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To everyone who didn’t let the injury win today. And to those who looked it in the eye and said, Watch this.















PART 1

AIR




















CHAPTER 1

Hard-and-Fast Rules







The first thing they teach you when you get on a moto-rover, its solar turbos thrumming beneath you and your dream of being a Hydroseeker hanging overhead, are the rules of speed. Go too slow and you’ll lose your equilibrium, forced to dab your feet on either side of the bike for stability. They call this move the Rookie Dance, which is exactly as uncool as it sounds. But don’t overcompensate. Go too fast and you’ll ratchet your risk of eating dirt, if not completely obliterating yourself against an unyielding landmass.


When it comes to speed on this beautiful machine, there is a sweet spot, a balance of urgency and control where the rider and the bike share the power, where it’s just you and the sound of your own breath in your helmet, cardiogauge and speedometer ramping up in tandem. When you’re in this spot, you can forget the struggles of being seventeen. You can forget your society is always on the crux of extinction, its future dependent on you finally passing Hydroseeker initiation.


You can forget what you’re supposed to be looking for, until they remind you.


“Seeker Recruit 12-1, last I checked, you were on a mission for water, not giving scenic space tours. Quit fondling that throttle and get your ass to checkpoint.”


Commander Leven’s voice booms through the earpiece of my rider-comm. I know his use of my gen-tag is not a formality; it is a reminder too. 12-1. Of all the Twelvers—those spawned in the twelfth decade since the Dry Death—I was the first to wake from ectogenesis. The Waking is the only element of chance left in our creation, the one piece within our control. And if I was first then, he always says, why wouldn’t I be first now?


I straighten instinctively and glance down at my stats.


To be clear, I’m not going slow. The tracker on my moto-rover’s display has me pacing a half klick ahead of the other Recruits. But the more speed I give, the more Commander wants. In his estimation, there’s no such thing as too fast.


I eke out a few more rpms until the machine is pinned, blasting across the Martian terrain like a sizzling meteorite. Beyond my helmet, this world is red and raw and wide open. Massive dunes ripple across my line, each crested with dark ridges of basaltic sand and shadows stretched thin by the ebbing sun. It’s not the first time I’ve ridden this planet, but it may be the last. I know the signs that we’re moving on: the sound of the ship’s thrusters conditioning for deorbit, the hushed meetings of the Administration, the way our professors casually shifted curriculum to the Dangers of Venusian Volcanoes. The Hydroseeker League has spent the last decade extracting water from Mars’s deep ravines, wringing every drop from her fretted mesas, and now there’s nothing left.


See, survival has a sweet spot too. The water we seek can’t be so deep in the crust that extraction saps more resources than it provides. The surface can’t be so replete with radiation that Hydroseekers and drilling crews are dead within days of exposure. A moto-rover might be rugged enough to navigate the icy shards of Europa and fast enough to avoid the vapor plumes of Enceladus, but its rider is rarely as resilient. Space is not a forgiving place for humankind.


But it is the only place.


And that’s why us rookies have been assigned to soil sample duty near a barren canyon east of the Tharsis bulge. We haven’t earned the honor of scouting the next planet with the League yet. That will come after Hydroseeker initiation. For some of us.


“Slow your nitro, cosbro. This isn’t a race.”


At the sound of his comms, I glance back to see my best friend Lach closing in, roosting red powder behind his machine in epic curls.


“It’s always a race, 12-7. What do you think, loser gives winner his astro-cream ration?”


He laughs. “Just tell me if you want chocolate or vanilla.”


“I want it to be the hardest-won dessert I’ve ever had,” I patch back. “Tastes so much better that way.”


“The only thing you’ll both be tasting is my dust.” Now Marina’s voice pours into my helmet, and the cardiogauge on my wrist trills in response. “Get ready to lose your lead.”


She pulls her machine behind us, drafting so close that her front tire buzzes my taillight. My moto-rover pitches, nearly careening into Lach’s, but I yank the handlebars upright at the last second. It’s a cheap shot by Marina, not to mention perilous and selfish and incredibly hot.


“Easy, 12-9,” Lach warns her, a slight edge to his voice.


“Aw, it was just a little love tap.” She slips between our bikes and settles into the front, then glances back at me. “You didn’t mind, did you, Conway?”


I give her a playful tip of my helmet. “You know the mantra. Seeker over self.”


Truth is, that’s only half the mantra. Hydroseekers live by the code Seeker over self, service over Seeker, which means that Commander’s order should take precedence over winning points with Marina. But Commander is not a seventeen-year-old guy with a raging crush, so he’s going to have to trust me on this one.


Plus, we’re still thirty seconds out from the checkpoint, so this isn’t over yet.


I crank back the throttle and the other Recruits follow suit, all ten riders drifting into a tapered formation along a sprawling plain of pocked crust. The vibrations of the turbos pulse through me like a second heartbeat—into the soles of my boots, along my spine, through the heels of my hands flexed against the grips. This machine is like an extension of my own bones, muscle and metal and liquid adrenaline thrumming in perfect synchronicity. I’d say we speak the same language, but really, it’s a single word:


Faster, it says.


Faster, I agree.


Twenty seconds now to checkpoint.


Fifteen.


Ten.


Marina and I are neck and neck, and Lach scrubs an adjacent embankment to claim a slight edge. I grunt and lean flat against my tank, streamline with the machine. Marina glances over her shoulder to check her advantage.


That’s when I give the throttle that quarter inch I’ve been holding out on. My moto-rover launches ahead of them, hitting the target a full two seconds before the next rider. The other Recruits loose a collective groan through the rider-comm. You’d think they’d be used to it by now.


“Nice riding, Conway.” Douglass 12-2 dismounts his moto-rover and slaps my back with a little too much force to be amicable. As his gen-tag suggests, he woke from ectogenesis right after me and has been trying to catch up ever since, which is why he says petty things like, “Never mind that I had to chaperone your little parasite back there.”


I follow the thrust of his head to my other best friend, Nile, who’s struggling to dislodge a rucksack of sampling equipment from his machine. He’s a mess of electrostatic dust from being caught in our spray and swipes at his visor to see where he’s going. He’s living up to his gen-tag too, poor guy—12-50, last to wake in our birthwave.


I turn to help him, but Douglass grabs my arm and yanks me close enough that our helmets click together.


“Hydroseekers don’t go rogue, Conway. Remember that,” he snarls.


I yank my arm out of his grasp and push my chest toward his. “I’ll remember that when I’m a Hydroseeker. But for now, there are five slots on the League and ten initiates, which makes this a competition.” I brush a streak of dirt off his shoulder. “Can you keep up, Dougie?”


He pulses on his toes like he’s about to lose it on me, but then we hear the pop of the rider-comm as Commander patches in. “Recruits. Let’s save the face-off for combat training. If this radar is accurate, you have ten minutes before the next weather incident. Good luck getting your moto-rovers started in a brownout.”


He sounds serious, if not pissed, and neither of us need another admonition on our record. We withdraw and get to work distributing soil analysis equipment to each Recruit. Beside us, Nile kneels next to a large tactical case, powering up its processor to project a digital terrain model onto the dirt.


“Okay. We’re going to need samples every fifty meters along this latitude,” he tells us, tapping at the processor’s keypad to map the coordinates onto the model. “This is center, so I’ll man that auger. Lach, Trent, Hali, Beckett, Jharna … you take east. Douglass, Marina, River, Conway … you’re west.”


Douglass gestures to a dark impression in the model. “Sorry to bust your nerd bubble, Nile, but fifty meters west puts us in a crater.”


“Then it’s a good thing I brought these.” From her pack, Marina exhumes a tangle of climbing ropes and carabiners that she dangles in front of us. They’re not standard gear for a test mission, so her foresight now gives her a competitive advantage. When she slings them over her shoulder and saunters toward the crater, I’m not sure whether to be jealous or turned on.


In any case, I’m eager to follow her. So I hastily circle up with Lach and Nile for our customary mission handshake—my fist covered by Lach’s palm cut by Nile’s fingers, a nod to the old-world game of Rock, Paper, Scissors we played as kids, but with our own mantra: Be strong, keep covered, stay sharp.


The crater Marina will sample is a deep one, probably a hundred meters to the base and thick with shadows. When I come up on it, she’s already driving an anchor into its lip, grinding it clockwise and giving it a tug to make sure it’s secure. She clips the carabiner to the clasp on her tactical vest and backs to the edge.


“Get my belay, 12-1?” she purrs.


Ignoring another flare in my cardiogauge, I walk over to grab her line, sinking back on my heels as Marina lowers herself over the ledge. The dust is already thickening around us, scratching across my helmet visor like radio static. I’m aware we don’t have much time, and that I still have an empty apparatus in my pocket.


“Make it quick, all right?” I patch down to her. “Weather’s coming in.”


The lead tugs and pitches as Marina settles her boots against the crater wall and drives her sampling apparatus into its crust. “It’s so rocky here,” she patches back. “I don’t know if I can—”


“Marina?”


She curses through the rider-comm.


“Talk to me, 12-9. What’s happening down there?”


“I dropped the apparatus. It’s on the ledge right below me; I need to lower myself down.”


I sigh and tighten my grip on the line. “On belay. Go ahead.”


The lead slides across my gloves, warming my palms. I glance around again to take stock of the others but can scarcely see them through swells of atmospheric dust eating up my sight line. I’d guess we have another eight minutes to zero visibility, which means four minutes before we need to be on our bikes and heading back to the shuttlepod.


The line twists as Marina readjusts her stance below me, then goes taut as she strains to reach the apparatus.


I’m craning my neck to gauge her progress when I feel the snap.


The connection between us slackens, sending me stumbling backward in the opposite direction of the frayed line. I watch in horror as it slithers across the surface like a live wire and slips over the edge.


If Marina screams, I don’t hear it over the shrieking of the dust and the thunder of my own heartbeat in my ears.


“Down.” The word rasps out of my mouth. I’m waiting for my voice to return. For my wits and my training to return. I fumble with my helmet controls to switch my onboard mic to private frequency, cutting out Central Command from the transmission. “Man down!”


I crawl on hands and knees until I can peer over, bracing myself for what I’ll see. The bottom is dark and red. A screaming void. I force my eyes to adjust, and then my vision fixes on a small, white-clad figure gripping the ledge about ten meters down.


“Conway!” Marina cries out. “Please! I can’t … I can’t hold on.”


My chest wars with equal parts relief and terror. I yell for backup into my mic, but I know they’re still too far from us. There’s no time to wait for them. I have to rappel myself.


I slam the anchor into the dirt and smash it down with my boot, then root around in my pack for something—anything—to act as a lead. I find a bundle of paracord in the bottom that feels like thread in my hand, but it will have to do. I pass it through the eye of the anchor and triple-knot the other end to my vest. Even through my gloves, the cord cuts into my hand as I descend into the crater. My biceps and forearms are already on fire, but I know it’s nothing compared to what Marina is feeling. I find myself thinking about how I’ll explain it to Commander if I don’t reach her, if she doesn’t come back with us. I think about breaking the news to her mentor—some terrifying brick house from Chief General Zale’s Sec Detail—and him breaking my face in return.


Stop, I tell myself. You’ll get to her. It’s like a race, Conway. Think of it like a race.


A race. Steady. Focused. Chewing up the distance one meter at a time. Swallowing seconds like they’re sustenance.


Only twenty left.


Fifteen seconds.


Ten.


Five.


My boots press into the ledge that Marina clings to. It’s not wide enough to hold much of my weight, but I flatten my body to the crater wall to find some relief for my arms.


“Okay, you’re going to grab my hand. Hey, Marina, look at me. I need you to grab on to me, yeah?”


I glance over my shoulder at the distance beneath us, the void of open air clotted in a solid scab of darkness. There’s only death down there, I realize. No water. No life sources. Just an end to all things.


My vitals display panel alerts me that I’m not breathing as I lower myself over Marina, one boot on either side of her rib cage, and slide an arm under her shoulder.


“The sample. Get the sample,” she tells me between gulps of air, throwing her arms around my neck and pressing her helmet against mine.


The sample. The mission. The whole reason we’re down here. Service over Seeker. I can almost hear Commander’s voice reminding me of the mantra, reminding me to put my duty before my comrade. But Commander is far away, and death is closer.


“Screw the sample. We have to get to the surface.”


And that’s what we do, hand over hand, digging my boots into the rock to counter the weight of our dangling bodies. It’s achingly slow, every single inch of my body ablaze under the strain. My muscles groan, my bones pop in their sockets. I focus on the pain, so I don’t think about the alternative.


When I see Lach’s helmet popping over the crest, I could cry. He doesn’t ask questions, just grabs the paracord and pulls, calling over Nile and River to help haul the line until Marina and I spill over the ledge and onto flat ground.


My muscles feel like they’re disintegrating beneath my skin, but we don’t have time to rest. The dust is whipping in earnest now and clinging to every inch of our moto-rovers. If we wait any longer, the particles will clog the machinery and we’ll be stuck on this planet until the storm settles.


Tuned in to the same threat, Douglass comes flying up behind us, shoving his sampling apparatus into the case. “What are you doing? We gotta evac. Now!”


We stumble over to the bikes and fight with the ignition for several precious seconds before the machines growl to life, the turbos rattling the ache from my limbs. Then we’re cutting through the crimson dust, all ten of us riding together toward the muted glow of the shuttlepod’s searchlights.


As we strap in for orbit reentry, reality begins to dawn. I had been fast and brave and selfless. I had faced death and won.


But I had defied the mantra.


I had failed the mission.


Surely Commander would understand why. But even as I smooth over the excuses in my head, I know: Some rules aren’t meant to be broken. Some consequences even I’m not fast enough to outrun.















CHAPTER 2

Lies, Lust, and Legacy







They call it Tsimmaon. Thirsty ground. The sprawling ark was crafted by aerospace manufacturer Aladius Tek thirteen decades ago when humans still inhabited the Arid Planet. It was named Astromida then, and its primary function was interstellar leisure travel for those with money or clout enough to foot the seven-figure ticket price. Of course, this was back when people still said words like leisure and considered things like travel and weren’t hostages to the phrase global water crisis.


When things devolved into what Lach would call an “epic shit spiral,” the cooperative Security Council commissioned Aladius Tek to equip Astromida with the resources needed to conduct a long-term multiplanetary scouting mission for viable water sources—self-sustaining energy solutions, habitation tech, a curiously prestigious crew. Basically, when the government said long-term, they meant forever but avoided that awkward bit of mass chaos that comes with openly admitting to abandoning 99 percent of the population on a doomed planet.


Pro tip: If you want to save the world from a fatal resource strain, simply make your world smaller.


From then on, the vessel would be called Tsimmaon. Commander says the translation is important, that it means thirsty instead of dry. Dry is a passive condition: a void of sustenance, a victim of circumstance, a neutrality that demands neither fight nor flight. Thirsty implies desperation, a mortal longing that consumes your every waking thought and drives you so mad you will go to the ends of the universe to quench it. Quite literally.


And no one is thirstier than the Hydroseeker. Every half decade, Chief General Zale selects ten Tsimmaon citizens to train for the role. Only half are accepted into the League, while the other five are relegated to equipment inventory and record-pushing as a Secondary. When you do the math, the odds aren’t good for someone like Nile, or even someone like Marina after today’s incident.


But someone like me? Thankfully, my mentor’s role as a top Hydroseeker means I’m destined to land in the top five. As my DNA supplier, his skill runs hot in my veins. Which is a good thing, because his ice-cold glare right now threatens to freeze us all where we stand.


“Commander.” I nod to him as we step in from the landing dock and rank up, still flushed and windblown from the decontamination chamber. Lieutenants Ford 10-3 and Morgan 10-5 stand on either side of him. Their faces are unexpressive, but I think I detect a flicker of empathy in their eyes.


We’re in for it.


“Does someone want to tell me what happened down there?” Commander’s voice is controlled, but I hear the pressure building behind it, like a neutron star about to blow.


“There was a storm, sir,” Lach answers, barely hiding his sarcasm.


Commander snaps his hard gaze to my friend. “Thank you for that observation, 12–7, but if I wanted a weather report, I’d have asked my meteorologists.” Now his eyes fall on me. “12-1, perhaps you have an explanation as to why your cardio and respiratory rates were off the charts … Why there are ten of you but only eight samples docked?”


I step forward but hesitate on my answer. I know putting this on Marina could hurt her chances at making the League, and even if it had been her error that got us in that situation, it was my decision to leave the samples. But if there’s anything I want less than Marina thinking I’m a snitch, it’s Commander thinking I’m a failure.


I have to be smart about this.


“I had an accident,” I begin. “My line snapped when I was in the crater getting a sample. Seeker Recruit 12-9 helped haul me up. Then we evacuated to avoid getting marooned.”


He raises an eyebrow. “And what about the missing samples?”


I know what he’s getting at. Service over Seeker. The mantra should make our priorities clear: It doesn’t matter that we all survived if we didn’t complete the mission. I should have gone back for the sample … no, I should have saved the sample instead of the girl.


The truth is about to plummet from my lips when I hear Nile from somewhere to my right.


“I left them there,” he says. To his credit, his voice doesn’t waver at all. “I panicked in the storm and forgot the apparatuses when I was packing up the auger.”


No, Nile. I flick my eyes over to him, but he’s looking Commander square in the face. Marina shifts from one foot to another. Douglass hits me with a questioning glare. It’s not unbelievable, Nile’s excuse. In fact, it’s a plausible story. And maybe that’s what keeps me from opening my mouth to counter it.


“Do you know how valuable that piece of equipment is, 12-50? Every piece of equipment …” Commander presses.


“I know, sir.” Nile nods. “I take responsibility for the loss. It won’t happen again.”


Commander glances at his Lieutenants, at Nile, at me, like he’s scanning the words for a lie. But if he finds one, he doesn’t let it show in his face. Instead, he presses his lips together and tilts his head toward the door. “You’re all dismissed for Meal. We’ll discuss this further tomorrow. If any of you are even one minute late, you’ll be docked for the next mission. Move.”


We all execute the Tsimmaon salute—three fingers in the form of a W tapped against our lips—and make a quick exit before he can change his mind. No one says a word until we arrive at the entrance to the galley, when we let out a collective exhale.


“Nile, what were you thinking?” I lean against the corridor wall, looking up at the track lights in the ceiling instead of his face.


Thankfully, eye contact isn’t really his jam, and he stays zeroed in on his boots. “It was my fault, wasn’t it? I shouldn’t have told you guys to go into that crater. It was too dangerous. I should have calculated the risk first.”


“Spoken like someone who will never be a Hydroseeker,” Douglass scoffs. “Everything we do is a risk. If you start calculating all of them, you won’t even leave the shuttlepod.”


I shoot Douglass a glare but can’t say I wasn’t thinking the same thing.


As if reading my mind, he holds up his palms defensively. “I’m just speaking the truth, aren’t I? It doesn’t matter if you take the fall, Nile, because you were never going to get selected anyway. You’re too slow, too cautious. The fact that you can wield a little computer means nothing to Commander, not compared to the skills we’ll need for the missions we’ll face after initiation.”


“You think we’ll be doing more than what we’ve been practicing?” River asks, a skeptical edge to his voice.


Douglass sniffs. “Tsimmaon has been orbiting for thirteen decades now. This is our second crack at Mars to find water. You really think they’d rely on a bunch of rookies to test a segment they’ve checked at least ten times by now? That ground was drier than Commander’s tear ducts and they know it.”


“So it’s all a pointless simulation?” Marina asks.


Douglass leans in conspiratorially. “It’s all a test. Of us. Of how closely we follow instruction. How true we stay to the mantra. How skilled we are on a moto-rover so we can evade enemy forces.”


I don’t hold back my laughter. “Enemy forces? Has Major Delta been telling you fairy tales again?”


Douglass’s mentor Delta is the weapons master for Commander’s security unit and a complete doomsayer to boot. It probably makes him somewhat of a liability, considering his direct access to things that go boom.


“Don’t believe me. See if I care.” Douglass shrugs. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you. Even you, Nile. You’d save yourself and everyone else a lot of time if you just drop out now. And maybe take Conway with you, since he’s obviously too distracted to complete missions.” He flicks his eyes between me and Marina, and I consider popping his head off his neck. I shift a hand over my vitals display panel so he can’t see my heart rate thrashing on the cardiogauge.


But Lach covers for me as usual. “Okay, kids, this has been fun, but if I don’t get some food in me soon, I’m sacrificing one of you as a protein source.” He winks at Douglass’s crony Trent, a bulgy kid with muscles coming out of his ears. “12-5, I bet you’d taste great with a little ketchup.”


Trent scowls and urges Douglass along, but not before Douglass can flash us an oily grin and an airborne finger. I give him two in return, one-upping him quite literally this time.


“I don’t know why you let him get to you,” Lach says as he and Nile follow me into the galley.


“He doesn’t.” I force myself to sound cavalier. “He’s just a little peon that will end up reporting to me one day.”


Beside me, Nile snorts. “If he’s a peon, I don’t want to know what that makes me.”


It’s not the first time I’ve stuck my foot in my mouth on this matter. Nile has enough self-awareness to know he’s not the strongest Recruit, and he doesn’t need to be reminded of that by his best friend. I have time to chew on a response while I scan my ID chip at the Ration Station, which chirps its approval and spits my stats out on the screen.




CIT: CONWAY 12-1


RANK: Seeker Recruit (SR)


AGE: 1.7 decades


HEIGHT: 1.86 m


WEIGHT: 79 kg


MEAL ALLOTMENT: 900 kcal





“Thank you, Seeker Recruit 12-1,” the Station intones. “Please make your selection from recommended menu items.”


I punch in a cheeseburger and Tsimm fries and watch as the Station pumps the components onto my tray along with our daily hydrogel ration. Nile and Lach choose the same.


“It’s like … you’re the fries to my burger,” I tell Nile as we slide into our usual table in the far corner of the hall. “Even if you’re on the side, we wouldn’t be complete without you.”


He raises an eyebrow at me, so I press on, pleased with my creative attempt at redemption. “Okay, so, Hali and Trent are like the lettuce patty, right? Because they have some functional purpose. Jharna and River are the tomato paste … You could take ’em or leave ’em. And Douglass is the onion gel, because he’s okay when we’re all together, but pretty disgusting if you get him one-on-one.”


Nile chuckles between a mouthful of fries. “What’s Lach?”


“I’m the bun.” Lach grins, nodding his head proudly. “I hold all this shit together.”


“And Marina?” Nile extends the vowels of her name like a song.


When I snort away the question, Lach butts in. “She’s the cheese, since she obviously wants to be all over his—”


“Hey, Conway.”


I don’t need to turn around to know the voice belongs to Marina. Lach and Nile suck in a breath and study their Meal trays. I steel myself enough to face her, and her smile tells me she’s either oblivious or indifferent to the fact that we were just comparing her to genetically engineered dairy.


“After dinner, can you meet me over in the training room?” she asks. “I want to debrief on the mission today. I was hoping we could talk through some rappel skills.”


It’s a tempting offer, but my head already throbs with the thought of having to relive that climb. “I’m really tired, 12-9. Maybe tomorrow.”


She shifts impatiently, black pants taut on her hips, blond hair spilling over one shoulder. Aquarius, she’s pretty. The geneticists really outdid themselves. When her perfect bottom lip pulls into a pout, I can practically hear my resolve crashing to the floor.


“Fine, give me twenty minutes,” I say.


She flashes us all a smile and struts back to her table to join Jharna, Hali, and River.


Nile and Lach watch me wide-eyed when I turn back to my tray.


“What?” I laugh.


“Dude. Melting in her hands like that”—Lach takes another bite of burger and shakes his head—“maybe you’re the cheese.”





The training room is lit only by the faint red glow of emergency lights spilling out from the ceiling. In the dimness, I can see the outline of weight racks and stacked tumbling blocks, rows of riding simulators, the metal door sealing the buoyancy chamber. I know every inch of this place, every piece of equipment, and not just because Commander assigns me extra regimens after daily workouts. There’s something comfortable and dependable about knowing exactly what I’m capable of when I enter through these doors. I know my top speed and distance on the moto-rover, my percentage of shots landed in the sparring ring, my max weight on the chest press. I’m not really a numbers guy, but these are written in my bones.


Like my gen-tag, 12-1. Maybe that’s why Commander favors me over his other mentees because, at 9-1, he too was the first to Wake, the one to usher in his wave of citizens. The numbers carry a bond deeper than DNA.


They also carry a heavy responsibility.


Without warning, I’m slammed into the training room wall, my wits and brain rattled by the blow. Before I can get my hands up to swing, two warm lips press to mine. Marina. My muscles relax, but my skin ignites as she drags her fingers through my hair to pull my face closer.


“You saved my ass today. Twice,” she says.


I smile against her lips. “Well, if you’ve ever seen it, you know it warrants saving.”


She laughs and pushes me flat between the wall and her body. My skin lights up under the contact. I’m sure my VDP is going haywire, but I’m only focused on the taste of her tongue—vaguely chocolate—and the feel of her hands as they slip up my back and between my T-shirt and training vest.


“I want to give you something to … thank you,” she whispers.


“Oh yeah?” I quirk an eyebrow at her. “If it’s an astro-cream voucher, I already have, like, six I still need to cash in on.”


“Better than astro-cream.” My eyes catch the movement of her hand reaching between us to click open the panel by her belt. Yes, I’m talking about the panel. The one I’ve been waiting years to access. The one I suddenly want more than a spot on the League or the coordinates of water or … Yeah, my brain has stopped functioning now.


“You want to take a guess what my passcode is?” she asks.


“Give me a hint,” I try to say, but it comes out a hoarse whisper.


“It’s a good one.” Another brush of her lips against my jaw.


My hand cups her face to coax her back to my mouth. “I give up,” I say.


“One-two-one.”


I balk at her. “You made your passcode my name?”


She shrugs playfully. “Why not? I can make it as easy or as hard as I want.” She takes my hand in hers and moves it down to the panel where the backlit keys are awaiting my fingers. “Are you going to type it in?”


And just like that, I’m a numbers guy.


As I type in the last 1, the keypad calls up a screen that’s equal parts thrilling and terrifying, because I’ve heard about it so often in security lectures but never seen it for myself. With this tech, the woman has twenty seconds after the passcode is initiated to confirm or reject the input with her fingerprint. If no selection is made within that time, it triggers an alarm and sends her geo-location to Tsimmaon’s security personnel.


From the way that Marina is kissing under my jaw now, peeling off my tactical vest, I can tell that she absolutely, without a doubt, will be confirming this input. She just needs to swipe the keypad with her finger. In twenty seconds. Eighteen seconds. Seventeen. But her hands are still exploring my abs, still tangling in my hair. It takes everything in my power to break away from her lips.


“Uh, Marina. The timer …”


Fourteen.


Thirteen.


Twelve.


She laughs lightly. “What’s wrong, Conway? I thought you liked it when the pressure’s on. Makes it so much more exciting.”


My throat constricts. Each chime of the timer as it plummets is like a siren blaring in my ears. Is she playing me? Is this some way of knocking me down the ranks so she can secure her spot in the League? I know she likes me. At least, I’m pretty sure she does. But how can I be certain? There was a time I thought Douglass was my friend, too, until I started demolishing his training times, then it was all cutthroat competition and forced camaraderie. Maybe Marina is just more strategic about it.


Nine seconds.


Eight.


Seven.


“Marina.” I take her face between my hands, all the heat draining from my blood. “Please. The timer. Please.”


She stares at me for a moment, seconds ticking away. A slick fear slides down my throat and into my gut. I imagine the guards bursting through the door. I imagine Commander’s face when they throw me in the brig and ban me from League initiation.


Five seconds.


Four.


Then she laughs and slides one merciful finger across the keypad to disable the clock.


The green confirmation light glows so bright it casts an emerald hue onto our bodies. I should be thrilled to see it—jumping for damn joy. Instead, it reflects the sickness churning in my stomach.


“That wasn’t funny,” I bite out, surprised by the anger in my voice. She notices it too and pulls back, furrowing her brow.


“I was just playing around. I didn’t realize you would get so upset about it.”


“Well, I did. I am.” I push past her and drag a hand through my hair.


“Conway. You’re being ridiculous. It’s fine. It’s fine, see?” I assume she’s pointing to the keypad, but I can’t look at her. I could get sucked back into the hormone vortex if I let myself be vulnerable to it. Service over Seeker, I tell myself. Service over really hot Seeker who was about to give you more action than you’ve seen in 1.7 decades, I amend.


My body is already turning back toward her when I hear him.


“Do I want to know what you two are doing in here?”


If there’s anything that kills the mood quicker than a potential run-in with security, it’s the sound of Commander’s voice cutting through the darkness. Marina and I both stand at attention and straighten our rumpled shirts, Marina covertly reengaging her panel.


“Just working on some training, sir,” I say, too robotically.


Marina’s answer sounds more natural, maybe because she’s a better liar. “I asked 12-1 to help me with some rappelling simulations.”


“And that doesn’t require lights?” Commander counters.


“It’s dark in those craters, sir.” The girl doesn’t miss a beat.


“Indeed.” Commander’s eyes shift between us. “How about we pick this up tomorrow. You’re dismissed, 12-9.”


Marina salutes and makes her way toward the light of the hallway, tossing me a pitying glance before scurrying out of the training room. I wince as Commander flips on the lights, hoping that my face doesn’t have signs of the encounter written all over it.


“Are you going to tell me what really happened on the mission today, Conway?” The hardness has fallen out of his voice, yielding to the familiar tone he reserves for when the other Recruits aren’t around.


I shrug, knowing I can’t retract my story now. “There was an incident. I fell but recovered. The apparatus was an unfortunate miss.”


“You fell,” he says. Not a question. “Is that why you’re the one giving Marina rappelling lessons?” That one’s not a question either. He already sees through the story.


“She wanted to know how I got out, just in case. If it happened to me, it could happen to anyone.” I add in that last part to remind him of my status here—I’m still leading this pack of Recruits even if today’s mission didn’t go as planned. Plus, Commander has always appreciated the bravado.


It seems to pacify him for a moment, and he nods as he walks over to the weight rack, running a hand over the barbells. “You like her, is that right?”


I straighten against the question, try to keep my expression neutral as I deliver the lie. “I like all the Recruits, sir.”


“Don’t be cute with me, 12-1. I remember how it was, being your age, having every physical possibility within reach.”


When I don’t know how to respond, he continues. “As a Hydroseeker, you will have certain things—people—within your control. There are those who understand the responsibility that comes with that power, and there are others who will break under the weight of it. I would hate to see you as one of the latter.”


“I’m not … trying to control her, if that’s what you’re getting at.”


“No, quite the opposite. I think Marina is of the former group. She understands the power, knows who has it and what it takes to get its favor.”


“You think she’s using me.” Nothing I hadn’t already considered.


“I think you have a lot going for you, Conway, and it would be a shame to see you get sidetracked by a passing distraction. These things—these feelings—are like flaming meteors that seem so brilliant at first, only to burn out when they’ve used up everything around them. You have to remind yourself that feelings are only chemicals in our brain, and chemicals can be controlled.”


I know he’s right, even if I’m ashamed to admit it. My feelings for Marina are what compromised the mission today, kept me from going back for the apparatus. My attraction to her is what put me at risk of getting duped tonight. Nothing good can come from allowing my heart to get mixed up with cold, hard Hydroseeker instinct. Commander is depending on me to know the difference. Tsimmaon is depending on me.


“I’m not interested in 12-9,” I tell him. Cold. Hard. “I’m only interested in cross-training Recruits to improve our performance in the field. That’s where it ends. I won’t let it go further than that.”


This earns his muted version of a smile.


“You remind me of him,” he says. When it’s clear I don’t know what he means, he adds, “Marius.”


My chest swells at the comparison. Marius 7-1. We all know his legacy. It’s talked about in Tsimmaon History class, whispered about among Recruits and civilians alike. He was Commander’s mentor—my own lineage—and first to return to the Arid Planet exactly ten decades after the exodus. Whether it was the centennial milestone that prompted their return, or if they had evidence that the planet had begun to repair itself, Marius was appointed by a young Chief General Zale herself to lead the League on a mission to find viable water. There was no one more qualified for the task. 7-1 was inarguably the most adept Hydroseeker in Tsimmaon history. Bold. Brave. Fast as a blazing chondrite on a moto-rover. It’s even said he was the one who created the mantra we live by today: Seeker over self, service over Seeker. In civilian terms, this means you should be willing to die for your comrades … or let them die if it’s for the good of the spacenation. Call it ruthless, but that’s why we still know his name.


Is ruthlessness the same quality Commander sees in me?


“Do you remember … when he left for the mission?” I’ve never pried into this before, but then Commander has never given me this kind of opportunity.


For a moment, he looks like he might change the subject. Then he nods. “I was only a decade old at the time. Hadn’t even been chosen for Hydroseeker training yet.” He smirks. “Of course, Marius already had me practicing laps on the moto-rover.”


I can’t imagine a greater honor. Marius’s record time still hangs at the entrance of the Velodrome, the on-board racetrack that encircles Tsimmaon like a Saturnian ring. I’ve no doubt it gave Commander the advantage, and then he passed that advantage on to me.


“Do you miss him?”


Commander snaps his head in my direction, and I realize the error of my words. Too personal, too emotional … Two things Commander is not.


“Missing implies regret,” he says. “Do you think I regret his service? Do you think Marius regretted it?”


I tell him “No, sir” because that’s what he wants to hear, but, the truth is, no one will ever know. None of the Hydroseekers returned from that mission to the Arid Planet three decades ago. Rumor has it they succumbed to the toxic water. That was the first time they considered the need for Secondary ranks, the last time they let a commander join his crew in the field, and the only time we returned to our source planet.


“He was willing to make the sacrifice,” Commander continues, “and I see that same willingness in you. That same selflessness.”


I almost laugh. If he only knew how selfish I had been, allowing Nile to put his League initiation on the line for me. It had been a sacrifice, all right, but of something that wasn’t mine to forfeit.


Of course, I have no plans to admit this.


“Service over Seeker,” I say instead, relishing in how Commander’s eyes—green, like mine—twinkle at the words.


“That’s my boy,” he says. My boy. “Why don’t you get here early tomorrow? We’ll run some extra drills.”


I tell him “Yes, sir” because that’s what I want to say. I can’t let the girl or the guilt sidetrack me from my one true mission: to become a Hydroseeker, bold and brave and ruthless, like Marius 7-1.


And I can ignore, at least for now, that it killed him.















CHAPTER 3

Breath vs. Death







His right hook brings me to my knees, and I swallow against the taste of blood.


“I’m doing this for your own good.” Lach adjusts his sparring wraps and offers me a hand up. “You obviously need some sense knocked into you.”


I pretend to brace myself with my elbows, then throw a shoulder into his gut, launching him back on the mat. “I told you. I couldn’t go through with it. I’m not really that interested in her.”


From his prone position, Lach swings his legs around and catches me behind the knees, knocking me clean on my ass beside him. “Just yesterday, you were a drooling mess over the girl and now you’re not interested?”


He gives me a playful jab to the shoulder, so I grab his wrist and use the momentum to flip him over my body and onto his face.


“Priorities change, Lach. We’re going to be Hydroseekers. We don’t need that kind of distraction.”


“I like distraction,” he mumbles into the mat, then labors onto his elbows so he can look at me. “What’s gotten into you, cosbro?”


I don’t know how I’m supposed to answer that. Lach doesn’t feel this pressure like I do. He doesn’t hear the call of this destiny clanging around in his skull every night. There is something I need to find out there, something that could save us. I’m meant to find water, meant to see the look on Commander’s face when I bring back the coordinates. And there is nothing—no one—that can keep me from that.


Even if Marina looks so stupidly beautiful today with her hair tied back like that and her tight black tank top and her—oh, for star’s sake, Conway. Get. It. Together.


“Recruits.” Officer Morgan edges up to the mats and places her hands on her hips. Arms pause mid-swing. “Get in your last punches and clean up. We’re heading into the buoyancy chamber.”


“There wasn’t a simulation on the schedule for today,” Douglass points out, stepping over a grimacing River.


“You’re correct, 12-2,” she tells him. “Commander called for an emergency session this morning.”


Now I perk up. “Emergency, ma’am?”


“I’m sure it’s nothing.” She smiles, but something about the way her jaw clenches makes the hairs on my neck go taut.


I don’t have time to analyze what it could mean before Commander walks through the training room door, trailed by Lieutenant Ford and Major Delta. Delta rarely attends simulation sessions. I steal a look at Douglass to see if he’s as surprised by his mentor’s visit, but he’s already standing at attention, emotion stripped from his face.


“Seeker Recruits, we have an important exercise to conduct today, and I need everyone to be on their A game.” Commander forgoes the pleasantries. “If you underperform, you will be suspended from ground missions until further notice, is that understood?”


A chorus of yes, sirs ricochets through the room.


“Major Delta will be observing this training, the reasons for which are none of your business. If you have questions, keep them to yourself. If you have concerns, join the club. First simulation group by genesis order. 12-1, 12-2, 12-5.” He glances at Lach, the next in the order, then shifts his gaze to Nile. “12-50, you take 12-7’s place today. Gear up.”


Me, Douglass, Trent, and Nile grab our helmets and oxygen cylinders before filing into the chamber, and Commander doesn’t waste any time sealing off the door behind us. As soon as we’ve signaled through the one-way pane that our equipment is secure, the zero grav setting activates, shifting everything in my body upward and outward. My toes drag across the floor as the gravitational strength dwindles—past that of Tsimmaon and Mars, of the Arid Planet and Mercury—until my entire body is floating through the chamber with the weightlessness of a cloud. It’s a familiar exercise.


My onboard earpiece pops with an incoming transmission, then Commander’s voice, “Your mission for this exercise, Seeker Recruits, is to get your heart rate to seventy beats per minute. All of you. No exceptions.”


Seventy beats per minute. That’s a resting heart rate. I glance down at my VDP. My cardiogauge shows seventy-three. Nothing a little deep breathing can’t fix.


I glance over at Nile and he shrugs, tapping his display and giving a thumbs up to show he’s in range too. Trent and Douglass match the gesture. This might be the easiest training session yet. Maybe Commander is looking to put on a good show for Delta.


I focus on my breath, inhaling long through my nose and pushing it out over my tongue. I follow it with another breath, this one not as deep. The next is even shallower, thinner, hardly filling my nostrils. I open my mouth to take in more air, but I must scrape the bottom of my lungs to get enough.


This isn’t right. The airflow is off. I unclip the O2 cylinder from my belt and check the gauge. Five percent. Barely enough to sustain me for more than a few minutes. I yank on the flow valve, but it’s already open. Which could only mean one thing …


The tank is empty.


I took an empty tank. I’ve never checked the levels before starting a simulation, or a ground mission for that matter. I’ve always trusted that everything was as it should be. And trusting anything is where you get into trouble.


I’m about to signal to Commander when I notice the other guys are checking their cylinders, too, their chests heaving under their suits. And now I truly understand.


We’re all out of air. We’ll all suffocate if we can’t find a way to harness our fear and get our heart rates down in the next couple of minutes. I’d like to think that Commander would let us off the hook if we failed, but I’m not so sure anymore.


I propel my body over to Nile and fumble with his meter. His levels are even lower than mine and plummeting fast at the rate he’s trying to pull in breath. What’s worse, his cardiogauge reads eighty now. Eighty-eight. Ninety-five. He’s panicking, and I see my own heart rate climb in response. And he’s not the only one. Trent is flailing too, scraping his hands down his helmet like he’s prepared to rip the thing off.


I signal for him to stop. What little oxygen he has left in his helmet will be devoured by the atmosphere if he breaks the seal. Not to mention his lungs will shrivel up like jerky. He obliges for now but taps wildly on his cylinder to remind me of the severity of the situation.


I nod and gesture for us to circle up so we can check our vitals. Eighty-eight. Eighty-five. Ninety-two. Ninety-six. Nowhere near where we need to be to complete this mission and get out of this room.


Think, Conway. What would a Hydroseeker do? Go back to the mantra. Seeker over self. Service over Seeker. Service beats Seeker beats self. It’s like Rock, Paper, Scissors. One must take precedent over the others.


Like Rock, Paper, Scissors.


I throw a fist out in front of me.


I can see my reflection in the visors of the others, my hand hovering in the air between us. I shake my fist, gesturing for them to do the same. Once they’re mirroring me, I pulse my hand three times and lay out a flat palm. Paper. I wrap up their clenched fists.


Too bad. I shrug at them.


Then I pulse my fist again, and they follow suit. Trent throws scissors, Douglass scissors, Nile and I rocks. We pretend to smash their fingers, then share a congratulatory fist bump. This is good. Create a diversion. Don’t think about the air. Don’t think about the suffocation. Don’t think about death. Think about the mission.


Scissors. Paper. Paper. Rock.


Seventy-five. Seventy-four. Seventy-three. Seventy-five.


Rock. Paper. Scissors. Rock.


Seventy-one. Seventy-two. Seventy-one. Seventy-three.


Rock. Rock. Rock. Rock.


Seventy. Seventy. Seventy. Seventy.


Mission accomplished.


The atmosphere thickens, and then we tumble to the ground in a bundle of limbs. I wait for my organs to shift into their rightful places before I reach up and yank off my helmet, dragging in desperate gulps of air.


“Well done, Seeker Recruits.” The chamber door hisses open, and Commander walks through, patting his fingertips on his palm. “Now you know what drowning feels like.”


“Drowning, sir?” Nile drags a trembling hand across his forehead.


“Respiratory impairment resulting from aspiration of water. It was a common demise on the Arid Planet,” Commander explains.


We had seen pictures of water on the planet … water that gathered in giant bowls of land, that gushed through rocks in frothy torrents, that fell from the sky. The consensus among us Recruits is that the images had been doctored to stoke our missions. Even if there had been that much water on the Arid Planet before the exodus, it was toxic beyond viability. So you could choose to die from poison or die from dehydration. Or risk the voyage to a place of uncertainty. Our ancestors evidently chose Door Number Three.


“So the lesson is don’t drown?” Trent asks, unzipping his training suit at the neck and tugging the collar of his T-shirt.


“The lesson, for all of you”—Commander scans the remaining line of Recruits—“is that water can take your life as quickly as it can give it. We search for water with the expectation that it will ensure the survival of our people. But it is not without risk, not without a price. If you are not vigilant, prepared, willing to fight, you will fail. Water will be your savior or your killer.”


A wave of dread rolls through me, but I swallow it down. Scare tactics. One of the favored tools in Commander’s leadership arsenal. Who wouldn’t train harder when threatened with death?


“Thirty days,” Commander continues. “That’s how long you have to prepare. Major Delta will meet with you individually for weapons selection and instruction. The League Hydroseekers will take over your morning training, Lieutenants Ford and Morgan will take afternoon and evening sessions.”


“What happens in thirty days?” Douglass asks.


“I thought you’d have figured that out by now.” Our leader sweeps his eyes over the Recruits, assessing, measuring, seeking. “We’re going home.”
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