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  Author’s Note



This book contains: character death, ableist language, violence, xenophobia, sexual content, and assault. 







  Advance Praise for The Chamos Project



“If science fiction is how we use the future to explore the present, The Chamos Project is resilience, fear, rage, and love wrapped in circuitry and cybernetics - it is beautiful, and it brought me to tears more than once.” 

- Andrew Joseph White, bestselling author of You Weren’t Meant to Be Human




“The Chamos Project is an ambitious sci-fi novel with lines that pack punch after emotional punch.”

- Lindsey Byrd, author of The Sun Blessed Prince




“I’ve read obituaries that are happier than this book.”

- L. L. Montez, author of ARC10
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Even through the ship’s double hull, the crash of waves was thunderous. Leander had to shout to be heard.

“Narang, grab the light!”

The flickering, swaying bulb would have knocked Leander in the back of the head had he not been hunched over his latest patient, carefully working a ten-centimeter shard of metal out from between his ribs. Gilchrist had passed out already from the pain, so Leander only had to contend with the uncertain light and the deck pitching beneath his feet. Narang grabbed the wayward bulb, re-focusing the light on the wound.

“Steady,” Leander muttered under his breath. The shard came free at last. Blood spilled from the gaping hole it left behind, soaking the rag he pressed to the wound to staunch the flow. “Autosuture!”

Sanders tossed him the device, and Leander knitted the wound closed. He was thankful they had not yet run out of autosuture units, or else he would be forced to wield a needle—a dangerous task as the ship tossed about on angry seas. Their dermal regenerators had already been exhausted by the casualties of the engine room fire six hours earlier.

The entire room lurched to starboard. Leander slammed into the table, his hip connecting with the edge with a sharp crack. Pain lanced down his leg, and he swallowed bile. He grabbed the edge of the table with one hand and Narang with the other, catching his assistant before he crashed to the floor. Precious seconds passed. The ship continued to list. She could withstand up to a sixty-degree tilt and still recover—but if she capsized, they would all drown in this windowless room.

Leander opened his mouth to order his two assistants out when, with a tremendous groan, everything shifted to port and the ship leveled out. The deck continued to heave, the floor dropping out from under their feet and then rising up to meet them. Leander squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, which made the nausea worse.

He opened his eyes and blew out a harsh breath between his teeth. He could never decide whether seasickness was worse than spacesickness. At least on the sea, he knew which way was down and which was up, and gravity was a reliable constant. Not that they had much to thank it for in this storm—the shipping containers that had crushed two men last night would have been harmless in the zero-g of a spaceship’s cargo hold.

He finished sealing Gilchrist’s wound and set his broken leg. Osteoregenerators were too expensive for this shipping company to provide for their vessels, so Leander slapped a pre-printed splint on the limb and bound it tightly. Narang undid the straps that secured their patient to the bed, and Leander helped move him to the floor. The cramped room, with its single bed and shelves of medical equipment, was the vessel’s sole infirmary. The injured were patched up and sent back to their posts if they were conscious or moved to the floor if they were not.

“What’s next?” Leander wiped his bloodied hands with a sanitation towel. The filtration system had failed twelve hours earlier, and they had to ration their use of fresh water. Narang grabbed hold of the wall for purchase as he studied the computer screen.

“Engine room is reporting multiple burns,” he said. “Captain says they’ve got some lacerations on the bridge.”

“Sanders, go see to the bridge.” Leander gestured to Narang. “We’ll be in the engine room when you’re finished there.”

* * *

The Bangor limped into port mid-week, three days overdue and seven thousand pounds lighter than when she had left Tokyo. The bosses were going to have her captain’s head—not that they had been much help from the mainland. Earth’s rapidly deteriorating climate made for unpredictable weather at best, and the captain had made the best call he could based on the data they had received from headquarters. Those early predictions did not suggest that the hurricane would shift direction too quickly to avoid, its outer arms clipping the Bangor and sending her pitching and rolling for three days straight.

Hours after docking, Leander was still scrubbing blood off the floor of his tiny infirmary while his assistants sterilized all the medical instruments. The heavy dosages of the anti-nausea and anti-vertigo medications that helped him keep his bearings through the storm still lingered in his system. He was light-headed, drunk on adrenaline. Only this final task stood between him and the twelve hours of sleep he desperately needed. He had already taken care of the heartbreaking duty of notifying the families of the dead.

The computer chirped. Narang went over to the wall and tapped the display.

“Dr. Dade, it’s a message for you.” A furrow appeared between his brows. “It’s from Athens.”

“From the Council?” Leander pushed himself to his feet. His knees squealed as he straightened.

“Yes, sir.”

“Transfer it to my hand screen. I’ll look at it later.”

Back in his cabin, Leander packed his meager belongings—clothes, books, his father’s watch, his mother’s rosary, and a hand-crafted pendant made of interlocking gears—into a canvas bag and slung it over his shoulder. A week on solid ground would be a good respite, he decided, and then it would be time to find another contract.

* * *

The Fisherman and Fox was twenty minutes from the port of Los Angeles by hovercar and two hours by train if Leander wanted to leisurely take in the scenery as they meandered higher into the mountains. It was half the number of credits to take the train, too, but Leander had a year’s salary freshly transferred to his account an hour ago, and he wasn’t feeling frugal tonight. He reeked of disinfectant, and exhaustion had settled deep in his bones. He was painfully aware of every jolt of the hovercar; those twenty minutes seemed like an eternity.

The tavern by the sea was a quiet place frequented by locals and relatively unknown outside these hills. The bars and restaurants that crowded the Los Angeles port were favored by those Leander shipped with, but he had never felt comfortable in any of them, and so it had been a relief when he stumbled across this place between contracts ten years ago. A sign on the door, in twelve different languages, spelled out the discerning nature of this particular establishment. Below that, someone had more crudely—but accurately—scratched No Cogs into the plaque. That was new. Leander paused to brush his thumb over the jagged letters. He knew perfectly well why he preferred this place, but to see it spelled out so plainly made something unpleasant twist in his gut.

He was here now. It was a waste of credits to go back to the port.

Leander pushed the heavy door open. As soon as he stepped over the threshold, a low alarm sounded, and every head in the place turned to look at him. He sighed and muttered something obscene under his breath.

“I thought you would have fixed that by now.” Leander knew to always have his papers close at hand, but it still grated on him. He pulled out his hand screen and expanded it, then gave it to the staff member who approached him. He didn’t miss how her hand drifted to her belt, fingers brushing against the slim black device clipped there. “I’m human.”

“Cancel the alarm.” Sam appeared on Leander’s other side. The tavern owner dismissed his employee with a brisk nod. “I had a feeling we might be seeing you soon. Someone from the Alliance Council called. They were looking for you.”

Leander grimaced. He’d forgotten entirely about the message on his hand screen.

“I’m sorry they bothered you.” It was probably the team of cyberneticists that hounded him once a year to check up on his limbs; Leander had no desire to deal with them tonight. He tilted his head in the staff member’s direction. “Incapacitators, Sam? Those are illegal.”

“Just a precaution. Had a couple of Cogs come in a few months back, didn’t take no for an answer at first. Some things I won’t leave up to the authorities, and the safety of my customers is one of those. Sorry about the alarm, though. I thought we’d had it fixed so you wouldn’t set it off.” There was a shrug in Sam’s voice. “Needless to say, we don’t have the chance to test it out too often. How long are you staying?”

“A week, if you have the space. I know it’s last-minute.”

Sam nodded and clapped him on the shoulder. “For you, there’s always space. Come, we’ll put you in your usual room. Then a hot meal, I think, and a stiff drink.”

* * *

Leander woke with the sun full in his face; they’d forgotten to draw the curtains last night. Groaning, he rolled over and pulled a pillow over his head. It was a losing battle with consciousness now with the sun up, but he tried to stave it off anyway. Behind him, the blankets shifted. An arm snaked around his waist, and then a solid body pressed up against him.   

“Vuelve a dormir,” Leander muttered. A huff of breath brushed the back of his neck.

“Think you’ve done enough sleeping for now.” Jax shifted closer and added, amusement lacing his words, “This is what you get for keeping me up all night. Why the hell do you work on tiny ocean ships instead of in space, where you could get laid once in a while?”

He trailed light fingers down Leander’s side, drifting over each rib and the valleys between. Leander caught his wandering hand.

“Why?” he asked. “Are you complaining?”

Jax gave him a wicked grin. “Not at all.”

He tugged his hand free and slid his palm over Leander’s flank, then lower.

“Weird to think this isn’t real,” he mused as his fingers brushed Leander’s upper thigh.

“That’s real enough.” Leander covered Jax’s hand with his own and pushed it farther down, so it rested just above his knee. “The prosthesis begins there.”

Jax’s fingers stuttered over the scar tissue.

“If your legs hadn’t set off the alarm the other night,” he said after a hushed moment of contemplation, “I’d never have known. You can hardly tell the difference.”

In darkness, perhaps, but in proper light the differences were easier to spot. Months at sea had turned Leander’s brown skin darker, but it had left the pseudoflesh that covered his cybernetic limbs untouched. He had told Jax only what he needed to that first night, as the scar tissue on Leander’s legs made it obvious that he had lost both of them above the knee. Less obvious was the fact that his left arm had gone in the same incident, and that it too was artificial.

“I was a kid when it happened,” Jax said as he continued to run his fingers along the thin line of demarcation between flesh and artificial limb. “My parents moved us back to Earth after. It seemed safest, especially once the war broke out.”

“Safe.” Leander snorted. These days, Earth was no safer than any of the solar system’s other settlements. “The planet’s dying, you know.”

Jax shrugged. “Not in my lifetime.”

His hand wandered lower, fingers brushing against the back of Leander’s knee. Startled, Leander jerked away. Jax grinned.

“Didn’t think you’d be able to feel that.”

“I can feel now as I did before.” He brought Jax’s other hand to the nape of his neck. He’d let his hair grow long to cover the integration chip, and Jax blinked as his fingers touched hard metal instead of smooth skin. “The limbs are fully integrated into my nervous system.”

“Must’ve cost a fortune,” Jax breathed.

“Near enough.” The limbs had been state-of-the-art twenty-one years ago and were still more advanced than most prostheses today. They had cost as much as a small cruiser, but the Galactic Navy had considered the investment to be worth it. Even after the Aertis massacre, he had been valuable enough to them that they wanted to keep him functioning at peak efficiency.

Jax picked up the pendant that lay on Leander’s chest, rubbing the delicate gears between thumb and forefinger. The silver chain around his neck glinted in the afternoon sun.

“This from your legs?” Jax asked. He turned it over and brushed the pad of his thumb over the serial number. Z1816D.

“No.” Leander gently took the pendant from Jax’s fingers. Almost at once, calm stole through him. He’d clutched this pendant for comfort so many times over the years that the response was automatic. “Someone gave it to me.”

Jax arched an eyebrow at him. “Kind of an ugly gift.”

“It wasn’t exactly a gift.” Leander worked an arm under Jax and pulled him closer, his hand drifting down past the small of Jax’s back. “What time does your shift start?”

“Four.” Jax kissed the side of his throat, hands dipping beneath the blankets again. Christ, Leander had missed this. “Got some time yet.”

An insistent pounding on the door startled them apart. Leander sat up, reaching for his discarded briefs and trousers. Jax scrambled for his own clothes.

“Who is it?” Leander called sharply, annoyed.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Sam replied, “but I’m afraid it’s urgent.”

Leander finished fastening his trousers and went over to the door. He opened it, and found Sam flanked by two people who towered over him by at least half a foot. Bodyguards, he noted immediately, but why?

Sam looked sheepish. “Sorry, but—er—the president is here to see you.”

“The president,” Leander repeated blankly.

“Dr. Dade.”

A man melted out of the shadows, a man who needed no introduction. He’d been president of the Alliance for almost as long as Leander had been alive, and Leander knew his face almost as well as he knew his own.

“President Chamos,” he said. Clothing rustled behind him, and he felt Jax’s solid presence at his back. “This is unexpected.”

“Yes, I imagine that it is.” Chamos looked at Sam. “I can handle it from here, if you and your employee wouldn’t mind.”

Jax followed Sam down the hall to the stairs. When they were gone, Leander stepped back to allow Chamos and his bodyguards into the room.
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Langston Chamos took in the room in a single glance, eyeing Leander’s open bag and the clothes strewn about the floor, the empty wine glasses, and the rumpled blankets.

“You’re a difficult man to track down, Dr. Dade. Leave us, please.”

Chamos directed this last command at his guards. They both traded uneasy looks.

“Sir, I don’t think that’s a good—”

“No one knows I’m here, and unless you’re about to accuse the survivor of Aertis of being both an assassin and a traitor, then you have nothing to worry about. Wait outside, please.”

When they had gone, Chamos gave Leander a tight smile.

“They’re paranoid,” he said.

“It’s only paranoia if it isn’t justified,” Leander couldn’t help but point out, and Chamos snorted.

“It will all calm down after Election Day, like it always does.” He went over to the liquor cabinet in the corner, then paused. “I assume alcohol wasn’t your vice.”

“No. I was addicted to painkillers.”

“Good. Sit down, Leander. No reason to stand on ceremony when it’s only the two of us.”

The room only had one chair, so Leander perched on the bed. He accepted the glass that Chamos brought him with a nod of thanks, and Chamos pulled the lone chair over.

“How’s your grandmother?”

Fear knotted Leander’s stomach, but Chamos wouldn’t have opened with a question like that if he came bearing tragic news. He forced down a swallow of the drink. “On a run to Titan, last I heard.”

“She still captains the Orion,” Chamos said. “I would have expected her to make admiral years ago, given her service in the civil war.”

“They keep trying to promote her,” Leander said. “She refuses to leave her ship. And pardon me for saying so, but I don’t think that’s what you’re here to talk to me about.”

Chamos’s smile was thin and brittle. “No. You’ve heard of the Ariadne, I assume.”

Even on the ocean, news of that magnitude was difficult to escape. The colonization project was over fifty years in the making, spearheaded and funded by Chamos long before he ever became president. After the failed terraforming efforts on Mars, most people had thought it was madness to try it with a planet orbiting another star—but as he always did, Chamos had proved them all wrong.

“Yes, sir, I have.”

“I’m told you know the first mate. Cynthia Reed.”

Leander sat back. God, he hadn’t heard from Cynthia in—seven years? Maybe even ten. She’d been one of the few who tried to keep in touch with him after Aertis, but even she had grown tired of the silence that greeted her attempts to reach out. She’d held out longer than most, he had to give her that much.

“We went to the Academy together,” he said. “I didn’t realize she’d been chosen for this mission.”

“Ariadne is a valuable ship,” Chamos said, “and the importance of this mission cannot be understated. I will only accept the best, and she is one of them.”

Leander knew where this was headed now, and a chill swept through him despite the alcohol. Thirteen years in the reserves, and he’d only been called back to duty three times, all of them Earthside assignments. He hadn’t remotely prepared himself for this.

Chamos must have read as much in his face, for his words were gentle when he said, “I’m here to let you know that you’re being reinstated into active duty. We added a thousand more colonists to the project, so we need more physicians on the ship. I requested to have you assigned to the mission, and the Council has agreed.”

“I see,” Leander said. It was an effort to keep his voice even. “You’re the president of the Sol Alliance. You didn’t need to deliver this news to me personally.”

“The Alliance of Sovereign Planets and Territories,” Chamos corrected. Leander fought an eye roll. This was the second time in his lifetime alone that the Alliance had adjusted its name to suit its expanding borders. The first had been when he was a child, and the outer colonies objected to their government being called the Earth-Mars Alliance. “And you’re right. I didn’t need to deliver this news to you personally.”

“So why are you here?”

“The Council doesn’t want me to tell you this.” Chamos leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. “But you’ll find out eventually, and the survivor of Aertis deserves to hear it from someone directly. There will be androids on Ariadne.”

“I imagined there would be.” Android sailors served every world in the solar system, the same as their human counterparts. It would be odd for a Fleet vessel nowadays to have a human-only complement.

“Not only Alliance androids,” Chamos said gravely, and Leander’s heart skidded to a halt in his chest. “Cryonian ones as well.”

“Why?” Leander asked, aghast.

“I don’t like it any more than you do, but as much as it pains me to admit it, it is necessary. The Council has been quietly working with Cryos these past few years to re-establish diplomatic ties,” Chamos said. “We’ve…reluctantly come to realize that allowing Cryos to break away from the Alliance was a grave mistake.”

Leander’s head spun. A mistake? An entire outpost had been wiped out! Allowing Cryos to then break cleanly away from the Alliance had been the equivalent of a slap on the wrist. Even now, twenty-one years later, it turned Leander’s stomach.

“I don’t understand,” he said stiffly, “how that possibly could have been a mistake.”

“Without any insight into their world, we have no idea what kind of technology they might be developing. What kind of weapons. Re-establishing ties will give us a strategic advantage over them,” Chamos said. “More than that, our population is growing exponentially. We cannot have a world out there that is not being utilized to its fullest extent.”

“That’s absurd. I can’t believe—”

“And,” Chamos continued, talking over him, “if we are to expand out of the solar system, we need a way to ensure that our ships pass through their space safely.”

Not to mention, Leander thought darkly, that there is an election looming.

Chamos, apparently reading the thought on his face, gave him a tight smile. “Peace and reconciliation are polling well, I’m told. Therefore, this first extrasolar colonization mission should have people from both our governments aboard, to show borders falling away between the Alliance planets and Cryos. It will be the first joint mission with Cryonians since the Merrimack. This is monumental, Leander.”

Leander massaged his chest as if it could slow his jack-rabbiting heart. Merrimack. He hadn’t heard the name in years, and yet sweat broke out across his palms and the back of his neck at the mere mention of it. The ship, with the first all-android crew, had almost completed its first tour of duty when her Cryonian sailors had staged a mutiny on board and then slaughtered an entire research base. Cryonians, citizens and sailors alike, hadn’t been allowed in the Alliance in the twenty-one years since. It hadn’t brought back his friends and colleagues, but it at least had allowed him to sleep at night.

Now all of that was being thrown away for a political ploy. Leander swallowed hard, afraid he might be sick on the president’s shoes.

“How many?” he asked.

“Androids? One thousand in all. All but twenty-four are from the Alliance.”

The words took a moment to register; when they did, it was a sledgehammer to the chest. His vision grayed out at the edges. He sucked in a breath, willing himself not to go lightheaded. Christ, he couldn’t faint in front of the president. Chamos’s words played on a loop in his head. Twenty-four Cryonians. It had taken only four to bring Aertis to its knees. How did Ariadne stand a chance against twenty-four of them?

He couldn’t do this. There was no way Chamos expected him to do this. How could anyone ask it of him?

This time, Leander did give in to the urge and buried his head in one hand. He concentrated on his breathing—in for five, out for five, repeat. He told himself the fear was baseless, irrational, the same litany of meaningless words he had repeated to himself countless times over the years, drilled into his head by therapist after therapist. Aertis was an isolated incident; it couldn’t happen again.

“Leander, I’m here because I need someone on this ship I can trust,” Chamos said in a low voice. “Someone who knows all too well the atrocities those androids can commit. Who has witnessed firsthand the blood they’ve spilled, the lives they’ve destroyed. The pain they’ve inflicted on you for the rest of yours. I need you there to pass information to me. Keep an eye on them, observe them, and report back to me for as long as Ariadne is within communications range. That is why I requested your presence on this mission. We must work with the Cryonians, but that doesn’t mean we have to trust them.”

Leander lifted his head. His fingers bit into his palm. It was only then that he realized he had curled his hand—his biological one—into a tight fist.

“I believe that’s a violation of the Accords,” he said. Much as it terrified him to know the androids in the solar system existed unmonitored and unchecked, he had no desire to go to prison. “Androids have the same rights humans do in this system, and I’m not a spy.”

“Observing androids is not a violation of the Accords. I’m not asking you to extract information from their brains. Send me regular reports with your observations about them, nothing more.”

Leander rolled the glass between his hands, the half-melted ice clinking dully against the sides. “How long is the mission?”

“Eighteen months,” Chamos told him. “Two of those are for setting up the colony.”

Pride suffused his tone. An eight-year round-trip to Alpha Centauri reduced to sixteen months—Chamos had certainly secured his legacy with this feat.

“And what happens,” Leander said quietly, “if I refuse?”

“That’s your right.” Chamos inclined his head. “You’ve given more than half your life in service to the Alliance. I wouldn’t think anything less of you. Others might, of course, but I imagine you’re used to that.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Leander said. There were always going to be conspiracy theorists, people who believed he had a hand in the Aertis massacre, rather than merely having the misfortune to survive it. He could deal with them.

“I have a cyberneticist standing by in San Francisco. If this mission is not to your tastes, I can have you discharged from the reserves and on a shuttle there tonight to remove your limbs.”

Leander closed his eyes. It wasn’t as though it was a surprise; he’d always known the cost of having Navy-issued limbs. He’d never been threatened with their removal before; until this moment, he’d never so much as questioned his orders.

“You want information,” he said. “That’s all?”

“Keep a log of everything you observe about them, no matter how mundane,” Chamos said. “I’ll be in touch with instructions on where to send your reports, so they will get passed along to me. This is vital, Leander. Earth is dying, and none of the colonies in the Sol system are self-sufficient. Alpha Centauri is humanity’s only hope. There are ten thousand colonists on the ship, and we’re establishing a new home for humanity. I won’t let the Cryonians destroy that. I won’t allow another tragedy like Aertis, not on my watch. Not while there’s still breath in my body.”

He stood. Leander did the same, mechanically, and led Chamos to the door.

“One last thing.” Chamos paused with his hand on the doorknob. “I have reason to believe that it’s not only the Cryonians we need to worry about. There are some among the Alliance androids who are…sympathetic to their plight. One in particular, in fact, who once had ties to Cryos. I would appreciate if you could keep an eye on him as well, Doctor. I’ll send you more information once you’re aboard.”
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It was clear to Leander, from the moment the airlock door cycled closed behind him, that Ariadne had been designed with civilians in mind.

He could count on one hand the number of tours of duty he had served on spaceships that simulated the pull of gravity. It was impossible on most Alliance Fleet ships, which were fashioned after the sleek destroyers of centuries past. Fleet vessels were versatile, and most had to be aerodynamic enough to be as functional in Earth’s atmosphere as they were in the void.

But not, it seemed, Ariadne.

Twenty rings spanned her twenty-kilometer length, each of them connected by six lift shafts that ran the length of the vessel. The rings rotated together around a common center—the inner ring—fast enough to simulate a gravitational pull that would be similar to Earth’s. She was a vessel that would be useless in an atmosphere, but she was a commanding presence in the void.

At one end of the vast ship, the massive spokes that contained the ship’s powerful engines pulsed a gentle blue. The Incursion Drive. The fastest engine in the Fleet, salvaged from Aertis’s ashes on Triton. The direct result of a discovery that changed the face of physics and forever altered the course of humanity.

Leander had been there. Had lost everything for it. He would know.

Ariadne’s cylindrical shape was only apparent from a great distance. When walking through her corridors, Leander wasn’t aware of the gentle curve of the ship. He quickly came to realize that there was no way Ariadne could be a functional vessel without the rotation of the rings that simulated the pull of gravity. She had been constructed in such a way that there was only one correct orientation for all her rooms, as opposed to other Fleet vessels where any wall could be the floor or the ceiling.

Plush red carpet embellished with delicate gold designs muffled Leander’s footsteps as he walked. He could barely feel the subliminal vibrations beneath his feet—a disconcerting realization. Spacefaring vessels had powerful engines that Leander expected to feel rumbling through every inch of the ship. The few times he could remember that the constant vibrations under his feet had stopped, alarms had gone off within the minute. Anxiety prickled his limbs. He forced it down. He would have to train himself out of that automatic reaction.

The main living area took up most of his cabin, where three low couches arranged in a semi-circle faced a large vid screen. On the other side of the room, a bed was built into the wall. There were two white pillows on the mattress and a blue blanket, folded with military precision. In the closet, Leander found a heavier duvet, along with three changes of the gray Alliance uniform. The tiny kitchenette was equipped with dishes, cutlery, and cooking units. A wooden table and two chairs were squeezed into the remaining corner. Every bit of furniture was bolted to the deck—a precaution, in the event of rotational failure.

Leander stepped into the small head and flipped on the lights. His gaze traveled to the mirror above the sink, and he surveyed himself for a moment. He didn’t remember having this much gray in his beard before, and his dark hair was dusty at the temples—plus, if he had worn his hair this long back at the Galactic Naval Academy, he would have had his ass handed to him.

Leander bent over the sink, splashed cold water on his face, and then contemplated his reflection again. When had he gotten so old? Absurd, honestly, to think that he might be capable of catching a spy. Chamos hadn’t said that in so many words, but Leander could read between the lines. He was hardly intimidating, but perhaps that was the point. No one would give him a second thought. Besides, Chamos was right—he had seen first-hand what atrocities Cryonians were capable of. He would do anything in his power to prevent something like Aertis from happening again. No one deserved to live through what he had.

He shaved off the beard with quick, methodical swipes of the razor, and then he contemplated his hair. It was not so long that it would interfere with his duties, and he preferred to keep it this length to cover the nape of his neck. He ran his fingers through it, deemed it good enough, and went back into the main room.

Leander picked up his bag, undid the zipper, and dumped the contents on the bed. He hung his clothes in the narrow closet, which was otherwise bare except for an iron and—to Leander’s dismay and bafflement—two gas lanterns.

He was breathing a standard atmosphere, he knew. A fire on this ship would be no more deadly than one on Earth. The thought of it still spiked fear through him, a primal response from having it drilled into his head at the Academy that fire meant instant death on a spaceship.

As he went to shut the closet door, the lights went out.

The emergency lights came on at once, throbbing a dull red. Leander was already out the door and halfway down the corridor, muscle memory spurring him into action, before he realized he had no infirmary to report to. Another automatic response he would have to suppress.

“Hull breach detected,” the computer intoned, its flat voice absorbed by the plush carpet in the corridor, so it sounded as gentle as someone speaking in his ear. Leander’s heart rate spiked. “Hull breach detected. Ring Ten, section twenty-three.”

Leander ran down the corridor, thoughts whirling. A hull breach already, when they hadn’t even launched yet? They were perilously close to the asteroid belt, he knew, but given the vastness of space and the advances in early-detection systems over the years, they shouldn’t have come across any meteoroids that they couldn’t avoid.

He started pounding on doors as soon as he reached section twenty-three. Most of the complement was already on board, so the cabins were full. People gathered in the corridor, uncertain, and Leander said, “Move! Everyone to section twenty-four, now!”

He used what Bobby had once jokingly called his Navy voice, and the effect was immediate. Leander herded everyone into sections twenty-four and twenty-five, knowing from his study of the ship’s schematics that if the breach went unchecked, the airtight bulkheads would drop, sealing off that part of the ring. He wanted to be on the other side of those bulkheads when they came down.

He had no equipment with him, hadn’t even been given a portable med kit yet, so his assessment of the small crowd was crude at best. No one seemed to be in any distress, except for a couple of weeping children. He could find no injuries among them, a small relief.

“What’s happening?” someone asked him.

The red emergency lights flicked off mid-pulse. Something in Leander’s chest loosened.

“It’s only a glitch,” he said. “Nothing to worry about.”

“If it’s those damn Cogs…” the colonist muttered but trailed off at the sound of footfalls farther down the corridor. Cynthia Reed came around the corner, an engineering team on her heels. She raised a brow at the sight of Leander.

“Is anybody injured, Doctor?”

“No, Commander.”

The five engineers fanned out down the corridor, scanners in hand, while ankle-high maintenance ’bots scurried from engineer to engineer, beeping in quiet urgency. The crowd of unsettled colonists whispered to each other, clearly growing agitated.

“How many of you are human?” one of the colonists called.

“Forget that; how many of you are Cryonian?” someone else shouted.

A couple of the engineers looked over, but Reed said shortly, “Don’t answer that.”

“We have a right to know—”

“No one owes you that type of information,” Reed said. Raising her voice to address the rest of the crowd, she continued, “The engineers on this vessel are the finest in the solar system. We will have the issue corrected soon, and you can return to your cabins shortly.”

She turned and walked back toward the engineering team, away from the colonists. Leander followed. Her eyes flicked to him, and she said in a low voice, “Not the kind of welcome you were expecting.”

“No. Gas lanterns in my cabin and now a hull breach. Tell me, did any engineers have a hand in the design of this ship?”

Reed snorted. She was virtually unchanged from their time at the Academy—flawless dark skin, hair untouched by gray pulled back into a neat bun, brown eyes that glittered when she smiled. Married now, though, and to a Martian, judging from the bonding bracelet on her wrist in lieu of a ring on her finger. And then he remembered: Jacqueline, of course.

“You sound like my chief engineer,” she said. “He’s displeased with the construction of this ship as well. Both of you need to relax. Langston Chamos gave us the blueprint for developing faster-than-light technology. The man knows how to build a spaceship.”

Leander resisted an eye roll. “You’re right, I should have more faith in the man who named a whole planet after himself.”

Cold settled over him almost at once, and the words left a bitter aftertaste in his mouth. The man I’m spying for, he reminded himself. Christ, what had he gotten into?

Reed choked on a laugh. “Have you ever known a genius who wasn’t an arrogant son of a bitch? At least Chamos is less of a mouthful than Proxima Centauri b. The president isn’t my favorite person in the solar system, but he’s done what no one else has—terraform a new, self-sustaining planet and give humanity the means to get there. Twelve thousand colonists are only the beginning. We could have millions living there by the end of the century. Perhaps billions. This could save humanity.”

“I’ll tell you one thing; he’ll never get the Martians to move.”

“Maybe the Martians will feel differently in a century, when Earth is gone and they have no one else to rely on for resources,” Reed said.

“Perhaps.” Leander cast her a sidelong glance. “You got married?”

“Four years ago. I would have told you, but you’re a difficult man to track down.” Her words were chilly, and Leander couldn’t blame her. He hadn’t been able to put his ordeal into words—still couldn’t, all these years later—but she hadn’t deserved to be ignored. “The president only found you because the Alliance Council gave him access to the tracking chips in your limbs when you wouldn’t answer their calls.”

Hating the reminder that his limbs were essentially tracking devices, he swiftly changed the subject. “Is Jacqueline on board, then?”

“She’s posted on Titan for the next year.” Reed’s mouth tightened. “It’s all right. We knew what we were getting into. Everyone who joins the Navy goes into it with open eyes.”

“Commander, I have a preliminary assessment of the damage.”

Leander spent a moment trying to place the accent of the engineer who approached them. The light trills and consonants spoken from the back of the throat reminded Leander of the Balkan region of Europe, one of his old shipping routes, but the engineer had the patch of the Martian Navy sewn into his black jumpsuit.

“Doctor,” she said, and the engineer glanced his way, “this is Commander Dimitris, our chief engineer.”

Leander couldn’t help the quick, appraising glance he directed at Dimitris as the chief engineer turned his attention back to Reed. His rumpled jumpsuit clung to his long, lean frame, and a smear of grease ran along the side of his sharp nose. Tattoos adorned his skin, stark against the pale flesh. They snaked up the back of his neck from under his collar and across the smooth expanse of his hairless head, a myriad of twisting, geometric designs. Dimitris had left his jumpsuit unzipped to the hollow of his throat, exposing a thin triangle of skin, and Leander caught a glimpse of ink there, too.

But his eyes were the most arresting part about him. They were a startling shade of lavender that gleamed in the harsh light. Leander would have attributed the cosmetic alteration to a whim of youth, except the man appeared to be at least several years his senior.

He started to put out his hand. “I’m—”

“Leander Dade, former officer and doctor in Earth’s Galactic Navy, current reservist, and sole survivor of the Aertis massacre,” Dimitris listed off tonelessly. “Yes, I’m aware. I watched the hearings. Commander, we need to discuss the breach.”

“Anything you need to say to me, you can say with Leander present.”

Dimitris’s mouth twisted in displeasure, but he did as she said. “Some of the rivets on the primary hull in section twenty-three failed. The breach hasn’t affected the secondary hull, not yet. I’ve got maintenance ’bots out there making the repair right now. Everyone may return to their cabins in fifteen minutes.”

“The rivets failed?” Reed hid her surprise well, but Leander had known her too long to miss it.

Dimitris nodded, his expression grim. “I’d like the maintenance ’bots to do a sweep of the primary hull on all the rings. It will take twelve hours, but I’d rather discover weakened rivets while we’re still in the Sol system rather than when we’re in interstellar space.”

“Agreed. Do it,” Reed said. “I’ll let Captain Pachis know.”  

Dimitris’s unnerving lavender eyes flicked back to Leander. “You didn’t adhere to the proper emergency protocols.”

Leander bristled. “I learned three days ago that I was joining this mission, I’ve been on this ship all of half an hour; I don’t even have my clinic or equipment yet. I did what I needed to do—I got everyone out. What do you care how it was done?”

“The protocols exist for a reason, to prevent further damage or any loss of life—”

“Commander. Doctor.” Reed held up her hands. “The crisis has been averted, and it won’t happen again, and no one was harmed. Let’s focus on that, shall we?”

Leander was jittery with lingering adrenaline and fading fear. He glowered at Dimitris and said, “Quite the engineering team you’ve got here, Cynthia. Can’t keep the ship from splitting apart at the seams and we’re not even out of the asteroid belt yet.”

Dimitris’s eyes flashed—literally flashed, like a light had sparked behind them—and Leander’s blood turned to ice. He dropped his eyes from Dimitris’s face to his neck, and when Dimitris turned to Reed, three small circles peeked out from his collar, behind and below his right ear. Three ports, where his regen unit would plug in so he could recharge.

“You’re an android,” Leander blurted. That wasn’t possible. Not after Aertis, not after the Merrimack. Androids served on Alliance vessels, but never in the command hierarchy. Never on the senior staff.

“How observant of you. No wonder the Council chose you for this mission,” Dimitris said, voice as dry and thin as parchment.

“Mac,” Reed said quietly, “I thought you might, in this instance—”

“Cover my regeneration nodes?” Dimitris’s expression shuttered. “To make the humans more comfortable?”

The silence that followed was thick and uncomfortable. Reed said, “Commander, I’d like a preliminary report in six hours on the status of the hull, and a full report in thirteen.”

When Dimitris had gone, Leander said, “He’s chief engineer.”

“Yes.”

His panic ratcheted up several notches. How could she be so calm about that? “That means he’s third in line for command of the ship.”

“He is,” Reed said.

“After Aertis, I didn’t think—” Leander broke off. If not for the Merrimack, the massacre would never have happened. If not for the Alliance Fleet’s first all-android crew, a mix of Alliance and Cryonian sailors, every life snuffed out at Aertis might still be here today. “The last time an android served in the command hierarchy, two hundred people died.”

“Through no fault of that particular android,” Reed said. “You’ve been in the reserves a long time, Leander. Things have changed since then.”

“Things change, Cynthia,” Leander said. “People don’t.”








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




His cabin door was made of reinforced durasteel, but Leander retreated to the farthest corner of his quarters anyway, putting his back to the wall that served as a barrier to the vacuum. He sank to the floor and pressed his forehead to his bent knees. A trembling hand found the pendant that hung around his neck, and he gripped it tight. He concentrated on his breathing—in for five seconds, out for five. Repeat.

Cogs. Androids serving on this vessel was bad enough, but to have them in the command hierarchy…Leander drew a shuddering breath. After all that had happened twenty-one years ago, an android was only two heartbeats away from the captaincy. The Alliance had learned nothing from Aertis, nor from the failed experiment that was the Merrimack. Leander could now understand Chamos’s alarm, and why he had resorted to going behind the Council’s back.

“Incoming message, Leander Dade,” the computer chirped.

“Put it through.” Leander didn’t recognize his own raw voice.

“Our records indicate that you have not yet had your intake exam. Please proceed to the infirmary. All intake exams must be completed before we reach the Port of Europa. Passengers in violation of this regulation will be removed from the ship at that time. Thank you.”

Leander let out a choked laugh. Once, he would have been on the other end of that message, hounding the ship’s personnel until they complied. He had always hated having to submit to the care of another doctor, thinking it rather akin to a spaceship pilot being relegated to the role of passenger. It was worse now, when he couldn’t even get a damn check-up without being reminded of what happened. Then there were the doctors themselves—curious about his limbs, curious about Aertis, and usually, but not always, too polite to ask.

He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes, hard enough that he saw sunbursts in the black. He should have fought this assignment, fought like hell to stay back on Earth, where at least he would have been left alone. Where he would have been safe.

Leander scrubbed his hands over his face and stood. He was staring at eighteen months trapped on a ship with the kin of those who had destroyed everything he had once held dear, but he had never backed down from his duty before. Androids hadn’t gotten the better of him the first time, and they wouldn’t now.

The infirmary was a sprawling complex in ring Ten made up of a main ward, a dozen operating theaters, and examination rooms with the latest in medical scanning technology. All ships had a morgue, and Ariadne’s was located here as well. It was tiny, especially given the size of the ship, and Leander couldn’t have stopped the thought if he’d tried: it was lucky the Alliance had adopted the practice of burial in space in the event of a tragedy.

Leander followed a nurse into the curtained-off exam area and perched on the bed. Less than two minutes passed before another man ducked around the curtain, barely enough time for Leander to do more than glance at his surroundings.

“Leander Dade.” The doctor shook his hand. “Grey Taggart. I wondered when I’d see you come through my infirmary.”

He sat and pulled up Leander’s chart on his hand screen. “Can you verify the date and planet of your birth, as well as the city-state or country, please?”

“March 8, 2295,” Leander said. “Earth, Argentina.”

“I see your parents are deceased. Is there a family history I should know about?”

Leander shook his head. “Hovercar accident.”

Taggart minimized the hand screen and put it away. “Right, let’s have a look at you.”

Fifteen minutes later, Taggart set his scanner aside. He spent several minutes entering the information into the ship’s medical database before he spoke.

“You’re almost a picture of perfect health.” Taggart took off his glasses and ran a hand through his silver hair. “It’s all those hours of labor on a sailing vessel, I expect. You’re a fit man for forty-three. You could probably give any of these baby-faced sailors a run for their money.”

“You said ‘almost,’” Leander pointed out.

“You already know why. The scarring on your lungs resulted in, what, a thirty-percent reduction in capacity?” At Leander’s nod, he went on. “Your left shoulder has a limited range of motion; I expect it always will. My scans indicate that you also have the beginnings of osteoarthritis in your hips and right hand, likely the result of your injuries from Aertis. Do you experience a lot of pain?”

He did, but he had learned from past experience that admitting it did no good. At best, he would receive a month’s worth of painkillers that he would use in a week. At worst, it would earn him a date with a counselor to discuss phantom pains. Better to deal with it on his own. “No. And what about the rest of me?”

“You’d have to ask an engineer for a true opinion.” Taggart hesitated for a moment, and then added, “I’m no expert, but even I can see that those limbs aren’t up to full functionality. They’re Naval issued?”

“Installed right after Aertis. They were top of the line then.”

“Technology like that isn’t designed to withstand two decades of hard use.”

“The Navy replaced them five years ago. I’m due for another upgrade in ten years.”

“Can I look at the chip?”

At Leander’s nod, Taggart pushed aside the hair at the nape of his neck. A scanner whirred for several long, uncomfortable seconds.

“The biomechanical connections look fine to me,” Taggart finally said, “which is a miracle, frankly, considering that the integration chip was experimental technology at the time. You possess a sense of touch in those limbs?”

“Too much, sometimes.”

“When was the last time you underwent some—” Taggart stopped, uncertain.

“Maintenance?” Leander supplied dryly. “I see an Alliance cyberneticist once a year.”

Taggart made a note on his hand screen. “I’ll speak with the chief. He can recommend some engineers who could check out those limbs for you.”

“Dimitris?” Leander asked. “No, thank you, I’m fine without.”

“It wasn’t a request,” Taggart said. “If those limbs fail on you, it could cause serious damage to your organic parts, not to mention the fact that your integration chip is wired directly into your nervous system. I won’t risk brain damage.”

Leander knew this was a battle he wasn’t going to win—he had waged it plenty of times in Taggart’s place, after all, and knew his way around a stubborn patient—but still felt compelled to say, “I’d rather that you didn’t.”

“I was stationed on Ganymede my first year out of medical school,” Taggart said, and Leander didn’t understand the connection until he added, “We processed the bodies from Aertis.”

Of course. Ganymede housed the largest medical complex in the outer solar system. They had been the only ones capable of handling that many dead bodies. “That must have been difficult for you. I’m sorry.”

“Having any androids on this ship, let alone Cryonians, is a travesty,” Taggart said flatly, “and the Alliance is wrong to push for reconciliation. I’ll ask the chief to recommend only human engineers for you.”

The tips of Leander’s ears burned. What a coward Taggart must take him for. But he couldn’t force away the flash of fear at the idea of an android working on his limbs, and only said, “That would be preferable, yes.”

Leander returned to his cabin and went into the kitchenette to fix himself a cup of coffee. The cabin was decently homey, with comfortable low couches and a good imitation of a wood table, but the kitchenette itself was sterile, and all the appliances and utensils were the same uniform stainless steel. It reminded him of his grandmother’s ship, which to an outside observer would have seemed as cold and impersonal as any other Fleet ship—but for Leander, it had been home.

His grandmother held enough clout in the Alliance that Leander could probably have asked her to pull some strings and get him taken off this mission, and she would have made it happen. He still could—they hadn’t left the solar system yet. It was a tempting idea, and his fingers twitched toward the hand screen in his pocket.

No. He couldn’t do that. He wouldn’t do that. He owed the Alliance. They had given him somewhere to belong after his parents died, and then they had given him his limbs, and now they had given him a purpose. He would see this through.

“Interface,” Leander said after a moment’s contemplation, “pull up the personnel file of Commander Dimitris.”

A heartbeat passed before the computer spoke.

“Personnel file: Marcaeus Dimitris. Created on Mars in 2280 in the Meridiani Planum, an inhabitant of the city-state of Azoria. Accepted to the Martian Naval Academy in 2301 and graduated in 2303. First assignment was on Verity…”

The computer droned on. Leander didn’t hear another word.

“Stop recitation,” he ordered. “Repeat the year of Dimitris’s creation.”

“2280.”

There had to be a glitch in the file. That was a full twenty years before the Heisenburg Accords became law, making Dimitris almost sixty. Impossible.

“What corporation built him?” Leander couldn’t think of any in Meridiani Planum.

“Marcaeus Dimitris was not constructed by a corporation.”

Leander had never come across an android so old before, one who predated the Accords. One constructed by a human, back when it was permitted. He assumed they had all died out by now, given their mayfly lifespans. Thirty was elderly for them; sixty was ancient. Obsolete.

Those damned Accords. Declaring androids a legitimate species, prohibiting humans from creating more, giving androids the right to serve in the Fleet and propagate their own kind, giving them their own planet—the proposed laws had piled up, one right after the other, until the Council approved them in one fell swoop. Without them, Cryos wouldn’t exist.

Without them, Aertis would never have happened.

“Interface, does Commander Dimitris have dual citizenship?”

“Negative. Marcaeus Dimitris was denied Cryonian citizenship in 2300 on the basis of his origins.”

Leander let out a slow breath of relief. He assumed it wasn’t anything that Chamos didn’t already know, but he included it in his write-up that evening anyway. The message was short, because he had nothing to go on apart from his gut—he had expected discomfort around androids, but Dimitris chilled him down to the bone, and he couldn’t put a finger on why. He read it through twice, then sent it to its destination on Europa, where he assumed someone would covertly relay it to Chamos.

Retiring to his bunk, Leander opened the drawer to his bedside table and brushed his fingers over his mother’s rosary before picking up the pendant. He turned it over in his hand, rubbing his fingers along the dull edges of the gears, and fell asleep with it tucked in the palm of his hand.
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There was a reply waiting for Leander on his computer terminal when he woke the next morning, bleary-eyed and fog-minded and breathless with panic until he recognized his surroundings. Given the time stamp, Chamos must have written back almost as soon as he received Leander’s note.

To say it concerns me to learn that Marcaeus Dimitris was appointed chief engineer on this mission is an understatement. While I knew he was assigned to this ship, his position hasn’t yet been officially announced. He is the android that I have concerns about, for if any Alliance android on that ship has reason to sympathize with Cryos, it would be him. Attached to this message are instructions for how to hack one of your medical scanners and enhance it to scan his body. I need that information sent to me as soon as possible. Do not engage with him unless it’s a necessity. I cannot stress this enough.

Leander erased the message, even more unsettled than before. How could this android—who alarmed even the president of the Alliance—have been permitted to serve on this mission? He tossed the hand screen aside. One of his hands drifted to the pendant, and he squeezed it until the tiny gears bit into his palm. It was an automatic balm for his distress; sense memory immediately transported him back to the Belgium, to the man who had sat at his bedside while the hospital ship burned for Mars, and he breathed a little easier. It helped to recall the officer who had kept him calm while fever-fed hallucinations gripped him, who had soothed him when the agony of his mangled limbs became too much, who had held Leander’s hand, day after day, and at the end pressed these gears into his palm. For what reason, Leander didn’t know, but he had held on to them all these years.

Ariadne departed the asteroid belt twelve hours after Leander first stepped foot on the ship. As one of the last-minute additions to the crew, he had been given little direction about how to proceed once he was on board. He was allotted space in ring Fifteen for a clinic, which consisted of three small exam rooms, a waiting area, and an office. It was one of dozens scattered throughout the ship that would tend to the colonists. Now that intake exams were complete, the infirmary would exclusively serve the Alliance officers except in cases of emergency.

His first patient was a young man who had sprained his wrist working out in the gym. His second and third patients came to him complaining of headaches, which Leander assured them were normal and should stop as they adjusted to space travel over the next couple of days. He gave them analgesics and sent them on their way.

Leander suppressed a frisson of dismay at the realization that the entire trip to Chamos and back would be as unvarying. Most of the colonists were younger than him by at least a decade, in the prime of their lives. There were few elderly passengers on this ship, and in fact, there was almost no one over the age of fifty. Langston Chamos had specified that all colonists be fit, of procreating age, and healthy, unless their skills were so invaluable that they could not be spared. Leander was hardly needed here.

That was a good thing, he reminded himself. A boring journey in the void meant that you came back alive from it.

“Zenia,” he called. One of the other doctors appeared in his doorway instead.

“She’s praying,” Sasha said, and Leander glanced at his watch. Dhuhr time already. Where had the morning gone? “Something I can help you with?”

“I’m looking for a patient’s file, and it’s not in the system.” Leander transferred what he had regarding the patient to her hand screen. “Can you check the physical archives?”

“No problem, sir,” Sasha said. “You’d think Langston Chamos of all people would have been able to get us decent digital archives.”

“One would think,” Leander said with a sigh. “I don’t think function was his priority as much as design was. Thanks, Sasha. Let me know if you find it. And if you don’t—”

An alarm blared, cutting him off. The button next to the intercom started to flash, and Leander slapped it.

“Report,” he said.

“Three patients,” the person who answered told him. “Second- and third-degree burns, some broken bones.”

So much for a quiet mission—he should have known better than to even think that. Leander checked the log; the call originated in the engine room. His clinic was the closest, even if it was only for the colonists. In times of emergency, those rules were relaxed.

“Bring them here,” he said, nodding to Sasha. She went to prepare the clinic to receive the wounded. “Anyone we can’t treat, we’ll stabilize and send to the infirmary.”

Zenia returned as the patients arrived. Two of them could walk, each supported by an engineer. The third was unconscious, and it was the chief who carried her. Leander directed Dimitris to an empty bed.

“What happened?”

“There was an explosion,” Dimitris said shortly.

“An explosion,” Leander repeated, his concentration on his scanner. The engineer had second-degree burns on her hands, face, and neck, but it was her broken ribs that worried him most. This handheld scanner didn’t tell him what he needed to know. “Sasha, I need the imager over here.”

She retrieved it from the back room, wheeling it over to Leander, and she helped him position it over his patient.

“What’s her name?” Leander asked.

“Victoria Cartwright,” Dimitris said.

“Zenia, how are the others?”

“Burns and a few broken bones. Nothing we can’t handle.”

“Good. Lieutenant Cartwright has some broken ribs over here, and one of them punctured her left lung. She needs surgery. Can you call the infirmary while I stabilize her?”

Zenia hurried to his office to place the call. Leander glanced at Dimitris, who stood stiffly in the corner. The other engineers had left already, having delivered their charges safely.

“A hull breach happens before we’re even out of port, and now there’s been an explosion in the engine room,” Leander said while he worked. “Are you certain this ship can get us to Alpha Centauri in one piece?”

Dimitris glowered at him. “I will make sure of it.”

“That doesn’t sound like you have too much confidence in it.”

For a long moment, Dimitris said nothing. They scowled at one another, until Zenia drew Leander’s attention, coming back into the ward.

“The infirmary has sent a med team to collect her. They’ll be here in ten minutes.”

“You’ll want to stay,” Leander told Dimitris. “They’ll have questions for you.”

“I imagine they will,” Dimitris said. “Questions I’m glad to answer. I have nothing to hide, Doctor.”

“I’m sure you don’t,” Leander muttered under his breath. Chamos’s paranoia aside—which was infectious, Leander had to admit—Dimitris was downright unpleasant. He reminded Leander too much of other engineers he had known throughout his career—short on temper and patience, convinced that talking to you was a waste of their valuable time.

The infirmary med team left a doctor behind to question Dimitris about the explosion while the rest of them transported Cartwright to ring Ten, and then a security officer arrived to take his account of events again. Leander leaned a shoulder into the wall, crossed his arms, and listened with half an ear while the modified scanner in his pocket hummed away. He stood close enough to Zenia while she made her rounds that Dimitris would hopefully attribute the noise to her own scanner if his acute hearing picked up on it.

At last, the security officer finished and left. Dimitris did, too, without another word or even a glance in Leander’s direction. Leander retreated to his office, shut the door, and sent the scans to Chamos.

* * *

Even by android standards, Dimitris was an odd sort. He wore the customary gloves in public that all androids did, but he also had a surname and, as the first sentient android, was older than the other androids on the ship by almost twenty years. Of the thousands of androids in the Alliance, only forty-nine predated the Accords, and Dimitris was the only one of them assigned to this ship. Like the other forty-nine human-created androids, he could never enter Cryonian space or step foot on the android planet.

His construction differed from all other androids, too, from what limited information Dimitris’s creator had made available to the public about him. He had been created from a human template and mimicked them literally down to the bone—his chromoskeleton was almost an exact replica of the human skeletal system, and his central processing unit was housed in his skull instead of his better-protected chest cavity.

Dimitris was also—Leander discovered after spending most of an evening combing through the androids’ files—the only one who had several years’ worth of redacted information in his record. The years 2314 through 2320 had been struck from his file—the entire civil war, and then some. That made little sense; Dimitris was barred from entering Cryonian space because he had been created by a human, so he couldn’t have been an intelligence officer during the war. That was the only reason Leander could think of for the redaction of his record.

He fell asleep at his desk. He woke the next morning drenched in sweat, with the bitter taste of blood in his mouth and acrid smoke in his nostrils. His heart thudded unevenly against the inside of his ribcage. Eventually, his cabin materialized around him, and he understood where he was.

The nightmare had ended as it always did, with his rescuer lifting him from fire-hot debris. Leander closed his eyes and clung to the memories of all that had come after—his abuela sitting at his hospital bedside, her callused hand gripping his, singing softly as he drifted in and out of consciousness. The man who had sat at his bedside on the Belgium, who kept him calm as the ship hurtled back to the inner solar system. Cynthia’s persistent and unrelenting stream of letters, determined to make sure he didn’t feel alone for a moment, even when she was millions of miles away.

Leander’s legs were unsteady, but they held his weight. He stumbled over to the door, where he had hung his uniform jacket the night before, and dug through its pockets for the pendant. His fingers closed around it. He gripped it tightly, hard enough for the gears to leave half-crescents on his palm.

An abrupt lightning-sharp bolt of pain shot down his legs. Dark spots danced at the edges of his vision. Leander didn’t fully realize that he had lost consciousness until he opened his eyes and found himself staring at the rivets in the floor, not inches from his nose. Shit. He hadn’t had an episode like this with his limbs in almost two years.

“Interface,” Leander croaked, pressing his forehead to the cool deck, “bring up the ship’s complement. Are there any human engineers in this ring?”

“Yes,” the interface told him as he gripped the table and hauled himself to his feet. “Would you like me to direct you to the closest one?”

* * *

Newell was the name on the plaque next to cabin 1178. Leander pressed the door chime. He braced one hand against the wall for support, praying that he wouldn’t pass out again in the middle of the corridor.

A brawny, fifty-ish man opened the door. He took one look at Leander and pulled him into the cabin.

“When did it start?” he asked, steering Leander into a chair.

“Maybe an hour ago?”

The man opened a drawer and pulled out an emergency engineering kit.

“I’m William Newell,” he said briskly, kneeling before Leander and opening his kit. “And you’re Leander Dade, I take it. I’m not as familiar with your case as I should be for something like this. Which limbs are the artificial ones, again?”

“My left arm and both legs.”

Newell was quiet for a while, a crease forming between his brows as he read the results from the scanner.

“Who’s looked after these limbs?”

“The Alliance,” Leander said. “I see a Fleet-appointed cyberneticist once a year.”

He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath through his nose, holding the nausea at bay as pain lanced down his legs. When he opened his eyes again, the light sent bolts of agony shooting through his skull.

“How bad is it?”

“Bad,” Newell said, in that blunt way Leander associated with most engineers. “I need to move you over to the couch so I can look at what I’m dealing with here. Can you stand?”

Leander passed out from the pain soon after. He woke again, momentarily disoriented, when the weight of a blanket settled on his legs. Someone had dimmed the lights, and the layout of the cabin was so like his own that for a moment he tried to figure out when he had decided to take a nap on his couch. It all came flooding back as he turned his leaden head toward the kitchenette.

Newell had rolled up the sleeves of his uniform past his elbow, and he was busy scrubbing a yellow fluid from his hands. Leander recognized it as the lubrication that kept his artificial limbs functioning properly. Saliphate. Nausea washed over him in a sickly warm wave.

“How are you feeling?” Newell asked over his shoulder.

“Fine,” Leander said thickly.

“Pain?”

Leander shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. You can’t give me much for it, anyway.”

Newell nodded. “I called down to the infirmary. They gave me partial access to your medical file before I started work on your limbs. I saw that you’ve had issues with painkillers in the past. I’m sorry. I wish I could give you something to help.”

He dried his hands on a towel and regarded Leander grimly.

“I take it this is something that will happen again,” Leander said.

“Yes,” Newell said. “Your limbs are failing, Leander.”

Leander’s gut clenched. For a dizzying moment, he thought he might be sick.

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“They’re old, they’ve seen too much hard use on the sea, and they’re deteriorating. The best I can do is nurse your artificial systems along for the next eighteen months,” Newell said. “Given a regular maintenance schedule, I think we can keep your limbs functioning until Ariadne returns to the Sol system and they can be replaced.”

“How often?”

“Every two weeks, to start. If we can slow the deterioration, then maybe we can go longer between maintenance sessions.”

Leander’s head swam. Grateful as he was to the Alliance for his limbs, the reminder that cybernetic technology made them possible was a nauseating one. A bitter irony, that the same components found in android bodies had been incorporated into his own. Most days he could ignore it, but submitting to maintenance every two weeks…

“You can go back to your cabin,” Newell said. “But take it easy. Stay off your feet for at least twelve hours. Tell your staff that you’ll be coming in late tomorrow. I’ll talk to the chief, but I shouldn’t have an issue getting the maintenance schedule approved.”

Newell checked the time. “I need to get to my shift. Do you want a hand back to your cabin?”

The thought of someone having to walk him back to his cabin was almost too much to bear. Leander waved him off.

“I’ll be fine.”

“I’ll send an appointment to your computer terminal for another maintenance session in two weeks,” Newell said. “Until then, light exercise only. Nothing more strenuous than a walk on your lunch hour. You can step it up to moderate exercise in the gym in two weeks as long as you aren’t feeling any pain. Understood?”

He ought to have fought against this blasted assignment. Appealed to the Council, or turned Chamos down outright, his limbs be damned.

“Understood,” Leander said grimly, knowing he never would have had the courage to do that.
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