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ADVERTISEMENT

CLEARWELL

CERTIFIED POTABLE CONCESSIONS

est. 2049, New Geneva & the Sanctuary corridor

Everyone downstream of us sleeps a little better.

CLEARWELL holds and certifies potable reserves across the Sanctuary corridor,

drawn from deep stock, assayed to a standard the municipal taps abandoned a decade

ago. Every liter we release carries a sealed assay and a serial. You are not buying water.

You are buying the only thing scarcer than water, which is the certainty that the water

will not be the thing that finishes you.

A tap can lie. An aquifer can be salted. A relay can go dark on a board member’s whim.

A CLEARWELL seal does none of these, because we own the source, we meter the

source, and we answer to the people who can afford to ask.

Concessions in credits, hard materials, or standing allocation rights. We do not service

contested boroughs as a charity. We service them as a market. Rationing is a municipal

failure. Trust is the only thing we decline to ration.

CLEARWELL

The tap you do not have to test.

S E A L E D / / C E R T I F I E D P O T A B L E

ASSAY
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CONFLICT

Issue 43 // Q3 2066

A contraband glossy from the edge of a dying future

Editor-in-Chief

INES DRESSLER

Drinks only what she has personally watched a clerk assay, then complains about the

taste. Calls this a survival strategy. It is a personality.

Deputy Editor

CROIX BETTANCOURT

Maintains the office’s standing tab at two gray-water bars and reviews neither of them

honestly

Field Intelligence & Fashion

LILA OSUN

Owns a full canteen she has never once opened in public, on principle, to make a point

about what people watch

Features Editor

DARA KASK

Sent a lynx below the waterline for eleven days and is now responsible for whatever

she owes when she surfaces

Culture & Decline

FELIX AMARAL

Can name the source of any drink in three boroughs by smell. Will not tell you which

ones he has stopped ordering, or why.

Copy & Classifieds

REN TAKATA

Reads every classified twice, files the water ones under threats, and keeps a separate

folder he will not discuss

Art Direction

PAID IN WATER. UNDER PROTEST.

Supply

WE DO NOT HAVE A SUPPLY DEPARTMENT. WE HAVE A PIPE BOSS WHO LIKES

US THIS QUARTER.

Published quarterly, or whenever the reserves allow. Printed on stock that took water

we will not account for. Distributed through channels that accept barter, brine, and

silence. All views expressed are the publication’s, held against a dry season. We do not

host guest opinions. We host guest grievances, settled in the currency of the day, which

is increasingly a swallow.
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CONTRIBUTORS

CASS RENNICK

Gene-forged lynx, ex-operator, our embedded correspondent and a confirmed wet

asset back when the word meant a paycheck. She spent eleven days below the

waterline with a relay crew for this issue’s feature and came up owing a pipe boss

something she has not described and a tide she cannot repay. Her work also appears in

our sister publication, which she says “at least pays on a schedule the water can’t edit.”

We choose not to respond.

HALFORD CRANE

Wrote field-survival manuals for three armies before he understood that the armies

were the hazard. He drinks last at any table, watches who drinks first, and has

opinions about both. His guide to staying alive on bad water (page 35) was tested on

himself across one very instructive summer. He survived it, which he offers neither as

proof nor as recommendation.

NESSA TARN

Photographs objects the way other people photograph crimes, slowly and with the

lights wrong. For this issue she took a single contamination test strip apart down to

the chemistry and the lie. She was a relay-station clerk in a drought hub for four years

and learned that the most important document in any borough is the one that tells you

whether the water will kill you fast or slow. She no longer trusts strips she did not buy

herself.

YAEL DRIFT

Interviews powerful people in rooms designed to make her grateful for the chair. For

this issue she sat across a glass of certified water from a woman who meters the thirst

of a city. The water cost more than the interview. It was not offered. Drift has a

reputation for waiting out a silence longer than the person who can afford to break it,

and she put it to use.
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IMANI SORNE

Writes cities the way coroners write reports, and spent a week in Saltgate for this issue

so you would not have to. A drought kid herself, raised on a ration clock she still

checks by reflex, she is the only writer we trust to walk a dry hub after dark and come

back with the fashion as well as the body count.
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OPEN WOUNDS

WATER NEVER LEARNED HOW TO LIE

There is a test you can run on anyone in theater, and it takes one question and no

equipment.

Ask them when they last drank. Not what, not where, not with whom. When. The

answer gives you their faction, their rank, their margin, and whether they are about to

do something they cannot take back, because a person three hours past their ration

clock is a different animal than a person with a full canteen, and the whole of this

world is the management of the distance between those two animals.

This is the issue about thirst, which is the issue about power, because the two stopped

being separate sometime around the Great Drought and nobody has pried them apart

since. Credits burned. Factions rise and fall on a press release. Water does not have an

ideology and water cannot be reprinted, and a thing that cannot be reprinted becomes,

very fast, the only thing anyone trusts. A canteen outranks a rifle now. A rifle takes a

borough. A full cistern keeps it.

We profile the people who understood this first on page 20, and the ranking is not

moral, it is technical. The cistern syndicates and the meter men did not cause the

Drought. They worked out, ahead of the rest of us, that you do not need to shell a city

that will die of thirst on schedule if you own the schedule. Washing the borough, the

operators call it. You pull a purge override, the water goes to the flood channels

instead of the taps, and a quarter million people downstream find out who their

government actually answers to. No shot fired. The most efficient weapon in the

catalogue, and it invoices the survivors for the cleanup.

Cass Rennick spent eleven days below the waterline with a relay crew in a flooded city

that is, against every intuition, dying of thirst, because the water that drowned the

streets will kill you slower or faster depending on where you draw it. Her feature is on

page 26. It is the funniest thing we have run about people who keep three boroughs

alive on a skeleton crew and get classed as a military target for the favor.

Halford Crane has filed the most useful and least comforting pages in the book, a

manual for drinking in a poisoned theater without becoming a statistic (page 35).

Nessa Tarn took a contamination test strip apart down to the chemistry and the lie

inside it (page 40). And Yael Drift sat across a glass of certified water from a woman
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who meters a city’s thirst and drinks freely while she explains why that is wholesome

(page 44). The water in the glass cost more than the interview. Drift was not offered

any. Read what she got instead.

We will not pretend we are clean, or even wet. This magazine keeps a tab at two gray-

water bars and settles it in coverage, which is to say we drink water of a grade we then

decline to assess in print. We are downstream of everyone. We are thirsty the way the

whole world is thirsty, not yet, not today, but soon, and on a schedule somebody else is

holding.

Standards are slipping. The water table is dropping faster.

// The Editors
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THIS MONTH IN DECLINE

1

A CISTERN SYNDICATE BEGINS METERING RAINFALL
CATCHMENT ON ROOFS IT DOES NOT OWN

Citing a corridor allocation statute nobody can locate, the Meridian syndicate has

installed catchment meters on residential rooftops across two boroughs and now bills

households for the rain that lands on their own roofs before it reaches their own

barrels. The legal theory is that runoff is a managed resource the moment it enters the

watershed, and the watershed is theirs. Residents have responded by drilling holes in

the meters, which the syndicate has classified as theft of a service. The rain has

declined to comment. The rain falls anyway, which the syndicate is working to address.

2

“WASHING THE BOROUGH” ENTERS THE FASHION
PRESS AS A VERB

The operator term for sabotaging civilian water to gain political leverage, opening a

purge override so the supply dumps to flood channels instead of taps, has migrated

from the field into rear-area conversation as a way to describe any clean, deniable

removal of a rival. A gallery owner described losing her lease as being washed. A label

founder described a hostile buyout the same way. The people who actually wash

boroughs do not use the word lightly. They have seen what is downstream. The people

borrowing it have seen a press release.

3
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GRAY-WATER BARS NOW CHARGE A PREMIUM FOR
THE WATER THAT WILL NOT KILL YOU SLOWLY

A tier of canal-adjacent bars has begun listing two waters: the house pour, gray,

drinkable, faintly chemical, and a sealed assayed pour at four times the price. The

premium does not buy a better night. It buys a slower decline, fewer years of the

kidney thing everyone in the district pretends they do not have. Patrons order the

house pour and watch who orders the sealed. Ordering the sealed in a gray-water bar

is now read as either real money or real fear, and in this economy those have become

difficult to tell apart, which suits everyone who has one and not the other.

4

DROUGHT-KID AFFECT BECOMES A LOOK AMONG
PEOPLE WHO HAVE NEVER RATIONED

The careful, undramatic economy of movement that marks people raised on a ration

clock, the way a drought kid will not waste a gesture any more than they would waste a

swallow, has become an aesthetic among rear-area youth with full tanks at home. They

practice the stillness. They carry a half-empty canteen as a prop and refuse refills to

seem hard. The actual drought kids find this unbearable and unworthy of comment,

which is itself the most drought-kid response available, and the imitators have started

practicing that too.

5

EO HOLDS A BOROUGH’S PURGE OVERRIDE AS A
NEGOTIATING POSITION

During a stalled corridor talk, EO command let it be quietly known that it controls the

purge override for the disputed borough’s water relay, and that the override is, in the

words of one liaison, “a button we hope never to discuss again.” Discussing it was the

entire point. The talks moved. The borough was not consulted, because the borough is

not at the table, the borough is the table, and everyone seated has agreed not to

mention the thing under the cloth that decides whether the borough drinks next week.
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6

RELAY RATS IN A FLOODED HUB THREATEN TO STOP,
AND THE WHOLE MAP NOTICES

The maintenance crews who keep the water moving below the waterline, relay rats by

their own name, have made it known that a skeleton crew is a skeleton crew right up

until it walks. Three boroughs run on the hands of fewer than a dozen people who

work damp corridors for wages a board member spends on a sealed pour. The factions

that have spent years treating these crews as soft targets are now discovering they are

also the only thing between every side and a dry city. A relay rat with a wrench has

more strategic weight this season than a squad with a mandate.

7

A DESALINATION CONCESSION IS CAUGHT DUMPING
ITS BRINE UPSTREAM OF A RIVAL’S INTAKE

The hypersaline waste from a private desal column, which by every standard must be

dispersed far offshore, was instead being released a measured distance above a

competitor’s freshwater intake, slowly salting a source that took a generation to find.

The concession calls it a routing error. The salinity logs call it a campaign. You cannot

un-salt an aquifer on any human timeline, which means this was not sabotage of a

quarter, it was the murder of a century, conducted by men in good coats who will be

retired before the water finishes dying.

8

HARD-PIPE RIGHTS NOW CHANGE HANDS LIKE
DEEDS, WITH THE SAME PAPER AND WORSE FAITH

A confirmed, functioning freshwater line, a hard pipe in the trade, has become an asset

you can buy, lease, and inherit, complete with sealed instruments and arbitration

clauses. The value is not the pipe. The value is the certainty, because everything else in
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the supply map is a maybe and a hard pipe is a yes. People are signing decades of their

water future against a single season of credits, and the brokers who write the paper

have learned to schedule the signings for the dry months, when a yes feels like air.

9

“PRE-DROUGHT” BOTTLED WATER BECOMES A
COLLECTOR OBJECT, THEN A COUNTERFEIT MARKET

Sealed bottles dated before the Great Drought, water that fell as rain in a world that no

longer exists, now trade among collectors who do not intend to drink them, which is

fortunate, because most are refilled fakes with aged labels and a convincing layer of

dust. The fantasy on sale is not hydration. It is a sip of the old world, the time before

the ration clock, and the forgers understand they are not faking water, they are faking

nostalgia, which has never once failed to find a buyer.

10

A WIDOW’S SURVIVOR ALLOCATION IS PAID IN
WATER CREDITS, THEN QUIETLY DERATED

A border municipality that compensates the families of its dead in monthly water-

credit allocations has been steadily lowering the liters each credit redeems, citing

allocation drift, so the paper amount holds while the actual water shrinks. The families

are not told. They learn at the relay window, where the same credit that bought a week

now buys five days, then four. A pension you cannot drink is not a pension. It is a slow

apology that the borough has worked out how to make smaller every month without

ever signing anything.

11
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A LIVE SPRING IS FOUND IN GHOST COUNTRY, AND
SEIZED BEFORE IT IS MAPPED

A working spring surfaced in a stretch of ghost country a corridor long abandoned, the

first new source anyone could remember. It was secured by armed contractors within

seventy-two hours, before the survey team that found it had filed a single coordinate.

The people who found water did not get water. They got a non-disclosure and an escort

to the edge of the dead zone. Somewhere a spring that belonged to no one now belongs

to whoever was fastest, which in this theater is the only ownership anyone respects.

12

SOMEONE POISONS A WELL TO CRASH A PRICE, AND
THE PRICE OBLIGES

A neighborhood well that had been undercutting the local water broker turned

suddenly foul, the contamination strips lighting up red overnight, and the broker’s rate

doubled by morning. The well tested clean again a week later, after the panic had set

the new price. Nobody can prove the foul was introduced. Nobody in the borough

believes it was not. The lesson the district took is the lesson the district keeps taking:

the cheapest way to raise the price of water is to make the free water frightening, and

fear, unlike water, is in endless supply.
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DOs / DON’Ts OF THE THEATER

DO

The drought kid who poured half her canteen into a stranger’s without ceremony and

without checking who was watching. She did the math the rest of us perform out loud:

he was closer to empty than she was, and a swallow given before it is begged for is

worth more than the swallow. Nobody at the table mentioned it. Everyone at the table

revised their estimate of her. That is what real water looks like, unhurried and

unannounced and absolutely remembered.

DON’T

The rear-area kid carrying a deliberately half-empty canteen as a costume, refusing

refills at a bar with a working tap to read as hard. The drought kid two seats down has

a full one she will not open in front of strangers, because where she is from you do not

show the tank, and she has spent the whole evening not looking at him, which is a

colder verdict than anything we could set in type.

DO

The pipe boss who logged a relay fault correctly at 0300 instead of rounding it up to

look busy or down to go home. A wrong entry in a water log is not paperwork, it is a

borough finding out at the tap. He fixed the valve, wrote the true number, and left

before anyone could thank him, because thanks are for people who think the job is a

favor. It is not a favor. It is the only thing holding the map together.

DON’T

The corridor officer loudly “restoring” a borough’s water at a press event, on a relay his

own side washed the week before. Public restoration is not generosity, it is a second

meter, payable in gratitude, with the cameras as witnesses to make sure the borough
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keeps paying. The people he “saved” now owe him for the thirst he engineered.

Everyone downstream saw the broadcast. Everyone downstream remembers the dry

week it did not mention.

DO

The smuggler who refused a job moving counterfeit assay seals, the little wax stamps

that tell a buyer water is safe when it is not. She read what the cargo was, understood

that a faked seal in a thirsty borough is a death warrant with a serial number, and

walked. Declining to poison the thing everyone has to trust is a kind of wealth most of

this theater cannot afford. She can. That is the flex, not the credits she earned but the

ones she turned down.

DON’T

The desal-concession accountant carrying a sealed hard-pipe deed to a checkpoint bar

like a trophy. The deed represents three boroughs of guaranteed water signed away in

a dry season under a duress nobody wrote down. He brought it to be seen holding it.

He is wearing four hundred thousand people’s thirst as an accessory, and he showed

the seal to a stranger, and the stranger did the only sensible arithmetic. The bar served

him. The bar will remember the face.

DO

The medic who carried his own contamination strips, bought from a source he trusts,

and tested the field water in front of his squad before anyone drank. Slow,

unglamorous, faintly insulting to the quartermaster who supplied the questionable

barrel. Also the reason his people still have working kidneys. He does not trust a seal

he did not watch get applied, and in a season of faked assays that is not paranoia, it is

competence with a shelf life.

DON’T

The lifestyle operator filming himself drinking unassayed canal water for a feed, to

prove he is harder than the worriers. He is not harder. He is younger, and he has

confused the absence of a same-day consequence for the absence of a consequence.
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The drought kids watching the clip are not impressed. They have buried people who

drank to prove a point. The canal does not care about your feed. The canal keeps its

own log, and it settles in years.

DO

The relay rat who wore her waders into the bar afterward, stained to the thigh, and did

not apologize for the smell. She had been below the waterline keeping a borough wet

while the room drank. The stain is the credential. Anyone who wrinkled a nose at it

announced exactly how far they live from the work that lets them be precious about it.

She drank her pour, said little, and left earlier than everyone, because the tide does not

keep social hours.

DON’T

Carrying a CLEARWELL sealed liter in a clear holster on your hip at a dry-borough

function so the seal shows. Certified water is leverage. Leverage everyone can see is

just a target on your belt drawn by the thirstiest person in the room. The seal is

beautiful. The instinct to display it in front of people on a ration clock is suicidal and

rude in that order. Drink it in private or accept that you have advertised precisely what

you are worth to whoever wants it gone.

DO

The old canal widow keeping her water-credit allocation book current to the liter,

recording every credit the borough issues and every liter it quietly derates. She is a

creditor of the people who buried her husband, paid in a currency that shrinks while

she sleeps, and she intends to be holding accurate paper when the reckoning comes. It

will come. She will be ready. The book is soft at the spine from being right and unpaid.

DON’T

The collector showing off a “pre-Drought” bottle at a dinner, water that supposedly fell

before the world dried, sealed and dusted and absolutely refilled last month. He paid

for a sip of the old world and got a fake of a feeling. The drought kid across the table
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has never tasted pre-Drought anything and never will and does not perform grief

about it. He is mourning a world he is too young to have lost. She is rationing the one

that is actually here.
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WHAT THEY’RE WEARING TO THE WAR

01

THE WORKING CANTEEN (FULL, NEVER OPENED IN
PUBLIC)

ManufacturerNone that matters. Salvaged steel or a welded composite, dented, re-

lined by hand, carried until it becomes part of the hip.

MaterialsBattered alloy with a replaced gasket, a strap off something that mattered,

and a weight that tells the trained ear exactly how full it is from across a room. The

dents are a maintenance log. The full one makes no sound when it moves.

Signal ValueYou are solvent in the only currency that counts and you decline to

perform it. Among drought kids, never opening the canteen in front of strangers is the

highest manners there are. It says you have water and you have the discipline not to

make a hungry room watch you drink it.

SurvivabilityThe canteen outlasts the owner, usually, which is why the good ones

carry three sets of initials scratched inside the cap.

VERDICT: The only object in theater whose silence is worth more than its contents.

02

CLEARWELL SEALED LITER, HOLSTERED

ManufacturerCLEARWELL, New Geneva. Issued with a sealed assay tag and a serial

that ties the liter to a registered concession.

MaterialsPressure-formed clear cylinder, wax-and-polymer assay seal, anti-tamper

collar. Built to be seen full, to catch a bar light, to be held without being opened.

Signal ValueYou can buy certainty and you want it known you can buy certainty. The

holstered liter says there is safe water in this room and it is on my hip. It is the most

aggressive thing you can wear into a dry borough without drawing a weapon, and it

draws the same attention from the same people.

SurvivabilityThe cylinder is excellent. The man wearing it openly in a thirsty district,

statistically, is not.
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VERDICT: Certainty you can see is certainty someone is already planning to relieve

you of.

03

RELAY-RAT WADERS, STAINED TO THE THIGH

MaterialsHeavy reclaimed rubber, patched at the knee where every relay rat patches,

lined against the cold of standing water for a full shift. The stain line records how deep

the work went. The smell records how long.

Signal ValueYou go below the waterline so a borough can drink above it. Worn into a

bar unwashed, the waders are a class flag and a dare. The people who recognize the

stain treat you with quiet respect. The people who wrinkle a nose have told you exactly

how far they live from the work that lets them.

SurvivabilityThe waders last years. The crews that wear them last as long as the

factions keep deciding a skeleton crew is more useful working than dead, a calculation

that holds only while the water flows.

VERDICT: The only stain in theater that reads as a higher credential than a clean coat.

04

THE FLOOD BEAD STRAND (REPURPOSED, NOW
DECORATIVE)

MaterialsOriginally a survival tool, hard pressed pellets that swell to mark a safe

water line or seal a leak, now strung on wire and worn at the throat by people who

have never sealed anything. The real ones still work. The decorative ones are dyed and

inert.

Signal ValueOn a wet asset, a strand of working beads is a tool you happen to wear.

On a rear-area collector, it is a war object bought secondhand, a survival item demoted

to jewelry by someone who survives in a building with a tap. The difference is whether

the beads have ever been wet, and the people who have been wet can always tell.

SurvivabilityFunctional beads degrade with use, which is the point. A strand that

never degrades is a strand that has never been used, which tells you everything about

the neck it is on.
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VERDICT: A survival tool worn as a necklace by people the tool was never going to

have to save.

05

THE CONDENSATION CLOAK

ManufacturerA handful of grid towns and one corridor cooperative, hand-finished,

never mass-produced.

MaterialsA hooded outer of mesh-backed catchment film that pulls drinkable water

out of night air and routes it to a hidden bladder at the small of the back. Heavy, slow

to dry, faintly ridiculous in daylight. Indispensable at 0400 in ghost country.

Signal ValueYou make your own water from the air, which means you answer to no

relay, no syndicate, no override. The cloak is the closest thing this world has to

independence, and it is worn almost exclusively by people who have decided that being

self-supplied and alone beats being supplied and held.

SurvivabilityThe film clogs and tears and yields barely enough. It will keep one

person alive in the open. It will not keep two. Choose your company before you choose

the cloak.

VERDICT: Freedom that fits one. The loneliest garment in the catalogue, and the only

honest one.
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WORST PEOPLE ALIVE

THE WORST PEOPLE CURRENTLY METERING YOUR THIRST

1

MARISOL VANTH

Comptroller, Meridian Cistern Syndicate

Vanth did not corner the water. She cornered the schedule, which is better, because

water spoils and schedules compound. Her syndicate holds the metering rights to four

boroughs and the override to a fifth, and she has perfected the art of never cutting a

supply in anger, only in sequence, always to her advantage and always with a statute to

cite. She drinks freely while she explains that thirst is a municipal failure and she is

merely its accountant. Asked whether she had ever released a source for free, she said

charity was “a pour we discontinued for lack of margin.” We believe her. That is the

problem.

2

THE DESAL CONSORTIUM (UPSTREAM BRINE)

Coastal concession, name withheld pending the lawsuit they will win

Not one man but a board that decided the cheapest way to win a market was to salt a

rival’s aquifer with dumped brine, killing on a century’s timeline a source that fed a

region. They call it a routing error. The salinity logs call it a campaign. The genius and

the horror are the same fact: nobody alive will see the source recover, so nobody alive

can be made to pay for it, and the consortium will be dissolved and reincorporated

twice before the water finishes dying. They did not poison a quarter. They poisoned a

grandchild.

3
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COL. ANSEL DREY (EO)

Holder of the Borough Override

Drey is the man who let a negotiating table know he controls the purge override for the

disputed borough, then called it “a button we hope never to discuss.” Discussing it was

the lever. He has never washed the borough. He does not need to. The threat does the

work, cleanly, deniably, and the borough, which is not at the table because it is the

table, drinks at his discretion and does not get a vote. He describes this as restraint.

Restraint is the word a man uses for the violence he has arranged not to have to

commit.

4

SEROVA LICHT

Founder, the Pre-Drought Bottle Exchange

Licht sells nostalgia by the sealed liter, water dated before the Great Drought, most of

it refilled and aged and absolutely fake, to collectors who will never drink it and never

check. She is not in the water business. She is in the grief business with a dust

machine. Her catalogue copy mourns the old world in the same paragraph that sets a

reserve price on it. She told us she “curates memory responsibly.” Responsibly is

carrying a great deal of weight in a sentence about charging people to feel sad about

rain.

5

THE WELL-SOURER

Unidentified, working the canal district

Somebody is making free wells frightening on a schedule that tracks a broker’s price. A

neighborhood source goes foul overnight, the strips light red, the broker’s rate

doubles, and a week later the well tests clean again, after the new price has set. No one

can prove the contamination is introduced. No one in the borough believes it is not.
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Whoever this is understood the cheapest way to raise the price of water is to make the

free water terrifying. We rank them fifth only because we cannot name them. Name

them and we will move them up, and so, we suspect, will the borough.

6

DR. PIET HALLORAN

Issuer of Assay Seals, the Belt

Halloran runs the lab whose wax seal is supposed to mean water is safe, and he has

been selling the seal separately from the testing, certifying barrels he never assayed for

clients who pay for the stamp and not the science. A faked seal is not fraud, it is a slow

homicide with a serial number, because the whole thirsty borough trusts the mark and

drinks on it. He calls his terms “expedited certification.” The people drinking on his

expedited seals call it nothing, because the ones who would complain are the ones it is

quietly killing.

7

THE RAINFALL METER OFFICE

Meridian Syndicate, municipal liaison

The clerks who decided rain becomes a billable resource the instant it touches a roof,

and now invoice households for the weather that lands on their own homes. It is the

purest expression of the era: not content to own the rivers and the wells, the syndicate

has reached up and put a meter on the sky. They will tell you they only manage runoff.

So does a dam. So does a noose. The rain, to its credit, continues to fall on the just and

the metered alike, which the office regards as a compliance gap.

CONFLICT / ISSUE 43

23



FIELD FAILURES

01

A CLEARWELL liter worn full and visible on the hip at a dry-borough function. He

wanted the seal seen. It was. Half the room now knows exactly what is on his belt and

what it is worth to people three hours past their ration clock. He thinks the holster

reads as wealth. It reads as a delivery address.

02

An assay seal bought separately from the assay, applied to a barrel nobody tested, sold

into a thirsty block. The wax is perfect. The water is a coin toss. The whole borough

trusts the stamp, which is the point and the crime. A faked seal is not a shortcut. It is a

sentence handed to whoever drinks first.

03

SEALED LITER / OPEN HOLSTER / DRY BOROUGH

SEAL

ASSAY SEAL / SOLD WITHOUT THE TEST
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A deliberately half-empty canteen, refilled-refusals included, carried to read as hard.

The drought kid across the room has a full one she will not open and would never

display, because where she is from the tank is private. One of these people has been

thirsty. The other has been to a costume shop.

04

The lifestyle operator drinking unassayed canal water on a feed to prove he is harder

than the worriers. There is no same-day consequence, which he mistook for no

consequence. The canal settles in years, quietly, in the kidneys. The drought kids who

watched the clip did not comment. They have already buried someone who drank to

make a point.

05

HALF-EMPTY CANTEEN / WORN AS A FLEX

DRANK CANAL WATER ON CAMERA / FOR THE FEED
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A strand of flood beads worn as a throat piece by a collector who has never sealed a

leak. The real ones swell and degrade because they have done the job. These are dyed,

inert, perfect, and perfect is the tell. A survival tool that shows no use has never been

used, and neither, you can safely assume, has the neck.

06

A “pre-Drought” collector bottle displayed at a dinner, dust and seal and all, refilled

and aged to order in a back room this season. He paid for a sip of the old world and

bought a forgery of a feeling. Nobody at the table could have told the water apart.

Everybody at the table could tell he needed it to be real.

07

FLOOD BEADS / DYED / NEVER ONCE WET

PRE-DROUGHT

VINTAGE / SEALED / DUSTED

REFILLED LAST MONTH / AGED ON ORDER
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A homeowner drilled the syndicate’s rain meter off his own roof to stop being billed for

his own weather, and got flagged for theft of a service. He is not wrong about the

principle. He is wrong about the paperwork, which the syndicate wrote, and which

now classifies his roof’s rain as their inventory. Fight the meter and you fight the

statute behind it. Bring a lawyer or bring a flood.

08

The desal column routing its brine a measured distance above a rival’s freshwater

intake, salting a century-old source on purpose. Called a routing error in the filing. The

salinity log disagrees in numbers. You cannot un-salt an aquifer on a human timeline,

which makes this the one field failure in the issue that no apology, no fine, and no

resignation will ever undo.

09

CATCHMENT METER

DRILLED HIS OWN METER / FLAGGED AS THEFT

DESAL OUTFLOW

BRINE DUMPED UPSTREAM OF THE INTAKE
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A widow’s survivor allocation, paid in water credits the borough quietly derates, so the

number holds while the liters shrink. She finds out at the relay window, a week at a

time, in the gap between what the credit says and what it pours. A pension you cannot

drink is a slow apology. This one gets smaller every month and the borough never has

to sign a thing.

10

A counterfeit contamination strip that reads clean no matter what you dip it in, sold

cheap to people who cannot afford the fear of testing. It is the cruelest fake in the

catalogue, because it does not just fail to protect, it actively reassures. A real strip that

reads red saves a life. This one sells the feeling of safety and pockets the difference in

years.

ALLOCATION BOOK

1 CREDIT = 5 DAYS ... 4 ... 3

WIDOW’S WATER PENSION / DERATED IN SILENCE

RED

COUNTERFEIT TEST STRIP / ALWAYS READS CLEAN
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EMBEDDED

THE CITY THAT DROWNED AND
DIED OF THIRST
Eleven days below the waterline with a relay crew keeping three boroughs
wet in a flooded city, where the water is everywhere and almost none of it
is yours to drink

By Cass Rennick

The first thing nobody tells you about a flooded city is that it is the thirstiest place I

have ever stood. There is water in the streets, water in the stairwells, water lapping the

second-floor windows of buildings whose ground floors became reefs years ago, and

you cannot drink a drop of it without choosing how you would prefer to be sick. Salt

came up the estuary when the barriers failed. Everything below it is brackish, fouled,

threaded with whatever the old world left in its pipes, and a city that is drowning is a

city standing waist-deep in poison wondering where its next clean swallow comes

from. I am a lynx. I have good instincts about water and worse instincts about people,

and Dara Kask sent me down here because the thirst issue needed someone who would

get in the boat and then get out of the boat and into the corridors below the waterline,

where the actual work is, and not flinch. I have a reputation for not flinching. It is, I

have come to understand, just another debt you pay by living up to it.

The crew is four people and they keep three boroughs in drinking water, which is a

sentence so absurd I made the pipe boss repeat it. Her name is Okot and she has run

this relay station for nineteen years, since before the second flood, and she has the

specific calm of someone who has stopped expecting to be rescued and started being

HARD PIPE

WASHED
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the thing that rescues. “Skeleton crew,” she says, when I ask how many people it takes.

“Four. Used to be eleven. The factions keep deciding we are a soft target and keep

finding out we are the only target that turns their water off when it dies.”

It is 0200 and we are wading a service corridor that floods to the thigh at high tide,

headlamps throwing cones through water that is the color of strong tea, and Okot is

reading the walls. Not the gauges. The walls. The rust patterns, the wear on the

handrail, the dry line that tells her where the water reached last week and whether it is

rising. “No floor plans worth anything down here,” she says. “The maps are from

before. We read rust. Follow the dry patches. That is where the work is and where the

floor still holds.”

Everyone above the waterline thinks the war is about who holds

the city. The war is about who holds the one tap that does not lie.

// Okot, pipe boss, nineteen years on the relay

The one tap that does not lie is a hard pipe, a confirmed clean line drawn from a deep

source the floods never reached, and the station exists to keep it flowing to the

boroughs and to keep everyone else from knowing exactly which corridor it runs

through. “A hard pipe is the only yes in this whole drowned map,” Okot tells me.

“Everything else is a maybe. People will sign away ten years for one yes. So we do not

advertise where the yes lives.” The crew moves the access route on a rotation only they

know. They have learned, the hard way, that the most dangerous thing you can do with

clean water is let anyone draw a straight line to it.

II.

By the fourth night I understand the shape of the thing, and the shape is a weapon

nobody is firing. There is a command sequence called a purge override, designed for

contamination events, that forces a relay to dump its reserves into the flood channels

instead of sending them to the taps. It is a safety feature. It is also, in the wrong hands,

the cleanest way to kill a borough ever invented, and the wrong hands have noticed.

“Washing the borough,” Okot says, when I ask why someone spray-painted WASHED

on a bulkhead two corridors over. “That station got taken last spring. New

management opened the override during a dispute. Quarter million people lost the tap
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for nine days so somebody at a table could make a point. We pulled bodies out of the

dry weeks. Dehydration in a flooded city. You want to talk about a war crime with good

lawyers, that is the one.”

She does not raise her voice when she says it. None of them do. There is a flatness to

how the crew talks about the override, the flatness of people who hold a loaded thing

every day and have decided that being calm about it is the only way to keep holding it.

The youngest of them, a relay rat named Sefu who cannot be twenty, put it to me while

we waited out a tide. “Up top they think we are maintenance,” he said. “Down here we

know we are the trigger guard. The whole city is a gun pointed at itself through this

one valve. We are just the hand that keeps it from going off.”

Up top they think we are maintenance. Down here we know we

are the trigger guard on a gun the city points at itself.

// Sefu, relay rat

I ask Okot what happens to the city if the crew walks. She is quiet, reading a gauge she

does not need to read. “Somebody less careful runs the valve,” she says finally.

“Somebody who washes the borough for a paycheck instead of refusing to. The water

does not die when we leave. It dies when the people who love it leave, and somebody

who sees it as a button takes the chair.”

III.

The eighth night goes wrong in the specific way these nights go wrong, which is quietly

and all at once. A faction crew comes down the access corridor we did not advertise,

three of them, wet to the chest, and they have a man with them who knows valves,

which means somebody talked. They want the override sequence. Not the water. The

override. They want the ability to wash this borough, to hold it, the way the station two

corridors over got held, and they have decided tonight is the night they ask for it with

their hands near their hips in a corridor where a discharged round puts a hole in the

one clean line and ends the argument for everyone, themselves included.

And here is where I should tell you I watched a relay crew do something brave and

terrible, because that is the story the corridor is shaped like. That is not what

happened. What happened is that Okot, very slowly, sat down. On a dry rung of the

access ladder, below the man who knew valves, made herself smaller than him, looked
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up, and said in that flatness I had decided was nineteen years of damage: “You can

have the sequence. I will give it to you right now. And then you hold the valve. You.

Not me. You stand in this corridor at every tide for the rest of your life, and you read

the rust, and you decide every single day whether a quarter million people drink, and

the first time you get it wrong, and you will, the borough you are trying to own will be

the borough you killed, and they will know your name the way they know the name of

the man two corridors over. I am not protecting the water from you. I am protecting

you from the water. You do not want this chair. Nobody who understands it does.”

I am not protecting the water from you. I am protecting you from

the water. You do not want this chair. Nobody who understands

it does.

// Okot, the eighth night

The man who knew valves looked at the override panel for a long time. Then he looked

at the dry line on the wall, the one that said where the water had been last week, and

he did the arithmetic that Okot had just handed him, and he understood that she was

not offering him a weapon, she was offering him a life sentence of being the only thing

between a city and its own thirst, with no relief and no rotation and no one to blame.

He left. They all left. Not because they were beaten. Because they finally saw the size of

the thing they were asking to hold, and it was bigger than the want.

IV.

On the last night Okot lets me draw from the hard pipe, the clean tap, the one yes, and

the water is so cold and so plain it tastes like nothing, like the absence of every

chemical I have been drinking around for eleven days, and I understand for one

swallow why people sign away decades for it. As I drink she says, lightly, the way you

set a tool down to see if anyone flinches: “You owe us now. You know that.”

I do not flinch. I have a reputation. “For the water?”

“For the route,” she says. “You know where the yes lives now. The one thing we never

tell anyone, you walk out with it in your head. We let you down here because Dara

vouched and because the city should know what it costs to keep them wet. But you
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carry the route now. That is a debt that does not convert to credits. You pay it by never

drawing the line, by writing this so people understand and not so people can find us.

Some maps you hold by refusing to draw them.”

“What if I get it wrong?”

She almost smiles, which on Okot is an event. “Then you find out what every relay rat

finds out. That the water keeps its own ledger, and it does not forgive, and it is patient,

and it is already downstream of you, waiting.” She caps the hard pipe, moves the

access route in her head for tomorrow, and we wade back out toward the boats and the

drowned streets and the boroughs sleeping above the waterline, dry-mouthed in a city

standing chest-deep in water it cannot trust, kept alive by four people who read rust in

the dark and refuse, every single tide, to make the easy thing happen.
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ADVERTISEMENT

THE DOWSERS GUILD

LICENSED WATER-FINDING // GHOST COUNTRY CERTIFIED

If it is down there, we will find it. What happens next is your problem.

Deep-source survey, well siting, and aquifer assay across contested corridors and

abandoned ghost country. Our finders work the dead zones the syndicates have written

off, and they are right more often than the instruments that replaced them, which is

why the instruments keep getting replaced by our finders.

We locate. We do not defend. A found source is a target the moment it is filed, so we

file nothing, we tell only you, and what you do with a yes in a thirsty world is between

you and the people who will come for it. Bring security. Bring more than you think.

The Dowsers Guild operates under no charter, answers to no concession, and

guarantees only the finding. Water located is not water held. We have buried finders

who forgot the difference.

WE FIND. YOU KEEP. IF YOU CAN.

DOWSERS GU I L D
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THE MANUAL

HOW TO DRINK IN A POISONED
THEATER AND STAY DRINKING
A field guide to water in a world that has weaponized it, for people who
would prefer to keep their kidneys and their schedule

By Halford Crane

PRELIMINARY NOTE: Everything here that keeps you alive also instructs the

person trying to make you thirsty. We have made peace with this. The water economy

does not have an ethics board. It has a watershed, a meter, and a memory, and now so

do you.

1. KNOW YOUR RATION CLOCK BEFORE YOU
NEED TO

Your ration clock is how long your current water lasts at the rate you actually drink,

not the rate you tell yourself you drink. Everyone in theater knows theirs. Nobody says

it out loud when it drops under forty-eight hours, because a person whose clock is

short is a person who can be moved, and the people who move others for a living can

read a short clock on your face. Do the math cold, in private, every morning. The single

most dangerous moment in any operation is not the firefight. It is the hour you realize,

too late, that your clock ran out while you were busy, and now every decision you make

is a thirsty decision, and thirsty decisions are how the canal gets fed.

2. LEARN THE THREE GRADES, AND NEVER
CONFUSE THEM

There is clean water, which is assayed, sealed, expensive, and rare. There is gray water,

which will not kill you today and will charge you for the privilege over a decade, and

which is most of what comes through municipal pipe outside the secured corridors.

And there is the water that is simply death with a delay, brackish, salted, fouled, the

water a drowning city stands in. The fatal error is treating gray as clean because you
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are tired, or treating death as gray because you are thirsty. Thirst lies to you about

grade. It will tell you the brackish draw is probably fine. It is not telling you the truth.

It is telling you what it wants.

3. TEST IT YOURSELF, WITH STRIPS YOU
BOUGHT YOURSELF

A contamination strip that reads clean is only as honest as its supply chain, and this

season the supply chain is full of counterfeits that read clean no matter what you dip

them in. A fake strip is worse than no strip, because no strip makes you cautious and a

fake strip makes you confident, and confidence is what the bad water is waiting for.

Buy your strips from a source you would trust with a wound, test a known-bad sample

now and then to confirm they still turn red, and never, under any circumstance, drink

on a seal you watched nobody apply. The assay seal is a promise. In a market that sells

promises separately from the testing, a promise is just a sticker.

4. FIND THE PIPE BOSS, NOT THE OFFICER

In any borough, the person who actually knows where the clean water is, is the pipe

boss or the relay rat, the maintenance crew who work below the waterline and keep the

taps honest. They are not on the org chart. They do not wear rank. They know every

valve, every override, every workaround, and the names of the families downstream of

each one. Treat them with the respect you would show a surgeon, because in a thirsty

city that is exactly what they are. The officer can authorize water. The pipe boss can

produce it. When the cascade starts, and it will, the officer holds a clipboard and the

pipe boss holds the wrench. Befriend the wrench.

5. UNDERSTAND THE OVERRIDE, SO YOU
KNOW WHEN TO RUN

Every networked relay has a purge override, a sequence that dumps the supply to the

flood channels instead of the taps. It exists for contamination events. It is used,

increasingly, as a weapon: washing the borough, the operators call it, taking a city

without firing a shot by simply turning off its thirst. You cannot stop an override you

do not control. What you can do is read the signs that one is coming, a relay gone dark,

a maintenance crew suddenly replaced, a borough’s water authority bought or

threatened, and get your clock topped up before the taps go. When you hear that a
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station has changed hands during a dispute, do not wait to confirm. Fill everything.

The confirmation is the dry tap, and by then it is too late to do anything but ration the

panic.

6. CARRY YOUR OWN SOURCE, OR ACCEPT
THAT YOU ARE HELD

The only person in this economy who is not owned is the one who makes their own

water, and even they are owned by the weather. A condensation cloak in ghost country,

a deep canteen discipline, a hard-pipe arrangement you keep quiet, any of these buys

you a margin of independence from the relay, the syndicate, the override. The margin

is small and it is everything. A person who must draw from the municipal tap drinks at

the discretion of whoever holds the valve, which means they negotiate everything else

at that same disadvantage. Independence in water is independence in general. It is the

most expensive freedom there is, and the only one that keeps.

7. FINAL NOTE

You cannot opt out of thirst. There is no position of zero need, no one who never has to

drink, because that person does not exist and the people who pretend to be him die

first and proudest. The goal is not to escape the watershed. The goal is to move

through it as someone who knows their clock, trusts their own strips, respects the

wrench, and never confuses the want for the truth. Water is the one thing in this world

that never learned to lie. Everyone handling it has. Test the water and the people in

equal measure, and drink last at any table where you cannot see the source.
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MATERIAL CULTURE

THE TEST STRIP: A SLIVER OF
PAPER THAT DECIDES WHO
DIES SLOWLY
How a single-use contamination strip became the most trusted and most
counterfeited object in three boroughs, and what it costs to believe a color

By Nessa Tarn

The strip is the length of a finger and weighs nothing, which is its first lie, because

what it weighs is a decision about whether you live a long life or a shortened one, made

in sixty seconds against a color chart you have to trust as much as you trust the strip. It

is paper backed with reagent pads, four of them, each tuned to a different poison the

water might be carrying, and you dip it, you wait, and the pads change color or they do

not, and the colors tell you safe, gray, or the third thing nobody says out loud. I am

holding one across a table from a relay clerk named Bruno, who has read more of these

by hand than anyone in the district, and when I ask him if he trusts the strip he makes

a sound that is not quite a laugh.

“I trust the strip I bought,” he says. “I do not trust the strip you bought. That is the

whole of it. The strip is the most honest object in the borough right up until somebody

learns to fake the honesty, and somebody always learns.”

This is the paradox the strip cannot escape. It was created to remove fear, to let an

ordinary person know whether the water in front of them will kill them slowly, and by

becoming the thing everyone trusts, it became the thing most worth corrupting. A

counterfeit strip reads clean no matter what you dip it in. It does not protect and it

SAFE

GRAY

DEATH W/ DELAY

SEALED // 25

SINGLE-USE CONTAMINATION STRIP / READ IN 60 SEC / TRUST AT YOUR OWN RISK
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does not warn. It reassures, which is worse, because a person with a fake strip drinks

with confidence the water a person with no strip would have refused out of caution.

The fake does not fail to save you. It actively walks you to the edge and tells you the

edge is solid.

I ask Bruno how you tell a real strip from a fake one, and he goes still in the way people

go still when you have touched the part of the job that frightens them.

A real strip can ruin your day. A fake strip can only ruin your

decade. People keep choosing the one that never ruins their day.

// Bruno, relay clerk, on counterfeits

“You test the tester,” he says. “You keep a sample you know is bad, salted, fouled,

whatever, and now and then you dip a strip from the packet into the bad sample and

watch it turn red. If it does not turn red on water you know is poison, the whole packet

is a lie and you throw it out and you do not buy from that source again. The trouble is,

doing that costs you a strip every time, and the people most likely to buy fakes are the

people who cannot spare a strip to test the strips. The fakes find the poor first. The

fakes always find the poor first.”

So the object of safety is also an object of class. The comfortable test freely, waste

strips confirming their strips, and drink assured. The poor buy the cheap packet,

cannot afford to spend one proving the rest, and drink on faith, and faith is precisely

what the counterfeiter sells. I track a single packet’s journey the way you trace any

object that has become a map. It is manufactured legitimately, assayed, sealed.

Somewhere in distribution a parallel run of fakes is slipped into the same packaging.

They split at a warehouse, the real ones to the secured corridors where buyers can

afford to test, the fakes routed deliberately to the dry boroughs where buyers cannot,

because a fake strip’s ideal customer is someone too thirsty and too broke to check.

The strip was invented to remove fear from water. We have

managed to sell the fear back, in the strip, to the people who

could least afford to feel safe.

// Nessa Tarn
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I find a family that drank for a month on a fake packet. I do not name them. The

mother shows me the strips, neat in a tin, every one read clean, every one a lie, and the

water they certified was gray at best. She knows now. She did not know then. “You buy

the strip so you can stop being afraid,” she says. “That is what you are paying for. Not

the chemistry. The permission to drink without the fear. And they sold us the

permission and kept the chemistry, and we drank a month of gray water feeling safe,

which is the only month I would take back, because the fear would have saved us and

they sold us out of the fear.”

The manufacturers will tell you the strip is a triumph of accessible safety. The

counterfeiters will tell you nothing, which is its own statement. Bruno, who has read

more real ones than anyone alive, told me the truest thing at the end, as he dipped a

strip into his salted control sample and watched it bloom red, the way he does every

morning before he trusts a single one. “It is an honest object,” he said. “The honest

ones always are. But honesty in a thirsty borough is just a thing somebody will

counterfeit by Thursday, because the more people need to believe a color, the more a

fake color is worth. I test mine every day. That is the most I can do. I cannot make the

water clean. I can only refuse to lie to myself about which kind it is.”

A sliver of paper that decides who dies slowly, trusted by everyone, faked for the

thirstiest, read in sixty seconds against a color you have to believe. The strip will

outlast the shortage that made it necessary, because tools always outlast their reasons.

The counterfeiters will keep finding the poor first. And somewhere a clerk will keep

dipping a strip into water he knows is poison every morning, watching it turn red,

keeping the one honest habit available in a borough that has learned to fake even the

truth about what is in the glass.
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THE ROOM WHERE EVERYONE LIED

THE WOMAN WHO METERS A
CITY: AN EVENING WITH
MARISOL VANTH
An interview with the comptroller of the Meridian Cistern Syndicate,
conducted in a private reserve where a glass cylinder of certified water
stands lit like an altar and the host drinks freely while four boroughs
ration

By Yael Drift

The reserve is not what you would build if you wanted to frighten people, which is how

I know it was built to frighten people. It is cool. It is humid in the deliberate way of a

place that can afford to waste moisture into the air. At the center, lit from below,

stands a glass cylinder the height of a person, full of certified water so clear it looks

solid, and the whole room is arranged so that you cannot sit anywhere without seeing

it, this casual display of more clean water than most of the corridor will touch in a

year, standing in a tube like a relic. Marisol Vanth meets me beside it with two chairs

and one glass, hers, which she fills from a tap that runs without a meter, because down

here the meters are for other people. She is in her fifties, composed, dressed in the

plain expensive clothing that is its own kind of allocation.

“You want to know if I am the villain of your issue,” she says, before I have asked

anything. “Everyone leads with it eventually. Let me save us the dance. I am not a

villain. I am a comptroller. Villains want things. I balance an account that happens to

be made of water, and the account does not care how anyone feels about it, least of all

me.”

“An account you profit from.”

“Every account profits someone. The ones that pretend otherwise are simply lying

about who pays for the building.”

She is good at this. I came prepared for that. I ask her how the business actually works,

under the chapel language of allocation and stewardship.
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“A city needs water it does not have enough of,” she says. “That is the only fact.

Everything else is distribution. The municipal authority distributed by need, which

sounds noble and meant that the loudest and the most violent drank first and the quiet

died. We distribute by schedule. The schedule is neutral. The schedule does not care

who you are. People hate the schedule because it cannot be shouted at, but the

schedule has kept more people alive than the need ever did, because the need was just

a fight and the schedule is at least a fight with rules.”

People hate the schedule because it cannot be shouted at. But the

schedule is the only thing in this city that treats the weak and the

strong the same. It treats them both as customers.

// Marisol Vanth

“You hold an override,” I say. “You can wash a borough. Cut the taps entirely. How is a

schedule neutral when you keep a kill switch in the drawer?”

For the first time she looks pleased, which is more unsettling than the cylinder. “I have

never used it,” she says. “That is the product. Anyone can turn off water. A child could

turn off water. What I sell is the credible promise that I will not, as long as the

schedule is honored. The override is not a weapon I use. It is the reason I never have

to. A city that knows you can wash it and watches you choose not to, every single day,

is a city that pays its schedule on time and calls it freedom.”

“That sounds like a hostage arrangement.”

“It sounds like every government that ever held a reservoir,” she says. “The difference

is that I am honest about the drawer. The municipal authority had the same override

and pretended it was a safety feature. I keep it on the table and let everyone see it is a

choice. They call me a syndicate. I call them my unlicensed predecessors. We are in the

same trade. Thirst, and the management of it.”

I tell her about the family that drank a month on counterfeit strips, the fakes routed to

the dry boroughs on purpose, the mother who said they sold us out of the fear. I want

to see if anything reaches her. She listens without moving, turning the glass a slow

quarter-turn on the table.
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Then she says: “That woman understands water better than any hydrologist I employ.

They sold her the permission and kept the chemistry. Yes. That is the entire engine,

and it is not mine, the strips are a different racket, but it is the same engine. Everyone

in this economy sells the feeling and meters the substance. The bar sells the night and

rations the pour. The clinic sells the cure and doses the supply. I sell the schedule and

hold the source. We are all in the business of the gap between what people need to

believe and what they can actually have. I did not create thirst. I keep honest books

about it.”

“You drink freely while they ration.”

“The relay rat drinks freely too, from the line he maintains. The clerk drinks from the

assay he runs. Proximity to the source is the oldest privilege there is, older than

money, older than rank. I am closer to the water than you are. You resent that. You

would do exactly the same if you held the comptroller’s chair, and you would tell

yourself, as I do, that drinking thirsty would not put a single extra liter in anyone’s tap.

It would not. My thirst is not a redistribution program. It is just theater you would

prefer I perform.”

My going thirsty would not put one liter in anyone’s tap. You do

not want me to ration. You want me to perform shame. That is a

different product, and I do not stock it.

// Vanth, on her own glass

Near the end I ask the question I came to ask, the one I had been holding like a strip I

did not want to spend. I ask her whether she has ever opened the override, just once,

for any reason.

She turns the glass another quarter-turn. “Once,” she says. “A long time ago, before

Meridian, in a borough that no longer exists. There was a contamination event, a real

one, and the override is what it was built for, dumping the fouled supply to the

channels to save the network. I opened it correctly, for the right reason, and a relay

crew that did not get the word in time was in the wrong corridor when the reserves

dumped. I followed the procedure. The procedure killed three people who were trying

to keep the same city alive I was trying to save.”

“What did that teach you?”
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“That there is no clean way to hold the valve. None. The procedure is not mercy and

the refusal is not mercy. Whatever you do with that much water, someone downstream

pays, and the only choice you actually get is whether you pay attention while they do.

So I keep the override closed and the schedule honest and I drink my water in front of

you without apology, because I learned the one true thing about this chair, which is

that the people who agonize over it make worse decisions than the people who simply

keep accurate books. Guilt is not a water-treatment process. It just makes the

comptroller slow, and a slow comptroller kills more people than a cold one.”

“That is a very profitable thing to have learned.”

“Yes,” she says, and finishes the glass. “The lessons that pay best are the ones that cost

you a borough first. You are good at this. You waited for the override question. Most of

your colleagues open with it and get a press release.”

She walks me out herself, past the lit cylinder, past the tap that runs without a meter.

At the door she says, lightly, the way she says everything that matters: “If you are ever

truly thirsty, Ms. Drift, you know where the source is.” I tell her I carry my own. She

smiles. “Everyone says that,” she says, “until the season the air runs dry and the cloak

yields nothing. Then they remember who keeps the schedule.” The cylinder hums

behind her, lit from below, a year of someone’s water standing in a tube so a guest can

be reminded, without a word, exactly how close to the source she is not.
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CITY OF BAD IDEAS

SALTGATE AFTER DARK
A dry hub built around the last working desal column on a dead coast,
where the whole city is downstream of one machine and everyone knows
it

By Imani Sorne

You arrive in Saltgate by crossing the flats, because the city sits in the middle of a dead

coast where the sea pulled back and left a plain of salt that crunches under the

transport and gets into everything, your teeth, your kit, the seams of your clothes, a

fine white reminder that the ocean is right there and not one drop of it will help you.

The city exists for one reason, which stands at its center, taller than anything else, lit at

the top so it can be seen from the flats like a lighthouse for the thirsty: a desalination

column, the last one on this coast that still runs, drinking seawater at the bottom and

producing, at terrible cost in power and parts, the only fresh water for two hundred

kilometers. The whole of Saltgate is downstream of that one machine, and the whole of

Saltgate knows it, and you can read that knowledge in everything from the architecture

to the way people hold a cup.

By day the city is queues and salt and the particular patience of people whose lives

depend on a machine they do not control. By night it becomes something stranger, a

place where the thirst economy takes off its daytime manners and does its real trading

in the bars that ring the column’s base, close to the source, where the water is freshest

and the rent is highest and the entire social order is organized by one axis only: how

near you live to the column. The closer to the column, the better your water and the

shorter your odds in any argument. People in Saltgate do not ask where you are from.

They ask which ring you drink in, and the answer is your whole biography.

COLUMN 1

SALTGATE // DISTRIBUTION 03 // 0200
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The first thing you notice after the salt is the column’s sound, a low mechanical

breathing that never stops, audible everywhere, and the way every conversation in the

city is half-tuned to it the way you would tune to a sick relative’s breath. When the

column changes pitch, the whole bar goes quiet for a second. “You learn its voice,” a

woman tells me at a base-ring bar called the Intake. “Everyone here can tell you if it is

running rough. We have all woken at 0300 because the sound changed. The column

coughs, the city flinches. It is the only thing we all listen to and the only thing none of

us can fix.”

The whole city listens to the column breathe. When it coughs, two

hundred thousand people stop talking at once. It is the only god

we have and it runs on spare parts.

// at the Intake, base-ring bar, Saltgate

The pipe bosses here are not maintenance staff. They are clergy. The crew that keeps

Column 1 running are the most important people in Saltgate and they know it and they

carry it with a weariness that comes from being load-bearing for an entire city. I buy a

round for an off-shift column tech named Adisa, who tells me the thing that reframes

the whole place. “The column is dying,” he says, flatly, the way you would mention a

terminal diagnosis you have made peace with. “Not fast. But the membranes are out of

production, the original maker is gone, and every part we replace it with is worse than

the one before. We are nursing it. We have maybe a decade. Nobody in this city plans

past the column, because there is no past-the-column. When it stops, Saltgate stops.

We are a city built on a held breath.”

The grief here is different from the grief in a flooded city. In Saltgate it is anticipatory,

a whole population living in the shadow of a machine’s mortality, and it shapes

everything, the fashion, the religion, the way people fall in love fast and leave faster.

There is a thriving trade in column relics, scavenged parts from dead desal plants up

and down the coast, some genuinely useful, most sold as talismans to people who want

to feel they are doing something for the column. A scavenger shows me a membrane

housing she swears is compatible. Adisa, later, tells me it is not, that it is from the

wrong generation, that half of what is sold as column salvage is hope with a price tag.

“People buy a part they cannot install for a machine they cannot fix,” he says. “Because

the alternative is sitting in the dark listening to it breathe and knowing you can do

nothing. I do not blame them. Some nights I want to buy one too.”
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Past midnight the inner rings come alive, the bars closest to the column, where the

water is fresh enough to taste sweet and the people drinking it are the ones who keep

the machine alive or the ones rich enough to live next to the people who do. There is a

brutal glamour to it, a last-night-on-earth quality, everyone drinking a little too freely

because the water is good here and good water is a holiday and the holiday is built on a

membrane that will not be in production next year. I meet a young distribution clerk, a

drought kid like me, who works the far window where the water arrives last and

weakest. “I drink ring water once a month,” she says, meaning the good stuff, the close

stuff. “I save up. I come in here and I drink one glass of the sweet water and I pretend,

for one glass, that I live close to the column. Then I go back out to the flats. Everybody

here is pretending to live closer to the column than they do. The whole city is one long

arrangement of how close you can fake being to the water.”

I do not have a tidy way to end this, because Saltgate does not. The column breathes.

The membranes age. The rings sort everyone by their distance from a dying machine,

and the bars at the base sell the sweet water like a sacrament, and the scavengers sell

hope-shaped parts, and the whole city listens, all night, to the one sound that means it

is still alive. I leave by crossing the flats again, the salt crunching, the column

shrinking behind me, its light visible long after the city is gone. The last thing I hear,

kilometers out, is the breathing, low and rough and irreplaceable, a city’s entire future

running on a machine nobody can save, in a place that turned its proximity to one cold

pipe into the only measure of a life that counts.

CONFLICT / ISSUE 43

47



NOBODY ADMIT THIS EXISTS

The live spring found in ghost country has reportedly produced no water since it was

seized, and the contractors holding it have begun trucking water in to maintain the

appearance of a working source. If true, somebody is guarding an empty hole and

bottling the cover story. Nobody can explain why, unless the value was never the water

but the deed.

A relay station that was washed last spring has reportedly come back online with the

same crew that was forced out, quietly rehired by the faction that displaced them,

because nobody else could read the corridor. The washers needed the washed. The

override, it turns out, is useless without the people who know which valve actually

feeds the taps.

CLEARWELL is said to source one of its “deep stock” reserves from a borough whose

own taps run gray, buying the clean source out from under the residents and selling it

back to the corridor at a markup. The residents drink gray water over a clean aquifer

they no longer own. The seal does not mention this. Seals never do.

The Meridian rainfall meters are reportedly being defeated en masse by a simple

modification circulating on dead-drop networks, and the syndicate has stopped

reading the meters in two boroughs entirely because the data is now worthless.

Officially the program is a success. Officially the rain is paying its share.

A scavenger in Saltgate is rumored to have a genuinely compatible membrane housing

for Column 1, the real thing, the right generation, and to be refusing to sell it, waiting

for the price the city will pay when the column finally fails. If the rumor is true, one

person is holding a decade of Saltgate’s future in a shed and pricing it against the

panic.

The brine-dumping desal consortium has reportedly already bought the freshwater

rights downstream of the aquifer it is salting, positioning to sell water to the very

region it is poisoning, once the poisoning takes effect. If accurate, this is not a routing

error and not even sabotage. It is a business plan with a twenty-year fuse.

Someone has been anonymously delivering sealed, genuine test strips to specific dry-

borough households, the real thing, free, no name. The recipients are not connected by

faction or district. They are connected, per one researcher, by all having recently lost

someone to gray water. As if somebody is arming the grieving with the truth they were

sold out of.

A pipe boss in a flooded hub reportedly turned away a faction crew this season without

a word spoken, simply by sitting down on the access ladder and explaining what

holding the valve would actually cost them. No hand was lifted. The crew left. The

story is spreading among relay rats as a technique. They are calling it taking the chair.
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The Pre-Drought Bottle Exchange is rumored to hold a small number of genuine pre-

Drought bottles, real water from the old world, kept off the market entirely and used

only to authenticate the fakes by comparison. Members who paid for the real thing

would, under this rumor, have bought aged tap water, while the actual relics sit in a

vault as forgery references.

A border municipality’s water-credit derating is reportedly being run by an algorithm

that lowers the liters-per-credit just below the threshold where families notice month

to month. The rate of the squeeze is tuned to human inattention. If true, somebody

built a machine whose only job is to steal water slowly enough that grief does not turn

into organizing.

There is a persistent rumor of a sealed corridor reservoir, full, untouched, held in

reserve by a syndicate that has never released a drop of it, kept against a future dry

season so severe that whoever controls that reservoir will control everything. The

borough above it rations. The reservoir below it waits. The creditor prefers the

leverage to the sale.

A column tech in Saltgate was reportedly offered passage out, a clean transfer to a

corridor city with working water, and turned it down, saying he would not be the one

who left the machine short a pair of hands. He has not been seen on shift since the

offer. This is either a man who stayed and is simply off-rotation, or a man who left and

does not want it known. In Saltgate the two look identical, and both are mourned the

same way.
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EXPENSIVE TRASH

CLEARWELL SEALED LITER, CERTIFIED POTABLE

FROM 60 CR/L

Assayed, sealed, serialized, and genuinely clean, which is the one thing it is honest

about and the one thing that costs. As water it is flawless. As an object it is a target,

because a sealed liter on your hip in a dry borough is an announcement of exactly what

you are worth to people three hours past their clock. Who buys this: people with the

money to drink certain and the sense, or lack of it, to decide whether to show the seal.

The water is real. The safety the seal implies in public is the opposite of real. There is

no review here. There is the verdict.

VERDICT: The realest water money buys. Drink it where nobody can watch you have

it.

THE MERIDIAN ROOFTOP CATCHMENT METER

INSTALLED FREE

Installed at no charge on your roof, after which it bills you for the rain that lands on it.

The hardware is excellent. The hardware is not the product. The product is a statute

that reclassifies your weather as the syndicate’s inventory the instant it touches your

shingles. As a piece of engineering it works perfectly. As a piece of governance it is the

purest thing the era has produced, a meter on the sky, free to install because the cost

was never the device, it was the principle it quietly establishes. Drill it off and you are a

thief. Leave it on and you rent the rain.

VERDICT: Free to install. Charges you for the weather. The most expensive gift in

theater.

PRE-DROUGHT “VINTAGE” BOTTLE, COLLECTOR
GRADE

2,400 CR
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A sealed, dusted bottle of water supposedly fallen before the Great Drought, sold to

collectors who will never drink it and could never verify it. Most are refilled tap water

aged on order in a back room. You are not buying water and you are not buying

history. You are buying a sip of a world that ended, a feeling of the time before the

ration clock, and the forger understands he is selling nostalgia, which is the one

commodity that has never once run dry. The dust is convincing. The seal is convincing.

The water is from last month and the grief is from you.

VERDICT: A forgery of a feeling, sold by the liter. Tastes exactly like the money you

wasted.

THE CONDENSATION CLOAK, CORRIDOR
COOPERATIVE

1,800 CR

Pulls drinkable water out of night air and routes it to a bladder at your back, which

makes you, for a few hard-won liters a night, beholden to no relay, no syndicate, no

override. The independence is real and the independence is small. The film clogs, the

yield is barely enough for one, and you will look ridiculous in daylight. Who buys this:

people who have decided that being self-supplied and alone in ghost country beats

being supplied and held in a corridor city. They are not wrong. They are just very, very

alone, by a choice the cloak makes permanent.

VERDICT: Freedom that fits one body. The loneliest good decision you can make.

BUDGET CONTAMINATION STRIPS, MARKET GRADE

8 CR / 25

Cheap, available, and the single most dangerous product reviewed in this issue,

because a meaningful share of the market-grade packets are counterfeit and read clean

no matter what you dip them in. A real strip that turns red saves a life. A fake one sells

the feeling of safety and pockets the years. The cheapness is the trap: the people who

buy these are the people who most need them and least can afford to spend one testing

the rest. They find the poor first. They always find the poor first. There is no good

version of this product at this price. There is only the gamble and who can afford to

lose it.
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VERDICT: Sells the permission to stop being afraid. Keeps the chemistry. Gets you

killed slowly.
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OBITUARIES FOR PEOPLE WHO AREN’T DEAD YET

THE FREE TAP

b. the first time a city gave its people water and asked nothing • d. 2066, cause of

death: the meter

The Free Tap, the quaint civic notion that water was a thing a society simply provided,

died this quarter when the last municipal source in the corridor was sold to a

concession and re-issued at a markup. Once, you turned a handle and water came and

no one billed you for the turning. Now every handle has a meter, every meter has an

owner, and the rain itself is being invoiced before it reaches the barrel. The Free Tap is

survived by the Schedule, the Allocation, and the Sealed Liter, none of which it would

recognize as family. No services. The deceased is, fittingly, no longer covered.

CLEAN RAIN

b. before anyone thought to own the sky • d. 2066, cause of death: the catchment

statute

Clean Rain, the assumption that what fell from the sky belonged to whoever it fell on,

died when a syndicate established that runoff becomes a managed resource the instant

it touches a roof. The rain still falls, but it falls now into a ledger, metered before it

pools, billed before it is drunk. Clean Rain is survived by Managed Runoff, the

Catchment Fee, and a generation of homeowners drilling holes in meters in the dark.

Memorial donations may be made by leaving a barrel out and daring someone to

invoice it. The rain, to its credit, has not yet agreed to die. The statute is working on

that.

THE GLASS YOU OFFER A GUEST

b. the first time hospitality meant water • d. 2066, cause of death: the ration clock
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The Glass of Water You Offer a Guest, the oldest gesture of welcome in any culture,

died quietly in the dry boroughs when offering a stranger water stopped being

manners and became a measurable sacrifice from a finite tank. To pour for a guest

now is to shorten your own clock, and the gesture has curdled into either a flex by

those with full tanks or a genuine, costly kindness that guests have learned not to

accept lightly. The Glass is survived by the Withheld Pour, the Counted Swallow, and

the drought kid who gives water away anyway and is loved for it. Services will be brief.

Bring your own.

THE HONEST SEAL

b. the first time a mark on a barrel meant the water was safe • d. 2066, cause of death:

the counterfeit

The Honest Seal, the trustworthy little wax stamp that told a thirsty person the water

would not kill them, died the day someone learned to sell the seal separately from the

science. Once, the mark meant the test was done. Now the mark means someone paid

for the mark, and a faked seal in a dry borough is a homicide with a serial number. The

Honest Seal is survived by the Expedited Certification, the Counterfeit Strip, and the

clerk who tests every batch by hand because he no longer trusts anyone’s mark

including his own. No flowers. Bring a sample you know is bad and watch what the

strip does.
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CLASSIFIEDS / PERSONAL ADS / BOUNTY ADS

SEEKING

Genuine contamination strips, sealed, traceable lot number, will pay full and in cash.

No market-grade. No bulk discount that smells like a counterfeit run. I have buried

someone who trusted a cheap packet. I will not bury a second.

// NEVER AGAIN

FOR SALE

“Genuine” contamination strips, deep discount, certified clean every dip. Before you

ask: yes, they read safe. Before you ask again: that is the only thing I can promise they

will read. Buyer assumes the water. I assume nothing.

// ALWAYS CLEAN

PERSONAL

To the lynx who came up from the corridor with the route in her head: you carry the

yes now. Do not draw the line. Write us true and write us hidden. The tide remembers

who keeps a secret wet. Drink on the house, never on the record.

// O.

WANTED

The crew that washed the Lower Reach relay last spring. Nine dry days. We pulled our

people out of the dehydration ward in a flooded city. We are not law. We are

downstream. You opened the override. We only need to open one thing back.

// LOWER REACH
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FOR SALE

Rooftop catchment meter, removed intact, still ticking, asking offers. Yes it is the

syndicate’s. Yes removing it is theft of a service. So is billing me for my own rain. We

can each report the other. Mine’s a better story.

// MY ROOF MY RAIN

MEMORIAL

For the families of Saltgate whose people the column outlived and will not much

longer. No speeches. Meet at the base ring. Bring one glass of sweet water each. We

drink to the machine while it still breathes. Location with the off-shift techs.

// FIRST RING

PERSONAL

Marisol, the cylinder is very beautiful and very full and we both know what it is for. I

am not asking you to share it. I am reminding you that a city listening to you not pour

is still a city listening. One day it stops listening. Pour first.

// SOMEONE ON THE SCHEDULE

SEEKING

A condensation cloak, working film, full bladder rig, for one. Just one. I have done the

math on company and the math came back alone. If your cloak yields enough for two it

is lying to you. Sell me the honest one.

// GHOST COUNTRY BOUND

FOR SALE

Column 1 membrane housing, swear it is the right generation, swear it will fit. Saltgate

buyers only. Before you report me for selling hope: a man drowning will pay for a rope

he cannot reach. I only sell the rope.

// [SALVAGE]
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PERSONAL

To the editors of CONFLICT, who run a tab at two gray-water bars and pay in

adjectives: the bars have assayed your reviews and found them generous. The water is

not. Settle the tab in something we can drink, or your next pour is the house grade,

with notes.

// THE INTAKE

SEEKING

A pipe boss who will read a corridor I just acquired and tell me the truth about the

override before I believe the man who sold it to me. I do not want to wash anyone. I

want to know what I am holding. Pay is good. Discretion is mutual.

// NEW MANAGEMENT, RELUCTANT

BOUNTY

900 credits, or one sealed liter of certified, for the name of whoever is leaving free

genuine strips on grieving doorsteps. This is not a threat. We checked twice. It is an

attempt to shake a hand that has been busy saving lives anonymously.

// THE WIDOWS’ ASSAY

FOR SALE

One “pre-Drought” bottle, sealed, dusted, period label, impeccable. I am told it is from

before. I am told a great many things. Sold as a feeling, not a beverage. Do not open it.

The feeling does not survive contact with the contents.

// HONEST FORGER

PERSONAL

OKOT, you sat down on the ladder below a man who could have ended us all and made

him do the math instead. I have thought about it every tide since. That is the bravest

gentle thing I have watched a person do. The route is safe with me. So is the rest.

// C.R.
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WANTED

Salinity logs from the coastal desal consortium, 2061 to present, specifically outflow

routing near the eastern intake. A century-old aquifer is dying on a schedule somebody

chose. We are slow, we are thorough, and we are downstream forever.

// SALT LINE COLLECTIVE

SEEKING

A water finder who works ghost country and files nothing. If you log your finds you are

no use to me, because a logged source is a seized source. The ones I need locate, tell

only the client, and forget the coordinate. You know the discipline. So do the dead who

lacked it.

// OFF-THE-MAP

FOR SALE

Assay seals, blank, wax-and-polymer, lab-grade, sealed in lots. Before you report this:

an empty seal is not a crime. What you certify with it is between you and everyone who

drinks on your word. I sell the wax. You sell the lie.

// [UNNAMED]

BOUNTY

The water of a lifetime, a standing draw from a hard pipe, payable for as long as I hold

it, to whoever proves which coastal concession routed brine above the eastern intake

on purpose. Bring me the routing order. Bring me a name. I always pay what a source

is worth.

// A DOWNSTREAM BOROUGH
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THE LAST SWALLOW

There is a word for what every body in this world is doing, all the time, under

everything else it is doing. It is not fighting. It is not earning. It is not even surviving,

exactly. It is drinking, or it is about to need to, or it is rationing the gap between those

two states, and the management of that gap is the only universal occupation left.

The question this issue asks, in every department, in every caption, in every classified

that offers a sealed liter for a price that is itself a kind of thirst, is not whether you are

thirsty. You are, or you will be, on a schedule you do not hold. The question is who

turns your tap, and what they want for it, and whether you know your own clock well

enough to see the dry day coming before it arrives at the handle.

The syndicate holds the schedule. The concession holds the seal. The consortium holds

the brine and the patience to salt a century. The relay crew holds the override and the

discipline to never use it. The borough holds its widows in derated credits. The column

in Saltgate holds two hundred thousand futures on a membrane that will not be made

next year. Everyone is holding water, or the absence of it, over someone. Nobody is

holding it for free. And somewhere below a flooded city, a pipe boss reads rust in the

dark and refuses, every single tide, to make the easy thing happen, because she knows

the water keeps its own ledger and the water does not forgive.

We are a magazine that drinks gray water and reviews it kindly. We know this. We are

downstream of everyone and we are thirsty in the slow, deniable way the whole world

is thirsty. But we also know that water tells you everything. Who poured for whom,

and what it cost them, and whether they tested before they trusted, and whether they

will be remembered as someone who gave a swallow before it was begged for or

someone who metered a city and drank in front of it without a flicker. The pour is

intelligence. The seal is intelligence. The full canteen that makes no sound is

intelligence. The cylinder lit from below is a confession.

Water is the one thing in this world that never learned to lie. The whole brutal

architecture of the era, the meters and the overrides and the columns breathing in the

dark, exists for one reason only: to stand between a person and the truthful,

indifferent, irreplaceable fact of their own thirst, and to charge admission.

You are thirsty. You know who holds your water. The not-knowing is only ever about

the day.

We will not stop noticing what people wear while the taps run dry around them.

// I.D.

CONFLICT

CONFLICT / ISSUE 43

59



Issue 43 // Published quarterly, or whenever the reserves allow.

Printed on stock that took water we will not account for. Distributed through channels

that accept barter, brine, and silence.

Standards are slipping. The water table is dropping faster.
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“Water is the one thing in this world that never learned to lie. Everyone holding it

has.”

// Okot, pipe boss, below the waterline, the night she gave the lynx the route

CONFLICT

Issue 43 // Q3 2066

3 NAMES

1 SWALLOW LEFT
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