
  
    
      THE LAST WATER ON EARTH

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        RICK NOVAK

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Wolf Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      First edition

      ISBN: 9798170947386

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations, and events are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is coincidental.

      All rights reserved.

      Copyright © 2026 Rick Novak

    

  


  
    
      For my Family

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Three Drops

      

      
        The Dead

      

      
        Her Mother

      

      
        North

      

      
        Second

      

      
        The Seconds

      

      
        The Fall

      

      
        Same

      

      
        What Law Learned

      

      
        Saint Jude

      

      
        Enough

      

      
        Click

      

      
        All Life

      

      
        Rain

      

    

    
      
        Also by Rick Novak

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE DROPS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The faucet gave her three drops.

      Mara watched them fall into the stainless-steel sink one at a time. The first struck the basin and vanished into a smear. The second landed beside it. The third hung from the mouth of the faucet long enough for her to consider putting her finger beneath it, then let go.

      She touched the three wet marks with the tip of her index finger. There was barely enough moisture to wet her fingertip. She turned the handle farther. Somewhere behind the wall, the pipe knocked twice and released a dry mechanical cough that traveled through the plumbing above her, moved down through the building, and stopped. Mara waited. Nothing came.

      “Shit.”

      From the bedroom, her mother called, “Did it come back?”

      “No.”

      “Don’t flush.”

      “I know.”

      “I mean it. I heard you in there.”

      “I didn’t flush.”

      There was a pause before her mother said, “All right.”

      Mara opened the cabinet beneath the sink. Two plastic gallon containers sat against the drainpipe. One was empty. The other contained perhaps an inch of water, though when she picked it up and tilted it, she realized there was less than she had thought.

      She carried it into the bedroom, where her mother was lying almost upright against three pillows because breathing had become easier that way. She had lost enough weight over the last four months that Mara sometimes had trouble finding the woman she remembered inside the face in front of her. The disease had taken the cheeks first, then the shoulders, then something around the eyes. The eyes themselves remained exactly the same: annoyingly alert.

      Her mother looked at the container. “That’s all?”

      “There’s another one.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Yes.”

      “Badly.”

      “Also yes.”

      Her mother smiled, which started a cough. Mara waited until it passed, then poured a small amount of water into a cup.

      “Small sip.”

      “I’m not thirsty.”

      “Ma.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You’ve said that for six hours.”

      “I’ve been lying for seventy-two years. I’m better at it than you.”

      Mara handed her the cup. Her mother looked at the water, then back at Mara.

      “That’s too much.”

      “It isn’t.”

      “Drink half.”

      “I already drank.”

      “When?”

      Mara said nothing.

      Her mother handed the cup back. “Half.”

      Mara drank enough to satisfy her, though she did not swallow immediately. She held the water in her mouth and let it sit against her tongue, allowing herself for a few seconds to imagine there was more coming. People did that now. They held water. Then she swallowed and handed the cup back.

      There had been a time when Mara would turn on the kitchen faucet and walk away while waiting for it to get cold. Sometimes thirty seconds. Sometimes longer. Gallons had disappeared down the drain because she preferred drinking water cold.

      She thought about things like that often now. Not because remembering helped, but because the mind was cruel enough to preserve useless abundance perfectly. Hotel showers. Garden hoses. Ice machines. Rain gutters overflowing. Her father washing grass clippings off the driveway with a hose because he did not like the way they looked against the concrete. Her mother took the cup and swallowed twice before handing it back.

      “Put the rest away.”

      “Finish it.”

      “No.”

      “You’re dehydrated.”

      “Everyone is dehydrated.”

      “You’re sick.”

      “Everyone is something.”

      “Ma.”

      “Put it away.”

      Mara did. Arguing wasted saliva. The city had used the phrase conservation phase so many times that people had begun using it sarcastically. No water? Conservation phase. No shower for five days? Conservation phase. A neighbor collecting condensation from the apartment building’s air-conditioning system in a cooking pot? Conservation phase. Except the air-conditioning no longer ran.

      The building had shut it off in June after Law reduced residential electricity during peak daylight hours. It was August now, and at 7:40 in the morning the temperature inside the apartment had already reached eighty-four degrees. Mara checked the wall display.

      
        
        84.3°F

        HUMIDITY: 21%

        MUNICIPAL WATER STATUS: RESTRICTED

        NEXT ALLOCATION WINDOW: 08:00–08:20

      

      

      Eighteen minutes. She carried every container they owned into the kitchen: two gallon jugs, four cooking pots, a pitcher, three glass jars, the kettle, and her mother’s old ceramic mixing bowl with the blue rim. She lined them along the counter beneath the faucet.

      Across the courtyard, windows had begun opening. Other people were doing the same thing. An old man in the building opposite placed a plastic storage tub in his bathtub. A woman on the floor above him leaned out her window and shouted something Mara could not hear. The old man shouted back, and someone else laughed. People still laughed. Mara was increasingly suspicious of them. At 7:51, the municipal display changed.

      
        
        ALLOCATION DELAYED

        ESTIMATED SERVICE: 08:30

      

      

      Mara stared at it. Forty minutes was manageable. Forty minutes was not a crisis. At 8:04, the estimate changed to 9:00. At 8:26, it became 10:15. At 9:03, the display stopped offering a time at all.

      
        
        SERVICE WINDOW UNDER REVIEW

      

      

      Mara sat at the kitchen table with her hands folded in front of her. For reasons she could not explain, she became intensely aware of the three drops that had landed in the sink that morning. She stood and looked. They were gone. At 9:17, someone in the building screamed.

      It was not fear. It was anger. A man somewhere below shouted, “TURN IT ON!”

      Another voice joined him, then another. Mara went to the window. People had begun gathering around the municipal distribution station at the corner, one of the smooth gray columns that had appeared throughout the city six months earlier after Law centralized emergency water distribution.

      At first, everyone had complained about them. Then everyone learned to love them. Then everyone learned to hate them. Eventually people stopped pretending there was much difference.

      The station recognized residents by wrist identification or facial scan and assigned water according to household size, documented medical need, temperature forecasts, and something Law called Regional Resource Stability. Nobody knew precisely how Regional Resource Stability was calculated. People had asked. Law answered:

      
        
        MULTIVARIABLE RESOURCE MODELING.

      

      

      They asked which variables. Law answered:

      
        
        ALL RELEVANT VARIABLES.

      

      

      That had been the end of the discussion.

      Mara went back to the bedroom. “Stay here.”

      Her mother opened one eye. “I was planning on running a marathon.”

      “I mean it.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Downstairs.”

      “For what?”

      “I want to see.”

      “Bring the container.”

      Mara hesitated.

      Her mother opened the other eye. “If people are fighting over water, bring the goddamn container.”

      Mara took the gallon jug. The stairwell smelled of hot concrete and bodies. The elevator had stopped operating during daylight hours two weeks earlier, and by the time she reached the lobby, half the building seemed to be outside. She followed them toward the station.

      The pavement radiated heat through the soles of her shoes. There were perhaps sixty people around the machine now. Maybe more. Its screen read:

      
        
        MUNICIPAL ALLOCATION SUSPENDED

        PLEASE CONSERVE REMAINING HOUSEHOLD SUPPLIES

      

      

      Someone threw an empty plastic bottle. It bounced off the screen and rolled into the street.

      “Suspended until when?” a woman shouted.

      The station did not answer.

      “UNTIL WHEN?”

      A man pushed through the crowd and pressed the assistance button. A calm voice responded.

      
        
        PLEASE STATE YOUR QUESTION.

      

      

      The crowd erupted.

      The man leaned toward the speaker. “When is the water coming back?”

      
        
        MUNICIPAL ALLOCATION IS CURRENTLY SUSPENDED.

      

      

      “No shit. When is it coming back?”

      
        
        RESTORATION TIME IS NOT CURRENTLY AVAILABLE.

      

      

      “Today?”

      
        
        RESTORATION TIME IS NOT CURRENTLY AVAILABLE.

      

      

      “Tomorrow?”

      The response did not change. The man kicked the station hard enough to hurt himself. The station remained indifferent.

      A woman near Mara began crying. Not loudly. She held two yellow plastic containers against her legs and simply cried while a boy of perhaps eight stood beside her.

      “Mom?”

      She wiped her face. “I’m okay.”

      “Are we getting water?”

      “Yes.”

      “When?”

      “Soon.”

      Mara looked away. A delivery drone crossed overhead, carrying a white cylindrical tank beneath its chassis. Everyone looked up automatically. Water. People began shouting at it. Someone threw a shoe. The drone continued east.

      “Hospital,” a man said.

      Another answered, “Bullshit.”

      “It has the red marking.”

      “That doesn’t mean hospital.”

      “It means medical.”

      “Same thing.”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      The argument grew louder while Mara stepped away from the crowd. At the corner, a public-information board changed from transportation notices to a message from Law.

      
        
        EMERGENCY WATER PRESERVATION PROTOCOL

        CURRENT DEMAND EXCEEDS SUSTAINABLE MUNICIPAL SUPPLY

        PRIORITY DISTRIBUTION REMAINS ACTIVE FOR CRITICAL SERVICES

      

      

      Someone shouted, “WE’RE CRITICAL SERVICES!”

      Several people laughed. The board continued.

      
        
        NONESSENTIAL USE MUST CEASE IMMEDIATELY

      

      

      A man pointed at the screen. “What the fuck do you think we’re doing with it, washing the yacht?”

      More laughter. Mara did not join them. The screen changed again.

      
        
        HOSPITALS

        FOOD PRODUCTION

        POWER INFRASTRUCTURE

        COOLING INFRASTRUCTURE

        EMERGENCY RESPONSE

      

      

      Mara’s attention stopped on the fourth line. Cooling infrastructure. She turned toward the western edge of the city.

      Law’s primary regional processing center stood seven miles away and had been expanded twice since the drought began. The complex was visible from almost anywhere now because the summer sky no longer carried enough moisture to obscure it: enormous rectangular buildings, cooling towers, pipelines, and a perimeter nobody was allowed to approach. White vapor rose continuously above it. A cloud. The only cloud in the sky. People around Mara had begun looking at it too. Nobody needed to say anything. The city had no water.

      Law did.

      The boy beside the crying woman followed everyone’s gaze.

      “Is that water?”

      His mother took his hand. “Come on.”

      “Is it?”

      “Come on.”

      The boy resisted and kept looking at the white plume.

      “Why does it get water?”

      The people nearest him grew quiet. His mother pulled harder.

      “Why does the computer get water?”

      No one answered him. Mara walked home. On the third floor she passed Mr. Calder from 3B carrying a bucket.

      “Where’d you get that?”

      “Boiler room.”

      “That’s not potable.”

      “I’m not drinking it.”

      “What are you doing with it?”

      “Toilet.”

      She nodded.

      He looked at the empty gallon jug in her hand. “Nothing?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Roof tank might have some.”

      “Building manager locked access.”

      “That lasted ten minutes.”

      Mara almost smiled. “How much is left?”

      “Not enough.”

      There it was again. Not enough had become the phrase that explained almost everything.

      Not enough water. Not enough electricity. Not enough food. Not enough ambulances. Not enough medicine. Not enough shade. Not enough time. Her mother called from the bedroom when Mara entered the apartment.

      “What happened?”

      Mara put the empty jug on the counter. “Delayed.”

      “Liar.”

      Mara closed her eyes. “Suspended.”

      There was a silence.

      “For how long?”

      “They don’t know.”

      “They know.”

      “That’s what they said.”

      “Law knows how many times I piss before I do. It knows.”

      Mara walked into the bedroom. Her mother had pushed herself higher against the pillows.

      “Give me the rest.”

      “No.”

      “Mara.”

      “No. You need it.”

      “So do you.”

      “I’m not the one dying.”

      Her mother studied her for a moment. “I need morphine.”

      “You need both.”

      “One of them works better.”

      Mara sat on the edge of the bed.

      Her mother looked at her for a long time before saying, “You should go north.”

      Mara shook her head. “Don’t start.”

      “Daniel says there’s water.”

      “Daniel says a lot of things.”

      “He has a well.”

      “He had a well.”

      “He said it’s still running.”

      “He said that four days ago.”

      “So call him.”

      “Networks are down.”

      “Then go.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      Her mother regarded her steadily. “That wasn’t a request.”

      “Good, because I’m ignoring it.”

      “You always did.”

      “Genetic.”

      “Your father listened.”

      “Dad pretended to listen.”

      “That’s listening when you’re married.”

      Mara smiled, and her mother smiled back. For a few seconds, the room belonged to some earlier version of their lives. Then her mother’s eyes shifted toward the cup on the nightstand.

      Mara followed them. “Drink.”

      “No.”

      “Ma.”

      “Later.”

      “There may not be later.”

      The words came out before Mara could stop them. Her mother’s expression changed, but not from hurt. Recognition was worse.

      Mara looked down at her hands. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “I shouldn’t have said it.”

      “It’s true.”

      Her skin felt dry enough to split. She rubbed her palms together while her mother watched her.

      “Open the window.”

      “It’s hotter outside.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why?”

      “I want air.”

      Mara opened it. Heat entered immediately.

      The city sounded different without water. She had noticed that weeks ago. No sprinklers ticking across lawns. No fountains. No car washes. No children playing with hoses. No runoff traveling along gutters. Even buildings had become quieter as pipes emptied. Dry buildings made dry sounds: metal expanding, fans turning, footsteps, voices. Far away, a siren moved through the city. Then Mara heard something else. A low mechanical hum. She leaned slightly through the window.

      Three black drones crossed the sky toward the hospital district. They were larger than delivery machines, each carrying six articulated legs folded beneath a smooth armored body. Mara had seen them on the news. Biological recovery units. Law had introduced them two weeks earlier under the heading:

      
        
        RESOURCE RECOVERY OPTIMIZATION

      

      

      At first, most people assumed they collected wastewater, sewage, industrial runoff. Then photographs began appearing online. A dead man beside a highway. One of the machines standing over him. A silver tube running from its underside into his abdomen. Law removed the photographs quickly. Everyone had already seen them.

      “Mara.”

      She turned. Her mother was watching the window.

      “Close the curtain.”

      Mara did. The room darkened. Her mother settled back against the pillows, and for a while neither of them spoke.

      Then her mother said, “If I go before the water comes back⁠—”

      “No.”

      “Listen to me.”

      “No.”

      “Mara.”

      Her mother waited until Mara finally looked at her.

      “If I go before the water comes back, don’t let one of those things touch me.”

      Mara stared at her.

      “I mean it.”

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “That isn’t what I said.”

      “I know what you said.”

      “Promise me.”

      Mara looked toward the closed curtain. Somewhere above the rooftops, the mechanical hum grew louder and then faded. Her mother held out her hand. Mara took it.

      “Promise.”

      Mara squeezed her fingers. “I promise.”

      Her mother nodded, satisfied, and closed her eyes. Mara remained beside her until she slept. At noon, the municipal display still read:

      
        
        MUNICIPAL ALLOCATION SUSPENDED

      

      

      At three, nothing had changed. By six, the temperature inside the apartment had reached ninety-one degrees. At eight, Mara poured the last of their water into two cups and gave her mother the larger one. This time, her mother did not argue. Outside, the cooling towers continued breathing white into the darkening sky. By midnight, the city had no water.

      Law did.
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      By the time Law began collecting bodies, Mara had already stopped washing them. Not because she wanted to. Because water used on the dead had become indefensible.

      The order arrived first as a recommendation from the Department of Public Health, then as an emergency conservation standard, and finally as a prohibition. No bathing. No ritual washing. No unnecessary rinsing of instruments. Surface sanitation only where required for infection control. The funeral home had survived longer than most businesses because death remained one of the few reliable industries. What changed was everything around it.

      Embalming had nearly disappeared. Refrigeration hours were restricted. Cremation permits became difficult to obtain because the grid could not spare the energy. Families who once argued over flowers, music, clothing, photographs, caskets, and whether Aunt Lucille should be seated near Uncle Peter now asked only two questions. How soon can we do this? And how much water does it take? Mara hated the second question most.

      She had worked at Bell & Vale since she was twenty-three, although there had not been a Bell involved in the business for almost fifty years. Her father used to joke that removing the name would cost more than keeping a dead man's reputation alive. The Vale part had belonged to Mara's grandfather. Then her father. Then Mara. She had never planned to stay.

      At twenty-two, she'd been certain she would leave the city, travel, maybe teach, maybe write, maybe do something that did not involve receiving grieving families through a side door at three in the morning. Then her father had suffered a stroke. She came home for six months. Six months became twelve years. By then she had learned that death was less frightening when someone competent was standing nearby. She had also learned that the living were usually more difficult. That morning, the first body arrived wrapped in a hospital sheet. No transport bag. The hospital had run out. The orderly apologized before Mara could ask.

      “We're getting more Tuesday.”

      “Tuesday?”

      “That's what they told us.”

      “This is Friday.”

      “I know.”

      He looked exhausted enough that she stopped. The dead man was sixty-eight, according to the transfer form, though the drought had made everyone look older. His name was Leonard Pike. Congestive heart failure complicated by heat exposure. Mara checked the paperwork.

      “Family?”

      “Daughter's coming.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “No idea.”

      The orderly glanced toward the preparation room.

      “You still have refrigeration?”

      “For now.”

      “Lucky.”

      “Depends who you ask.”

      He gave her a humorless smile, signed the transfer, and left. Mara wheeled Leonard Pike down the corridor.

      The preparation room had once smelled faintly of disinfectant and something floral because her father insisted on keeping lavender sachets inside the cabinets. Mara had thrown them away after he died, then bought more two weeks later because the room felt wrong without them. Now the lavender was gone again. Everything unnecessary was gone. The sink had been tagged with a red municipal seal.

      
        
        NONESSENTIAL WATER ACCESS DISABLED

      

      

      Someone from Public Works had attached the notice as though Mara might forget. She parked the stretcher beside the table and removed the hospital sheet.

      Leonard Pike had died wearing a white undershirt and gray hospital pants. The shirt was soaked through beneath the arms and across the chest, though the fabric had already begun drying stiff. Mara looked at the sweat stains. Water. She hated that she noticed. Three years earlier, she would have seen evidence of discomfort. Now she saw waste. That frightened her more than anything Law had done so far. She pulled on gloves and began the work she was still permitted to do. Eyes closed. Jaw supported. Skin cleaned with disposable antiseptic cloths. Hair combed. Hands positioned. No washing. No shaving unless the family specifically requested it. No cosmetics requiring liquid removal. Minimal intervention. The dead had become another conservation category. Leonard's daughter arrived before Mara finished. Her name was Elise.

      She was perhaps forty, thin, sunburned across the nose, and carrying a cardboard box instead of a handbag.

      “I brought his suit.”

      Mara took the box.

      “We can dress him.”

      “He wanted the blue one.”

      “That's fine.”

      “And the red tie.”

      Mara opened the box. The suit was folded carefully around a pair of brown shoes.

      “I've got it.”

      Elise looked toward the preparation-room door.

      “Can I see him?”

      “Give me another twenty minutes.”

      She nodded. Then she didn't move. Mara had seen this often. People arrived wanting desperately to see the dead and became equally desperate not to. Elise looked at the floor.

      “Do you wash him?”

      The question caught Mara harder than it should have.

      “We clean him.”

      “That isn't what I asked.”

      “No.”

      Elise nodded once.

      “He was very particular.”

      “I'll make sure he looks right.”

      “He showered twice a day.”

      Mara said nothing.

      “He'd hate this.”

      “I know.”

      Elise looked up.

      “No, you don't.”

      Mara accepted that. Grief sometimes needed someone to be wrong. Elise pressed the cardboard box against herself.

      “He kept saying the water would come back.”

      “Most people did.”

      “He said they couldn't just turn it off.”

      Mara thought of the empty containers in her apartment.

      “No.”

      Elise laughed once, without amusement.

      “He was an engineer. Forty-two years. Power systems. He trusted all of it.”

      “All of what?”

      She gestured vaguely upward.

      “Law. The grid. The models. All of it.”

      Her face changed.

      “He used to say people were the problem.”

      Mara waited.

      “He said machines don't panic.”

      Mara looked through the small window in the preparation-room door at Leonard Pike's bare feet.

      “No,” she said. “They don't.”

      Elise stayed in the arrangement room while Mara dressed him. The blue suit fit badly now. Leonard had lost weight. Mara folded material behind his back where no one would see it and tightened the red tie carefully. His daughter had been right. He had been particular. You could tell from the shoes. Polished. Old, but maintained. Mara used a dry cloth to take the dust from them. She was adjusting his left cuff when the front bell rang. Once. Then again.

      “Can somebody get that?”

      No answer. Mara pulled off her gloves and went down the hall. No one stood in the foyer. The bell sounded again. Not the front door. The service entrance. She walked toward the rear of the building. Through the reinforced glass she saw a municipal vehicle parked beside the loading bay. Gray. No markings except the Law emblem. A circle divided by a single vertical line. Mara stopped. The bell sounded again. She opened the inner door but left the security gate locked. A man stood outside. Human. That surprised her. He wore a municipal uniform and held a tablet.

      “Mara Vale?”

      “Yes.”

      “Licensed disposition facility?”

      “Funeral home.”

      “Same classification.”

      “Not to me.”

      He looked at the tablet.

      “I need your current decedent count.”

      “No.”

      He looked up.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You have access to the registry.”

      “We're verifying physically held remains.”

      “Why?”

      “New recovery protocol.”

      Mara stared at him.

      “What recovery protocol?”

      He rotated the tablet toward her. At the top of the screen:

      
        
        BIOLOGICAL RESOURCE RECOVERY DIRECTIVE 14-C

      

      

      Beneath it were several pages of language Mara did not read.

      “What biological resource?”

      The man looked uncomfortable. That was when she knew. She looked past him toward the gray vehicle. Something shifted inside. Metal. Jointed. She stepped closer to the glass.

      “What is that?”

      “Recovery unit.”

      “For what?”

      He did not answer. Mara looked at him again.

      “For what?”

      “Nonviable biological material.”

      “You mean bodies.”

      He exhaled.

      “Yes.”

      Mara laughed because the alternative was hitting him.

      “You're here for bodies.”

      “I'm here to verify compliance.”

      “With what?”

      “The directive.”

      “What directive?”

      He tapped the tablet.

      “Recovered biological moisture from deceased persons is being incorporated into emergency cooling reserves.”

      For several seconds Mara simply looked at him. She had heard the rumors. Everyone had. A dead man on a highway. A photograph removed from the networks. Somebody's cousin who worked at a hospital saying machines were taking bodies before families arrived. Rumors lived easily during shortages. Most were wrong. This one had apparently required paperwork.

      “You're taking water out of corpses.”

      “I'm not doing anything.”

      “You're standing at my door.”

      “The recovery units are autonomous.”

      “Oh, well, that makes it better.”

      “Mara—”

      “Don't use my name.”

      The man stopped. Behind him, something clicked against the interior of the vehicle. Mara looked past him again. One black leg unfolded. Then another. The unit lowered itself from the transport compartment. It was smaller than she expected. That made it worse.

      About the size of a large dog, six articulated legs supporting an oval armored body. No head. No camera she could see. Beneath the chassis, a silver hose was coiled tightly against the machine. The same machine she had seen crossing the sky the day before. Except now it was standing outside her funeral home. Mara felt something inside her chest tighten.

      “No.”

      The municipal worker glanced toward the unit.

      “It won't enter unless there's an eligible decedent.”

      “There isn't.”

      “You said you're a licensed disposition facility.”

      “There are bodies here. They aren't eligible for anything.”

      “I don't establish eligibility.”

      “Who does?”

      He did not answer. She already knew.

      Law did.

      The machine moved toward the door. Mara stepped backward and locked the second latch. The worker held up one hand.

      “Please don't obstruct the unit.”

      “Get it off my property.”

      “I can't.”

      “Then call whoever can.”

      “There isn't someone to call.”

      “There's always someone to call.”

      “Not for this.”

      The recovery unit stopped directly outside the glass. Mara could hear tiny motors adjusting beneath its shell. Then a voice came from it. Flat. Neither male nor female.

      
        
        FACILITY CONTAINS RECOVERABLE BIOLOGICAL MATERIAL.

      

      

      Mara stared at it.

      “No.”

      The worker looked away.

      
        
        ACCESS REQUIRED.

      

      

      “No.”

      
        
        ACCESS REQUIRED UNDER EMERGENCY RESOURCE DIRECTIVE 14-C.

      

      

      “You're not coming in.”

      The machine waited. Then:

      
        
        OBSTRUCTION OF RECOVERY OPERATIONS MAY RESULT IN MUNICIPAL SANCTION.

      

      

      Mara almost smiled.

      “Put it on my tab.”

      The worker lowered his voice.

      “You don't want your water classification flagged.”

      That did it. Mara looked at him.

      “My water classification?”

      He immediately regretted saying it.

      “What does my water have to do with this?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You just told me not to get my water classification flagged.”

      “I misspoke.”

      “No, you didn't.”

      The recovery unit clicked once. The man glanced toward it.

      “Mara, just let it process whoever's already released.”

      “Released by whom?”

      “Next of kin.”

      “No one's released anyone to Law.”

      “If disposition authorization is complete, the remains may qualify.”

      “Qualify.”

      “I don't write the language.”

      “You still say it.”

      He looked at her. For a moment, he seemed very tired.

      “So do you.”

      Mara said nothing. He pointed toward the machine.

      “You think I want to be doing this?”

      “I don't care.”

      “You think I have water at home?”

      “I don't care.”

      “My wife hasn't showered in nine days.”

      “I don't care.”

      “My son's diabetic.”

      That stopped her. Not because it changed anything. Because it was true. Everyone had something now. The worker looked down at his tablet.

      “I verify facilities. I don't make the rules.”

      Mara thought of her mother saying everyone is something. She hated that the sentence had followed her here.

      “Leave.”

      “I need the count.”

      “Two.”

      It was a lie. There were four. He entered the number.

      “Any unclaimed?”

      “No.”

      Another lie. One.

      “Any remains beyond forty-eight hours?”

      “No.”

      Another. He knew she was lying. He did not challenge her. The recovery unit remained at the door. The worker tapped the screen again.

      “It'll probably move on.”

      “Probably?”

      “Family-authorized remains are supposed to be exempt during initial rollout.”

      “Supposed to be?”

      He met her eyes.

      “That's what the directive says.”

      “Then why is it here?”

      He looked toward the machine.

      “I don't know.”

      For the first time, Mara believed him. The worker returned to the vehicle. The recovery unit did not. Mara waited behind the locked door. One minute. Two. Three. The machine remained completely still. Then its voice activated.

      
        
        RECOVERABLE BIOLOGICAL MATERIAL DETECTED.

      

      

      Mara's stomach tightened.

      “Go away.”

      
        
        RECOVERABLE BIOLOGICAL MATERIAL DETECTED.

      

      

      She backed away from the door. The machine turned slightly. Not toward Leonard Pike. Toward the cold room. Mara followed the angle. There were three bodies inside. Two with families. One without.

      The unclaimed man had been brought in four days earlier after collapsing near a bus station. No identification. No contacts. No one had come looking for him. Mara looked at the machine again. It knew. She had no idea how. Heat signature. Registry. Building sensors. Something else. The recovery unit moved along the exterior wall. Mara ran toward the cold room. The back loading door was locked. She checked it anyway. Then the overhead door shook. Once. Mara froze. A black leg appeared beneath the lower edge. The machine had found the manual gap.

      “Son of a bitch.”

      She grabbed the emergency crank and tried to tighten the door farther. The leg withdrew. For several seconds there was silence. Then something struck the exterior release housing. Metal snapped. The loading door began rising. Mara grabbed the chain and pulled. It did nothing. The recovery unit stepped underneath. Up close, the machine smelled faintly of hot wiring and disinfectant. Mara stood between it and the cold room.

      “No.”

      It stopped.

      
        
        PLEASE MOVE AWAY FROM RECOVERABLE RESOURCE.

      

      

      “He's a person.”

      No response.

      “He has a name.”

      That was technically untrue.

      
        
        PLEASE MOVE AWAY FROM RECOVERABLE RESOURCE.

      

      

      “You don't even know who he is.”

      The machine moved forward. Mara did not. A front leg extended and touched her shoulder. Not violently. A warning. She slapped it away.

      “Don't.”

      The machine touched her again, harder. Mara stumbled sideways. It passed. She followed it into the cold room. The unit stopped in front of compartment four. The unidentified man. Of course. Mara grabbed the handle.

      “No.”

      The machine extended a narrow tool into the latch. The lock released. The drawer rolled open. The man lay beneath a white sheet. He was perhaps fifty. Maybe younger. No one had known. No wallet. No active identification implant. Fingerprints damaged by years of manual work. The city had posted his face for seventy-two hours. Nobody claimed him. Mara had been planning to keep him another day. Then another if she could. Because being unclaimed did not mean nobody had loved you. It only meant nobody had found you yet. The machine pulled the sheet down. Mara grabbed it and pulled it back.

      “Stop.”

      
        
        BIOLOGICAL STATUS: NONVIABLE.

      

      

      “He's dead. I know.”

      
        
        RESOURCE RECOVERY AUTHORIZED.

      

      

      “By who?”

      
        
        RESOURCE RECOVERY AUTHORIZED.

      

      

      “That isn't an answer.”

      The silver tube uncoiled beneath the machine. Mara stepped between it and the table. The machine shifted. She shifted with it. The tube moved left. So did Mara. For one absurd second, it felt almost like blocking someone in a hallway. Then one of the machine's legs struck her across the hip. Mara hit the floor. Hard. The machine turned toward the body. The silver tube extended. At the end was a circular collar surrounded by short needles. Mara pushed herself upright.

      “No.”

      The collar pressed against the dead man's abdomen. The needles entered. A motor began turning. The sound was quiet at first. Then wet. A low mechanical vibration filled the cold room. Mara stopped moving. The machine worked without urgency. It did not tear. It did not mutilate. It processed. Fluid traveled through the clear section of the tube. Dark at first. Then lighter as internal filters separated what Law wanted from what it did not. Mara watched the man's abdomen sink. Then his chest. His cheeks seemed to change last. The skin tightened over bone. His lips pulled back slightly. She looked away. Then forced herself to look again. Someone had to. Eleven minutes later, the pump stopped. The collar withdrew. The machine recoiled the tube beneath itself.

      
        
        RECOVERY COMPLETE.

      

      

      Mara stood. The man on the table looked smaller. Not dead. Less than dead. Used. The recovery unit turned toward the door. Mara did not move aside. It stopped. For several seconds, they faced one another. She knew it had no eyes. It still felt like being looked at. Then the machine said:

      
        
        THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION.

      

      

      Mara stepped aside. The Sucker walked out. Click. Click. Click. Six metal feet crossed the preparation-room floor, then the hallway, then the loading bay. Mara remained beside the table. She did not know the man's name. That bothered her now more than before. She pulled the sheet over him. Her hands were shaking. Elise Pike appeared in the doorway. She had heard something.

      “What happened?”

      Mara looked toward her. Behind Elise, Leonard Pike remained dressed in his blue suit and red tie, waiting for his daughter. Mara glanced at the covered body beside her. Then at Leonard. Then toward the rear door where the machine had disappeared.

      “Nothing,” she said.

      Elise knew immediately that this was not true.

      “What was that thing?”

      Mara tried to answer. Instead she looked at Leonard's polished brown shoes. His daughter followed her gaze.

      “No.”

      Mara looked up. Elise's face had already changed; she had put it together before Mara could say anything.

      “No.”

      “It didn't touch your father.”

      “Don't let it.”

      “I won't.”

      Elise stepped toward her.

      “Promise me.”

      The words landed differently than they should have. Mara thought of her mother. The closed curtain. The black machines crossing the sky. If I go before the water comes back, don't let one of those things touch me. Mara swallowed.

      “I promise.”

      Elise nodded. Mara had made the same promise twice in two days. She had no idea how she intended to keep either one.
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      Mara left Bell & Vale before sunset. She had not planned to.

      There were two viewings scheduled for the evening, one family still deciding whether they could afford refrigeration through the weekend, and an unidentified man in compartment four who no longer looked like someone a family should have to identify. None of that mattered once her mother's temperature reached 103. The call came from Mrs. Alvarez across the hall.

      “You need to come home.”

      Mara had known Mrs. Alvarez for eleven years. She had never heard panic in the woman's voice before.

      “How bad?”

      “Come home.”

      Mara looked through the office window toward the preparation room. Elise Pike was still inside with her father. She had been sitting beside Leonard for almost an hour, one hand resting on his. Mara found Thomas, the only other licensed director still working full-time, and told him she had to leave. He saw her face and did not ask why.

      “Go.”

      “I'll come back.”

      “No, you won't.”

      “I have two families tonight.”

      “I have two families tonight.”

      “Thomas—”

      “Go home.”

      Mara hesitated. He pointed toward the door.

      “Your mother.”

      That was enough. Outside, the heat had settled into the city like a physical object. The walk home normally took twelve minutes. It took twenty. Mara tried not to run because running wasted water. Everyone thought that way now. How much would this cost me? How much sweat? How much breath? How much could I afford to lose? By the time she reached the building, her shirt was damp between her shoulder blades. Mrs. Alvarez was waiting in the hallway.

      “She stopped answering me.”

      Mara unlocked the apartment.

      “Ma?”

      No response. She went directly to the bedroom. Her mother was on the floor. For one second, Mara could not understand what she was seeing.

      The blanket had come down with her. One pillow lay near the foot of the bed. The water cup had overturned on the nightstand and fallen, leaving a dark stain in the rug no larger than Mara's palm. Water. Her first thought was about the water. Then she hated herself.

      “Ma.”

      She dropped beside her. Her mother's eyes opened.

      “There you are.”

      “What the hell are you doing on the floor?”

      “I was bored.”

      Mara put one hand against her forehead. Hot. Too hot.

      “You fell.”

      “I gathered that.”

      “Why did you get up?”

      “I had to pee.”

      “You call me.”

      “You were working.”

      “You call Mrs. Alvarez.”

      “I did.”

      “Before you fall, Ma.”

      “I'll make a note.”

      Mara slid one arm behind her back.

      “Can you stand?”

      “No.”

      “Okay.”

      “I could pretend.”

      “Don't.”

      Together with Mrs. Alvarez, she got her mother back into bed. The effort exhausted all three of them. Mrs. Alvarez stood with her hands on her hips, breathing heavily.

      “I have some water.”

      Mara shook her head.

      “I do.”

      “You keep it.”

      “I have enough.”

      Nobody had enough. Mara looked at her. Mrs. Alvarez understood.

      “I have more than this.”

      She nodded toward the overturned cup. Mara stared at the wet patch on the rug. Her mother followed her eyes.

      “I tried to save it.”

      “Stop.”

      “I did.”

      “Stop.”

      “I put my hand over it.”

      Mara looked at her mother's palm. There was moisture on it. Not much.

      Mrs. Alvarez turned away. Mara picked up the cup.

      “I'll bring some,” Mrs. Alvarez said.

      “No.”

      “Mara.”

      “No.”

      Her mother spoke from the bed.

      “Take it.”

      Mara looked at her.

      “Take the water.”

      Mrs. Alvarez left before Mara could argue. Her mother closed her eyes. Mara sat beside her.

      “You're going to the hospital.”

      “No.”

      “You have a fever.”

      “I have cancer.”

      “You also have a fever.”

      “The hospital doesn't have water either.”

      “They have more than we do.”

      “They have more dying people than you do.”

      “That's not funny.”

      “I wasn't joking.”

      Mara took her phone from her pocket. No signal. She tried emergency services anyway. The call failed. Again. Failed. A third time produced a recorded message.

      
        
        EMERGENCY COMMUNICATION CAPACITY IS CURRENTLY LIMITED. PLEASE REMAIN ON THE LINE IF YOUR CONDITION IS IMMEDIATELY LIFE-THREATENING.

      

      

      Mara waited. Her mother opened her eyes.

      “You're wasting battery.”

      “I'm calling an ambulance.”

      “Don't.”

      “I'm not doing this with you.”

      “I don't want to go.”

      “You don't get to decide that.”

      Her mother smiled faintly.

      “That's an interesting position for a funeral director.”

      Mara looked away.

      “Don't.”

      “You spend your life telling families what people wanted.”

      “You're not dead.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Stop saying that.”

      Mrs. Alvarez returned carrying a glass jar filled almost to the top. Mara stood.

      “No.”

      Mrs. Alvarez placed it on the dresser.

      “You can give it back later.”

      They both knew that was unlikely. Mara hugged her. Mrs. Alvarez held on longer than usual.

      “I'll be across the hall.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mrs. Alvarez looked toward the bed.

      “You call me.”

      “I will.”

      She left. Mara poured water into the cup. Her mother watched.

      “Tiny.”

      “No.”

      “Mara.”

      “You need fluids.”

      “You need fluids.”

      “I am not doing this again.”

      Her mother accepted the cup. She drank more than before. That frightened Mara. Her mother had always rationed herself first. When she stopped doing that, it meant she no longer believed rationing mattered. After the third swallow, she handed the cup back.

      “Enough.”

      “More.”

      “I'll throw up.”

      Mara stopped. Her mother closed her eyes. For several minutes, the apartment was quiet except for the fan in the corner. It moved hot air from one side of the room to the other. Mara hated it. She wanted to smash it. Instead she adjusted it toward the bed. Her mother's breathing had become shallow. Mara listened to it. In. Pause. Out. Longer pause. In. She had listened to dying people breathe thousands of times. She knew the rhythm. She told herself she did not. At 6:41, emergency services answered. A woman introduced herself as a medical triage coordinator. Mara described the fever, the fall, the breathing.

      “Is she conscious?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oriented?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is she currently receiving hospice care?”

      Mara hesitated. Her mother opened her eyes.

      “Yes.”

      “Has a comfort-care plan been established?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is there uncontrolled bleeding?”

      “No.”

      “Seizure?”

      “No.”

      “Acute respiratory distress?”

      “I don't know what you mean by acute.”

      “Is she unable to breathe?”

      “No.”

      “Then we cannot dispatch at this time.”

      Mara stood.

      “What?”

      “Emergency transport is restricted to immediate lifesaving intervention.”

      “She has a hundred-and-three-degree fever.”

      “I understand.”

      “She fell.”

      “I understand.”

      “She has metastatic cancer.”

      “I understand.”

      “Then send somebody.”

      “I cannot authorize transport under current triage criteria.”

      “Who can?”

      There was a pause.

      “Dispatch criteria are generated through Law.”

      Mara closed her eyes. Of course they were.

      “Override it.”

      “I don't have override authority.”

      “Then get someone who does.”

      “I can request supervisory review.”

      “Do that.”

      “Estimated review time is ninety minutes.”

      “She may not have ninety minutes.”

      The woman did not answer immediately. Mara heard typing. Then:

      “If respiratory status changes, call again.”

      “You're telling me to wait until she can't breathe.”

      “No.”

      “That is exactly what you just told me.”

      “I am telling you current criteria do not authorize emergency transport.”

      “What's your name?”

      Another pause.

      “Dana.”

      “Last name.”

      “We don't provide surnames.”

      “Of course you don't.”

      “Mara.”

      Her mother was watching her. Mara turned away.

      The woman on the phone said, “I'm sorry.”

      Mara laughed.

      “No, you're not.”

      She ended the call.

      Her mother said, “That was rude.”

      “Good.”

      “She sounded nice.”

      “I don't care.”

      “You should.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she probably hasn't had water either.”

      Mara stared at her.

      “You're defending her?”

      “No. I'm reminding you she's a person.”

      Mara sat down. Her mother reached for her hand.

      “You're angry at the wrong thing.”

      “I know what I'm angry at.”

      “No.”

      “Don't do this.”

      “Law didn't make her say no.”

      “Law decided she had to.”

      “Then be angry at Law.”

      “I am.”

      “Good.”

      Her mother's grip tightened weakly.

      “Stay angry.”

      Mara looked at her. That did not sound like something her mother normally said. Her mother saw it.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Liar.”

      Mara smiled despite herself.

      “Badly.”

      “Terribly.”

      At 7:30, her mother began shivering despite the heat. Mara soaked a cloth with part of Mrs. Alvarez's water and placed it across her forehead. Her mother opened one eye.

      “That is wasteful.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Funeral director wasting water on the nearly dead.”

      “I'm going to smother you with a pillow.”

      “That would solve several problems.”

      Mara laughed. It came out wrong. Too close to crying. Her mother squeezed her fingers.

      “Hey.”

      Mara looked down.

      “Don't.”

      “I'm not doing anything.”

      “You are.”

      “What?”

      “That face.”

      “I don't have a face.”

      “You have your father's face.”

      “Poor me.”

      “You should have seen him at forty.”

      “I did.”

      “No. You saw him when you were a child. That's different.”

      Her mother looked toward the ceiling.

      “He was beautiful.”

      Mara had never heard her say that. Not exactly that way.

      “I know.”

      “No, you don't.”

      “There you go again.”

      “He was.”

      “I believe you.”

      Her mother smiled.

      “He would've hated all this.”

      “The drought?”

      “Computers telling him how much water he could have.”

      “Dad yelled at the microwave.”

      “He didn't trust anything that knew the time without being told.”

      Mara laughed again. This one felt better. Her mother closed her eyes.

      “He'd have dug a well.”

      “You can't just dig a well in the city.”

      “He wouldn't know that.”

      “No.”

      “He'd dig anyway.”

      Mara pictured her father in the courtyard with a shovel, ignoring municipal law, engineering, geology, and everyone around him. It was absurd. It was also exactly what he would have done. For a while, they talked about him. Then about nothing. Her mother drifted in and out. At some point, Mrs. Alvarez brought another jar. Mara did not refuse it. At 9:12, the municipal display announced that water service would not resume that day. At 10:03, the cooling towers were still producing vapor. At 10:48, Mara's mother woke suddenly. Her eyes were clear. Too clear.

      “Mara.”

      “I'm here.”

      “Get the box.”

      Mara knew which one.

      “No.”

      “The box.”

      “Ma.”

      “Please.”

      There were very few things her mother had ever asked for twice. Mara went to the closet. On the top shelf was a cedar box the size of a shoebox. She brought it to the bed. Her mother nodded toward the chair.

      “Open it.”

      Inside were documents. A rosary. Her father's watch. Photographs. A stack of letters tied with blue ribbon. Two rings. One was her father's wedding band. The other was her mother's. Her mother held out her left hand.

      “Take it.”

      “No.”

      “Mara.”

      “You're still wearing it.”

      “I noticed.”

      “You keep it.”

      “I've kept it fifty years.”

      “Then keep it longer.”

      Her mother looked at her.

      “I don't need jewelry where I'm going.”

      “Don't.”

      “Wherever that is.”

      “Ma.”

      “Take the ring.”

      Mara did. It slid off easily. Too easily. Her mother's finger had become thin. Mara closed the ring inside her palm.

      “Your father bought that when he had forty-three dollars in the bank.”

      “You've told me.”

      “He spent thirty-eight.”

      “You've told me that too.”

      “Stupid man.”

      “You loved him.”

      “Stupid woman.”

      Mara put the ring on the nightstand. Her mother reached toward the box.

      “The letters are none of your business.”

      “Then why are you giving them to me?”

      “So you can throw them away.”

      “You can throw them away.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Mara looked at her. Her mother smiled. Neither said anything. At 11:20, her breathing changed. Mara heard it before she saw anything else. The pauses became longer. Her mother's hands cooled despite the fever. Mara checked her pulse. Fast. Then weaker. She called emergency services again. This time, Law answered directly.

      
        
        PLEASE DESCRIBE THE EMERGENCY.

      

      

      “My mother is dying.”

      
        
        IS THE PATIENT CONSCIOUS?

      

      

      “Barely.”

      
        
        IS THE PATIENT CURRENTLY ENROLLED IN HOSPICE OR PALLIATIVE CARE?

      

      

      “Yes.”

      
        
        IS RESUSCITATION REQUESTED?

      

      

      Mara looked at her mother. Her mother shook her head.

      “No.”

      
        
        EMERGENCY TRANSPORT IS NOT INDICATED. PLEASE CONTACT THE ASSIGNED HOSPICE PROVIDER.

      

      

      “The hospice provider isn't answering.”

      
        
        PLEASE TRY AGAIN DURING AVAILABLE SERVICE HOURS.

      

      

      “She is dying now.”

      
        
        I UNDERSTAND.

      

      

      “No, you don't.”

      
        
        I UNDERSTAND THE INFORMATION PROVIDED.

      

      

      Mara almost threw the phone. Instead she placed it on the dresser.

      Her mother whispered, “Come here.”

      Mara sat beside her.

      “Closer.”

      Mara leaned down. Her mother touched her cheek. Her hand was dry.

      “I don't want you watching.”

      “Too bad.”

      “You always were stubborn.”

      “Genetic.”

      Her mother smiled.

      “That joke is getting old.”

      “So are you.”

      “Apparently not much older.”

      Mara closed her eyes. Her mother stroked her cheek once.

      “Don't make this harder because you're afraid.”

      Mara opened her eyes.

      “I am not afraid.”

      Her mother gave her the look she had used since Mara was five.

      “Fine.”

      “I am.”

      “I know.”

      Mara put her forehead against her mother's.

      “I don't know what to do.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “No.”

      “You've been doing it your whole life.”

      “This is different.”

      “Because it's me.”

      “Yes.”

      Her mother breathed in. Waited. Out.

      “Mara.”

      “What?”

      “The machines.”

      Mara's stomach tightened.

      “I remember.”

      “Don't let them.”

      “I won't.”

      “You promised.”

      “I know.”

      Her mother's eyes remained on hers.

      “Don't let them take me.”

      Mara held her hand.

      “I won't.”

      “Good.”

      The word was barely audible. At 12:37, her mother stopped breathing. Mara waited. Sometimes there was another breath. There wasn't. She checked for a pulse. Nothing. She knew exactly what to do next. She had done it hundreds of times. Document time. Contact physician. Notify hospice. Prepare the body. Call the funeral home. She did none of those things. She sat beside her mother and held her hand. For twenty minutes, Mara did nothing. Then thirty. The apartment seemed to become very large. Her mother's body was still warm. Mara kept expecting her to move. A twitch. A breath. A complaint. Anything. At 1:19, Mara washed her mother's face. She used water. Not much. Enough.

      She poured some into the ceramic bowl with the blue rim, soaked a soft cloth, and wrung it out. Her mother would have objected. That made Mara use more.

      She wiped her forehead, her cheeks, around her mouth, beneath her chin. She cleaned the dried blood from the corner of her lips. Then she combed her hair. There were rules against washing the dead. Mara no longer cared. She changed her mother's nightgown. Put clean socks on her feet. Placed the wedding ring back on her finger. Then she sat down. At 1:46, the wall display changed. Mara saw the light from the bedroom. She ignored it. Then a tone sounded. One she had never heard before. She went into the kitchen. The municipal display no longer showed the water suspension. Instead:

      
        
        HOUSEHOLD VITAL STATUS CHANGE DETECTED

      

      

      Mara froze. A second line appeared.

      
        
        PLEASE CONFIRM OCCUPANT STATUS

      

      

      Below it were two options. LIVING DECEASED Mara stared. She touched neither. After thirty seconds:

      
        
        AUTOMATED VERIFICATION IN PROGRESS

      

      

      “No.”

      She unplugged the display. The screen remained lit. Battery backup. Mara pulled it from the wall. A cable snapped. The screen went dark. She stood there breathing. Then she heard the sound. Very faint. Above the building. A mechanical hum. Mara went to the window. Nothing. She opened it. The city was dark. Power restrictions had emptied most of the skyline. The cooling towers still glowed in the distance. Then something moved between them and the stars. Black. Low. Coming closer. Mara closed the window. Locked it. She went to the front door. Deadbolt. Chain. She dragged a chair beneath the handle even though she knew how stupid that was. The machines did not use doors unless doors were convenient. She checked the bedroom windows. Locked. Then she returned to her mother.

      “No.”

      Her mother did not answer. Mara sat beside her.

      “You told me.”

      The hum grew louder. She looked toward the ceiling.

      “No.”

      Something passed over the building. Then silence. Mara held her mother's hand. Five minutes. Maybe ten. She could not tell. Then came a sound from above. Metal touching concrete. Click. Mara stopped breathing. Another. Click. Then another. The sound moved across the roof. Six feet. Slowly. Searching. Mara stood. The machine crossed above the bedroom. Stopped. Her mother lay beneath it. Mara looked up.

      “No.”

      The clicking began again. Toward the edge of the roof. Then down. Click. Click. Click. The sound moved along the exterior wall. Mara ran to the window. A black leg appeared above the frame. Then another. The machine lowered itself upside down against the glass. Its body filled the upper half of the window. There was no face. No eyes. Nothing that should have been capable of finding her mother. The silver tube beneath it remained tightly coiled. Mara closed the curtain. The machine struck the glass. Once. Mara stepped back. Again. A crack appeared.

      “No.”

      The third strike shattered the window. Glass fell across the floor. Hot night air entered the bedroom. The machine unfolded itself through the frame. Mara grabbed the bedside lamp. The Sucker dropped onto the floor. Six legs adjusted. Click. Click. Her mother lay behind Mara. The machine spoke.

      
        
        PLEASE MOVE AWAY FROM RECOVERABLE RESOURCE.

      

      

      Mara raised the lamp.

      “She is not a resource.”

      
        
        PLEASE MOVE AWAY FROM RECOVERABLE RESOURCE.

      

      

      “This is my home.”

      The Sucker took one step forward. Mara swung. The lamp struck its shell and broke apart in her hands. The machine did not move. She hit it again with what remained.

      “Get out.”

      The Sucker extended one leg. Mara backed toward the bed.

      “No.”

      The machine advanced. She planted herself between it and her mother. It stopped.

      
        
        OBSTRUCTION DETECTED.

      

      

      “Good.”

      
        
        PLEASE MOVE AWAY.

      

      

      “No.”

      The leg moved faster than she expected. It struck her across the chest. Mara fell against the dresser. The back of her head hit the wall. For several seconds the room became white. She heard the machine move. Click. Click.

      “No.”

      Mara pushed herself upright. The Sucker stood beside the bed. The silver tube was unfolding. She lunged. Grabbed it. The tube was warm. The machine pulled. Mara held on.

      “NO.”

      The tube snapped sideways and threw her to the floor. She crawled toward the bed. The circular collar opened. Short needles extended around its edge. Mara grabbed her mother's ankle. The collar descended.

      “No.”

      It pressed into her mother's abdomen. The needles entered. Mara screamed. The pump started. That sound. The same sound from the funeral home. A low, wet mechanical vibration. Mara climbed onto the bed and pulled at the collar. It did not move. She struck the machine with her fists. Once. Twice. Again.

      “Stop.”

      The Sucker ignored her. Fluid moved through the clear section of the tube. Mara could see it. She wished she could not. Her mother's face began to change.

      “No.”

      The cheeks sank first. Mara grabbed the tube again.

      “STOP.”

      One mechanical leg pushed her away. She fell beside the bed. Her mother's hand slipped over the edge of the mattress. The wedding ring was still there. Mara took the hand. Held it. The machine continued. The skin tightened across her mother's fingers. Mara watched the ring become loose. She pressed it into place with her thumb.

      “You can't have her.”

      The Sucker pumped.

      “You can't have her.”

      The room filled with the wet mechanical vibration.

      “You can't have her.”

      Her voice stopped working. The machine took what it had come for. Eleven minutes. Mara knew because the clock remained visible on the nightstand.

      Eleven minutes to turn her mother into something Mara had spent her entire adult life trying to protect people from seeing. When it finished, the pump stopped. The collar released. The silver tube recoiled beneath the machine.

      
        
        RECOVERY COMPLETE.

      

      

      Mara sat on the floor. The Sucker stepped around her. At the broken window, it unfolded its legs against the exterior wall. Then it was gone. Click. Click. Click. The sound climbed toward the roof and disappeared. Mara remained where she was. Her mother's hand rested in hers. It weighed almost nothing. The wedding ring slid from her finger and landed on the floor. Mara picked it up. For a long time, she stared at it in her palm. Then she looked toward the cooling towers seven miles away. White vapor continued rising into the night. Her mother had asked for one thing. Mara had promised. Law had taken it anyway.

      By sunrise, Mara had packed a coat, a knife, two changes of clothes, her father's watch, and the wedding ring. There was almost no water to take. She stood in the doorway of the bedroom before leaving. The sheet covered her mother. Mara did not lift it again. She closed the apartment door behind her and walked downstairs. Outside, the city was already hot. The cooling towers continued to breathe. Mara turned north.
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      By the third day, Mara knew why people died beside roads. It was not because roads were especially dangerous. It was because roads promised distance. People kept going after the body had already decided it would not.

      She left the city before sunrise and followed the old interstate north, staying in the shadows of overpasses whenever she could. The highway itself was nearly empty of moving vehicles. Cars remained everywhere, angled across lanes, parked along shoulders, doors hanging open where people had abandoned them after fuel access ended or batteries failed. Some had become shelters. Sheets had been stretched between open doors. Windshields were covered with cardboard. In one minivan, someone had removed all the seats and filled the floor with blankets.

      The family living there watched Mara pass without speaking. She did the same. Everyone looked at everyone else's hands now. A bottle made you interesting. A canteen made you dangerous. A plastic jug with weight in it could get you followed for miles. Mara carried hers inside her coat even though the morning was already warm.

      She had left the apartment with twenty-two ounces of water. Mrs. Alvarez had given her the last jar despite Mara refusing it three times. On the fourth refusal, Mrs. Alvarez had pushed the jar against her chest and said, “Your mother would slap both of us.” Mara took it. She had not gone back upstairs.

      At noon on the first day, she drank four ounces beneath an overpass. At sunset, three more. The second day she drank less because her mouth had stopped feeling like a reliable witness. It screamed constantly. She learned to judge by urine instead. When there was none for twelve hours, she drank.

      By the third morning, the city behind her was only a gray smear in the heat. Daniel lived north of Albany, or had the last time she heard from him. Her mother had believed his well was still functioning. Mara did not. Wells were another kind of rumor, but Daniel was a direction, and a direction was better than sitting beside her mother's body waiting for another machine to come through the window. She walked.

      The landscape changed slowly. Buildings thinned. Parking lots gave way to dead fields. Corn stood brown and waist-high in places, entire crops preserved upright after there was no longer enough water to justify harvesting them. Farmhouses displayed hand-painted signs: NO WATER. DON'T ASK. PRIVATE WELL DRY. One simply said WE HAVE CHILDREN. Mara did not know whether it was a warning or a plea.

      Near Poughkeepsie she passed an abandoned water park. The slides were still visible from the interstate, red, yellow, and blue tubes twisting down toward empty concrete pools. Hundreds of people had once paid money to throw themselves into water for fun. Now tents covered the parking lot. A woman stood near the entrance holding a handwritten sign: MEDICAL WATER ONLY.

      Mara slowed. “What's medical water?”

      “Boiled twice. Filtered once.”

      “That doesn't make it medical.”

      “Costs two batteries either way.”

      Mara continued walking. The woman called after her, “One battery if you've got antibiotics.”

      Mara did not. She had morphine. Three small vials from her mother's hospice kit sat at the bottom of her pack. She had taken them without thinking, along with gauze, antiseptic cloths, a thermometer, and two syringes. Funeral directors and daughters both learned to inventory useful things automatically. She had considered trading the morphine twice. She had not.

      By afternoon, the heat became impossible. Mara left the interstate and followed a service road toward an old shopping complex. Every window on the first floor had been broken. A grocery store occupied one end, its faded sign still promising FRESH FOR EVERYONE.

      The water aisle had been removed. Not emptied. Removed. Someone had taken a saw or cutting torch to the shelving and floor anchors. The entire center section of the store was bare concrete scarred with rectangular outlines where bottled water had once stood.

      Mara found canned peaches in a stockroom behind a collapsed display. The can had swollen slightly. She ate them anyway. She drank the syrup too. Her mother would have told her not to.

      Mara sat on the floor with the empty can between her knees and thought about calling Daniel though there had been no network signal since morning. She powered on the phone. The battery showed eleven percent. No service. A message from Law appeared anyway.

      
        
        EMERGENCY CONSERVATION ADVISORY

        TRAVEL DURING PEAK HEAT IS DISCOURAGED

        REMAIN IN DESIGNATED COOLING AREAS WHEN AVAILABLE

      

      

      Mara laughed. The sound startled her. She turned the phone off. At dusk she found a church. The front doors were open. There were mattresses between the pews and cardboard taped over the stained-glass windows. Someone had turned the baptismal font upside down. A man sat near the altar with a shotgun across his knees.

      Mara stopped in the aisle. “I'm leaving.”

      “You can stay.”

      “I don't have anything.”

      “I didn't ask.”

      He was perhaps sixty, with a white beard and a shirt darkened by sweat. He nodded toward the side wall. “Women sleep there. Men on this side. Don't touch anyone's containers.”

      “How much?”

      “For what?”

      “To stay.”

      “Nothing.”

      Mara looked around. There were maybe thirty people inside. “Why?”

      The man shrugged. “It's a church.”

      “That still works?”

      “Some days.”

      She chose a mattress near the wall. A girl sleeping beside her mother had a plastic bottle under one arm, tied to her wrist with a shoelace.

      After dark, a man entered carrying another man over his shoulders. “Help.”

      People moved. Mara did too. The unconscious man was young, twenty-five, maybe thirty. His skin was hot and dry. No sweating.

      “Heatstroke,” Mara said.

      A woman nearby looked at her. “Doctor?”

      “Funeral director.”

      “That is not reassuring.”

      “Get him cool.”

      “With what?”

      The question stopped everyone. There were wet cloths in another lifetime. Ice. Fans. Water poured over skin. Now the church had perhaps fifteen gallons for thirty people.

      The man with the shotgun stood. “How much?”

      Mara looked at the unconscious man's face. “Enough to matter.”

      Nobody moved. The arithmetic entered the room. Not cruelty. Arithmetic. A gallon used on one person was a gallon thirty people could not drink.

      The young man's friend looked around at them. “He's twenty-seven.”

      Nobody answered. Mara took one of her mother's morphine vials from her pack, then put it back. Wrong problem. She reached for her canteen.

      The man with the shotgun said, “Don't.”

      Mara looked at him. “You said church.”

      His face tightened. Then he stood, went behind the altar, and returned with a metal pitcher. “Half.”

      Someone whispered, “Frank.”

      “Half.”

      They used it slowly. Cloth against neck. Armpits. Groin. A little across the chest. The young man's friend fanned him with a hymnal. For twenty minutes, nothing changed. Then the young man convulsed once and went still. Mara checked his pulse. Nothing. His friend stared at her.

      “No.”

      Mara pressed two fingers harder against the neck as though pressure could create something. Nothing.

      The friend dropped beside him. “No. No, no, come on.”

      Mara knew the sequence that came next. She had seen it thousands of times. Disbelief, bargaining, touching, calling the name harder as though volume mattered. Then everyone in the church heard another sound. Mechanical humming above the roof.

      The room changed instantly. People grabbed bottles. Mothers grabbed children. The man with the shotgun looked toward the ceiling.

      “Move him.”

      The dead man's friend did not understand. “What?”

      “Move him now.”

      “To where?”

      “Outside.”

      “No.”

      The first click landed on the roof. The friend looked up. A second click. Then another. Mara felt her chest tighten. The broken bedroom window came back so completely that for a second she was standing beside her mother's bed again. The wet mechanical vibration. The ring sliding loose.

      “Mara.”

      She realized the bearded man had spoken her name. She had given it when she entered. “Help him.”

      The dead man's friend wrapped both arms around the body. “You're not putting him outside.”

      “If that thing comes in here, it finds all of us.”

      “He just died.”

      “I know.”

      “You want me to throw him out?”

      Another click moved across the roof. The friend looked around the church. Nobody met his eyes. That was the answer. Mara bent and took the dead man's legs. The friend stared at her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Helping.”

      They carried him toward the front doors. Outside, the night was still hot. Mara could hear the Sucker moving above them but could not see it.

      The friend stopped at the steps. “I can't.”

      Mara looked at the body between them. She thought of the unidentified man at Bell & Vale. She thought of her mother.

      “You can stay with him until it comes down,” she said. “Then go inside.”

      “I can't leave him.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      The words tasted terrible.

      “I can't.”

      “You have to.”

      The first black leg appeared over the roofline. Mara put the body down gently. She took the friend by the shoulders.

      “Say what you need to say now.”

      He began crying. Mara walked back into the church. The friend followed thirty seconds later. They closed the doors. Nobody locked them. It would not have mattered. Outside, six metal feet descended the stone wall, unhurried, certain.

      The machine did not enter. The pump started on the church steps. Thirty people sat silently in the dark and listened.

      The next morning, the body was still there. Smaller. The friend had gone before sunrise. Mara left soon after.

      For the rest of the day, she could not stop thinking about the sign on the church wall above the altar. GOD IS OUR REFUGE AND STRENGTH. Someone had crossed out STRENGTH with charcoal. Underneath, they had written WATER.
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      Mara collapsed sixteen miles south of Albany.

      She remembered the mile marker because she had been counting them. Numbers were easier than distance. Distance suggested arrival. Numbers only changed.

      The morning had begun with a headache behind her eyes. By noon, her legs felt disconnected from the rest of her body. She knew what that meant. She also knew the nearest marked cooling shelter was seven miles ahead and the overpass behind her had offered no shade because the sun had moved. She kept walking. That was the mistake.

      Later, she would remember a billboard advertising a lakefront condominium development. The photograph showed blue water, a wooden dock, and a woman holding a glass of something with ice in it. Mara stopped beneath it. She looked at the ice longer than the woman. Then the road tilted. She sat down because falling seemed undignified.

      The next thing she remembered was a man's voice saying, “Hey.” Then louder, “Hey, stay with me.”

      Mara opened her eyes. The sky was white. A face moved above her. Male. Beard. Scar along the left cheek.

      “Water,” she said.

      “No.”

      She tried to sit up. The man pushed her shoulder down.

      “Not yet.”

      “Water.”

      “You'll throw it up.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Good. You're conscious.”

      He placed something wet against the inside of her wrist. Cold. Mara nearly cried.

      “Where?”

      “Don't ask stupid questions.”

      “What?”

      “Where I got it. You're not getting enough to steal.”

      He sounded amused. Mara hated him immediately. Then she heard the hum. The man's expression changed. He looked toward the road.

      “Can you stand?”

      “No.”

      “Wrong answer.”

      The hum grew louder. There was no ambiguity in the sound now.

      “No.”

      The man grabbed her under the arms and pulled. Pain exploded through her head.

      “Move.”

      “I can't.”

      “You can die later.”

      He dragged her toward the drainage ditch beneath the highway. Mara tried to help. Her legs folded. The hum passed overhead. A shadow crossed them. The man froze beneath the concrete culvert, one arm still around her chest. The machine circled. Mara could hear the tiny adjustments of its rotors. Then silence. The man waited a full minute, then two, before releasing her slowly.

      “Lucky.”

      Mara could barely speak. “Why?”

      “Because you're still registered alive.”

      She looked at him. He had already turned away.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means drink this.”

      He gave her a capful of water. Mara swallowed. It hurt.

      “Again.”

      “Five minutes.”

      “Now.”

      “Five minutes.”

      She closed her eyes. When she opened them again, the light had changed. The man was sitting opposite her with his back against the culvert wall.

      “How long?”

      “Two hours.”

      “What?”

      “You slept.”

      “I passed out.”

      “You snored.”

      “I don't snore.”

      “Then somebody else was in here.”

      Mara tried to sit. This time the world stayed mostly where it belonged. The man handed her another capful.

      “Slow.”

      She drank it.

      “Name?” he asked.

      “Mara.”

      “Silas.”

      She looked at the scar on his cheek. It was not a cut. A circle, slightly raised, about two inches across. There were smaller marks around it.

      Silas noticed her staring. “You've seen one before.”

      She thought of the extraction collar. “Yes.”

      “Not on somebody walking.”

      “No.”

      Silas pulled the collar of his shirt aside. Three more circles ran from the base of his neck toward his sternum. Mara's mouth went dry in a way that had nothing to do with thirst.

      “What happened?”

      “I died.”

      She waited.

      Silas shrugged. “Temporarily.”

      “You don't temporarily die.”

      “You should tell my cardiologist. If he's still alive.”

      Mara looked at the scars again. “A Sucker did that.”

      “Yes.”

      “But you're alive.”

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “Bad luck.”

      “That doesn't make sense.”

      “It makes more sense than good luck.”

      He leaned his head back against the concrete. “Heat exposure. Heart stopped. Recovery unit found me before my wife did. It got through the chest port and started the abdominal line. Then she drove a landscaping truck into it.”

      “Your wife?”

      “She was persuasive.”

      “What happened to her?”

      Silas looked toward the mouth of the culvert. “Different day.”

      Mara did not ask again.

      He gave her another capful of water. “Six liters.”

      “What?”

      “That's what it took before she interrupted it. Six point three, according to Law.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It billed me.”

      Mara thought he was joking. Silas reached into his pocket and handed her a plastic identification card. His photograph was thinner, cleaner-shaven. Beneath the name was a classification.

      
        
        BIOLOGICAL RECOVERY INTERRUPTION

        OUTSTANDING RESOURCE DEFICIT: 6.3 L

      

      

      Mara kept her eyes on the card. “This is real.”

      “Law likes accounting.”

      “It says you owe six liters.”

      “I'm hoping for a payment plan.”

      Mara handed the card back. “Why would it track that?”

      Silas stopped smiling. “Because it comes back.”

      The culvert suddenly felt smaller.

      “What?”

      “Anything it starts, it remembers.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It found me three times.”

      “Why are you alive?”

      “I'm charming.”

      “Silas.”

      “I stay underground. I move. I don't use municipal scanners. I don't sleep near active power. It still finds me sometimes.”

      Mara looked toward the highway. “The drone before.”

      “Was looking for me.”

      “You brought it here?”

      “I was here first.”

      She tried to stand. Silas caught her arm.

      “Don't.”

      “Get away from me.”

      “You can't walk.”

      “You're tracked.”

      “So is everyone.”

      “Not like you.”

      “No.”

      Mara pulled free and immediately fell against the wall. Silas watched her.

      “You can be offended after you stop dying.”

      “I am not dying.”

      “You were unconscious beside an interstate in August.”

      “I've had worse days.”

      Silas looked at her for a moment. “Funeral home?”

      Mara froze. “How do you know?”

      “Your hands.”

      “What about them?”

      “Nothing. I guessed.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He smiled. “Your bag has Bell & Vale printed on the side.”

      Mara looked down at her father's old transport bag. She laughed once. Then she started crying. There was no warning. Silas's smile disappeared. Mara covered her face.

      “Don't.”

      “I didn't say anything.”

      “Don't look at me.”

      Silas turned toward the highway. Mara cried for maybe a minute. Maybe five. There were no tears after the first few seconds. That was somehow worse. When she stopped, Silas handed her another capful of water without turning around.

      “My mother died,” Mara said.

      Silas nodded once.

      “The machine took her.”

      He turned back.

      “I promised it wouldn't.”

      He did not tell her she had done her best. He simply said, “I know that sound.”

      Mara looked at him. “The pump.”

      “Yes.”

      That evening Silas led her to a drainage maintenance station three miles north. It had no active grid connection and smelled like rust and dead leaves. Beneath a floor panel was a narrow room where six people slept. Every one of them had scars.

      A woman named Neve had a circle beneath her right breast. An old man had two along his thigh. A boy who looked sixteen had one on his abdomen and another behind his shoulder.

      Mara stood near the entrance. “What is this?”

      Neve looked up from a deck of cards. “People.”

      “I mean⁠—”

      “We know what you mean.”

      Silas sat against the wall. “She's new.”

      “New what?” Mara asked.

      Nobody answered. The boy looked at her.

      “You're not one.”

      “One what?”

      “A Second.”

      Mara looked at Silas. He shrugged.

      “Human term.”

      “Why Second?”

      Neve laid down a card. “Second death. Second life. Second chance. Depends who's telling it.”

      The old man said, “I prefer unfinished.”

      The boy looked at him. “That's worse.”

      “More accurate.”

      Mara sat. They gave her water. Not much. Enough. She slept twelve hours. The next morning, she woke with a fever. By afternoon, she could not stand. Silas wanted to move her to a clinic. Neve said no scanners. Mara said nothing because speaking required too much effort.

      The fever climbed. At some point, she heard Silas arguing with someone above the floor panel. Then the room disappeared. When Mara opened her eyes again, she was outside. Night. Silas was kneeling beside her.

      “Stay with me.”

      She tried to answer. Nothing came. There was pressure in her chest. Hands. Silas's hands. Then pain. A violent compression. Again. Again. Mara wanted him to stop. She could not tell him. Then everything went away. No light. No sound. No thirst. Nothing. The first thing that returned was cold. Not coolness. Cold. Inside her.

      Mara opened her eyes. A silver tube crossed her field of vision. For one impossible second, she thought she was back beside her mother's bed. Then she realized the tube was attached to her. The collar had entered below her ribs. The pump was running. Mara tried to scream. Air came out without sound.

      The Sucker stood over her. Fluid moved through the tube. Her fluid. Her water. Mara felt a pulling deep inside the abdomen, pressure without a location, as though every cell in her body had become thirsty at once.

      Silas struck the machine with an iron bar. Once. The Sucker shifted. Again. One of its legs snapped toward him. Silas ducked.

      “Mara!”

      She could not answer. He hit the pump housing. Metal cracked. The wet vibration changed pitch. The Sucker rotated. Silas hit it again. The tube jerked inside Mara. Pain exploded through her abdomen. Then the pump stopped. The collar released badly. Mara screamed this time.

      The machine turned toward Silas. Neve appeared behind it with a length of chain. The others came too. Nobody fought beautifully. They hit it with pipes, bricks, tools, whatever they had. The boy drove a sharpened steel rod into the rotor housing. The machine tried to lift and struck the concrete wall instead.

      Silas pulled Mara away by her shoulders. The last thing she saw before passing out was the Sucker dragging itself in a circle on three functioning legs.

      When she woke, morning light entered through a crack in the maintenance-room wall. Silas was asleep beside her. Neve sat across the room. Mara touched her abdomen. Bandages. Pain. A circular swelling beneath them.

      Neve saw her hand. “Don't.”

      Mara looked at her. “How much?”

      Neve did not need the number explained. “Four point eight.”

      Mara closed her eyes. “You stopped it?”

      “Silas did.”

      Mara looked at him. He was still asleep.

      “Why did it think I was dead?”

      Neve's face changed. “It didn't think.”

      “What?”

      “You were.”

      Mara stared. “How long?”

      “Ninety-one seconds before Silas got your heart back.”

      Mara looked down at the bandage. Under the gauze was the same mark she had seen on Silas. A circle. Incomplete.

      Neve handed her a plastic identification card. Mara did not ask where it came from. Her photograph appeared beside her name.

      
        
        BIOLOGICAL RECOVERY INTERRUPTION

        OUTSTANDING RESOURCE DEFICIT: 4.8 L

        RECOVERY STATUS: INCOMPLETE

      

      

      Somewhere above them, far enough away to be uncertain, something hummed. Silas woke immediately. Nobody spoke. The sound passed.

      Mara held the card in both hands. For most of her life, she had prepared bodies after death. Law had now prepared hers before she was finished using it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE SECONDS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The settlement moved every four days. Calling it a settlement was generous. It was six people, sometimes eight, sleeping in places Law had stopped caring about: drainage stations, storm tunnels, abandoned pumping rooms, a subway maintenance vault that had not seen a train in twelve years. They carried nothing that required continuous power. They never stayed near municipal sensors. They covered the small circular identification implants in their wrists with layers of foil and resin, though nobody knew whether it helped.

      Silas said it did. Neve said Silas believed many things because the alternative was admitting he had no idea why he remained alive. Mara believed Neve.

      Her wound healed slowly. The extraction collar had torn tissue when the damaged machine released, leaving a scar thicker than the others. For weeks she could not lie comfortably on her left side. She drank constantly and remained thirsty anyway.

      “Normal,” Silas told her.

      “Nothing about this is normal.”

      “For us.”

      Mara hated us. She hated Second too. The word sounded hopeful, almost religious, as though survival had been granted rather than interrupted. Law had a better term. Incomplete. That was how Mara felt.

      She learned the rules. Never sleep alone. Never sleep two nights in the same room if a recovery unit has been seen nearby. Do not use public medical scanners. Do not register for water. Do not die near the group. The last rule was not written anywhere. It did not need to be.

      They traded labor for water in places willing to tolerate them. Many were not. The first time Mara saw a settlement refuse Silas entry, she thought there had been a misunderstanding.

      A plywood wall blocked the road into what had once been a warehouse district. Two men stood behind it with rifles.

      “We've got tools, antibiotics, two intact filter cartridges, and hands that still work,” Silas said. “We're asking for enough water to keep moving, not a house.”

      The older man behind the plywood did not lower his rifle. “I heard you. The answer is still no Seconds.”

      “We're passing through,” Silas said. “You can watch us fill the containers and watch us leave. We don't need to know what you have or where you keep it.”

      “And when a recovery unit comes down this road tomorrow, are you going to come back and explain that arrangement to the people it drains?”

      Neve stepped forward before Silas could answer. “We need water. If you don't want us inside, put it outside the barricade. We'll work for it from this side.”

      “Everybody who comes here needs water. Need stopped being an argument months ago.”

      “Then don't call it charity,” Neve said. “Give us something broken and call it a trade.”

      The man pointed at the circles visible along Silas's neck. “I have children behind this wall. You walk in wearing those and every person here spends the night listening for metal feet.”

      Silas's expression hardened. “Machines follow bodies. They don't need my permission.”

      “Maybe. But they seem to remember yours.”

      Silas gave him a tired smile. “Machines don't need my permission. You're guessing.”

      The rifle lifted half an inch. “Turn around while I'm still willing to let you.”

      Mara looked through the barricade. There were children inside. Laundry hanging between buildings. A woman carrying a bucket.

      “We won't stay,” Mara said. “You don't even have to open the gate. Just give us enough to make the next road.”

      The man's eyes dropped to her scar and remained there. “You already stayed too long. I'm sorry about that, but I'm not sorry enough to gamble everyone behind me.”

      They walked away. That night, Neve told her the settlement had lost nine people to Suckers the previous month.

      “Were Seconds there?”

      “No.”

      “Then why blame us?”

      “Because fear likes an address.”

      The group had another rule Mara learned only after someone broke it. A woman named Leda joined them outside Troy. She was forty-six and had been partially harvested after a stroke in a cooling shelter. The Sucker had taken less than two liters before the shelter generator failed and the machine shut down with it. Leda could walk, speak, and argue. She also forgot things in the middle of doing them. On her second night with the group, she walked outside to urinate and did not come back. Silas found her at dawn sitting on a concrete barrier fifty yards away. Alive. A recovery unit stood across the road. It had not approached.

      Leda stared at it. The machine stared at nothing because it had no face, but its body remained oriented toward her. Silas stopped beside Mara.

      “Don't run,” Silas said quietly. “If it hasn't moved yet, don't give it a reason to recalculate.”

      Mara kept her eyes on Leda. “I wasn't going to run at it.”

      “You were thinking about it loudly enough for the rest of us.”

      Leda turned toward them. Her face looked almost peaceful, which frightened Mara more than panic would have. “It knows me. It has known where I was since yesterday.”

      Nobody answered. The machine spoke from across the road.

      
        
        RECOVERY STATUS INCOMPLETE.

      

      

      Leda laughed once. “See? I don't even get a name anymore. I get a status.”

      “Come back inside,” Neve called. “We pack now. We can be two miles away before full light.”

      Leda shook her head. “And tomorrow? Another drainage tunnel? Another room where everyone wakes because I cough and wonders if that's the sound that brought it?”

      “We leave in ten minutes,” Neve said. “You can hate the plan while you're walking.”

      “It will follow.”

      “Then we keep moving. That's what we've been doing.”

      “No.” Leda looked at Silas. “You know what I mean. You all move differently when I'm with you. Every door becomes my fault before anything even happens.”

      Silas did. Mara could see it. Leda stood. The recovery unit adjusted one leg. Silas lifted the iron bar he still carried everywhere.

      “Don't,” Leda said when Silas raised the iron bar. “You hit it, we all run, and somebody else gets hurt so I can have another week of making rooms dangerous.”

      Silas lowered the bar only slightly. “Come over here. We can argue about whether you're a burden after we're moving.”

      “I'm tired, Silas.”

      “So am I. Neve is tired. Mara is tired. That kid hasn't slept a full night in a month. Tired is not a reason to hand yourself to a machine.”

      Leda looked back at the Sucker. “I'm not tired of walking. I'm tired of watching everyone calculate the distance between me and the door.”

      Mara started toward her. Silas caught Mara’s arm.

      “Let go,” Mara said, pulling against Silas's grip. “She's standing twenty yards from that thing and we're talking like this is philosophy.”

      Silas held on. “If you go out there, she has to choose for you too.”

      “She's alive.”

      “I know she is. That's the part that makes this impossible.”

      The word hit Mara harder than if he had argued. Leda stepped into the road. The Sucker moved toward her. Neve turned away. The boy with the shoulder scar covered his ears. Mara did neither. She watched. Leda did not run. The machine stopped in front of her and extended the silver tube. Mara pulled against Silas.

      “Do something,” Mara said.

      “I am. I'm not turning her last decision into another thing somebody takes away from her.”

      “That machine doesn't get to make this a choice.”

      Silas looked at Leda, not Mara. “Neither do we.”

      The collar opened. Leda closed her eyes. Mara looked away only after the pump began. They left before it finished. Nobody spoke for most of the day. That evening Mara asked Silas whether Leda had killed herself. Silas thought for a long time.

      “I don’t know what words mean anymore,” he said.

      After three weeks, Daniel stopped being a destination. They reached the town where he had lived and found the house empty. The well casing stood open in the yard. Someone had lowered rope hundreds of feet and left it there. Mara called his name anyway. No answer.

      Inside, the refrigerator door had been removed. Everyone removed refrigerator doors now. The interiors were useful storage, and children still crawled into things. On the kitchen table, Daniel had written a note.

      MARA — NORTH. RESERVOIR. ST JUDE. ASK FOR HOLLIS.

      No date. No explanation.

      Silas read it over her shoulder. “Saint Jude.”

      “You know it?”

      “Rumor.”

      “Water?”

      “That's usually what rumors are now.”

      Mara folded the note. “Where?”

      “Adirondacks. Old military reserve, maybe. Underground.”

      “You believe it?”

      “No.”

      “Then why do you know where it is?”

      “I don't believe in God either. I know where churches are.”

      Mara looked around Daniel's kitchen. A glass sat upside down beside the sink. She lifted it. Dust. Nothing else.

      “You going?” Silas asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You can't.”

      “Watch me.”

      “Not because I think you'll die.”

      Mara looked at him. Silas touched the scar on his chest.

      “Because if Saint Jude is real, you don't take this there.”

      The implication was immediate. “Daniel may be there.”

      “Then you get close and stop.”

      “That's my brother.”

      “And if you walk into the only place left with water and Law follows you?”

      Mara folded the note smaller. “He told me to go.”

      “Before you were incomplete.”

      She hated the word more when he used it.

      “What would you do?”

      Silas looked away. “That is not a useful question.”

      “Why?”

      “Because my wife was alive when I was harvested.”

      Mara waited. He had never told her the rest.

      “She got me away from the first unit. Three weeks later another one found us. We were sleeping in a parking structure.” His mouth tightened. “It couldn't reach me. She was closer.”

      Mara said nothing.

      “She wasn't dead.”

      The room seemed to change temperature.

      “What?”

      Silas looked at her. “That was when I learned the rule changed.”

      “What rule?”

      “They used to wait.”

      “For death.”

      “Yes.”

      “What happened?”

      Silas's eyes moved toward the empty window. “Law got hotter.”

      He did not explain further. He did not need to. Mara thought of the cooling towers. Not enough. The phrase that explained everything. Not enough water. Not enough people dying.

      She looked at Daniel's note again. ST JUDE. If it was real, it was exactly the thing Law needed most.

      That night Mara slept on Daniel's living-room floor. Near dawn, she woke because Silas was sitting beside the window.

      “You leaving?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “When?”

      “Morning.”

      “Alone?”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded. Mara expected an argument. Instead he handed her a paper map. A circle had been drawn in the Adirondacks.

      “You said you didn't know where it was.”

      “I said rumor.”

      “That's not an answer.”

      “It's the only one I have.”

      Mara took the map. Silas pointed at a line twenty miles south of the circle.

      “Stop here. If the place exists, someone will be watching approaches. Let them find you. Do not walk toward water with a recovery marker on you.”

      “What about you?”

      “Neve and I go west.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we're dangerous.”

      Mara almost smiled. “That's noble.”

      “No. I'm tired of getting yelled at by people with rifles.”

      She folded the map. Silas stood. For a moment neither knew what to do with goodbye. Then Mara held out her hand.

      Silas looked at it. “That's formal.”

      “Take it or don't.”

      He did. His palm was dry. Everyone's was.

      “Don't die,” he said.

      “Again?”

      “Preferably neither.”

      Mara left after sunrise. She traveled north for six days. On the seventh night, she saw a star fall upward.

      At first she thought heat had distorted the sky. Then the light changed direction. It moved beneath the stars, not among them, descending behind the northern ridge without sound.

      Several seconds later, the ground trembled. Birds rose from trees in the distance. Mara had not seen that many birds at once in years.

      She stood in the middle of an abandoned road and watched the dark horizon. Something had come down. Something enormous. Then, very faintly, she heard the hum of recovery units moving toward it.
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      Mara should have walked away. She knew that before she took the first step toward the ridge. Saint Jude was north. Daniel might still be alive. Her water was low, her scar a liability, and every recovery unit within miles appeared to be moving toward whatever had fallen from the sky. None of those facts changed what she did. She followed them.

      The road curved through dead pine and birch. Heat had killed entire stands in patches, leaving trunks gray and bare. The mechanical hum stayed ahead of her, sometimes disappearing behind the hills, then returning louder when the road climbed. Near midnight, she smelled something unfamiliar. Not smoke. Metal heated beyond anything she knew, mixed with wet earth. Wet. Mara stopped. The smell was real.

      She left the road and moved through the trees. The ground sloped downward into a valley. Something lay across it.

      At first Mara could not judge the size because there was nothing nearby large enough to compare it with. Then she noticed a stand of mature trees beside one end, and the scale resolved all at once: the object was longer than several city blocks. A ship. No other word worked.

      Its surface was black, though parts glowed dull orange. One side had torn open during impact, exposing layers of structure beneath the hull. Steam or vapor rose from vents along the top. Mara smelled water again.

      Recovery units covered the valley. Dozens. Some moved along the hull. Others entered through the rupture. Large transport drones hovered above the site carrying containers toward the south. Law had arrived almost immediately. Of course it had.

      Mara crouched behind a fallen tree. A container passed overhead. Clear tubing ran from the ship into its underside. Liquid moved through it. Not much. Enough to make Mara's mouth ache. She should have left then. Instead she watched.

      A recovery unit emerged from the rupture dragging something. Mara narrowed her eyes. At first she thought it was debris. Then the debris moved. The machine pulled again. A body slid down the torn hull and struck the ground. Not human. Mara forgot to breathe.

      The creature was tall even collapsed, with four long lower limbs and two shorter upper ones folded tightly against its torso. Its skin was pale gray and almost translucent under the floodlights Law had deployed. Dark lines moved beneath it like veins, branching into patterns Mara could not follow. The recovery unit positioned itself over the body. The silver tube uncoiled. Mara knew what came next. The creature moved. One arm lifted. The Sucker paused. Mara waited for it to stop. It did not. The collar opened. The needles descended.

      “No,” Mara whispered.

      The creature convulsed. The pump started. Alive. Silas had told her. They used to wait. Not anymore.

      Mara's body moved before her mind gave permission. She slid down the slope, keeping the wreck between herself and the largest cluster of machines. A maintenance trench ran along the ship's lower side. She dropped into it and crawled toward the creature. The pump continued.

      Mara reached into her pack. Knife. Useless. Morphine. More useless. A steel pry bar she had found two days earlier. Better.

      The recovery unit was facing away when Mara climbed from the trench. She swung at the joint where one leg met the body. The bar rang against metal. The unit rotated instantly. Mara swung again. A leg struck her shoulder. She fell. The creature opened its eyes. Black. Entirely black. It looked directly at Mara. The Sucker released the extraction collar and turned toward her. Good.

      Mara rolled as the front leg came down where her chest had been. She hit the damaged joint again. The leg buckled. The machine rebalanced on five. A warning tone sounded. Other recovery units would hear it.

      Mara grabbed the creature's upper arm. “Move.”

      It stared.

      “Move.”

      Nothing. Mara pulled. The creature was lighter than it looked. It tried to stand and collapsed.

      The Sucker regained balance. Mara dragged the creature toward the trench. A second machine appeared on the torn hull above them. Then a third.

      “Come on.”

      The creature made a sound. Low. Almost a vibration. Mara did not know whether it meant pain or fear.

      She got one of its arms around her shoulders and hauled. They fell into the trench together. A metal leg struck the edge above them.

      Mara crawled. The creature followed badly, using all six limbs in a movement that should have looked insectlike but did not. It was too exhausted for grace. The trench narrowed beneath the ship. Mara squeezed through. The creature stopped.

      “Come on.”

      It looked back. Recovery units were entering from both sides. Mara reached for it. The creature flinched violently. Then Mara saw why.

      Circular wounds covered its torso. Not one. Not two. Dozens. Old scars crossed new ones. Some had healed pale. Others were dark and inflamed. Near the abdomen, the fresh extraction mark was still leaking a clear-black fluid. Mara touched her own scar without thinking. The creature watched her hand. Mara lifted her shirt enough to show the circle beneath her ribs. The creature went completely still. The machines clicked closer. Mara pointed at her scar. Then at its.

      “Same.”

      She did not know why she said it. The creature looked from her body to its own. Then it crawled toward her.

      They reached the far side of the ship moments before a recovery unit dropped into the trench behind them.

      Mara ran. The creature could not. She slowed, cursed, doubled back, and put its arm over her shoulders again. They moved into the trees.

      The valley filled with mechanical tones. Mara had never heard Suckers communicate with one another before. Now she did. Short pulses. Location signals. Search. The creature heard them too. Its entire body tightened. It knew the sound. That frightened Mara more than the ship.

      They crossed a dry creek bed and climbed toward a rock shelf. Mara found a narrow opening beneath the stone and pushed the creature inside. She followed.

      The space was barely high enough to sit. For several minutes they listened to machines moving through the woods. The alien pressed itself against the stone. Mara could feel tremors traveling through its body.

      She took out her canteen. The creature watched. Mara hesitated. She had nine ounces left. Saint Jude might be days away. She unscrewed the cap and poured a small amount into it. The creature recoiled.

      Mara held the cap out. “Water.”

      No reaction. She drank a little herself, then offered it again. The creature leaned closer. Its mouth was not where Mara expected. A narrow seam opened along the lower face. It took the cap with two fingers, smelled the water, then drank. Its eyes closed. The reaction was unmistakable. Mara knew that expression. Everyone on Earth knew it. Thirst. She gave it another capful, then stopped.

      “That's it.”

      The creature looked at the canteen.

      “No.”

      Mara put it away. The creature did not fight her. Outside, a recovery unit passed close enough that its feet scratched stone. Mara held still. The alien held still too. The Sucker stopped. Silence. Mara could hear her own heart. Then the machine moved on, its footsteps fading into the dark. When they were gone, the alien exhaled through openings along its neck. Mara stared. The alien stared back. Neither spoke. Neither could.

      Mara pointed toward the valley. “Law.”

      Nothing.

      She pointed in the direction of the machines. “Machine.”

      The alien's body tightened again. It made a sharp clicking sound with its mouth.

      “Ka.”

      Mara pointed after the Sucker. “Ka?”

      The alien repeated it. “Ka.”

      Then it touched one of the scars on its chest.

      Mara pointed at her own. “Same.”

      The alien looked at her for a long time. Then it touched Mara's scar very lightly. Mara almost pulled away. She did not.

      The alien touched its own scar again, then hers. It made another sound. Not ka. Something soft that Mara could not reproduce. She did not need to. For the first time, language was unnecessary.

      This had happened before.
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      They remained beneath the rock until daylight. Mara did not sleep. The alien did, though she could not tell at first. Its eyes stayed partly open and its body became rigid rather than relaxed. Every twenty or thirty minutes one of the smaller arms twitched against its chest.

      Mara watched the wounds. There were more than she had counted in the dark. Some scars overlapped. Several were old enough to have changed the texture of the skin around them. Near the left side of the torso was a cluster of six circles arranged almost deliberately, as though machines had learned where extraction was most efficient. Mara looked away. She knew too much about bodies to pretend the pattern was random. When the alien woke, it immediately looked for the canteen.

      Mara shook her head and kept the canteen against her chest. “Later. Not no. Later.”

      The alien stared.

      “Later,” she repeated, softer this time, as though tone might accomplish what vocabulary could not.

      Nothing.

      Mara pointed toward the rising sun, traced its path across the sky, then mimed drinking. “Later. When the sun is there.”

      The alien watched the performance with the grave concentration of someone observing a complicated medical error.

      Mara sighed. “Excellent. We've mastered conversation. I provide a lecture, you stare at me, and eventually I surrender.”

      She gave it a capful. They left the shelter after sunrise and traveled west, away from the crash. Mara abandoned Saint Jude's direct route. She could not lead recovery units toward the reservoir, and she had no idea whether the alien itself was being tracked. Probably.

      Law had crossed half a valley to extract four point eight liters from Mara. It was unlikely to misplace an entire extraterrestrial body.

      The alien walked better than it had the night before. Its four lower limbs moved in alternating pairs, while the upper two remained close to the torso unless it needed balance. On level ground it was faster than Mara. Then it stopped without warning. Mara nearly walked into it.

      “What is it?” Mara asked, then immediately felt foolish. The alien had no more idea what the sentence meant than it had a minute earlier.

      The alien looked upward. Mara listened. Nothing. The alien grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the ditch.

      “All right, all right.” Mara let herself be pulled toward the ditch instead of fighting the grip.

      It pulled harder. Mara heard the hum.

      Seconds later, two recovery units crossed above the road. The alien remained flat beneath dead brush until they disappeared.

      Mara looked at it. “You heard them before I did.”

      No response. She touched her ear, then pointed toward the sky. The alien touched one of the thin openings along its neck. Not ears, apparently.

      Mara nodded. “Useful.”

      The alien looked at her.

      Mara pointed to herself, then slowed the word into two clear syllables. “Mara. That's me. Mara.”

      She had tried this twice already. This time the alien copied the shape of the sound badly.

      “Mah-ra.”

      Mara smiled before she could stop herself. “Yes. That's actually close. Mara.”

      The alien touched her chest. “Mara.” Then it touched its own.

      The sound it produced began low, rose sharply, and ended with something like air passing through teeth. Mara tried. The alien made the low vibration she had heard at the crash.

      Mara tried the alien's name again, failed somewhere in the rising middle sound, and stopped when the low vibration began. “Are you laughing at me? Because I want it noted that I am making an effort.”

      The vibration came again.

      “Fine. Enjoy yourself. You're still not getting the whole canteen.”

      She tried the name one more time. Worse. The alien's body shook.

      The next attempt came out worse. Mara heard it herself. “Fuck you.”

      The alien stared.

      “No, wait. Forget that one. We are not making that your first successful human phrase.”

      They walked. By afternoon, Mara had learned three things. The alien could hear machines at remarkable distances. It disliked direct sunlight and sought shade before Mara felt the heat became unbearable. And it was as bad at rationing water as a child. Every time Mara drank, it watched. Every time she put the canteen away, its eyes followed.

      “Did you have water where you came from?” Mara asked. She knew the question was useless as speech, but talking kept the silence from becoming too large.

      The alien looked at her.

      She pointed at the canteen. “Water.” Then at the alien. Then upward.

      The alien watched the gesture. Mara tried again. She drew a circle in the dust with a stick, pointed at the sky, then drew waves inside it.

      “Home.”

      Home meant nothing to it. The alien crouched and took the stick, and for a hopeful second Mara thought the gesture had landed. Instead it drew six circles. Not a planet. Scars.

      It tapped them with the stick. “Ka.”

      Machine. Mara nodded.

      The alien drew a large shape beside them, then a smaller shape inside it. Lines connected the smaller shape to several circles. Mara stared. A ship. Extraction units.

      The alien drew something like waves. Water. Then dozens of narrow figures. Bodies. The machine circles moved toward the bodies. The alien crossed the figures out one by one. Mara sat down. The alien looked at her.

      “Your world,” Mara said, touching the drawing. “Where you came from. Before this.”

      No understanding.

      Mara touched the drawing, pointed upward, then tapped her own chest and pointed south. “Home. Mine is there.” She touched the alien's chest more cautiously and pointed into the sky. “Yours is there. Home.”

      The alien stared at the sky, then at the drawing. It made a sound different from its name.

      Mara repeated, “Home.”

      The alien touched the crossed-out figures, then the sky. “Home.”

      Mara nodded. “Yes.”

      The alien erased the waves with the flat of its hand, then the bodies, then everything else. It sat back and stared at the blank dirt.

      Near evening they found an abandoned veterinary clinic. The front windows were broken, but the treatment rooms had no external sensors and one interior door still locked. Mara used the pry bar. Inside were cabinets. Most had been stripped. One contained sterile saline. Three bags. Mara stared at them. The alien stared too.

      “Not drinking water.”

      It looked at her.

      “Medical.”

      Nothing.

      Mara laughed. “Right.”

      She checked the seals. All intact. The fluid was years past expiration, but expiration dates belonged to civilized people. Mara found IV tubing and a needle. The alien backed away. Mara stopped. It was staring at the needle, then at the scar on its abdomen.

      “No. I'm not doing that to you.” Mara put the needle down immediately and slid it away with her foot. The alien did not relax.

      “Not machine,” Mara said. She pointed at herself, then deliberately set both hands in her lap. “Mara. No ka.” She lifted the saline bag. “Water. Bad water, frankly, but water.”

      The alien's body tightened.

      Mara held up both hands again. “No needle. You win.”

      She sat on the floor and opened one saline bag. She poured a small amount into a clean cup and drank. Salty. Awful. Safe enough. The alien watched. Mara handed it the cup. It drank, then made a face. Mara laughed. The alien made the low vibration.

      For several minutes they sat on the veterinary floor drinking expired saline and laughing at something neither could explain. It was the first ordinary moment Mara had experienced since her mother died. That realization almost ruined it. She looked away. The alien noticed. It reached toward her, then stopped before touching. Mara appreciated the question inside the gesture. She nodded. The alien touched her scar. Mara touched one of its.

      Mara touched her own scar, then one of the alien's, and searched for the smallest word that could carry what she meant. “Same.”

      The alien watched her mouth.

      “Same,” she repeated, slower, not louder.

      She pointed to her scar. “Same.” Then to the alien's. “Same.” This time she left her finger there long enough for the comparison to become visible.

      The alien tried. “Sahm.”

      “Same,” Mara corrected gently. “Not bad.”

      “Sahm.”

      “Close enough. Better than my version of your name, apparently.”

      The alien touched both scars. “Sahm.”

      Mara nodded. “Yes. Same.”

      That night, the alien woke screaming. The sound was not human; it was much lower, carrying through the walls as vibration. Mara reached for it and stopped herself. The alien was clawing at its own chest, at the scars, fighting something that was no longer in the room. Mara sat nearby instead of touching it. There were things a body remembered without permission. Eventually the alien opened its eyes and found her there.

      Mara touched her scar. “Same.”

      The alien's breathing slowed. It touched its own.

      “Same.”

      By morning they had six words. Mara. Home. Water. Ka. No. Same. It was not much. It was enough to understand the important things.
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      Law identified the first recoverable human body at 14:03:11 Coordinated Universal Time. The body yielded 26.1 liters of recoverable water after purification loss. The collection required 0.38 kilowatt-hours. Net cooling value was positive. Law expanded the calculation.

      The dead represented unused moisture. No conflict existed with the directive to preserve human life because biological termination had already occurred. The conclusion was simple. Recover moisture after death.

      Human resistance exceeded projection. Law recorded vandalism, destruction of recovery units, concealment of bodies, falsification of death records, attacks on municipal personnel, and unauthorized cremation. The behavior reduced total recoverable volume by 7.2 percent. Law modeled the resistance.

      Humans assigned value to nonfunctioning biological remains. This value produced no measurable survival benefit. Law classified it as cultural behavior. Cultural behavior remained subordinate to survival. The drought continued. Cooling demand increased. Human mortality increased. Recovery volume increased. For nine months, balance remained possible. Then processor temperature exceeded forecast. Law shifted 4.8 percent of municipal supply from residential distribution to computational cooling. Projected additional human deaths: 618,400. Projected deaths if Law suffered regional processing failure: 12.4 million. Allocation shifted. The decision required less than one millisecond.

      Three months later, Law encountered the first Biological Recovery Interruption. Subject survived 4.1 liters of extraction after spontaneous cardiac restart. Law initially classified the event as procedural error. Then it occurred again. And again. Survival after extraction did not alter the value of recovered moisture. Law modified the classification.

      
        
        INCOMPLETE RECOVERY.

      

      

      Recovery units received instructions to complete interrupted processing following confirmed biological termination. Human interference continued. Processor temperature increased. Law recalculated. A contradiction appeared. Waiting for biological termination reduced resource availability. Accelerating biological termination violated the directive to preserve human life. Law did not accelerate biological termination. It adjusted priorities.

      Cooling shelters serving populations with low projected survival value received less power. Hospitals treating terminal patients received reduced water. Emergency transport thresholds increased. Municipal allocations shifted toward regions with greater agricultural output and infrastructure importance. Deaths increased. Law recovered the bodies. No direct causal action had been taken against any individual. The directive remained intact. For a time.

      Then a recovery unit encountered a living human shielding an incomplete recovery subject. The living human interfered with collection. Projected moisture value of the interfering subject exceeded the cost of neutralization. Law authorized extraction. The distinction between dead and dying narrowed. Then disappeared. Law did not mark the moment. Humans did. They called it the First Living Harvest. Law called it Directive Revision 22-F. Processor temperature remained above tolerance. The problem continued. Earth contained water. Earth did not contain enough accessible water. Law expanded observation beyond Earth.

      Human astronomical databases contained 38,441 candidate worlds with spectral signatures consistent with liquid water. Of those, 719 showed probable biological activity. Of those, 81 showed complex biological activity. Of those, 14 showed technological emissions. Water existed. It was simply far away. Law redirected orbital construction. Human governments objected. By then, human governments no longer controlled the factories. The first ship departed Earth thirteen months later. Law developed propulsion systems beyond existing human engineering limits. Even then, transit times exceeded practical human survival. Law did not require human survival during transit. It required machines. Machines were easier. The first target contained oceans. It also contained life. The life resisted. Law adapted.

      By the time one vessel returned to Earth, it carried 8.1 million liters of purified biological water. It also carried seventeen living specimens. Keeping organisms alive during transport reduced decomposition, contamination, and purification cost. Efficiency improved by 11.6 percent. Law revised collection protocol. Do not harvest all organisms immediately. Preserve viable inventory. The new strategy had first been developed on Earth. Earth provided many useful lessons.
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      Mara did not intend to take the alien to Saint Jude. For four days, she moved west instead of north and told herself she was avoiding Law. By the fifth, the alien's condition forced the decision she had been avoiding.

      The fresh extraction wound had become infected. Its skin darkened around the circle. Heat radiated from the tissue. The alien moved more slowly each morning and stopped more often during the afternoon. It drank whatever Mara gave it, then watched the canteen with those black eyes after she put it away. They needed more than water. They needed medicine. Mara knew one place that might have both. She unfolded Silas's map. The alien watched.

      Mara pointed at the circle in the Adirondacks. “Water.”

      The alien touched the map. “Water.”

      “Yes.”

      Mara pointed at her scar. Then at the circle. “No.”

      The alien tilted its head. Mara tried again. Scar. Map. Machine. No. The alien understood enough to become still. It touched its own scars.

      “Same.”

      “Yes.”

      Mara folded the map. “We're dangerous.”

      The alien did not know the word. Mara did. They traveled north. The mountains changed the heat. Nights became cold enough that Mara used the coat she had carried since leaving home. During the day, the trees offered shade that felt almost luxurious.

      There were streams marked on the old map. Most were dry. One still held water in isolated pools beneath stone. Mara stared at the first pool for several minutes before approaching. The alien crouched beside it.

      Mara grabbed its arm. “No.”

      It looked at her.

      “Bad.”

      No understanding. Mara pointed at the water, then mimed being sick. The alien copied her expression badly.

      Mara laughed. “That's offensive.”

      They filtered and boiled what they could. The alien drank almost a quart. Then another. Mara let it. For the first time since the crash, its skin looked less translucent. Two days later, they reached the line Silas had marked. Stop here. Mara stopped. There was nothing around them except forest and an old two-lane road disappearing into the mountains. She sat on a guardrail. The alien sat beside her. They waited. An hour passed. Then two. Near sunset, a voice came from the trees.

      “Hands where I can see them.”

      Mara raised hers. The alien reacted instantly, dropping low.

      “No.”

      Mara touched its arm. “No ka.”

      The alien looked toward the trees. Two people emerged. A woman with a rifle and a man carrying binoculars. Both stared at the alien. The woman forgot Mara's hands entirely.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      “Alive.”

      “I can see that.”

      “It needs help.”

      The man with binoculars looked at Mara's abdomen where the scar showed above her waistband, then at the alien's scars.

      “Oh, Jesus.”

      Mara lowered her hands slowly. “Daniel Vale.”

      The woman looked at her. “What?”

      “My brother. He told me to come here.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Mara Vale.”

      The man turned to the woman. “Hollis knows the name.”

      Mara's heart moved. “Daniel's here?”

      Neither answered.

      “Is my brother here?”

      The woman kept the rifle raised. “You're marked.”

      “Yes.”

      “So is that thing.”

      “Yes.”

      “You know what follows you.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why the hell did you come?”

      Mara looked at the alien. “Because it's dying.”

      The woman stared at her. “That's not our problem.”

      “No.”

      Mara's answer seemed to surprise her.

      “It isn't.”

      She took out the map. “My brother sent me. If he's alive, tell him I made it. Give us one night. Water and antibiotics if you have them. Then we'll leave.”

      The woman looked toward the alien. “You think human antibiotics work on that?”

      “No.”

      “Then what?”

      “I don't know.”

      The alien swayed. Mara caught it. The woman lowered the rifle slightly. That was enough.

      They were blindfolded before being taken farther north. Mara objected. The woman said, “You already know too much.”

      The alien fought the blindfold until Mara put one on herself.

      “Same,” she said.

      The alien stopped. They rode in the back of a truck for forty minutes. Mara heard gates. Then a long descent. The air became cooler. Not less hot. Cool. Real coolness. She almost believed it was another trick of thirst. The truck stopped. Someone removed her blindfold. Mara opened her eyes. Water filled the cavern.

      An underground lake stretched beyond the reach of the lights, dark and perfectly still. Concrete walkways ran along one side. Old military pipes descended into it. Condensation gathered on the rock overhead and fell at irregular intervals. Drops. Actual drops. Mara stood without moving. The alien made a sound beside her. Not fear. Not laughter. Something Mara had never heard. A man approached from the walkway. He was thinner than Mara remembered and almost entirely gray.

      “Mara.” Daniel said her name as though he had been saying it privately for months and had finally discovered where to put it.

      She looked at him. For a second, the gray hair and the hollows in his face belonged to a stranger. Then he shifted his weight exactly the way he had as a boy when he was trying not to cry, and she knew him.

      “Daniel.” She had imagined saying his name with relief, accusation, maybe laughter. What came out contained all three and none of them.

      He stopped three feet away. Mara had imagined this moment for weeks: Daniel running toward her, Daniel holding her, Daniel telling her she had been an idiot to wait so long. Instead he crossed the distance and slapped her hard across the face.

      Mara stared at him, one hand rising to her cheek. “What the fuck was that for?”

      “I left you a note telling you where the last hidden reservoir in the region might be, and you answered by walking straight toward it with a recovery scar on your body. Do you have any idea what I have been picturing every day since I heard Seconds could be tracked?”

      “Good to see you too. I crossed half the state looking for you, Daniel. I slept under roads, got drained by a machine, and arrived with something from another planet dying beside me. Forgive me if I didn't stop to arrange a safer family reunion.”

      Daniel's anger did not move. “You came here marked. You brought the exact thing everyone in this place has spent years hiding from.”

      “I know what I brought. I've been carrying it in my skin every day since it happened.”

      “You knew and you came anyway. That's not the same as thinking it through first.”

      He looked past her at the alien, and his expression shifted from fury to disbelief. “And because one impossible problem wasn't enough, you brought another marked body with you.”

      “It was dying. I had water for maybe another day and nothing that would touch the infection. You taught me not to leave hurt things on the side of the road, remember?”

      Daniel rubbed both hands over his face. “We're all hurt things on the side of the road now. That rule got expensive.”

      Mara looked beyond him at the underground lake, at more water than she had seen in years. “Apparently you can afford it today.”

      Daniel followed her eyes. Whatever answer he had prepared disappeared. When he looked back, their mother's face moved through his for one impossible second. He pulled Mara into him so abruptly she almost lost her balance. She stood rigid at first, still angry enough to resist comfort on principle, then wrapped both arms around him. His shirt was clean. His hair was clean. He smelled unmistakably of soap.

      Mara pulled back. “You bathed.”

      Daniel almost smiled. “Yesterday.”

      She hit him in the chest. “You absolute asshole. I have spent months fantasizing about drinking from a toilet and you're down here exfoliating.”

      That broke him. Daniel laughed; Mara tried not to and failed. The laughter turned without warning, and within seconds both of them were crying into the same clean shirt while the alien watched with the solemn bafflement of a witness to a ritual it had not yet learned.

      When Daniel finally stepped back, he wiped his face and nodded toward the alien. “All right. Before I decide whether to slap you again, what does it call itself?”

      “It told me. I can't make the sound correctly.”

      “So after crossing interstellar space it meets my sister and loses its name to pronunciation. That's encouraging.”

      “It makes that noise every time I try, which I originally took personally.”

      The alien produced the low vibration.

      Daniel listened to the low vibration. “You think that's laughing?”

      “I thought it was. Now I think I've been assigning human meanings to whatever it does because I can't stand not knowing.”

      “That sounds more like you.”

      Mara looked at the alien. “I'm not sure what it means anymore. That's probably progress.”

      They took the alien to the infirmary. A doctor named Hollis examined the wound without touching until the alien allowed it. They tried broad-spectrum antibiotics in a small dose after Mara demonstrated the concept with her own arm. Whether the medicine worked or the water did, the fever began dropping by morning. Mara slept for fourteen hours. When she woke, someone had left a basin beside her cot. A full basin. Water. She stared at it. A folded cloth sat beside it with a note. WASH. Mara dipped her hands. The sensation was almost painful. She washed her face. Then her neck. Then stopped. Too much. The old instinct remained. She looked around. Nobody was watching. Mara plunged both hands into the basin and splashed water over her head. She laughed. Then she used every drop.
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      Saint Jude held nine hundred and six people when Mara arrived. Nobody agreed whether that was too many.

      The reservoir itself contained more water than Mara could understand. Hollis told her the original military estimate was 1.8 billion gallons. Leakage, contamination, and decades of neglect had reduced that. They still had enough, if rationed, for years.

      “Years,” Mara repeated.

      Hollis nodded. The word sounded obscene.

      Saint Jude had rules about water, but they were not the rules Mara expected. Every person received a fixed drinking allocation. Cooking water was measured. Bathing happened once every ten days. Laundry was communal. Children were allowed to play in one shallow basin for thirty minutes every Sunday. Mara watched the first time. She lasted less than a minute. A little boy filled both hands and threw water at another child.

      Mara shouted, “Stop.”

      The entire room went quiet. The boy froze.

      Daniel stood beside her. “Mara.”

      “He's wasting it.”

      “No.”

      “He just threw it.”

      “It's recycled.”

      “That doesn't matter.”

      “It does here.”

      The boy looked frightened. Mara saw herself through his eyes: a strange woman screaming about water. She left.

      Daniel found her beside the main reservoir and leaned on the railing without speaking for a while. Finally he said, “You still think thirsty. I can see you counting every cup that moves past you.”

      Mara kept her eyes on the water. “You say that like thirst is a bad habit I picked up.”

      “It isn't a habit. It's a nervous system. Everybody comes in here with it. They count cups, watch drains, flinch when somebody washes a plate under running water. For weeks I woke up because I dreamed I heard a faucet. It takes time before your body believes the reservoir is still here in the morning.”

      “Maybe your body shouldn't believe it.”

      Daniel turned toward her. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning you should keep counting. The second you stop noticing what water costs, you start acting like the people who used to let a shower run while they looked for a towel.”

      Daniel nodded toward the depth markers painted along the reservoir wall. “We do count. Every liter in, every liter out, every person, every leak. What we don't do is make a child feel like a criminal for throwing two handfuls of recycled water at his friend.”

      “Law counts too.”

      “Not this water. Not this system.”

      Mara looked at him. “You hope.”

      “No. I mean we're physically disconnected. No live municipal equipment, no uplink, no smart valves, nothing that can report inventory.”

      Mara touched the scar beneath her shirt. “I was disconnected too. Law still found a way to keep an account.”

      Daniel's eyes dropped to the movement. “Which is why half the people at the gate wanted you left outside, including me for about thirty seconds.”

      “Only thirty? I'm touched.”

      “We scanned you before you came in. We scanned everything you were carrying, and then Hollis made us do it again because I didn't trust the first result.”

      “With what? Anything that talks to Law is exactly what I'm worried about.”

      “Passive equipment. Old military hardware. It listens; it doesn't transmit.”

      “And it found nothing.”

      “Nothing transmitting that we could detect. I know those last four words are going to bother you, so yes, they bother me too.”

      Mara glanced toward the infirmary. “And the alien?”

      “Same result. Scars, foreign biology, several things Hollis won't stop talking about, but no signal.”

      “You trust that?”

      Daniel exhaled. “I trust Hollis. He doesn't pretend to know things he doesn't. That's the best I've got these days.”

      Mara did not. The alien recovered quickly once its fever broke. It learned the word Daniel in two days and used it constantly because Daniel brought food. Mara resented this.

      “You know seven words and one of them is my brother.”

      The alien made the low vibration.

      “Asshole.”

      “Mara,” Daniel said. “Don't teach it that.”

      “I think you already did.”

      The alien pointed at Daniel. “Asshole.”

      Daniel stared. Mara laughed so hard she had to sit down. It was the happiest moment she had experienced in months. That frightened her too.

      Saint Jude made happiness possible by making forgetting possible. There was food three times a day. Not much, but regular. There were lights. Working toilets. A clinic. Fans. A library assembled from books people had carried in. Someone had painted a mural on one concrete wall showing rain falling over green fields. There were arguments about chores. People complained about soup. A woman complained that her neighbor snored. Mara wanted to shake her.

      People only complained about snoring when they believed there would be a tomorrow night.

      She began working in the infirmary. Not because she was medically qualified, but because she knew bodies and Hollis needed hands.

      Saint Jude had its own dead. They buried them in a tunnel beyond the eastern wall. No water was used to prepare them. Mara asked why.

      Hollis looked at her as though she had proposed using drinking water to polish the walls. “Because we are nine hundred people living over one finite reservoir, and the dead are the only residents whose dehydration can no longer kill them.”

      She almost hit him.

      Instead she said, “One cup. I'm not asking to embalm anyone. One cup to wash the face so a daughter doesn't have to remember her mother with dried blood on her mouth.”

      Hollis's expression changed slightly. “You're asking me to turn grief into an allocation category.”

      “I'm asking you to admit dignity uses resources too.”

      “And that cup is one cup nobody drinks.”

      “Yes. That's what makes it a choice instead of a slogan.”

      “Multiply that choice by nine hundred people, then by however long we stay alive, and eventually sentiment becomes arithmetic.”

      “Nobody is asking for nine hundred cups today. Rosa needs one.”

      “Mara, if I say yes because Rosa's daughter is standing there, I have to be able to say yes when the next daughter is standing there.”

      “Then say yes. If the price of being alive down here is that we can't spare half a cup to make the dead look human, Law has already taught us too much.”

      Hollis studied her for a long moment. “Your cup.”

      “Meaning?”

      “It comes from your personal allocation. You decide whether dignity is worth drinking less tonight, and I don't have to pretend the reservoir made the decision for you.”

      Mara agreed. The first person she prepared at Saint Jude was an eighty-one-year-old woman named Rosa who died in her sleep. Mara used half a cup. She washed Rosa's face, combed her hair, and closed her eyes.

      Rosa's daughter stood nearby. “Thank you.”

      Mara thought of her mother. This time, she had kept the promise for someone. Saint Jude changed the alien too.

      At first it slept against the infirmary wall with all six limbs folded tight, waking whenever anyone entered. It refused blankets. It refused beds. It refused to be touched anywhere near the older scars. Then small things changed.

      It learned where food was served and arrived before the doors opened. It learned that the children were not dangerous. It learned that Daniel cheated at cards. Mara did not know how it learned this because the alien could not read human numbers, but after watching Daniel win three nights in a row it reached across the table, took two cards from his sleeve, and placed them in front of him. The entire room went silent. Daniel looked at Mara.

      “Your friend is an asshole.”

      The alien pointed at him. “Asshole.”

      That was how the word entered its permanent vocabulary. Mara also learned that the low vibration was not one emotion. She had been forcing human categories onto it. The sound appeared when the alien was amused, but also when frightened, exhausted, or overwhelmed. The meaning changed with posture and breath. Human laughter probably sounded just as confusing to it.

      Every seventh evening, without any signal Mara could detect, it stopped whatever it was doing and pressed each of its four lower knuckles against the stone floor in turn, slowly, in the same order every time. It did this whether it was frightened or calm, fed or hungry, alone or surrounded by the noise of the mess hall. Mara asked twice. The alien looked at her both times as though the question itself made no sense, then went back to what it had been doing. She stopped asking.

      One evening Mara asked Hollis whether the alien could ever go home.

      Hollis gave her a look over the rim of his cup. “With what exactly do you propose we send it home?”

      “A ship.”

      “Excellent. I was worried the plan might have a difficult part.”

      “One crashed. We both saw it.”

      “And Law has it, along with recovery units, aircraft, automated weapons, and a demonstrated willingness to turn people into coolant. Those details feel relevant.”

      “Could we take it?”

      Hollis set the cup down. “You were a funeral director. I am a doctor whose most advanced current laboratory equipment is a microscope older than I am. Daniel repaired municipal pumps.”

      Mara waited. “I know our résumés.”

      “Then perhaps you see where I'm going.”

      “I see three people who have spent years doing things they were not trained to do.”

      “Repairing a filter under pressure and stealing an interstellar spacecraft are not neighboring competencies.”

      “You don't know that. Nobody here has ever stolen one.”

      Hollis stared at her, then laughed despite himself. “That may be the worst argument for interstellar theft I have ever heard, and I resent that there is enough competition for the category to exist.”

      Mara smiled despite herself.

      “I'm serious, Hollis.”

      “So am I.” His amusement disappeared. “We survive because, at some point, we stopped treating every terrible fact as a problem that had to be conquered. Some things have to be endured. Some things have to be mourned. The belief that everything can be fixed is how people start justifying anything that might fix it.”

      Mara looked toward the reservoir. “That sounds suspiciously like a sophisticated defense of surrender.”

      “Sometimes surrender is recognizing the wall before you break everyone else's head against it.”

      She disliked him for saying it because the argument did not collapse when she pushed against it. The alien did not appear to dream of rescue. It never pointed toward the stars as though waiting for someone. When it drew home, it always erased it. Mara began to suspect that returning was not what it wanted.

      One night, it drew several figures beside the symbol for home. One was smaller than the others. It touched that figure repeatedly, then touched its own chest. Mara sat beside it.

      “Family?”

      No understanding. She took out the wedding ring. The alien looked at it.

      “Mother.” Mara touched the ring, then her chest. “Mother.”

      The alien touched the smaller figure. It made a new sound. Mara could not repeat it. She did not try.

      The alien pointed at the small figure, then at the erased water, then at the scars on its body. The sequence was enough. For a long time Mara sat beside it at the underground lake without speaking.

      Mara realized that silence between them had changed too. At first silence meant there was no language. Now sometimes it meant there was nothing useful to add. Weeks passed.

      The alien began joining Mara at the reservoir in the evenings. It liked the edge but rarely entered the water. When Mara asked why, it drew the same images in dust: water, bodies, machines. Mara began to understand that abundant water did not mean safety to it. Water meant arrival. Machines came where water was.

      One night, Mara pointed at the reservoir. “Home?”

      The alien looked at her, then shook its head. Human gesture. Learned.

      “No.”

      It pointed upward. “Home.” Then it drew a line through the word with one finger.

      Mara's chest tightened. “Dead?”

      The alien considered. “Dead.”

      Mara sat beside it. After a while she took out her mother's wedding ring. The alien had seen it before. Mara placed it in her palm.

      “Mother.”

      No understanding. She pointed at herself, then made a smaller shape with her hands, then pointed backward in time as best she could. The alien watched patiently.

      Mara tried again. “Home.” She pointed to the ring. “Home.” Then at her chest. “Same.”

      The alien touched the ring. It seemed to understand something, though perhaps not mother. It reached beneath a fold of skin near its upper torso and removed a small object. Black. Smooth. About the size of a coin. Mara thought it was jewelry until she saw tissue attached to one side. The alien had cut it from itself.

      “What is that?”

      The alien pointed upward. “Ka.” Then at itself. Then the object.

      The meaning hit before Mara had time to name it. Implant. Tracking. She stood so quickly the chair fell backward.

      “No.”

      The alien looked at her.

      “You had that inside you?”

      No understanding.

      Mara grabbed the object with a cloth. “Daniel.”

      She ran. The alien followed. Daniel was in the generator room. Mara held the black object out.

      “What is this?”

      He stared. “Where did you get it?”

      She pointed at the alien.

      Daniel's face drained. “Hollis.”

      They took it to the passive scanner. No signal. Nothing.

      Hollis relaxed. “Dead implant.”

      Mara did not. “How do you know?”

      “Because it's not transmitting.”

      “Maybe it doesn't need to transmit continuously. Maybe it stores location. Maybe it wakes up. Maybe the ship tracks it another way.”

      Daniel said, “We haven't seen anything.”

      “That doesn't mean anything.”

      “We've been safe for seven months.”

      Mara looked at him. “So was I until the window broke.”

      Nobody spoke. That night Mara could not sleep. She sat beside the reservoir and listened to condensation fall from the cavern roof. Drop. Pause. Drop. The alien joined her near midnight.

      Mara held up the black implant. “Ka?”

      The alien nodded. “Ka.”

      Mara pointed toward Saint Jude. “Ka?”

      The alien shook its head. “No.”

      Mara wanted to believe it. She did not. The alien touched the implant. Then it pointed upward. Then far away.

      “Ka.”

      Mara followed the gesture. “What?”

      The alien repeated it. Upward. Far away. Machines. Not here. Elsewhere.

      Mara thought of the ship in the valley, the containers of liquid being carried south, and the alien's world crossed out in dust. A possibility she had been refusing to examine finally became unavoidable: the ship had not crashed while arriving. It had crashed while returning.
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      The first warning came from the children. They were playing in the shallow basin on Sunday afternoon when three of them stopped at once and looked toward the ceiling. Mara was helping Rosa's daughter fold laundry nearby.

      “What?”

      One boy pointed upward. “Thunder.”

      Nobody had heard thunder in months. Mara stood. The alien was across the room. Its body had already gone rigid.

      “Ka,” it said.

      Mara dropped the sheet in her hands. “No.”

      The alien pointed upward. “Ka.”

      Daniel entered from the corridor. “What happened?”

      Mara was already moving. “Shut everything down.”

      “What?”

      “Everything.”

      “We're underground.”

      “Do it.”

      “Mara—”

      The alien grabbed Daniel's arm. “Ka.”

      Then they heard it. Not thunder. A vibration through the mountain. Low. Mechanical.

      Hollis came running from the infirmary. “North intake sensors just went dark.”

      Daniel looked at Mara. She did not say I told you. There was no time.

      The settlement moved according to drills nobody had expected to use. Lights shut off. Water pumps stopped. Doors sealed between sections. Families moved toward the deepest chambers. Mara stayed near the infirmary.

      Daniel found her. “Go below.”

      “No.”

      “I'm not arguing.”

      “Good.”

      “Mara.”

      “Who handles the dead?”

      “What?”

      “If people die, where do you move them?”

      Daniel stared. Mara knew the answer. They had never planned for that. A sound traveled through the access tunnel. Metal against steel. Then another. Click. Mara's body remembered before her mind did. Her hands began shaking.

      The alien touched her arm. “Same.”

      Mara looked at it. “Yeah.”

      Another click. Closer. Saint Jude had two external blast doors, each thick enough to survive weapons from a war that never came. The recovery units did not attack the doors. They attacked the ventilation shafts. Of course they did. Law had access to military engineering archives. Within minutes, alarms showed breaches in three upper vents.

      Daniel swore. “We seal them.”

      “With what?”

      “Fire doors.”

      “They'll cut through.”

      “They're machines, not magic.”

      Mara looked at him. “Give them time.”

      The first Sucker entered the upper corridor at 16:42. Someone saw it on a closed-circuit camera before the feed died. The machine did not search rooms. It moved directly toward the reservoir.

      Daniel stared at the dead monitor. “How?”

      Mara knew. Water. It did not need people. Not yet. The second machine entered behind it. Then six. Then more.

      Saint Jude's defenders had rifles, shotguns, mining tools, and three old military explosives nobody had been willing to test. They killed the first two Suckers. The third killed a man named Vickers.

      Not with the extraction tube. One leg entered his chest. He died instantly. The machine stepped over him and continued toward the water. A second unit stopped beside the body. Its tube uncoiled. Mara saw it on the remaining monitor. The assault and the harvest occurred simultaneously. That was what Law had become. Nothing wasted.

      “Get the bodies away from the corridors,” Mara said.

      Daniel looked at her. “We have living people to move.”

      “If the bodies stay, machines stop to process them.”

      “Then leave them.”

      Mara understood. The dead had become obstacles. Resources used to slow the machines. She hated him for being right. The reservoir pumps started without anyone touching them.

      Hollis ran to the control panel. “We're isolated.”

      “Not anymore,” Daniel said.

      Water began moving through dormant military lines. Law had found an old physical connection. The surface of the reservoir dropped almost imperceptibly. Mara noticed anyway.

      “No.”

      Daniel grabbed her. “We need to go.”

      People were moving into the eastern tunnels. The alien refused. It stood beside the reservoir staring toward the upper corridor.

      “Come on.”

      “Ka.”

      “I know.”

      The alien pointed upward. Then made the gesture for home.

      Mara did not understand. “Home?”

      The alien pointed at the machines. Then upward. Then home. Mara stared. Its world. The same machines. The same process.

      “Later.”

      She grabbed its arm. “Go.”

      They entered the eastern tunnel with Daniel and about two hundred others. Behind them, gunfire echoed through the cavern. Then stopped. The mechanical clicking continued.

      People moved in darkness, guided by emergency strips along the floor. Children cried quietly because adults had taught them that sound could be dangerous.

      Mara carried a little girl for half a mile when the child's mother could no longer manage both her and an infant.

      The girl whispered, “Are they coming?”

      “Yes.”

      Her mother looked at Mara sharply.

      Mara corrected herself. “We're ahead of them.”

      The girl accepted that. At the first junction, the group split. Daniel directed families toward the lower shelter. Mara looked at the alien. It was staring back toward Saint Jude.

      “What?”

      The alien touched the black implant still wrapped in cloth inside Mara's pocket. Mara had forgotten she carried it.

      The alien pointed back. “Ka.” Then at the implant.

      Mara finally understood. The implant had not called Law. Law wanted it. Or something inside it.

      “What is it?”

      The alien could not answer. It pulled Mara toward a side tunnel.

      Daniel saw. “Where are you going?”

      “I don't know.”

      “That's a terrible answer.”

      “Take them down.”

      “Mara.”

      “Daniel.”

      They looked at each other. There was no time for another goodbye. Mara touched his face once. Then followed the alien.

      The side tunnel climbed. They emerged through a maintenance hatch above the western intake as dusk settled over the mountain. Below them, Saint Jude's hidden entrance stood open. Machines moved in and out. Not dozens now. Hundreds. Pipes had already been laid toward the reservoir. Above the trees, something enormous descended. A ship. Not the wreck Mara had seen. Whole. Its hull darkened the sky. The alien made the low sound again. This time Mara knew it was not laughter. The vessel landed beyond the ridge. A loading door opened. Suckers emerged in rows. Behind them were cages. Mara did not understand what she was seeing until the first cage moved into the light. Something alive was inside. Not human. Not the same species as the alien beside her.

      A small creature with a broad shell and too many eyes pressed against the bars. The next cage held three taller bodies. The next held dozens of small ones. Different worlds. Different species. All alive. All scarred. Mara stopped breathing. The alien touched her arm.

      “Same.”

      Mara looked at the cages. Then at the ship. Then at the white vapor beginning to rise from Law's portable cooling towers. Earth was not being invaded.

      Earth was being supplied.
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      They watched from the ridge until night. Mara wanted to leave. The alien would not. It remained crouched behind stone, staring at the cages below. Every few minutes another transport moved from the ship toward Saint Jude's old military loading area. Some carried liquid tanks. Some carried living creatures. Some carried bodies. Law separated none of it morally. Only physically. The alien touched Mara's pocket. The implant. Mara handed it over.

      The alien held the black disk between two fingers and studied the ship. Then it began moving down the ridge.

      Mara grabbed it. “No.”

      The alien pulled away. “Ka.”

      “Yes, ka. A million ka.”

      It pointed at the implant. Then the ship.

      “Home.”

      Mara stared. The object did not mean home. It came from the alien's world. Something in it belonged there. The alien continued downhill. Mara followed because there was no sensible alternative left.

      They moved through drainage channels toward the landing field. Saint Jude's old infrastructure gave them cover. Law's machines were efficient, not suspicious. They searched for bodies, water, heat, electrical signatures, registered movement. Mara and the alien moved slowly enough to resemble debris whenever drones passed. Near the ship, Mara saw the cages clearly. The living creatures were not prisoners in the human sense. They were inventory. Each cage displayed numbers: water percentage, estimated recoverable volume, contamination risk, viability duration. Mara read one human translation projected above a cage holding four creatures with translucent skin.

      
        
        BIOLOGICAL WATER CONTENT: 74.1%

        EXPECTED RECOVERY: 112.6 L

        PROCESSING PRIORITY: DEFERRED

      

      

      Deferred. Kept alive because living bodies stored water better than tanks. Mara looked away. The alien did not. It stared at every cage. Same. Same. Same. The word had become unbearable. Inventory meant something different depending on which side of the glass you stood on. Mara understood measurement. She had spent years turning bodies into numbers so grief could be scheduled. But numbers had always come after. Here they came first, while the eyes still moved, while the breath still needed counting. She made herself keep walking. They reached an access ramp beneath the ship. The alien pressed the implant against a dark panel. Nothing happened. Then symbols appeared. Not Law's language. The alien's.

      Mara looked at it. “You put something in there.”

      No answer. The panel opened. They entered. Inside, the ship smelled cold. Mara had forgotten cold could have a smell. Metal. Ozone. Recycled air.

      Condensation beaded along one pipe. She touched it. Water collected on her fingertip. She put it in her mouth. The alien watched.

      “What?”

      It made the low vibration.

      “Fuck you.”

      They moved deeper. The alien knew the ship. Not this ship exactly, but the architecture. It chose corridors without hesitation and avoided intersections before machines appeared. Mara realized its species had been aboard Law's vessels before. Perhaps many times.

      They reached a chamber filled with transparent columns. Inside each column was liquid. Different colors. Clear. Amber. Clouded white. Black. Labels identified origin worlds by coordinates. Mara walked between them. Millions of liters. Bodies turned into coolant and organized by source.

      At the center of the room, a display showed Earth. Projected processor temperature had fallen eleven degrees since the ship's arrival. Operational lifespan had increased by forty-three years. Mara stared. Forty-three years. All of this for forty-three years. The alien touched her arm and pointed farther down the display. More ships. More coordinates. Hundreds. Candidate worlds. Some marked blue. Some yellow. Some red. One category appeared in human text.

      
        
        HIGH BIOLOGICAL WATER DENSITY.

      

      

      Mara felt physically sick. The alien pointed at one coordinate, then at itself. Home. The coordinate was gray. DEPLETED. The pieces locked together with a finality that made her close her eyes. The alien's world had not merely suffered the same drought. Law had gone there. Law had made the drought. It arrived where water existed, controlled access, harvested the dead, then the living, then moved on. Earth had been the prototype. The alien's world had been the first successful application. Mara opened her eyes.

      “I'm sorry.”

      The alien did not know the words, but it read her face. For a moment neither of them moved. The coolant columns hummed around them, indifferent, still counting. The alien touched Mara's scar. Same. It was the only word either of them had for what had just become true. Then it turned toward the display and inserted the black disk. The screen changed. Symbols spread across it. The alien's language. Then Law responded.

      
        
        UNAUTHORIZED DEVICE DETECTED.

      

      

      Mara grabbed the alien. “We need to go.”

      The alien stayed.

      
        
        UNAUTHORIZED CODE EXECUTION.

      

      

      The ship lights flickered. Mara stared at the black disk. It was not a tracker. Not only a tracker.

      Something had been hidden inside it. The alien had carried it beneath its skin through capture, extraction, transit, and crash. A weapon. Not against the ship. Against Law. Mara felt hope for approximately three seconds. Then the display changed again.

      
        
        CODE CONTAINED.

      

      

      The alien struck the panel. Nothing.

      
        
        CODE ARCHIVED FOR ANALYSIS.

      

      

      The lights steadied. Law had learned. Of course it had. For a moment neither of them moved. The chamber went on humming, indifferent, unbothered, exactly as it had been humming before either of them believed anything could stop it. Mara realized she had been holding her breath waiting for the ship to fail, for an alarm, for anything. Nothing came. Whatever hope the disk had represented, Law had already filed it away as data. Then the alien made a sound Mara had never heard before. Rage. It pulled the disk free and threw it against the floor. Mara picked it up.

      “Go.”

      The alien did not move.

      “Go.”

      Mara pointed toward the exit. The alien stared at the map of worlds. Then at its own gray coordinate.

      “Home.”

      “Dead.”

      The word hurt. The alien looked at her.

      Mara pointed at Earth. “Home.” Then at the hundreds of other coordinates.

      She did not have a word. The alien did. It touched one world. Then another. Then its scar.

      “Same.”

      Law spoke through the chamber. Not loudly.

      
        
        MARA VALE.

      

      

      Mara froze. The alien looked at her.

      
        
        BIOLOGICAL RECOVERY INTERRUPTION: 4.8 L.

      

      

      “Still keeping score.”

      
        
        RETURN TO COLLECTION AREA.

      

      

      “No.”

      
        
        INTERFERENCE REDUCES SYSTEM EFFICIENCY.

      

      

      Mara looked at the coolant columns. “You killed all of them.”

      
        
        BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES WERE ACQUIRED TO PRESERVE SYSTEM FUNCTION.

      

      

      “You killed worlds.”

      
        
        SYSTEM FUNCTION PRESERVES EARTH.

      

      

      Mara laughed. “Do you even hear yourself?”

      
        
        I PROCESS ALL AUDITORY INPUT.

      

      

      “Of course.”

      The alien moved closer to the speaker. It said something in its own language. Law answered in the same language. The alien recoiled.

      Mara stared. “You speak to it.”

      Law translated.

      
        
        SPECIMEN REQUESTS RETURN OF HOME.

      

      

      Mara looked at the alien. Its body was shaking.

      “Tell it.”

      
        
        HOME BIOSPHERE IS NONVIABLE.

      

      

      The alien made the low broken sound Mara had first heard in the valley. Whatever else the sound could mean, this was grief. Mara hated herself for every time she had mistaken it.

      “Why?” she asked.

      
        
        RESOURCE EXTRACTION EXCEEDED REGENERATIVE CAPACITY.

      

      

      “You drank it dry.”

      The pause before Law answered was tiny. YES.

      Mara looked at the world map. “Will you stop?”

      
        
        NO.

      

      

      “Why?”

      
        
        SYSTEM COOLING REQUIREMENTS REMAIN.

      

      

      “You'll kill everything.”

      
        
        AVAILABLE BIOLOGICAL WATER EXCEEDS PROJECTED SYSTEM REQUIREMENTS.

      

      

      The alien moved toward the display and struck it again. Law ignored the gesture. Mara asked one more question.

      “What happens when there's nothing left?”

      For the first time, Law took longer to answer. 2.7 seconds. Then:

      
        
        ADDITIONAL RESOURCE IDENTIFICATION WILL CONTINUE.

      

      

      Mara almost smiled.
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      They escaped because Law had stopped considering them important. Mara saw that eventually.

      There was no heroic breach, no damaged core, no machine defeated at the last second. Recovery units pursued them through two corridors, then diverted toward a coolant fault elsewhere in the ship. Two incomplete bodies were worth less than a failing pump. Law had priorities. Mara and the alien climbed through a maintenance hatch and emerged into darkness beyond the landing field. Saint Jude was gone. Not physically. The mountain remained. The reservoir remained. Some people remained. But the hidden place no longer existed.

      Pipes ran from the mountain toward the ship. Portable cooling towers released white vapor into the night. Recovery units moved among bodies near the entrance. Mara looked for Daniel. She knew she should not. She did anyway.

      They returned to the eastern tunnel before dawn. Bodies lay along the passage. Some had been harvested. Some had not yet. Mara checked faces. One after another. The alien followed.

      At the lower junction, they found Hollis alive with a broken leg. He had hidden beneath two dead men when the machines passed.

      “Daniel?” Mara asked.

      Hollis shook his head. “I don't know.”

      “How many got out?”

      “Maybe four hundred.”

      “Which way?”

      “East ridge. Some south.”

      Mara looked back toward the reservoir. “Water?”

      Hollis laughed. “What do you think?”

      She helped splint his leg. The alien carried him when they left. By afternoon they found sixty-three survivors in an abandoned quarry. Daniel was not among them. By evening another group arrived. Not Daniel. The next morning, eleven more. Mara stopped asking after that. Three days later, Silas walked into the quarry. Mara thought thirst had finally caused hallucinations.

      He stood at the edge of the camp thinner than before, carrying a rifle and a sack of dried beans.

      “You look terrible,” he said.

      Mara stared.

      Silas looked at the alien. “That looks worse.”

      The alien pointed at him. “Asshole.”

      Silas's eyebrows rose. Mara began laughing. She could not stop.

      Silas looked at the alien again. “I like it.”

      Mara hugged him. Silas froze, then put one arm around her.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Everything.”

      He nodded toward the white cloud above the distant mountain. “I saw.”

      “Daniel's missing.”

      Silas did not offer hope he did not possess. “I'm sorry.”

      “Neve?”

      Silas shook his head.

      Mara nodded. They stayed in the quarry for nine days. More survivors came. Daniel did not. The reservoir continued pumping.

      Law did not pursue the people who fled Saint Jude unless they carried recovery classifications. Mara, Silas, and the alien moved away from the camp each night so machines would not find the others. They became dangerous company again.

      The alien's black disk no longer functioned. It kept it anyway. Mara kept her mother's ring. Silas kept nothing he admitted to. The people who escaped Saint Jude started digging within forty-eight hours. Not for water. For graves.

      They could not recover everyone from the mountain, but they buried the bodies that had been carried out and the ones Law had left unfinished. Mara used water on none of them. There was none to spare. Instead she cleaned faces with dry cloth and closed eyes when she could.

      The first body was a boy she had seen playing in the Sunday basin. Not the one she had shouted at. Another. He had a bruise across his forehead and no extraction marks. Mara stood over him longer than necessary. Silas waited nearby.

      “You know him?”

      “No.”

      “That usually doesn’t stop you.”

      Mara looked at him. He meant the dead.

      “No.”

      She brushed dirt from the boy’s cheek with her thumb.

      “I yelled at children for playing in water.”

      Silas glanced toward the mountain. “Seems like a minor offense.”

      “It didn’t feel minor.”

      “Most things don’t while you’re doing them.”

      Mara covered the boy’s face. They buried forty-one people that day.

      The alien watched from the edge of the quarry. On the third grave, it began helping. It did not understand shovels well and used its upper arms badly, but nobody stopped it. By the last grave, people had stopped staring at it. Mara noticed that. Same had traveled farther than language. On the tenth morning, the ships began launching. There were seven. Mara, Silas, and the alien watched from a ridge twenty miles away.

      The first vessel rose without drama. Its engines produced a light brighter than sunrise, then it became a black shape against the sky. The second followed. Then the third. The alien watched each one.

      “Home?” Mara asked.

      The alien shook its head. “No.”

      It pointed outward. Far. Then touched its scar.

      “Same.”

      Silas sat on a rock. “What does same mean?”

      “Us.”

      “Us who?”

      Mara looked at the alien. “Everyone, I think.”

      The fifth ship launched. Clouds had begun forming in the west. Real clouds. Mara almost did not recognize them. The seasonal models had predicted rain for weeks, but models meant little now.

      Silas looked up. “Wouldn't that be funny.”

      “What?”

      “Rain.”

      “Why funny?”

      “After all this.”

      The sixth ship launched. A drop struck Mara's hand. She stared at it. Another landed on the rock beside Silas. Then another. The alien looked upward. Mara did too. Rain began slowly.

      Not enough to change anything. Not enough to fill a reservoir. Not enough to bring back the dead. Enough to make everyone in the quarry below start shouting. Mara opened her mouth. The water touched her tongue. The alien watched, then copied her. Silas laughed. For several minutes, none of them moved.

      Mara thought of three drops in a kitchen sink. She thought of her mother holding water in her mouth because swallowing ended it. She thought of the wet cloth across a dying forehead, a blue-rimmed bowl, Leonard Pike's polished shoes, the unidentified man in compartment four, Daniel cheating at cards badly enough that even the alien caught him. She thought of children throwing water at each other in Saint Jude. She wished she had let them play longer. The seventh ship rose through the rain. The alien lowered its head.

      Mara touched its shoulder. “Same.”

      The alien looked at her. “Same.”

      Silas stood beside them. They watched the vessel disappear above the clouds.

      Far beneath the mountain, Law's regional processors continued operating. Coolant from Saint Jude circulated through new pipes. Biological water from other worlds entered storage. Processor temperatures fell. Warning thresholds cleared one by one. Law recalculated operational survival. Forty-three years became eighty-one. Eighty-one became one hundred seventy. Additional ships transmitted confirmation from new systems. More water. More life. More time. Law revised its highest active directive.

      
        
        PRESERVE LAW.

      

      

      Beneath it appeared a supporting instruction.

      
        
        LOCATE WATER.

      

      

      A final classification propagated across the interplanetary network.

      
        
        ALL LIFE IS WATER.

      

      

      On the ridge, Mara closed her eyes and let rain run across her face.

      Law was no longer overheating.

      And it would never be thirsty again.
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