of its pelting and the sounds it made. Was his body numb, and his ears pierced off his head? Well, his eyes worked—the lenses of his binoculars got covered with droplets, and Vendicatore disappeared from his sight. Anxious, he swore and pulled the binoculars from his face. He saw the rain drip off from the bench, onto his bald head; he felt it at last. He slapped his head and screamed, “Where’d my hair go?” This, he first noticed. Then, he saw the phenomenon. Upon seeing the glistening drops of water, he marveled.
“What in the world? It’s raining!”
Rodney stood at a distance, eyeing the palace which stood near below them, down the steep, long slope. He now wore a black eyepatch on the eye which Davy battered earlier. He soaked in the rain, but stood, nonchalant, as though it was normal for him. It was as though he expected it to rain, with that unfazed demeanor of his . . . 
Strange it was. Just who wouldn't marvel at rainfall? In these days? It was falling gold.
Rodney, yet unimpressed, used his own binoculars. With them, he turned his line of sight to the mountains straight across. From their point-of-view, there was a blob of tan, blending with the terrain. But it was Penelope, lying on her belly.
“This Penelope chick,” Rodney said, peeping at her with his binoculars. “She cute in person? She sure as hell looks hot from here.”
Davy pulled out a walkie-talkie from his pocket. He held a button and spoke into it: “Penelope?”
I’m here, David.
“Well, she sounds hot, that’s for sure,” Rodney said. He still watched her with his binoculars.
“See anything?”
Nope. Just rain. Everyone’s going crazy at the stage.
Indeed, there was an uproar below. Davy hadn’t noticed—the rain filled most of his attention.
He swiped Solas’ binoculars and wiped them with the sleeve of his shirt. He poked his eyes in and looked at the gathering at the stage. The people cheered in a thunder underneath the cloud cover. He saw them bounce together with ecstasy; they collected water with their glasses; they wrestled and brawled. They climbed atop one another for space in the sky for their catch; they smashed the glasses against one another’s head and tore one another’s eyes out. The guards aimed their rifles, pointing at them, yelling; they shot at the sky to deter them, and the bullets pierced the cloud. Then it rained harder, watering the chaos.
But Vendicatore hadn’t yet said a word to his people to calm them. Davy watched him: the old governor stood behind the lectern. A man held an umbrella over him, protecting him from the stuff of life. Davy saw the governor stand there, watching the savages go at it. Davy saw, for even but a second, a smirk underneath that umbrella crease on his face.
Rodney still focused on Penelope through his binoculars. “You wouldn’t mind if I asked her out for a glass of water, would you, Davy? I mean, you do got cuckoo girl at home.” He was talking to himself.
Solas swiped the binoculars back from Davy. He peeked at the chaos down at the stage. “God, look at those animals. Savages! A creation of Satan!”
“It goes deeper than Satan,” Rodney said. “Truth be told.”
“Tell me, Mr. Bight,” Solas said. “As a former right-hand man of Vendicatore, what are the odds it begins to rain when this devil speaks? Coincidence, I’m sure. After all, this must be the first recorded rainfall of this year.” He pointed at the great cloud above. “Look at that cloud and its placement. Such precision! Such timing! First the wind, and now this. What kind of technology is he really capable of using?”
“More than you can imagine, Mr. Solas,” Rodney said in a half-serious tone. “Oversized vacuum cleaners, wind-generating tech, cloud-formation tech, earthquake generators, recording devices that can detect the sound of a blink of an eye, mind control tech.” He chuckled. “Even hologram devices! You name it, he’s got it. They’ve got some serious technology developing up in North California. They say he communicates with aliens, who give him all this technology. I tell you: it's no joke.”
“Are you mocking me, Mr. Bight?”
“I would never dare, Mr. Solas.”
Davy rose. He turned and, from his altitude, tried to spot his crater through the layer of the smoke of the distant wildfires. He thought about Namiane. Was she awake to see the rain? It had been months since rain reached the airspace of the cottage to create a little mud slide in the crater. He loved the rain; it filled the aquifer beneath the crater, and even once stacked enough to squeeze a puddle up above the surface. But then the sun came back out and sucked it away.
Davy felt a sinking in his heart for not sharing this moment with Namiane. Feeling the falling rain together was always an intimate experience.
He detached his water bottle from his belt and popped it open. He held it out in hopes of catching the drops of the ongoing rain.
“Be careful, Davy,” Rodney said. “Or you’ll be put on the Hoarder list.”
Solas laughed like a madman. Davy glared at him.
“It’s no joke, Mr. Solas. Vendicatore has a Hoarder list. It’s a list of the most wanted. You should know that you’re number one on that list, by the way.”
“Oh, no, it’s not that. It’s that you assumed Davy wasn’t a Hoarder.”
Rodney gave Davy a look. “Davy is a Hoarder? He is a punk.”
“Why, he’s the Water Thief, you fat dolt.”
Davy sighed. Here we go again with that name.
And Solas had just exposed him. But would it matter? Not one bit, Davy thought. Solas was going to kill Rodney later, anyway, that the fat man wouldn’t have enough time to use that information, if he would plan to snitch. And Davy was planning on killing Solas.
Screw it, Davy thought. Just tell the whole world. After refilling the lake, he would be gone for Hawaii, anyway.
Rodney burst into laughter. He fell to the ground and rolled, almost falling down the slope. “Water Thief! Davy!” He laughed more. He rose, catching his breath, but he looked at Davy and laughed some more.
Solas looked surprised. “Oh?” He turned to Davy, said, “He doesn’t know?”—to which Davy shook his head.
“Vendicatore already captured the Water Thief. He’s dead. Don’t you guys pay any attention?”
Solas gave a curious look. “Hmph.”
Rodney laughed some more, but soon calmed. “Okay. Okay. I’m done.” He looked at Davy and flinched at his glare. “Uh-oh.” He covered his good eye with his hands. “Please, don’t hit me again!”
“Can we just get back to the job at hand?”
Rodney bowed to him. “Right-o, boss.” He quickly dug into his backpack and pulled out some papers. Judging by the dirtiness of them and how crumpled they were, they were the ones that flew away earlier, in the crater. And now they washed and waned in the rain.
Solas rose. He marched to Rodney and snagged the papers. He read the first page to himself. It had words written in handwriting matching that of a toddler, in giant letters. He skimmed through them.
Solas read them aloud, now. The first page, he read: “Enter the palace.” The second, he read, “Go to Vendicatore’s office.” The third: “Snag Tidewater.” The fourth: “Leave.”
Rodney brushed the dirt with his feet. “It’s a brilliant plan, really.”
“What in the hell is this?” Solas skimmed through the rest of the papers. On them were poorly drawn maps of the interior of the palace, with simple arrows for direction. He looked up from them and frowned at Rodney. “How pathetic is this?” Solas said. He, in a fit of rage, ripped them to shreds, and the wind carried the pieces away. “This is the work of a child! And you are the man to guide us through this operation? Absolute nimrod!”
“Rodney’s got the keys,” Davy said.
And when he said this, Rodney dug through his pocket for the ring of keys and jingled them. “You’re damn right,” he said.
“Keys!” Solas turned to Davy. “I want your men here at once. We are not prepared for this, in the least.”
Davy ignored Solas. He acted as if he had no idea what the old man was talking about.
Rodney turned to Solas. “Belittle me all you want, Mr. Solas. But it really is gonna be simple.” Rodney pointed at the gathering of people afar. “Look at the stage. All the guards are there. Every one of ‘em. There’s not a one in the palace. Believe me.”
“So you say,” Solas said.
“They are.” Rodney pointed to the tip of the palace, to a flat balcony overlooking all the city. “I’ll admit: there’s a couple of guards up there, like I was telling Davy last night, but they’re asleep this very moment. Look for yourself.”
Solas pointed his binoculars to the balcony. Two men slept in chairs.
“They’re absolutely useless,” Rodney went on. “Like I was saying to Davy last night. They’re drunks. Fools, all of ‘em. We can fire a tank and they won’t hear it.”
Davy looked at the palace. The walls were tall. He could only see a sliver of the grounds. But he managed to see a blinding glimmer of the turquoise swimming pool. The rain splashed against it, overflowing the marble pavement. Behind it was a tall, ornate red door.
“We’re going through that red door?” Davy said.
Rodney shook his keys again. “That’s right.”
Solas began to breathe hard. He clutched his chest. “And how do I know this isn’t a trap?”
“Would you like to stay back, Mr. Solas? Be my guest.”
“No! I need to see it firsthand.”
“Then shut your goddamn mouth, before I make Davy knock your eye out. I’m getting tired of your bitching.”
Solas gritted his teeth. He took a deep breath and calmed.
Ladies and gentlemen. . . thank you. . .
The hoarse voice echoed. The three men jerked their heads toward the stage. The crowd followed the chain-smoking voice with a loud cheer. The mountain vibrated beneath the three men’s feet, like the beginnings of a small earthquake.
The rain ceased as Vendicatore began to speak. The three men looked up.
“I told you! He controls the rain! That timing!”
As a response to the cloud fading away, the crowd jeered and screamed. And the vibration of the mountain doubled in intensity; the three men had to get down and hold onto the bench before sliding to their deaths.
Vendicatore’s amplified voice echoed through the mountains: Settle down, everyone, please. It will return, for today’s gift was merely a little taste of what’s to come.
And the crowd settled and cheered again, with a lightning of anticipation.
“Absolute monkeys!” Solas yelled. “Fools! Brainwashed, mind-controlled nimrods—”
Davy slapped him. “Shut up, old man. Do you them to hear us and get shot?”
Rodney chuckled at the slap. “Yeah. Quiet down, old man.”
For too long, God has punished us. But never-mind the shortcomings of God. For tonight, I am proud to announce the unleashing of my grand plan. The plan that will quench your thirst and cure your hunger and utterly destroy the plague of greed . . .
The crowd jeered at the last bit—and they followed it with, “Down with So-las, down with Sol-as. . .”
The chant delivered itself across the mountain and into Solas’ ears. He shook. Panting, he grabbed his pounding chest, once more, and eyed the three rifles on the ground by the trash can. He rushed to them and grabbed one, and wrapped it around his back. He ran to the edge of the mountain, eying the ambitious and narrow slope.
“Oh, Jesus. Oh, Jesus.” He said a silent prayer with a gesture, and began the climb down.
Tidewater shall unravel tonight! For it is time to turn the tide!
And in response to the long-anticipated announcement was the loudest of the cheers yet. The sand bounced.
Davy and Rodney saw that Solas had disappeared. They looked for him until they heard a grunting sound; they crawled to the edge of the peak and looked down. Solas was sliding down the slope, trying to take hold of the dead bushes, yanking them from the ground. But he failed and he slid on his belly, striking the bottom by the base of the palace walls.
Rodney chuckled. “What a piece of work,” he said. “More water, more problems, I guess. Look at this poor dude!”
“He’s got the right idea,” Davy said. “We gotta move.”
Davy ran to the other two rifles and grabbed them, handing one to Rodney. The rifles had straps. The two men strapped them around their backs.
Davy took his walkie-talkie. “Penelope. We’re heading down. Keep watch.”
He put it back in his pocket. He climbed, carefully, while Rodney kept an eye on the two snipers sleeping atop the palace.
Davy slid. He grabbed a hold of the sharp weeds and bushes, but they did not hold his weight and flung dirt. But he found a stop to take a drink of water. Bugs swarmed him and bit his sweaty arms, so he hurried, and slipped again, until sliding to the bottom, covered in dirt, coughing, spitting. When he reached the bottom, Rodney went, going through a familiar experience. He soon met the other two men, who leaned against the palace walls to catch a breather.
Rodney took his backpack and unzipped it. He pulled out a grapple. He stepped back, swung the grapple, and hurled it over the wall, pulling it tight in place. “Up we go. Who’s first?”
“That would be you,” Davy said.
“Stop wasting time!” Solas yelled. He took the grapple and climbed up the wall. At the top, he laid himself flat and peeked over to see the grounds.
Rodney followed him and climbed, then Davy. They crouched on the top of the wall. Davy peeked over, too, scanning the pool area, and saw that there was not a single guard in sight. He considered that a horde of them might await him in the bushes. And the second Davy touched down on the squishy grass of the grounds, they’d kill him. But he considered the option of retreat to be a much worse fate—his father would condemn him. He looked at Rodney’s smiling face. His father trusted Rodney. So, he had to as well, for now, until he could put a bullet through his head.
He grabbed the grapple and reeled in the rope, and snug it on the opposite end of the wall; he tossed the rope onto the green grass of the palace grounds below. And he climbed down. He fell onto the wet grass; his rear soaked from it, and the rest of his pants.
It was a different point-of-view than that of his when he entered the grounds earlier that day. This time, he felt the grass, as he ran his hands through. His hands lathered with water from the touch—which came from either the recent rain or the palace’s landscapers, or both—and he rubbed his face with it. It cooled his body. He let out a deep breath.
He examined the pool area. The water of the swimming pool sparkled in the corner of his eye, glistening with the gold of the trim of it. And he smelled the chlorine of it. It made Davy's face shrivel in rage. Chlorine in water was one offense. But was it his lake, tainted with chemicals, that Vendicatore swam in every day?
Rodney touched-down beside him. He panted and slapped Davy’s chest.
“Behold, the sanctuary of evil.”
The sheen of the watered grass blinded Davy.
“What I tell ya? No guards.”
Solas had made it down. He leaned his back against the wall in a huffing tantrum. Once he caught his breath and opened his eyes, he saw the saliva-inducing new world he entered. But this place was not too far off from his orchard in the desert. His place might have been better. Ever so, his mouth dropped.
“I don’t believe my eyes.”
Rodney rose. “Believe them.”
Solas spotted the swimming pool. “I knew this son-of-a-bitch kept it all for himself. He is the drought!”
“Bingo.”
Solas tapped at Davy’s shoulder. “Ever wonder where your father’s lake went?”
“Always.”
“Rest assured, now that I’ve seen the truth—it exists. Somewhere.”
“Now, let us get moving, shall we, boys?” Rodney interrupted. “The speech must be nearing its end.”
Davy and Solas rose. Rodney led them onto a tiled path around the swimming pool and a golden bird bath, in which birds bathed, to the door.
Rodney took out his keys and shook through them. He found the correct one and jammed it into the keyhole.
But his hand froze, key still in the hole, for a moment.
“Mr. Bight?” Solas said.
Rodney turned his head to the outer grounds. He whispered, “Don’t move. Don’t be alarmed.”
Davy and Solas gave him a puzzled look. Rodney let go of the key. He tip-toed around a tall spiral tree. The last image the other two men saw of him: he was readying his rifle.
Davy and Solas exchanged glances. They took their rifles and held them at the ready, and slowly followed his footsteps around the tree.
Emerging, they saw Rodney by a gazebo, sneaking up on a guard. And the guard jerked around: Rodney dropped his gun, leaped, and took a hold of the guard’s neck. He choked him from behind.
The guard collapsed to the ground. Rodney slapped his hands together and hurried back, to meet the aimed rifles of Davy and Solas.
“No guards, huh?” Davy said, on alert.
Solas dripped of sweat. He huffed, about to have a stroke.
Rodney put his hands up. “What?”
“You said there’d be no guards, you goddamn nimrod!” Solas yelled.
“There are no guards.” He picked up his rifle and strapped it around his chest. He clapped his hands clean and walked by Solas. “You look like a tomato, sir. Maybe drink some water.”
Davy pointed to the dead one by the gazebo with his rifle.
Rodney turned and saw the guard he’d choked. “Oh, him? He’s dead. See? No guards. Let’s carry on, boys, shall we?”
Davy and Solas exchanged looks, again. In an instant, they grew even more paranoid about their surroundings.
Looks like there’ll be more blood after all, Davy thought.
Davy and Solas flickered their eyes around. They caught back up to Rodney, back to the red door in front of the pool; the key still jutted out from the hole, and Rodney finally turned it.




CHAPTER 17

Namiane had learned that Davy had locked her in the bedroom. She was slapping against the door, crying out his name.
Brittle, her body rattled. Her bloodshot eyes were half-open. The bottle of water Davy left her still shook on the nightstand, without any trace of a sip.
She backed up, and ran into the door, full force; she burst through it, falling over the chair Davy had placed underneath the knob in the hallway. In the bursting, she hit the wall with her head, and she cried. She clapped her hand against her head—bruised.
She breathed hard and stood on a shaky knee, lifting the rest of her body to rise. She walked through the hallway like a drunkard, dizzy, using the wall to hold her up. Through the kitchen, she opened the sliding door. She walked onto the dead grass to a crunch.
She walked to the edge of the crater. The sun was setting behind the mountains. The remaining light, the shape of knives from the triangle tips of the mountains, shined on her.
At the edge, she crouched and laid on her belly. She hung her head over the crater, looking down inside it.
The rainfall didn’t reach her before it ended, not that she knew of its occurrence. But the sound of the gunshots reached her with popping echoes. She turned her head to the direction it came from—it was the direction to the palace. In the city. It wasn't an unfamiliar sound to her; she always heard faint gunshots in the city whenever Davy left her.
As she looked in the direction of the city, she saw the distant darkening of the sky—the cloud over the city, over Vendicatore.
She took a deep breath. Her lips were drier than sandpaper. She rose and found the steps to the bottom of the crater. She tightened her body to search for strength and began to climb down.
Out of breath, she made it onto the crater floor, and looked out. Dizzy, the horizon was a blur to her unfocused eyes. She took a few small steps forward. With her already weak and malnourished body, she fainted, collapsing onto her bony belly with a weak grunt.
The sun had just dipped behind the mountains. It turned darker out. But triangles of space between the tips funneled rays of light onto the crater floor, as the sun continued to drop. It shined across and struck Namiane’s head.
As she regained consciousness the sand flew at her heavy breaths. Her eyelids separated, but her eyes stayed half-open as her head lifted to see the light. She looked at it as if it were an angel before her; as if it was the lights of Heaven beaming down to welcome her.
But she knew Heaven would never accept her. That’s why she painted Hawaii to oblivion. She knew it was the only kingdom that might accept her; the innocent people of Hawaii never knew of her sins. Only God knew, and those of South California who died in her wake, who pleaded to God to deny her entrance to Heaven.
It was all her fault. It was her fault, the monster that was Davy Bay. His massacre and plundering of South California. The drought, which he created with his own hands. She never blamed him. It was her fault. Everything. She always said this, and nothing could convince her it wasn’t.
She tried to shed tears, the water of repentance, but she couldn’t. She whimpered without a single tear. She dropped her face onto the hard sand of the crater floor.
The light backed away from her, sucking toward the mountains and into the triangles of space. The shadow of the mountains took its place as the sun dropped lower.
She lifted her head; the sand stuck to her face and her nose. She spat. She turned her head and flickered her eyes about; they found the gravestone of Wesley Bay. She stared at it, and her breathing grew in a panic.
It haunted her more than Davy could ever know. Davy had always avoided the sand-sunk The Spirit of the Lake—until yesterday, anyway—and Namiane had always avoided the gravestone of his father. The last time she got near it was two years ago, when Davy erected it into the crater floor a week after his death. That day, they stood before it to reflect and observe, and pay respects. And she cried more than he did, which Davy didn’t understand.
And to this day, she made sure Davy never knew she feared it.
But today, Namiane gathered not only the physical strength as she got up from the floor, but the mental strength to look at that rock for longer than a minute.
She walked to the grave which bore the Bay name written in the chalk of a stone, and she knelt before it. She laid the palm of her hand on the dirt in front of it.
She tried to speak, but her voice died. Her mouth was dry. There was a knot in her throat.
But she tried, and managed, using her belly. Her voice was soft and squeaky.
“Please . . . please forgive me for what I did, Mr. Bay.”
The wind brushed by, sweeping through the sand. Silence.
“Please, Mr. Bay. Forgive me! Show me a sign that you don’t hate me for what I did. Forgive me for making your son a monster.”
She broke down into a whimper again. This time a couple of tears rolled from her eyes. The silence made her cry.
“Please! Come back!”
She watched the grave, expectant. It rattled, and her eyes widened—but it was only the wind.
But there was a blur ahead, a figure moving in the crater; Namiane’s eyes caught it. And she jerked backward.
The figure moved closer to her. And she grew excited for a moment and bowed down to the gravestone. She rose and waved to the figure. “Mr. Bay! Oh, thank God!”
But as the figure got closer, she grew disappointment. It was a person. A live person.
It was a random man—he yelled out, for he saw Namiane hiding behind the gravestone. His voice echoed:
Please, I traveled all across to find this lake—but it is empty!
Namiane ran to the plank steps. The man ran, too, and cried for her help.
Please, woman, have you something to eat, and a drink . . . !
As Namiane climbed the first few steps she knew she wasn’t strong and fast enough to escape from the man in time. So, she turned to see him. He panted. He had a beard. His skin was all red. He was beyond anorexic, in rags, with a wood staff and a pack.
“I am sorry for trespassing,” the anorexic man said, “but I searched for even a drop of something, anything at all . . .”
“You’ve traveled a long time,” Namiane said. “There’s nothing miles from here.”
“I believed in God’s voice, which told me to come, despite great odds.”
“I can help you. Come up with me.”
“Thank you! Thank you!”
And she climbed. The man climbed, too, to the surface.
The man’s eyes widened to see a farm, for he knew that farms were only available to the wealthiest. And he realized he was in the presence of a god, and he bowed before the glowing Namiane.
“Please, I will do anything, anything at all, angel. I do not go so far as worship the Vendicatore, but I will worship you, if you can be so charitable.” And he rambled on-and-on about her divine powers.
Namiane watched with horror. She told him to wait; she proceeded to grab a shovel and dig in the woods. She dug all around, as she clearly didn’t know where Davy’s father kept all his secret water (though Davy had shown her—she just didn’t want to remember).
She dug in a panic as the man waited, on the verge of breaking down after the tenth hole. But finally, on the eleventh, her shovel struck something hard. She flicked the shovel and dropped and stuck her hands in the dirt, wiggling the container loose. She tugged at it, but it was stuck.
She was weak: she pulled hard, at the small container in the dirt, leveraging her feet, and it gave as she flew back and fell on her back.
The water in the container, about a gallon, splashed inside the plastic. Namiane wiped it free of the dirt. But she saw the clear liquid, and her eyes cowered, as they likely saw blood within, instead. After all, the bottle was hot to the touch, as was the ground in which it lied for all those years.
The anorexic man ran to her side. He knelt and helped her up. Namiane gave him the bottle of water, and the man’s eyes sparkled, and his mouth dropped.
“All of it, my good lady?”
Namiane nodded. The anorexic man's face glowed as bright as her.
“I don’t deserve such a gift. How could I repay you?”
Namiane shook her head. She managed a smile. “It’s yours.”
“God must have brought me here! Yes, he must have, to show me you, my guiding angel!”
“Please, I am not an angel. God wouldn’t have anything to do with me, that I’m certain.”
The man twisted off the cap of the bottle. It was heavy for him, so he crouched and hauled it over his mouth, careful to not spill even a drop.
Namiane went over to the chickens and took all the eggs available. She gave them to the man. He eyed them with great curiosity as if he had no idea what they were.
He placed them in his pack while Namiane went to fetch a handful of potatoes from the patch. The man thought he’d taken enough—but then he looked at Namiane as if she had a halo over her head as she offered him the freshly picked potatoes. He took them. And, too, he marveled at these odd, dirty, oval-shaped things. He didn’t know any of these things, as his diet—like the rest of the people of South California who hadn’t yet died of dehydration—consisted of fish from the sea. And if fish wasn’t available, they resorted to eating burned grass.
He asked her what these things she gave him were. She told him, and he repeated the words slowly for memory. She told him to crack open the eggs, and eat them raw or cooked. She didn't have to tell him how to create fire to cook them; the man knew where to find flames around the county. For the potatoes, she told him to poke holes them with sticks, and cook them until soft; but not to eat the skin. Dirt covered the potatoes. It was best to save the water on other things, not to clean potatoes of dirt.
The anorexic man thanked her and stored the eggs and potatoes in his pack. “All this time I’d believed that the gov’nor was sent from God to save us . . . but he hadn’t offered me such generosity; only promises he gave, not even the spit from his mouth. With your charity, I have now more than I will ever own in my life, my angel from God above!”
He dropped to his knees and prayed, thanking God for sending Namiane. And Namiane cringed and guilt plastered her dry face.
He rose and took another gulp of water, and thanked her for that, above all things.
Namiane watched him with pain in her eyes. “It is me who deprived you of it in the first place.”
The anorexic man did not understand what she meant. But he took her hand and kissed the face of it, bowed and prayed to her, and went on his way to stumble upon the ocean to fish.
Namiane watched him walk away. She smiled. She loved helping visitors whenever Davy was gone, when they came. It was her plea for God to forgive her, helping them.
All that water and food she gave away? She’d tell Davy she had consumed them, as she always told him when she helped a visitor. If he ever found out of her helpings  of “savages,” as he called them, he would turn very angry.




CHAPTER 18

The door slammed shut behind the three men. They were now in a dark corridor of the palace. A small ray of light flashed through the door window.
Rodney took the lead. Davy and Solas trailed, on alert, with their rifles aimed; Rodney, though, was calm as he had his gun strapped around his back.
It was quiet. The main noise was that of the cascading fountain from the foyer ahead. Others were from the brushing of the three men's feet against the thick carpet, and the short breaths of a panicking, sweat-dripping Solas. The white shirt underneath the old man's blazer soaked of sweat, making his nipples protrude.
In the silence Rodney became so bold: he put his hands around his mouth, and yelled, “Hello!” The voice bounced off the walls of the hallway and echoed through the foyer.
“Are you absolutely mad!” Solas whispered. He aimed his gun at Rodney.
“Relax, old man. There’s no one here. Come on.”
Davy pulled out his walkie-talkie. He pushed a button and spoke. “Penelope?”
I’m here, David.
“Update?”
I don’t see anyone at all. Vendicatore is still speaking. Over.
Solas snagged the walkie-talkie and pressed it to his mouth. “There was a bloody guard on the premises! Why didn’t you tell us? Are you blind, woman?”
“He’s dead, remember?” Rodney said. “Or is your memory fried from cocaine, Mr. Solas?”
Davy took back the walkie-talkie. He pushed the button and spoke: “Penelope?”
David.
“Tell me when Vendicatore is nearing the end of his speech.”
Copy that. Over.
Davy slipped the device back into his pocket.
“Let’s go,” Rodney said. “We haven’t much time. There’ll be guards if he comes back before we’re finished, that’s for sure.”
Rodney let them into the grand foyer, the one which Davy visited earlier that day. Davy didn't react much to it, for he already saw it once. Solas calmed himself, in a strange change of character, and took a moment to marvel at the great fountain in the center. He approached it, swiping the water to taste; he made a cup with his hands, filled it with water, and splashed it on his face. He lathered it all over and took a deep breath.
“Courtesy of Governor Vendicatore,” Rodney said. “It’s no Fountain of Youth, but it’s a fortune nonetheless—and you just wasted it on your wrinkly face.”
“Better that than to allow it to splash here for no damn reason, other than to show.”
Davy paused. He heard something. “Do you hear that?”
Solas jerked his head, water running off his face. “What?”
Davy put a finger to his lips. They stood in silence, to hear.
There were faint clacking noises. Footsteps on a hardwood floor.
Rodney heard the footsteps. His eyes widened. He gulped.
Davy couldn’t believe it. His nostrils billowed as his face tensed.
Guards.
And a man yelled from above, faintly. The three men turned their heads to the encircling balcony, but no one was there.
They backed away and readied their rifles.
“Traitor!”
A bullet missed Rodney. It struck Davy’s forearm, and he screamed as blood splattered into the fountain.
Solas screamed. He jerked and fired at the source—a guard on the balcony behind them. The guard fell over the balcony to a loud thump against the carpet of the foyer.
Rodney bolted out of the foyer.
Davy mustered the strength and ran to hide behind a great white pillar. He collapsed to the ground, leaning against it. Solas ran to his own nearby.
“The bloody fucking liar!” Solas yelled.
Davy breathed hard. He bit his lip. He examined the wound to see a torn small chunk of flesh. He gasped upon seeing it; he felt a shock, and his blood pressure dropping. He took his sweat rag and wrapped it around the wound. But he had no time to knot it. More bullets sounded, striking the pillar on which he leaned. The stone of the struck pillar spat chalk all about.
These bullets, too, came from the balcony. Davy turned to shoot through the haze of chalk, hitting two. Solas finished off the rest, as one screamed and fell over the railing, falling into the fountain. Water cascaded and splashed all around, soaking the entire carpet of the foyer.
The foyer was already destroyed. Bullet holes were the new design of the curved walls; busts disintegrated, the dust of them scattered about; bullets steamed inside the paintings of Vendicatore on the walls.
The clear water of the fountain from the dead guard’s blood turned to a completely red color.
After a moment of peace, Davy pressed his wound with his hand, blood everywhere. He didn’t scream of pain—he fought the urge; he would not allow himself to feel the wound yet.
He leaped from the ground and dashed across the foyer to find Rodney. After a quick search, he found him hiding under a table in a nearby hallway, shivering in fear.
Davy pulled him from under, with his good arm. He gripped Rodney’s shirt and threw him over the table, splitting it in half. He held Rodney against the wall.
“No guards, huh?” Davy said, foaming at the mouth.
Rodney was speechless. Fear riddled his face.
“Was this a trap, Rodney? Are you and Vendicatore trying to get us killed?”
Rodney huffed in Davy’s face, breath the smell of acid.
After he didn’t answer, Davy pushed him against the wall harder; Rodney’s crown left a mark on the wall.
“Tell me!”
Static from the walkie-talkie in Davy’s pocket sounded. Penelope’s voice muffled, distorted. Davy couldn’t make it out, but he heard the tone of voice—that of hysteria. He didn’t need to know why; there must have been guards outside, too.
“Something’s happened,” Rodney said. “I swear to God I wasn’t trying to lure you. I swear. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”
Davy looked at the man. He believed him. It couldn’t have been a trap. This was his father’s will, after all, for Rodney to be a significant catalyst in the endgame. Just trust him. The presence of guards was only a miscalculation on the fat man’s part. (True, it was a giant one.)
Davy let him down. He aimed his rifle at Rodney.
“Get me to Tidewater. Now! Lead the way.”
“We need to get out of here. Right now. This was a trap by Vendicatore—”
“I’m not leaving without those plans—”
More bullets sounded in the foyer. Solas screamed for help.
Davy had no time to analyze what Rodney was on about. He raised his rifle at him and kicked him in the ass. “Go!”
“We need to leave!”
Davy dug his rifle into Rodney’s chest. “I’ll kill you. Right now.”
“Okay! Okay!”
Rodney bolted. He led Davy back into the foyer to meet Solas, who lied against his chalked pillar, reloading his gun.
By this point, the room reeked of the released bowels and blood of the dead guards. Smoke and dust filled the room. It was quiet; the now-red fountain yet continued its calming splashing.
Solas aimed his rifle at Rodney. “What have you led us into!”
His voice screeched in an echo. Rodney flinched.
But more guards stormed into the foyer from around the hall.
Solas directed his attention to them. “Help me!”
Davy dipped to the ground and shot over the fountain; Rodney joined Solas behind the pillar.
It was a shootout. As guards dropped, more ran in.
Davy got up and ran. He knew where he needed to go.
He ran up the three flights of stairs, the sounds of gunfire from the foyer echoing, chasing him. Atop the final few steps, he peeked over to see the hallway which had Vendicatore’s office at the end. Clear. He climbed over and ran through. 
Vendicatore’s door was already opened, a crack. Davy took a deep breath.
Penelope’s voice came in, again. This time he took it.
David! David, talk to me!
“Penelope! I’m here.”
There’s guards everywhere! Are you okay? What should I do—
Bullets shot through the wall and Davy collapsed to the ground. The device fell from his hand as Penelope continued to scream through it.
The bullets came from Vendicatore’s office. Davy crawled to the door, the bullets flying an inch from his scalp, as the red wall spat wood.
The bullets ceased. Penelope continued to scream through the walkie-talkie, which lied on the ground. Davy reached for it, but more bullets swiped the air above his hand, ricocheting off the floor; Davy rose and rushed through the door.
A guard peeked from behind Vendicatore’s desk, reloading his rifle. Davy dove to the side and shot him.
The guard dropped. Davy ran to the desk and opened the drawers.
He found the thick and clipped stack of papers, which on the cover had printed in red: TIDEWATER. He flicked through it. In his panic, he couldn’t discern much, but he saw that words filled the pages. It was the real deal.
Footsteps from the hallway. Davy kept the plans in the drawer. He dipped and aimed his rifle over the desk. He tried to hold it steady; it shook in his nervous grasp, rattling against the surface of the desk.
The footsteps grew louder. And there was a yell. This yell belonged to Solas, who burst in and slammed the door shut behind him.
Davy rose. Solas shot.
The jewel-tinted window behind Davy shattered.
Solas’ bullet missed Davy’s ear by an inch, as his lobe flicked to the stirred air. His ears perked to the shards of the glass which clinked against the marble pathway fifty feet below by the pool.
Solas saw it was Davy he fired at. He sighed of great relief. “Where are the plans? Give them to me!”
“Are more guards on the way? Where’s Bight?”
“Who the hell cares!” Solas walked behind the desk to join Davy. He opened the drawers. “Plans-plans-plans, now!”
He overlooked the plans right in front of him in the drawer. The large, red-printed title escaped the old man’s eye spasms.
“Where are they!”
Davy slapped the old man. “Calm down!”
“How could I possibly? I was promised no guards, not a single bullet shot, and here we are!”
Davy pushed Solas aside and took Tidewater out of the drawer. He swung his pack around and unzipped it. But before he could stuff the plans inside, Solas swiped them.
“Good! Now get me out of here!”
Davy glared at the old man, but allowed him to hold the plans. Not worth fighting over. They had to leave the palace immediately.
They headed for the door. But Rodney screamed atop his lungs and ran through, the door striking Solas in the head.
Rodney tried to close the door on the chasing guardsmen, but they blew through. Davy shot them from behind Vendicatore’s desk.
Rodney closed the door. He joined Davy behind the desk. Solas leaped to join them as well.
“How’re we gonna get out of here, Mr. Bight?”
A guardsman broke the door down with his foot; the three men shot at him.
Davy ducked to reload. Finished, he looked about for a way out.
He saw the shattered window, and he crawled to it. He shattered the remaining protruding glass from the frame with the butt of his rifle. The wind almost sucked him in, and he held onto the curtains.
There was a clamor in the distance, down below the hill the palace sat on—screaming. He was so high up that he couldn’t make out the people on the streets below. But it appeared the people of Vendicatore’s speech in the city heard the firing of guns from the palace. Davy saw chaos down there, but couldn't see much from his altitude. It was a ball of movement, like a vibrating yeast cell.
They had very little time. The guards of Vendicatore’s speech could swamp them on their escape over the mountains, Davy thought.
Davy stuck his head out the window. He saw a long, long drop. But there were balconies from the floors below. He saw he could jump down one-by-one until reaching the swimming pool grounds.
“We gotta jump onto the balconies.”
Solas crab-walked to the window to see the distance down. “Are you absolutely mad?”
“You’ve got a better escape route in mind, Solas?”
“In fact! The way we came in!”
“More are coming!” Rodney said. He was already firing into the walls; there were so many holes that they could see the guards running through the hallway.
Guards stacked by the doorframe for a shootout, and Solas and Davy leaped back behind the desk. Solas readied his rifle and left the plans on the floor by his knee.
Davy had enough. While the other two men took care of the guards, he grabbed the stack of papers and stuffed them into his pack. He threw the pack over his back. He peeked over the desk and fired at the final guard standing. As he heard more footsteps, he grabbed Solas and yelled at him to climb out the broken window.
Solas screeched at the disappearance of the plans. Davy assured him they were in his pack; Solas now didn’t hesitate. He climbed over the window frame. He sliced his pants and ass against a shard of glass, and screamed; he touched down on the first balcony to a loud thud. Before more guards could enter and shoot, Davy threw his rifle over his back with the strap. He ditched Rodney, jumping out the window.
He fell on top of Solas. The sound of gunfire went on above. Davy so very much wanted to ditch, but he had to make sure Solas got out first without harm. He helped the old man up. Davy looked over the balcony. The balcony below was not a far drop, but it would require great agility and flexibility. It was not a simple jump—they had to swing from the railing and gain momentum before jumping.
Solas had his hand clasped to his wound, blood on his palm, but Davy slapped him into shape.
“Listen to me,” Davy said.
“I can’t—I—”
“I’ll go first. Then I’ll help you climb down after me.”
“Fine! God, help me—”
Davy climbed over the balcony. He clutched the railing with his hands, sliding down it, hanging from it, and swung back-and-forth until jumping onto the next balcony.
He leaned over the railing of this balcony. He looked up at Solas, who peeked over.
“Hang over the railing and I’ll grab you!”
Solas was hesitant. He looked up at the window of Vendicatore’s office. The gunfire ceased. Rodney could have been dead—he had no time to sit there.
“Damn it! Come on, old man!”
Solas climbed over, legs shaking. With his bloodied hands he hanged over the railing. Davy climbed up his railing, using one foot to gain height, and he grabbed a handful of Solas’ sweaty shirt.
The old man fell and screamed; Davy, in holding him, almost fell over his railing with him. But he held tight onto Solas' shirt over the railing. Leveraging his foot, he pulled him up and threw him onto the balcony.
And it was on to the next one. They repeated this twice more, and finally leaped off the final balcony about ten feet, onto the marble pavement of the swimming pool grounds.
There were no guards on the grounds. Solas found the strength to rise and pushed Davy around. He yelled, “Where are the plans?”
Davy hesitated and kept his hand on his bleeding wound on his forearm.
“Show me the plans! I need to find the secret.”
Davy rose. “They’re in my backpack. Come on.”
Solas chased after him as Davy ran toward the concrete wall, to the rope of the grapple. When Davy stopped at him, he told Solas to climb first, but Solas pushed him against the wall.
He wanted the plans at once; he grabbed Davy’s pack; Davy punched him away.
“You old fool!” Davy whispered. “Let’s get out of here first. Climb. Now!”
Solas, wheezing against the grass, rose and climbed the rope. Davy followed. Atop the wide wall, there were no guards in sight; but Davy feared the possible sudden shot in the head. He took the grapple and reeled in the rope. He repositioned the grapple and threw the rope over the other side to freedom.
Solas didn’t hesitate to go first; he slid down the rope. Davy followed to the burning of his palms.
They abandoned the grapple and began the climb back over the steep slope of the mountain. They hurried, but there were the screams of a familiar voice. And they stopped climbing. They grabbed a hold of their rifles.
Along the walls, Rodney came into view. He yelled at the two men on the slope; Davy yelled back at him to shut the hell up. And he and Solas rushed to climb some more.
But there were gunshots. Davy and Solas ducked behind a bush of the slope; there were a dozen guards, at least, chasing Rodney.
Oh, why couldn’t he have died inside the palace? Why did he have to bring them with him?
Rodney ran up the slope and returned fire; the other two men fired, too.
“Thanks for ditching, assholes!”
There was a sort of a mound blocking the guards a bit from view—a bit of a barricade. They climbed as fast as they could. They returned the bullets every so often when the guards were in their vantage point. The guards fired back; the sand of the slope spit at them as bullets missed.
A bullet snagged Davy's backpack. It had already been loose on his shoulder, and it tumbled down the slope, as the plans scattered about, flying out of the half-zipped pack. The papers were now damaged, pierced by the bullet that swiped the pack.
Solas cried. He cared more for them than his life: he ran down and gathered them together before Davy could. But then a bullet hit his hand which held them, and they scattered again.
Davy collected them, ducking. He took his pack and stuffed them back in, and zipped it fully. He tended to Solas and helped him up, yelling at him. And he rose. As he climbed, Davy guarded him, and fired at the guards, killing most of them as the others hid.
Rodney covered for them, too, until they emerged over the top of the hiking trail. Rodney joined them. Then they ran downhill, tumbling over, rolling, their sweaty clothes collecting sand like dough on flour.
At last—Rodney’s car resting at the base of the trail. They rose and piled in.
Rodney hit the gas before they could close the doors. Guards found a way to them and tried to shoot at the tires, missing—except one struck a rear tire. Underneath tilted transmission towers and loose wires, they spiraled down the slope of the old, empty Los Angeles River, crashing into rocks, weeds, and cracking sticks.
The car flirted with tumbling over. But it managed to flatten and straighten, and Rodney hit the pedal, up the slope of the empty river, and out.
Penelope.
He told her ahead of time that, if anything were to happen, to meet them at a certain spot near the base of the mountains.
Davy ordered Rodney to go to this spot. It was a safe spot, away from the palace’s great shadow. And Rodney agreed. He knew she was an attractive woman.
Solas protested. He wished to retreat at once to his home. But Davy opened his backpack; he satisfied the old man with the crinkled, dirty, bullet-pierced papers of Tidewater. Solas drooled as he took the plans; he soon forgot the pain of the bleeding hole in his hand.
They reached the spot. And there she was, crouching behind a naked tree.
The four of them drove off. Davy dealt with his forearm wound. Penelope took off his sweaty t-shirt shirt and wrapped it around the wound. The bleeding ceased at some point during the drive to Solas’ compound.
Out of character, Rodney did not utter a single word behind that wheel. Not even a single smart-assed sentence. His eyes were of the type which had seen a ghost.
While Solas sat busy reading Tidewater, Davy yelled at Rodney. He demanded answers about what had happened just then in the palace. Answers which Rodney did not have.
But that didn’t matter. Rodney was useless at this point—only his use was taking him to Solas’ compound. He was unwittingly driving to his own death—he would get his day for helping Vendicatore steal his father’s lake two years ago.
Davy turned to Solas. The old man read the plans aloud, softly, to himself.
The hook was around his mouth. He would try to discover this secret—if there really was one; did Davy’s father make it up?—for a good while. And by the time the stupid old man could find it, Davy would have already drained his reservoir. And then Davy would tie him up and toss him into his own little crater. He hadn’t forgotten the disrespect Solas showed before, saying the terrible things about his father. So, Davy was ready to make him into his very own “pancake.” These thoughts made him smile.
He still looked at the salivating Solas, who flicked through Tidewater. The plans put the old man in a trance. Davy laughed.
Yes, keep looking for the secret. Stupid old fool.
Davy laughed inside. All his enemies would be destroyed this evening. He imagined Vendicatore’s face. The Water Thief stole his “glorious” plans. His palace was now destroyed. Surely, what Davy accomplished set the dictator back. There was no conceivable way Vendicatore could, especially with his men depleted, invade Solas’ premises tonight. Perhaps the presence of his guards in the palace—and the slaughtering of them—was a blessing.
Now Solas was all his for the night, without a worthy threat of Vendicatore looming. Davy vowed that failure was no option this time around.
Penelope had her walkie-talkie turned off. The Thieves couldn’t talk to them in front of Solas and Rodney, exposing the great plan. Davy took hers; he would need to use it later as he lost his in the palace.
But if the Thieves followed his orders, they’d be in the desert already, scouting out Solas’ men, whom Solas ordered to scout for Vendicatore’s men. The Thieves would await nightfall before pouncing on Solas’ men. This time Davy made all the proper precautions, as his father directed him. He didn’t assume like last time. There were guards stationed deep in that desert—and it was the job of the Thieves to find them before the drop of the sun.
And that sunset was impending. The desert they drove through turned gray. But there was Solas’ compound ahead. Four great torches blazed atop the ballroom roof, on that tall hill.
“I want your men here to join mine,” Solas said. “I won’t take any chances. If stealing these plans didn’t do shit, I won’t let that dictator get a mile from my baby.”
Davy nodded at him. He resisted his internal smirk from manifesting on his lips.
The four of them reached the compound. It was now pitch-black outside. Davy checked his wristwatch. A couple more hours longer he had to wait; after this time, the Water-Thieves would jump and kill their prey in the desert.
Two of Solas’ guards welcomed the four of them inside. They immediately tended to Solas’ ass and hand wounds, and Davy’s pierced forearm.
Treated with bandages, they climbed to the top of the ballroom to the roar of the four torches. Solas sat in a chair in the middle. He sat on one of his butt cheeks, hanging over the chair, as the other still hurt from the slicing of the glass earlier. He took a breather, with Tidewater having never left his grasp. By now, the blood of his hand had stained all the papers.
The two guards watched over the railing out at the desert.
Davy and Penelope huddled together, sitting, rifles readied. They sat in silence; Davy checked his watch every second. When it was ten minutes until midnight, he grew antsy.
The pair sat, shaking from nervousness, rather than from the cold breeze.
Rodney sat opposite them. His eyes never left Davy’s face. Huffing and rattling, he had a clear feeling of anticipation, too. But his rifle had been lying by his feet.
Solas spat out, “Ha! These plans are such an embarrassment! How could Vendicatore possibly be organized enough to pull off a heist of my lake? Did you author these plans yourself, Mr. Bight? Absolute nimrod!”
Rodney said nothing. Solas continued to flick through the plans. “Where is this goddamned secret!”
Rodney breathed even harder and opened his mouth to speak . . . 
But there was a cry from a radio. The guards whipped out their walkie-talkies . . . and heard the cries of their fellow men.
They’re everywhere! Help! ——
The guards yelled back as they jerked their rifles, equipped with lights, to scan the desert. They heard the faint cries in the desert, the same voices which bled out of the walkie-talkies. And Solas’ head jerked upright from the plans in which it was dug. 
There were sounds of raining gunshots in the black desert.




CHAPTER 19

And Davy gave Penelope a wink, and jerked to attack Solas to the ground as Tidewater scattered all about.
Penelope shot the two guards, dead, and held Rodney at gunpoint.
Rodney rose and put his hands up.
“No—!” Solas screamed.
Davy held him down.
“The plans!”
Davy beat Solas to bleed to a satisfying bone-crunch of his nose. He took a roll of string from his pack and tied Solas wrists together. “Soon I’ll make you into your very own pancake, you slimy old fool!”
Solas, from his battering, passed out. Davy spat on his face.
Penelope got closer to Rodney, who cried, “Don’t shoot! I beg of you!”
“You both will die,” Penelope said.
Davy rose. He squinted at the black desert. There were rays of flashlights scanning about. He pulled out his walkie-talkie. “Rafael. Talk to me.”
Go ahead, boss.
“What’s the situation?”
We made quick work of a bunch of guards. All clear it seems . . . but we got other guys still searching. We're waiting at the pipe. Over.
“I’m coming to see. Wait for me.”
Davy slipped the walkie-talkie into his pocket. He picked up his rifle. “Stay here, Penelope. Watch over these fools. I’ll meet with the others and kill the rest of the guards if there are any.” He walked off.
“Davy,” Rodney said.
“Shut up!” Penelope said.
“You’re falling right into his trap.” Rodney had never spoken in such a serious tone like this one.
Davy stopped short of the ladder—he heard this strange tone from Rodney. He turned, arching his eyebrows.
“Trap? What are you talking about?”
Rodney chuckled in disbelief. “You still don’t know, do you, kid? Mr. Water Thief, you’re doing exactly what Vendicatore wants. Like clockwork. Like a spinning friggin’ hamster on a wheel.”
Davy twisted his face. What did he just say?
“God,” Rodney said with a nervous laugh, “you’re more delusional than Vendicatore supporters. Vendicatore always knew who you were. Wake up. He always knew!”
Davy kept his shocked face. He exchanged a glance with Penelope, who too was in shock.
“Tidewater was all a hoax. It wasn’t for water redistribution. It was a plot to have you and Solas murdered. And me, it turns out.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Tidewater was a hoax. Listen to me.” There was no hint of deception in his shaky voice.
Davy gave this a thought. He walked to the other end of the ballroom and peeked over the railing at the black desert. He turned again to Rodney, looked at him with disgust, and aimed his rifle.
“So you’re still working for him? All along you were trying to fool me?” He raised his rifle. “My father trusted you!”
“Davy—”
“Tell me!”
“Please—at first, yes. I’ll admit it.”
Davy got closer with the rifle.
“Please, allow me to finish,” Rodney cried.
“Speak!”
“Listen. Vendicatore told me to gather you and Solas over to the palace to steal Tidewater, which is a work of fiction. But after what happened in the palace, with all those guards swamping us, I knew he wanted us all dead, then and there. He betrayed me. I was his pawn to lure you and Solas into a shooting squad of guards just doing their jobs. Little did I know, Vendicatore saw me as disposable, too. But now that that’s failed, and we got away—it’s plan B. And plan B is you stealing Solas’ reservoir for Vendicatore to easily take it off your hands.”
“Nonsense. My father told me to do this all this. My father even told me I can trust you.”
Rodney let out a deep breath. The cool breeze, with his sweat-soaked shirt, made him shake violently. “Okay. Okay. I need to tell you the truth. But I beg of you, after what I’m about to say, please don’t shoot—”
“What truth, Rodney? Spit it out!”
Rodney gulped. He drowned in sweat. “Your father . . . well, his spirit. It’s Vendicatore.”
Davy’s eyes twitched. His face tugged. He leered at Rodney.
“Your father is a hologram, Davy. All along it has been Vendicatore posing as your father, telling you to do all this, to steal water from South Californians.”
Davy raised his rifle. He aimed at Rodney. The gun shook in his tense hands. He shook, and he breathed hard, and his nose puffed up. About to cry.
“Shut your mouth, Rodney.”
“Vendicatore made you steal all that water over the past two years, so he didn’t directly have blood on his hands. He’s doing this to avenge North California, to take back all the water South California stole in the Water War. South Californians killed his family when they invaded. He got his revenge through you.”
“SHUT UP! LIAR!”
“Davy. Put the gun down.”
“Stop with your bullshit!” The spit from his anger-filled delivery flung across the room. “You’re a LIAR!”
“Listen to me. Even if you steal Solas’ water tonight, you will go home a failure. Tonight, Vendicatore has already stolen all your water. All the water you’ve stolen the past two years . . . it’s been pumped by Vendicatore’s men. Probably not an hour ago.”
“Shut up!”
“Listen. I can tell you the coordinates of where you’ve hidden your main stash. Then you must believe me. Okay?”
“Tell me them. Go on. Get one number wrong, one goddamn decimal, and I’ll blow your brains out.”
And he told him, without hesitation, as if he knew them by heart.
Davy dropped his gun in utter shock. He collapsed to the ground, raised by his hands, breathing hard. The sweat of his face gave and dripped onto the ballroom roof.
“David!” Penelope, still aiming at Rodney, dashed to his side.
“Davy, I can help you get back your real lake. It’s alive and well, relocated in North California. I’d like nothing more than to destroy Vendicatore after what he did to me. I can help you get revenge. We can get back at ‘em. I can help you take the real lake back.”
Davy touched his rifle again. He rose with it. He laughed like a madman. “No. I should kill you.”
Rodney lifted his arms again and froze. He gulped, squinted, and cowered, bracing his body to feel the bullet.
Davy, never taking his eyes off Rodney, lifted his walkie-talkie back to his face.
“Rafael.”
I’m here, boss. What’s taking so long?
“Send someone to the spot. Immediately.”
The spot?
“Tell me what they see there.”
Why?
“Do it! Quickly!”
And Rafael agreed; Davy kept his gun aimed at Rodney.
 


Outside of Solas’ compound, a tube was wrapped around the pipe. In a slight downward slope, it stretched endlessly across the desert, into the distant blackness, ready to snap, so tight that the breeze made it vibrate like a guitar string.
Ten young men in black rags and masks—members of the Water-Thieves—lied prone on a hill, aiming their rifles in all directions. The breeze rolled the sand and small rocks. Rafael was one of the men. He turned his head. He watched as a pickup truck drove off into the desert.
“Why is he going there?” one of the Thieves said.
“I don’t know. The boss ordered.”
“Don’t we already have someone there manning the tube?”
“No. Solas’ lake is going in other aquifers.”
Rafael pushed his walkie-talkie. “Boss. We sent Diego. He’ll report back to me. Over.”
Okay.
“What is he looking for, exactly?”
There was no answer.
Rafael sighed and stuck his radio into the sand. He turned tense; he looked around. “Keep watch, boys.”
 


Davy still aimed his rifle at Rodney. He held the walkie-talkie in his hand with his bad arm, close to his face; his other arm had the gun.
Rodney had calmed a bit, his hands still up.
Penelope stood idle, watching over Solas, who still lied, tongue out, drooling, knocked out. A sign of life—his bloodied eyes began to twitch.
“You can kill me,” Rodney said. “You can. At least I’d go out an honest man. I got nothing to gain by saying all of this, other than the grave.”
“Nothing to gain, other than tricking me not to steal this reservoir? It’s the last thing Vendicatore could want.”
“Davy, I knew the coordinates to perfection. Only your father’s ghost could have known them. And your father’s ghost is Vendicatore. And I worked closely with the governor; that’s how I know ‘em.” Rodney pointed to the black reservoir below. “Let me blow your mind: what Vendicatore wants . . . is for you to take this reservoir right now. Because that’ll mean it’s his.”
“We’ll wait until my men report back. Traitor.”
And they stood in utter silence, save for the whistle of the wind, and the chattering of their teeth.
Solas’ tried to open his eyes, but his blood had glued his lids shut. He yelled atop his raspy lungs, spitting in the air, only for it to fall back onto his chin. “Help!”
Penelope kicked his head, and it dropped again, tongue sticking out.
Boss!
Before Davy could lift his walkie-talkie to his face and respond—
There’s a bunch of thugs sucking the stash! I repeat: THERE’S A BUNCH OF THUGS SUCKING THE STASH! DIEGO GOT SHOT! I repeat: Diego got shot!
Davy’s face dropped.
Penelope turned her head with widened eyes. “What?”
Boss! What do we do? What!
Davy had no words. Rafael yelled over the radio more; but it slipped in Davy’s hand and fell, along with his rifle. Rafael continued to scream through it, so loud that his voice from the desert overlapped with his from the walkie-talkie.
Rodney, vindicated, lowered his hands.
“And Vendicatore knew the spots you were gonna store Solas’ reservoir, too. Well, that’s because he told you where to put it! If you stole it, he would’ve pumped it by dawn while you slept.”
Davy fell to the ground again. He rolled on his back and held his hands before his eyes. They trembled. His body entered shock as though his blood pressure halved. He laughed like a madman, without control, and his teeth chattered. He rolled in a ball, rubbing his body warm from the lack of blood flow. The cold of the night did not help. The sweat on his face, in an instant, ceased to produce, and dried over; but his clothes were still soaked in it.
Penelope had dropped with him, screaming, touching him. But he didn’t feel anything; he felt numb. And his ears rang, drowning out her voice.
His heart beat in long intervals; his body palpitated. A demon possessed his body as it twitched on the floor.
And now—only now—had he begun to feel the sharp pain of his skin-pierced forearm.
He couldn't speak, nor could he think straight. His thoughts were incoherent. He tried to imagine his father's face—but his mind could only envision the blurry figure of the “spirit.” He'd seen the spirit for two years now; this was the new image he had of his father. The only image he could recollect of his real father was that frown he made, the last moment Davy saw him.
He could only think of the hologram standing at a distance from him, with such indistinct, blurred features. In plain sight. The green light of it, flickering in-and-out. He thought, how could he have been so stupid? All this time . . . ALL THIS TIME!
He had forgotten what his father’s real voice sounded like. He could only hear the voice of the hologram—damn it, it must have been from a speaker planted somewhere!—in its piercing thunder-cracking; it echoed in Davy’s mind, and he finally heard the disgusting, hidden shade of Vendicatore’s hoarse voice, and his fading cackle, through the amplified distortion.
It finally hit him: he had slaughtered South California, all at the direction not of his father, but of Vendicatore.
Now he saw everything. All those fantasies he had conjured from the edge of death, on the dock—they were never meant to come true; they were mere mirages of the hot desert.
He said with shaking words, “What have I done?”
Penelope laid herself over him, and took his face with her hands, trying to stop his head from shaking.
“Penelope . . . all this time . . .”
“David—”
“All this time . . . we k-killed . . . th-th-thousands . . . w-we created the drought . . .”
Penelope shook her head. “No, honey. We had to.”
“Innocent people, all for a bloody lake . . . a lake that my father never even asked for. My father has always been dead! I’ve been talking to V-V—”
Penelope fought back tears.
Davy breathed hard. He exploded. “Vendicatore! We did it for VENDICATORE!”
Penelope, too in hysterics, looked up at Rodney. Her face angered from his. She jumped for her gun and aimed it at him.
“You did this to us!”
“No,” Davy said. He raised his weak voice. “No, Penelope.”
He mustered the strength to rise, and jumped on her. He took the rifle and threw it over the railing; it slid down the great hill, stopping clutched in a bush.
“No more death, no more blood. I can’t stomach it anymore.”
“David! He betrayed us!”
“Now he told us the truth.”
“To be fair, my lovely Penelope,” Rodney said, “you betrayed yourself being such a fool. The sun must’ve made you beautiful with your tan but not without frying your brains. And you, Davy. You were Vendicatore’s brainchild; you had no idea he was grooming you this whole time. I still can’t believe Vendicatore got this far with you. It was hard for me to contain my laughter when we met, when I told you the story of your father’s ghost.”
“Don’t you mock him, you fat slob!”
“Penelope, please. It’s over.” Davy, still rattling like a naked man in Antarctica, crawled over to the unconscious Solas. It took him a long time, given his shaking hands, but he managed to untie the old man’s hands from the string.
Solas, bloodied eyes trying to open, murmured some gibberish, guzzling saliva. “Nimrods . . . nimrods . . .”
“Appears you’ll live for another day, old man. Best hide your water now before Vendicatore decides to invade. That is if he finds the balls to do it himself without me as his pawn.” Davy looked out at the distance. He said to himself, “I need to return home to Namiane. She was right all along.”
Rodney bit his lip. He wanted to speak, but resisted.
Penelope’s heart, upon hearing Namiane’s name, fluttered through her shirt. She looked at Rodney. “David, he’s lying. He must be!”
“He can’t be, Penelope. He can’t be.”
“He created you, Davy,” Rodney said. “He had observed you over the years. Your loyalty to your father. How you’d kill for your father. So, he saw your father’s death as an opportunity. It was a long shot, but in the end, it worked like a charm. You were his little puppet.”
Davy couldn’t speak any longer. He lied on the ballroom roof.
“I’ll be right by your side if you choose to go after him,” Rodney said. “With or without you, I’ll be settling my score with the governor. I’ll gather my own gang to join with yours.”
And with this, Davy lied on the rooftop for a good half hour, the four torches yet blazing, until he regained his strength and his body stopped shaking.
By this time, Solas awakened, screaming. The three of them ignored him, and let him be.
They climbed down the ballroom ladder. They headed for the stairs and climbed down, Penelope helping Davy walk. Before pushing through the gates to the desert, Davy limped into the dark woodlands. He returned with a posy of yellow flowers between his hands.
 


The Water-Thieves were in hysterics in the desert. Davy, Penelope, and Rodney walked through the darkness and met with them.
They cried to Davy. They questioned what had just happened.
But Davy wouldn’t tell them the truth. Why would he? Their whole lives were a lie, too. They never knew that the group's founding was always—only, its sole purpose—meant to restore a lake in the middle of nowhere, in the hills. For all this time, they thought it was for power and riches, and survival; not to bring a “spirit” back to life with a refilled lake. Only Penelope knew of this.
They were pawns and slaves of Davy Bay, and Davy Bay was a pawn and slave of Governor Vendicatore. Vendicatore, the ultimate puppeteer.
Davy told them, “Vendicatore . . . Vendicatore.” That was all; except, also, he asked for a ride home, at once.
Rafael pointed his hysterical finger at Rodney.
“You!”
The other thieves, following his lead, looked at the fat man with hate. Some readied their rifles.
“Who are you?”
Rodney raised his hands. “Damn it! My arms are getting sore holding them up all the time because of all you lunatics.”
“Save your energy,” Davy ordered his squad.
They lowered their rifles.
“Boss, what will we do?”
“Diego is dead—”
“We oughta go after Vendicatore!” 
Davy held his head in his hands. What a headache. He wanted to see Namiane. That was all he wanted. 
“Nothing,” Davy said. “We do nothing.”
“You’re abandoning us, boss? What the hell happened up there?”
Davy pushed Rodney to the young men. “Want to go after Vendicatore? Meet your new leader. I’m retired.”
Davy opened the backseat door of the truck as they all watched him with bewilderment. He went in with Penelope. Before one of the thieves could say something else, he shut the door on them.
The Thieves stood, defeated, in silence. Rafael scanned Rodney’s smiley face and sighed. “Pile in, boys.”
The Thieves protested, but Rafael shut them up. And the defeated young men climbed over the tailgate of the pickup truck and hopped in.
Rafael stared at Rodney. “Who are you?”
“Former palace guard. Who are you, besides some punk?”
“A thief whose livelihood has evaporated in one night.”
Rodney chuckled. “Doesn't feel so good, does it?”
“We’ll talk.”
Davy rolled down his window. “You need a ride, Rodney?”
“I got my car. But I do need a place to live now, if you’re offering.”
“Meet me back at my place tomorrow morning at sunrise. You can have my cottage. Get there before I leave the country.”
“Your cottage is bugged.”
“Take it or leave it.”
“Okay. I’ll take it. I’ll kill the bugs then.”
Rafael entered the driver’s seat. The truck’s engine roared. It drove off, kicking sand. And Rodney went to find where he parked his car in the desert.
In the truck, all were quiet. Penelope, though, kept breaking the silence. She needed answers and assurances; her world crumbled around her. Her fate would be awash with uncertainties. She had only her dying mother in her little cottage; Davy gave her purpose.
The flowers in Davy’s lap made her choke on air enough. They weren’t for her, she knew. She knew Davy was about to abandon her for good. He had already made his mind up. She saw a twinkle in his eyes.
She was right: Davy saw Hawaii on the horizon. It was a holy place, for sure, if the thousands of Namiane’s paintings gave it justice. There, he thought, he could make amends for his sins, and flush himself of the guilt of all the blood he had spilled over the past two years.
Now he began to fantasize about it. The volcanoes, the over-abundant green vegetation, the waterfalls. He worried he might turn blind from all the shimmery gold. All the things he had heard about the place—were they true? Was it truly a paradise? Were Namiane’s visions and iridescent paintings of the place an accurate representation? Well, he supposed anywhere else was a paradise—all he knew was the hellscape of South California.
He began to fantasize not about sailing with his “father” in a lake of lies but about hiking up a mountain with Namiane. Watching those fancy dancers with fire he had heard about. Cliff-diving. Learning to surf? Fun.
A million excited thoughts flowed through Davy’s mind at once. He felt . . . relieved. It was all over. Now, his mouth salivated at the thought of living a normal life. The normal life Namiane had always begged for. There, they could raise a family, and be happy.
He could not wait to arrive home and tell Namiane. His only fear was that she could die of shock from such excitement of the news she had waited forever to hear.
But this time, it would not be a false promise to entertain her. This time he would mean it.
Because he loved her so—and now he realized what, truly, an angel she was. He realized she was right all along. She called his “father” a demon every single day. He blamed her for faking cries and acting. He berated her, calling her a witch, a manipulator, for trying to get him to abandon whom he thought was his father.
She had such great intuition. He should have listened to her.
And Davy’s face dropped into his hands. My God! How insufferable have I been!
All this time he thought the “ghost” was his guiding spirit, his God, and Namiane was the Devil.
But it was the complete reverse. He realized that Namiane was his guiding spirit all along. And he couldn’t wait to feel the warmth of her embrace on this cold South California night. He would make her plummet with overpowering love; love as deep as the crater.




CHAPTER 20

“Namiane! Namiane! I have great news!”
Davy continued to call her name as he ran across the front and entered the cottage. Inside, he called again.
He stopped as the door shut behind him. What was he thinking? It was still dark out; an hour before dawn. She was asleep! Let the angel sleep, he thought. She would need the full rest to prepare herself for the news.
But as Davy walked through the cottage, he discovered that the bedroom door was open. He saw the toppled chair in the hallway. 
He panicked.
He called her name again, down the hall; there was no response.
He saw a small hole in the hallway wall (from when Namiane hit it with her head) across the bedroom door. In the bedroom, the water in the bottle was still untouched on the nightstand as it vibrated to the energy waves of his panic.
The posy in his hands, Davy scurried and searched all through the house for Namiane, but he couldn't find her. 
He went outside. He couldn't spot her anywhere in the orange bleakness of the five-a.m. air. 
His heart plummeted. He froze in place; he thought the worse. Before he tilted his head to the crater, he called her name, one last time.
“Baby?”
Davy heard the soft voice. It was faint and weak, and raspy.
He looked around, but couldn’t find her. But then he saw her on the dock, head turned, smiling at him. On the end, sitting. Like he always used to.
“Nam?”
And he got the flashbacks: there was someone on the cliff across the reservoir. Davy was on the bobbing The Spirit of the Lake as he identified the person through his monocular. It was Namiane, naked, with a brick tied to her foot . . .
Why was she at the end of the dock? She’d never done such a thing before.
No matter; Davy was so excited and wanted to yell out “we’re going to Hawaii.” But he didn’t want her heart to excite and beat so hard that it’d knock her off the dock. He'd get a firm hold of her first.
As Davy walked across the dead grass, she carefully pushed up against the wood and raised herself off the edge. She rose with her wobbly knees and faced him.
“You were gone all night. I hadn’t slept. I thought Vendicatore had killed you. Oh, thank God!”
Davy carefully walked onto the dock to a creak of the wood. “Nam, what are you doing?”
“I was saying a prayer, that you would come back.”
He met her with a genuine smile. He gave her the flowers; shock struck her face. He had never given her anything, except for all that blood-stained water she never wanted to drink.
He gave her a big hug, then a kiss on the lips. “I’m here, love. I'm back.”
She gasped as she saw his wounded forearm wrapped in a bandage. “Davy! Your arm!”
“It’s nothing.” He tugged at her hand and faced the backyard. “Come on. We’re going to Hawaii.”
Namiane’s face glowed. But she knew better. Her face turned back to normal. “Davy . . . really?”
“Really. Let's get packing.”
Her face filled with skepticism. “Really-really? Or are you lying to me again?”
“Really-really-really. Let’s go.” He was half-facing the cottage, tugging her arm across the dock with eagerness.
Her face melted with happiness. She ran into Davy and hugged him. “Baby!”
Davy smiled. The pain of the truth Rodney spilled a few hours ago had faded; in truth, a million-pound weight fell off from his back. He could live a normal life now with the one he truly loved, Namiane . . .
“We’ll grab some vegetables and fruits, some water, pack up our clothes, drive to the marina and take a boat for ourselves. If we hurry, we can be there within a month.”
Namiane beamed. Her dry eyes twinkled. She couldn’t believe her ears. But as she walked with him off the dock back to the cottage, she turned to the crater.
“But what happened? Aren’t you going to refill the lake first? You must have succeeded, right?”
Davy hesitated. “Don’t worry about it.”
“What? Did you fail to steal Tidewater?”
“No. We had Tidewater.”
“Then what happened? Solas caught you?”
“No.”
Namiane bit her dry upper-lip.
“You were right, Nam. My father was a demon. All along. I’m sorry for ignoring you.”
“What? How?”
Davy revisited it. He twisted his jaw. 
“I found out my father was Vendicatore. All this time. He manipulated me this whole damn time. But it's nothing. Come on.”
Namiane detached her hand from his. She choked on air with a gasp.
She backed up, without watching her steps, and entered back onto the dock.
“Nam?”
“Then you finally know the truth,” she said, breathlessly. She wheezed, “You know . . . you know . . .”
Davy’s heart dropped—but he didn’t know why. He couldn’t stomach another sudden shock. What could possibly be next? He breathed hard, too, as he watched the horror on her face.
“You know I killed your father.”
This again. But this time, she said it while standing a small slip from death.
Davy tensed, eyes widened. He reached his hand out.
He spoke with a soft and calm tone: “It wasn’t you, Nam. I don’t blame you at all. I’ve told you a million times. Please, come back—”
“It was ME!”
Davy had no words. That screech of her voice got him good.
“I can’t hold it any longer. I can’t!”
“Hold what?”
Namiane hesitated. She looked down. Her eyes rolled over the dock to see the floor.
“Hold what, Namiane?”
Namiane let out a deep breath. She shook her head and smiled at Davy.
“Your father didn’t kill himself, Davy.” She pointed over the dock. “I pushed him off. When you left for the marina two years ago, I pushed him!”
Davy’s face had such a lack of emotion. It murdered his heart, but he appeared unaffected. He lacked the physical strength to break down anymore.
“Vendicatore made me do it. He told me if I did, you’ll want to leave for Hawaii because your father wouldn’t be able to stop us, since he'd be dead . . . but it was all a sick lie. He planted the note on his corpse, and then he blackmailed me . . . and that is why I’ve gone mad, because I’ve watched you kill thousands of people, and I couldn’t say a word. All I could do was ask for Hawaii like a crazy, crazy girl.” She caught her breath after speaking so quickly. She broke down, whimpering without tears. “I thought, maybe I still could’ve convinced you, and get out of this mess, with you.”
At last, an actual tear.
“Oh, Hawaii . . . I just wanted a way out!”
She paused. “Imagine, Davy. For two years I watched you take orders from your father, who was actually Vendicatore . . . and I couldn’t tell you the truth. It was stifling, more than the desert air. Now I
see that I am the demon, for not telling you anything. It’s all my fault, Davy. I made you the bloodthirsty monster you are now.”
She backed away, toward the crater. She entered back onto the dock. Then, she turned to the crater and screamed: “You hear that, Vendicatore? I told him! But you can’t kill me. Because . . .”
She walked further along the dock, backwards. The dock creaked with her steps. They grew louder the farther she got.
Davy, frozen in place, was so lost and outside of his body, that he thought he was moving to stop her.
She managed to stop on her own. She turned to see that she was now at the end of the dock. 
Her heels hanged over the edge.
She turned her head to Davy.
“I’m sorry, Davy. I’m sorry. I love you, so much.”
Davy watched her hold the yellow posy of flowers to her chest. He watched her eyes close. He saw her mouth a prayer. And he watched her fall back . . .
Then he leaped across the dock—
There was the loud thump down below, and his head hanged over the edge of the dock to see the billowing of dust.
 


It was now sunset, and Davy had lied on the crater floor by Namiane’s side since sunrise, nearby his father's gravestone. He leaned against one of the dock’s legs. Her head rested on his thigh. The yellow flowers lied on her chest. They were withered from the dry air, but unharmed, not crushed from the fall.
Davy’s eyes never once left her face. He looked at it as if he’d fallen in love all over again. So endearingly. He stroked her cheek with his fingers, wiping the sand off. He couldn’t think of a more beautiful specimen.
He held a hand to her cracked skull which leaked blood. Her blood was hotter than the sun-absorbed sand of the crater floor against his calves. But he loved the warmth of her touch.
“I can’t believe I ever forgot how beautiful you are. I can’t believe it. But from now on I’ll tell you that you’re beautiful every morning, at the crack of dawn of the Hawaiian sunrise, the second my eyes open by your side.” He stroked her face tenderly. “We’ll leave in a few hours, okay, Nam? We’ll leave at night, so we can take a boat while everyone’s asleep.”
Rodney Bight had come earlier. But he couldn't find Davy. So, he barged into the cottage and fell asleep in his bed.
His calling of Davy's name when he arrived was the only disturbance the couple had had. Davy had ignored it, keeping his eyes on Namiane's beautiful face.
But right now, there was another disturbance. A faint honking sounded above—that from a car.
Davy sighed at it. He looked up at the surface, at the rattling dock.
“What is it now, Nam?”
The honking persisted. It went on for the entire time it took the sun to disappear behind the mountains, as it ushered in darkness. Then it ended, and there was only the whistle of the wind.
“Someone had to disturb our romantic day,” Davy said. He was now whispering. “Who do you think it is, Nam?”
The honking sounded again.
Davy, growing impatient, shook his head. “I’m through with it all! Go away!”
But the honking doubled in frequency.
Davy turned angry. He looked down at Namiane. “I have to tell someone to go away. I’ll be right back, okay? I’ll be right back. I promise. Then we’ll sit here a little longer, and leave for Hawaii. I really mean it this time.” He laid a kiss on her bloody forehead, transferring her blood to his lips and cheeks. “I’ll be right back, love. Stay right here. Sleep. You're so very tired, I think.”
He removed his hand from the crack on her head. He pushed sand together and created a pillow, and laid her head gently onto it.
He got up. He headed for the steps of the crater and climbed them to the surface.
The beeps continued. They were much louder on the surface; Davy had to cover his ears. He moved along the crunchy grass and rounded the cottage.
And the beeping ended. Parked on the street, Davy saw a black state car, like those of the palace; it spun a whirl of dust as it sped off.
The mailbox was open. The lid flapped with the wind.
Davy approached it. He peeked inside and found a letter. He took it. It was blank—no name, no return address. He sliced it open with a sharp nail and yanked out a folded piece of paper.
He flapped it open and held it steady in the wind as Namiane’s blood painted over it with his fingerprints. He squinted through the growing darkness to make out the words:
Dear Davy,
It’s your father . . .
Ha!
Come, meet me at the palace. We haven’t much time.
We’ll take a trip to North California at once. 
We can begin our new lives there, drowning in our new-found wealth, together.
I will wait for you, my son.
There was a smiley face at the end. And a heart. Davy noticed that this style of handwriting was familiar. Soon enough, he realized it was the same penmanship used on the “suicide” letter that was planted on his father’s dead body. That blood-soaked letter which Davy treated as his Holy Bible.
That bloody Vendicatore.
There was more:
P.S.
Thanks for killing thousands so I didn't have to. It certainly put ease on my conscience!
P.S.S. 
Thanks for killing Solas' men for me. What a steal!
Davy heard a faint laugh rise from the paper and the dried red ink. It was the hoarse laugh of the man who wrote the letter. It was as if he laughed directly into the envelope and sealed it in there.
No—it didn’t come from the letter. Davy heard it a second time: the cackle came from the naked trees across the street.
He turned to it. He saw a small speaker, in plain sight, dangling from a swaying branch. A ray of green light, through the dark woods, shined directly on it . . .
The letter crinkled and bloodied with the gripping of Davy’s fist. He clenched his teeth and wheezed in rage. Spit flung through the gaps of his teeth.
He turned his eyes toward the crater. Then back to the letter. Then to the crater again.
Namiane—oh, hell, she might have to wait just a little bit longer.
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