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      Jack March hadn’t spent a great deal of time around children, and he didn’t know all that much about them.

      His own childhood had been grim, dangerous, and hungry. He had grown up in a forced labor camp on Calixtus, one of the planets conquered by the Final Consciousness. The planet’s bleak fate had been a common pattern repeated throughout the empire of the Machinists. The governmental, business, media, and academic elites of Calixtus, desirous of attaining posthuman immortality, had listened to Machinist infiltrators, seized control of the government, and invited the Final Consciousness to their world.

      When the Machinists took over the planet, they exterminated the elites and enslaved the rest of the population.

      March had been born in one of the labor camps, the result of a liaison between his mother and a guard. His memories of her had grown hazier over the years. She had been frightened, hungry, and often sick, and a few times when he had been small, she had beaten him badly. Later he realized that her reaction had not been out of anger but terror, that she had been chastising him for anything that might draw the unwelcome and possibly fatal attention of the guards. His mother had loved him, and she had done the best that their brutal circumstances would allow.

      Eventually, malnutrition and illness caught up to her, and she died.

      March was taken, tested for compatibility with the Final Consciousness, and joined the hive mind as an Iron Hand.

      The next time he had any interaction with children had been on Martel’s World, when he had been recovering from the crash that had wiped out his entire squad. Their ship had gone down in one of the planet’s slums, and a family had taken March in and nursed him back to health, even though the Final Consciousness was their enemy.

      That family, and their children, had all died when the Final Consciousness nuked the planet from orbit, leaving it a radioactive wasteland. The Cognarchs had been unable to hold Martel’s World, and destroyed the planet for no reason, no reason at all, other than simple petty spite. Martel’s World had possessed no significant industry, no heavy defenses, no shipyards. For an interstellar government, the planet and its billions would have been a net drain on resources.

      The Final Consciousness had murdered those billions, including the family who had saved March, simply because they had been unable to hold the planet.

      His sheer revulsion at the spiteful pettiness of the act had driven him to rebel, an act that almost always brought swift execution. Instead, he had survived and made his way to the Kingdom of Calaskar, where he had joined the Silent Order and became an Alpha Operative, carrying out the covert missions of Censor.

      His missions had brought him minimal interaction with children. A few times, his tasks from Censor had saved the lives of children – the survivors of the Eclipse, or a few times when he had rescued the prisoners of Kezredite slavers – but they had remained aboard his ship only long enough for March to hand them over to the appropriate authorities.

      After he had started seeing Adelaide, he had also started seeing her vast extended family, which included an array of young nephews, nieces, and cousins of varying degrees. The rigid standards of Calaskaran behavior meant that children were always respectful to their elders, at least in public, so they had dutifully addressed him as “Mr. March” when they had been introduced. Of course, by the standards of the extended Renton clan, Adelaide had been something of an eccentric, a woman who had gone into the media...and who had returned from an archaeological expedition with a taciturn, dangerous-looking new boyfriend. Naturally, the situation would inspire speculation – March had overheard the children wondering if he was a pirate, or a mercenary, or a secret agent for the Ministry of Defense (they were not far wrong on that one). They were also frightened of him and immediately fell silent whenever he was in earshot.

      That didn’t trouble him, though he knew it had bothered Adelaide a little since she was close with her nephews and nieces. But she liked children and had spent considerable time babysitting and visiting all of them.

      So it baffled March that out of everyone aboard the Helix, the girl they had rescued from the wreck of the Malachite would fixate upon him.

      “As far as we can tell, Lysiana is healthy,” said March.

      He sat in the pilot’s acceleration chair on the bridge of the Helix. He was alone – the others were either sleeping or helping Cassandra with a hyperdrive check. The Helix was crossing one of the uninhabited star systems on the route to Mothrowe. There were a few other ships in the system, given that this was one of the main routes for freighter traffic to the Non-Aligned Systems, but they had all kept their distance.

      The holographic image of Sophia Logos gazed at him from the pilot’s console. Her ship matched the Helix’s course, flying ten thousand kilometers off the starboard bow. Perhaps that helped explain why no pirates had targeted them. An Oradrean cargo gunship like the Helix was a hard target to begin with, and Sophia’s white, spike-shaped ship with its unusual radiation signature was an unknown threat. Sophia wore one of her white uniforms today, her black hair smoothed back, dark eyes watching him from her pale face.

      “The expert system in the infirmary examined her,” said March. “No chronic diseases or blood disorders, no genetic diseases. No signs of chronic abuse or malnutrition.” He had been concerned that the Brotherhood of the Watchful Pact might have abused Lysiana, but that hadn’t seemed likely, and there was no evidence in her medical report or behavior to indicate mistreatment. “No cybernetics, either, and no genetic enhancements or surgical augmentations. As far as the system can tell, she’s a perfectly healthy twelve-year-old child.”

      “Twelve?” said Sophia. “I would have thought nine or ten.”

      “She’s just short,” said March. “Once she finishes out her growth spurt, the expert system thinks she’ll end up between one hundred fifty-five and one hundred sixty centimeters tall.”

      “And there’s absolutely no explanation,” said Sophia, “for how she managed to destroy those macrobes.”

      “No,” said March. One the wreck of the Malachite, he, Sophia, and Lysiana had been cornered by a group of macrobe-possessed humans. Lysiana had screamed at the top of her lungs, and March had seen something that his mind interpreted as golden light streaming from her. That light had destroyed the macrobes, giving them a chance to escape.

      His Machinist cybernetic implants and augmentations meant that he could often see dark energy radiation effects that would be invisible to human eyes. Though he wasn’t really “seeing” anything. His mind interpreted it as different sensory effects – a golden glow or the shadow that had poured out from the Iron Hand Tarango.

      “Did you scan her for macrobe possession?” said Sophia.

      “The expert system checked for the standard mutations,” said March. Though given that macrobe possession overwrote the laws of physics, the full results of macrobe alteration were only partially documented. “No sign of anything. She is, to all appearances, a perfectly healthy twelve-year-old girl.”

      “Who can destroy macrobes by screaming,” said Sophia.

      “Yeah,” said March.

      “What does she say about it?” said Sophia.

      “I’m not sure.”

      Sophia raised an eyebrow. “She won’t answer questions?”

      “No,” said March. “After she got used to us and Adelaide fed her, she got downright chatty. It…”

      He frowned and shook his head, trying to articulate his thoughts. Sophia waited. Serving as the Emissary of an insane alien artificial intelligence likely taught patience.

      “You told me how you ended up in the Custodian’s service after you were rescued from slavers,” said March. Sophia nodded. “Adelaide was worried that Lysiana had that kind of trauma in her past, that asking her about it might cause problems.”

      “We might have bigger problems if we don’t ask her about it,” said Sophia. “Considering that the Final Consciousness was willing to wipe out the Brotherhood of the Watchful Pact and risk war with Thunderbolt to get at her.”

      “Lysiana seems psychologically healthy, or at least as healthy can be expected,” said March. “She said her mother died in an accident when she was young, and the Brotherhood raised her ever since. I have tried asking her questions about what happened, and so has Adelaide.”

      “And?”

      March sighed. “She’s telling the truth, but I don’t think she understands what happened any more than we do. I asked her how she drove off the macrobes, and she told me that she’s the vessel, and the vessel told her how to do it.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” said Sophia.

      “It does make sense, but not to us,” said March. “It’s common for people raised in an obscure religion to speak in terms that don’t make sense to outsiders. Common in bureaucracies, too.” Sophia almost smiled at that. “The jargon is impenetrable to people who aren’t familiar with it. And since Lysiana was raised inside that jargon…”

      “She hasn’t figured out how to communicate with outsiders yet,” said Sophia.

      “Exactly,” said March. “But the girl’s intelligence…if we have her tested, it would be high. Probably off the charts. Adelaide gave her a tablet to see if she wanted to play a game or something, and instead she started solving hyperspace navigational equations.”

      Sophia shrugged. “Maybe she was bored and likes math.”

      “I think it does,” said March, “but that kind of equation is nearly impossible to solve without computer assistance. Lysiana solved something like three hundred without making a single error.”

      They contemplated that in silence.

      “Can your medical system do a full genetic analysis?” said Sophia at last.

      “No, we don’t have the equipment for it,” said March. The Helix’s infirmary had a state-of-the-art expert system and medical robot, one capable of performing even major surgeries. However, it had been designed to treat the sort of injuries and illnesses common aboard a starship. “It’s possible she was genetically engineered for extreme intelligence…”

      “But can you genetically engineer someone to destroy macrobes with a scream?” said Sophia.

      “Hell if I know,” said March.

      “Once we get to Mothrowe,” said Sophia. “If we can find any members of the Brotherhood, they should be able to tell us more.”

      “If they’re still alive,” said March. “Based on what Brother Christopher said and Prince Horgan’s information sources claimed, the Machinists have been hunting the Brotherhood for a while. At least since they started constructing the Pulse somewhere in the Non-Aligned Systems. A pacifist religious order wouldn’t last long against teams of Iron Hands and Iron Eyes.”

      “Have you given any thought,” said Sophia, “about what we’ll do if we can’t find any survivors from the Brotherhood? If the Final Consciousness wiped them out.”

      March let out a breath. “None of the options are promising. We asked Lysiana if she had any other family, and she doesn’t. I suppose we could turn her over to social services on Mothrowe. Except she may not even be a citizen of Mothrowe, and for all we know, Mothrowe’s social services are the sort that acts as a front for human traffickers. Or we could bring her with us, but the Helix isn’t remotely safe for a child, not with our mission.”

      It wasn’t remotely safe for anyone else, given how often March had been shot at since they had left Calaskar Station.

      “It’s possible,” said Sophia, “that for the moment, the safest place for her is aboard the Helix.”

      “It isn’t,” said March.

      “Compared to what?” said Sophia. “The Machinists have been hunting down the Brotherhood of the Watchful Pact and wrecked the Malachite just to get at her. At least aboard the Helix, she’s a moving target in a ship with a lot of armor and guns.”

      “I suppose,” said March. The Machinists in the Non-Aligned Systems had been willing to risk conflict with both Thunderbolt and the Stromboli Consortium to get at Lysiana. Odin, the Cognarch in charge of the covert arm of the Final Consciousness, would have been furious. But Odin was dead…and it appeared that the Great Elder Ones now controlled the Machinists in the Non-Aligned Systems.

      “But I don’t think we can spend more than a few days at Mothrowe,” said Sophia. “If the Great Elder Ones are really controlling the Machinists working on the Pulse project…”

      “We know they are,” said March. He had seen the strange darkness coiling around Tarango, a darkness that had let the Iron Hand warp the laws of physics to a limited extent.

      “Then I think we had better hurry,” said Sophia. “The Custodian calculated that the Pulse was nearly ready, and the Custodian is rarely wrong about such matters. The sooner we find Dr. Cigrande and figure out how to destroy the Pulse, the better.”

      “Right,” said March. “We’re not that far from Mothrowe now, so maybe we’ll have some answers soon. I’ll call if anything changes with Lysiana.”

      “Thank you,” said Sophia, and she ended the connection.

      March stared at the pilot’s console and then tapped a control. One of the systems aboard the Helix let him track the location of the crew and any passengers, and the crew had been aboard long enough that the system could identify them. Thankfully, there were no cameras in the crew cabins. Given that the Helix had been previously owned by a Machinist sympathizer who had traveled with a commando team of Iron Hands, March still remained wary for any nasty surprises left by the ship’s previous owner.

      He checked Helen Descard’s location – she was walking to her cabin from the galley. Her morning routine usually involved a visit to the ship’s gym with her sister Axiom. March hit the communication control and sent a connection request to her phone.

      She accepted the request. “Captain March?”

      “Can you take the controls for an hour or so?” said March. “I want to check on a few things.” The Helix’s autopilot could have managed the few hours of flight remaining to their next hyperspace jump point, but a few seconds’ worth of extra reaction time could mean the difference between life and death.

      “Of course. Give me a few minutes.”

      March occupied himself by doing one more check on the fusion drive and the ion thrusters. A quick glance at the ship’s sensor readouts revealed no other ships within two hundred million kilometers of the Helix, save for Sophia’s vessel. March felt like it was the calm before the storm. That might have just been his paranoia talking, the internalized caution that decades as first an Iron Hand and then an Alpha Operative of the Silent Order had given him.

      Then again, given the lengths the Final Consciousness had been willing to go to kill Lysiana, perhaps it was just sensible.

      Boots clanked against the deck behind him. March turned as Helen Descard walked on the bridge, a slim woman with dark hair in a crewer’s jumpsuit. Suddenly, and without any warning, his mind flashed to when he had seen her naked on the Redhats’ auction stage, the pirates forcing her to perform light calisthenics as the guests bid on her, and his traitorous imagination wondered what it would feel like to bend her over the pilot’s console and have her here and now. One of the modifications the Final Consciousness made to its Iron Hands gave them increased muscle mass, bone density, and augmented aggressiveness, but it also inspired a constant heightened libido that March had gotten very good at ignoring.

      At least until he had met Adelaide, anyway.

      None of it showed on his face because Helen looked relaxed as she approached. Then again, he had saved her life twice, first on Rustaril at their initial meeting and then at the Redhats’ slave auction.

      “How’s the ship?” said Helen, seating herself at the co-pilot’s station as March stood up.

      “No problems right now,” said March. “We’re a few hours from our next hyperjump point. I want to check on a few things, and I’d feel better if someone kept an eye on the ship while I did.”

      “Spoken like a true pilot, Captain March,” said Helen, unlocking the console and loading her preferred display layouts. She had a surprising variety of skills, starship piloting among them, though he had noticed she was a cautious, conservative pilot. Good for piloting civilian starships in peaceful systems, but less useful in a firefight. “Because something will go wrong, sooner or later. Probably sooner.”

      “I see you’ve done this before,” said March.

      She laughed and began scrolling through the status displays. “I’ll call you if anything comes up.”

      “Thanks,” said March. He left the bridge and walked down the short corridor to the lift, passing the computer room. The ship had a lift connecting the different decks, but March always took the ladder. Both his training as an Iron Hand and his experiences as an Alpha Operative made him wary of lifts since it was easy to trap a target in a lift by cutting the power.

      He descended to the crew deck and came to the galley. Like everything else aboard the Helix, it was top of the line. The ship’s previous owner, Valerie Retzplatt, had sold out to the Final Consciousness, and like so many collaborators with the Machinists, she had been unwilling to stint on her own comfort. Three metal tables and benches were bolted to the floor, and a counter held several high-end starship kitchen appliances – a coffee maker, a rehydrator, several cookers – and the ship’s stores held a variety of prepackaged meals.

      Constantine Bishop sat at one of the tables, eating breakfast. He was a big man with close-cropped blond hair and tended to dress in an odd combination of styles. Aboard Rustbelt Station, before the Machinists had blown up his bar, he had usually worn a long dark coat. Today he wore that coat over a blue crewer’s jumpsuit.

      Adelaide sat with Lysiana at the next table.

      March’s wife likewise wore a blue crewer’s jumpsuit, though she looked better in it than Bishop. A black ball cap rested on her head – the surgeons had shaved her head after the explosion on Calaskar Station, and she had started wearing the hat almost constantly as her hair regrew. Lysiana sat across from her, finishing a bowl of oatmeal.

      “Jack,” said Bishop. “Trouble?”

      Lysiana looked up from her oatmeal, green eyes enormous in her face. She was small for her age – even if she hit a sudden growth spurt, March didn’t think she’d ever be more than one point six meters tall. Brother Christopher and the other members of the Watchful Pact aboard the Malachite had been trying to get her to safety, out of reach of the Machinists.

      He had not been able to make sense of their beliefs, save that they regarded Lysiana as the “vessel” and had gone to great lengths to save her.

      “No,” said March. “Helen’s got the controls. I’m going to do some maintenance.”

      “Can you stay with Mr. Bishop for a second?” said Adelaide. “I have to talk to Captain March.”

      “Okay,” said Lysiana, turning her attention back to her oatmeal.

      March followed his wife into the corridor.

      “Did Sophia have anything to say?” said Adelaide after the door hissed shut behind them.

      “Nothing,” said March. “Either the Custodian didn’t know we were going to find Lysiana, or Sophia has information from him that she was instructed to keep to herself.”

      Adelaide nodded, staring at the gallery door. “Do you think we should take her back to Monastery Station? If the Machinists are after her, that’s probably the safest place for her.”

      “I doubt we have the time,” said March. “And it wasn’t our mission. For that matter, we probably don’t have the right.” She looked at him, startled for some reason. “The Brotherhood of the Watchful Pact seems to have been her legal guardians, so we should take her to them.”

      “They might all be dead,” said Adelaide. “And…Jack, out here, you’ve told me this before. Out here in unclaimed interstellar space, there aren’t any laws. Just a man’s conscience and his weapons.”

      “I said that?” said March.

      “Well, I’m paraphrasing a bit. You used a lot fewer words.”

      March grunted.

      “I think the Brotherhood did their best with her, but it doesn’t seem like she’s been around a lot of women,” said Adelaide. “She’s old enough to have her monthly cycle, and she asked if we had the necessary supplies.”

      “We do,” said March. The Helix had been very well stocked when they had taken possession of the ship back on Rustbelt Station.

      “I got the impression she learned how to use a tampon from an instructional video,” said Adelaide.

      “I suppose there are worse ways,” said March.

      Adelaide blinked.

      “What?” said March.

      “Sorry. Back on Calaskar, whenever we came anywhere near this particular topic when I was younger, my brothers would get embarrassed,” said Adelaide.

      March just looked at her. Calaskar was a place of rigid social etiquette, but all the embarrassment had been burned out of March a long time ago. He had seen too many corpses for the human body to embarrass him, too many lifeless bodies with mangled flesh and ghastly wounds, their dignity lost in death.

      He had made too many corpses.

      But there was no way for Adelaide to understand that, or indeed, even the words to explain that to her.

      But his wife knew him well enough by now that some of that bleak mood must have shown in his face because she changed topics.

      “I had an idea,” said Adelaide. “Are you going to do some maintenance?” March nodded. “Maybe you should ask her to help.”

      March frowned. “I don’t need help, and I don’t think she knows enough to be useful.”

      “That’s not the point, but Lysiana knows a surprising lot of things,” said Adelaide. She was right about that. Between solving those hyperspace equations and occasional observations she made, Lysiana knew far more things than a girl her age usually did, or indeed adult experts in their fields. “Children need to feel useful.”

      “If she’s old enough to be an adolescent,” said March, “I thought children that age liked to rebel.”

      “Yes, but it’s both at the same time,” said Adelaide. “You’ve met my brother William’s sons. They were all helping in the tractor repair shop by the time they were old enough to walk. It wasn’t to exploit them for free labor. It was so they would grow up with a sense of responsibility and learn skills to help them later in life.”

      March grunted again. She had a point. He had met William’s sons. Technically, he supposed, they were his nephews now since he and Adelaide had gotten married after her near-fatal injuries on Calaskar Station.

      Odd thought, that.

      But William’s sons had seemed like well-behaved and healthy children, rather than the feral youths he had encountered on a world like Raetia, or the lazy and slothful children he had seen on Rustaril.

      “All right,” said March. “But if she gets in the way, I’m calling you, and you can deal with her.”

      He half-expected Adelaide to take offense at that, but she only nodded. “Sounds like a deal.”

      March stepped back into the galley, Adelaide following him.

      “Well, I had a bar,” Bishop was telling Lysiana, “but it blew up.”

      “Was it insured?” said Lysiana.

      They both looked up as March and Adelaide entered.

      “Yes, but only some of it. Insurance is hard to get on a place like Rustbelt Station,” said Bishop.

      “I’m going to do some maintenance on the ion thrusters,” said March. “Lysiana, I’d like you to help me.”

      He expected her to protest or at least to argue. March had seen her arguing a little with Adelaide. But the girl only nodded and got to her feet. “Okay. What should I do first?”

      Well. All right, then.

      “Good,” said March. “Come with me. We’ll get started.”

      They left the galley and went from the crew deck to the engineering deck. March took a toolkit and a flashlight from an equipment locker, considered having Lysiana carry the toolkit, decided that it was probably too heavy, and deputized her to carry the flashlight instead.

      “What are we going to do?” said Lysiana.

      “Check the calibration on the ion thrusters,” said March. “We need to make sure the emitter is aligned with the reaction chamber and then purge any ionization or excess magnetization building up from any of the components.” Belatedly he realized that might have been too many large words for her to understand.

      She only nodded. “Aren’t we still in sublight flight, though? Don’t we need the ion thrusters for that?”

      “Normally we would,” said March, “but not right now. We shouldn’t need to change course before we get to our next hyperspace jump point. Helen is piloting the ship.”

      “If she changes course in an emergency,” said Lysiana, “won’t we get fried by radiation?”

      “Only if we happen to be standing right in front of the thruster in question,” said March.

      Lysiana laughed. March glanced at her. He didn’t think he had said anything amusing.

      “We couldn’t stand in front of the thruster,” said Lysiana. “The Helix is in interplanetary space traveling at a small percentage of the speed of light. At this relativistic velocity, it’s impossible to stand outside the ship in any meaningful sense of the world.” She paused. “Also, we would need vacuum suits.”

      “Yes,” said March. “Which is why we are maintaining the ion thrusters now, so we don’t have to put on vacuum suits and repair them outside the ship.”

      He led the way into one of the narrow maintenance corridors that ran along the port and starboard sides of the engineering deck. The narrow corridor had a metal grillwork floor, with bundles of wires and metal ducts running along the walls and ceiling. March came to an object that looked like a large metal locker. It was an access panel covering the interior-accessible components for one of the ion thrusters. He unlocked the panel and swung it open, revealing some machinery. From the outside, an ion thruster looked a lot like plumbing, with pipes surrounding the spherical reaction chamber. Though most household plumbing didn’t include superconducting coils or computer components.

      “I suppose,” said Lysiana, “that you’re going to ask me a lot of questions I don’t understand.” A brief flare of defiance went through her green eyes. There was that adolescent rebellion he had expected.

      “No,” said March. “Shine the light there, please.”

      Lysiana blinked, but did as he asked. “Why not?”

      “Because we’re here to do maintenance on the ion thrusters,” said March as he produced the appropriate hand scanner and checked the superconducting coils for polarization.

      “But Mr. Bishop and Adelaide had all kinds of questions for me,” said Lysiana. A note of frustration entered her voice. “I told them the truth. I don’t understand why they don’t understand.”

      “Light there, please,” said March, running the scanner over the coil. Lysiana complied. The hand scanner reported some minor polarization. “I know you’re telling the truth. We just don’t know enough to understand the answers.” A possible tactic occurred to him. “But fair is fair.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He traded the hand scanner for the degausser. “We’ve asked you questions. So you can ask me any questions you want, and I’ll tell you the truth.”

      That defiant look returned to her expression. “What if you don’t like the questions or don’t want to answer?”

      “Then I’ll tell you the truth,” said March, “which is that I don’t want to answer.”

      He hadn’t meant to be funny, but to his surprise, she giggled. “I guess that makes sense.”

      “Right,” said March. The degausser powered up with a hum, and he ran it over the coil. “So. Any questions?”

      Lysiana thought for a few seconds. “Adelaide said you’re going to take me back to Mothrowe. Is that really what you’re going to do?”

      “Yes,” said March. “If we can. We’ll either take you to the Brotherhood of the Vigilant Pact or the appropriate authorities on Mothrowe.”

      “But you’re not sure,” said Lysiana.

      She was perceptive. March wasn’t sure if that was a function of her high intelligence or whatever strange ability that had allowed her to destroy those macrobes.

      “I’m not,” said March. “I’m sorry we didn’t get there in time to save Brother Christopher and the others.” Lysiana swallowed and looked away. “But they went to a lot of effort to get you out of the Non-Aligned Systems and away from the Machinists.”

      “The Final Consciousness wants to kill me,” said Lysiana. She said it so calmly.

      “Yeah,” said March. He had promised not to lie to the girl. The degausser beeped, and March traded it for the scanner, checking the coil. The polarization had been cleared. He moved the scanner to the next coil, checking it for magnetization or polarization.

      “Why do they want to kill me?” said Lysiana.

      “Not sure. At a guess?” said March. “Because of your abilities. You do know that not everyone can destroy macrobes by screaming at them?”

      “Of course I do,” said Lysiana. That flare of adolescent rebellion came into her eyes again. “I’m not stupid, Captain March. I know that.”

      “Obviously, you’re not stupid,” said March. “Point the light there, please.” She blinked but complied. “Else you wouldn’t solve hyperspace navigation equations for fun.”

      Lysiana smiled, though she looked a little embarrassed. “It’s relaxing. Everyone needs a hobby. Dr. Yerzhov said she plays chess with you and finds it relaxing.”

      “Dr. Yerzhov finds it relaxing because she always wins when we play chess,” said March, running the scanner over the next coil. There was no polarization. “All right, this one is set. On to the next one.” He closed the access panel, and they moved down the corridor.

      “I think I can destroy macrobes because I’m the vessel,” said Lysiana.

      “Uh-huh,” said March, opening the access panel for the next ion thruster. “Point the light there, please.”

      Lysiana complied. “Aren’t you going to ask me what that is?”

      “I already did,” said March. “I’m sure Adelaide did half a dozen times in different ways.” Lysiana laughed. “Which means you’re not entirely sure what it means to be the vessel, or you don’t have the words to explain it.”

      “I do have the words,” said Lysiana. “I’m the vessel. That means…that means that I’m the vessel.” She shook her head as if trying to dislodge an insect. “So if we get the Mothrowe and we can’t find anyone from the Brotherhood, what then?”

      “I don’t know,” said March. He scanned another coil. “I suppose the logical thing would be to turn you over to whatever social services exist on Mothrowe. Except they might be corrupt or have Machinist infiltrators.” He looked at the girl. “Where do you want to go?”

      Lysiana fell silent as he pulled out the degausser.

      “Why are you doing this work yourself?” she said at last. “You’re the captain. You can order someone else to do it. Or you could have all the maintenance bots work on it. I saw some of them changing air filters. They’re very high-end.”

      “Yeah,” said March. “The previous owner didn’t cut costs.”

      “Previous owner?” said Lysiana. “You’re not pirates, are you?”

      “No,” said March. “I assume you’ve already worked out that we’re with the Silent Order.”

      “You, Adelaide, Mr. Bishop, Mr. Memnon, and Dr. Yerzhov are,” said Lysiana at once. “Helen Descard and Axiom Descard are here because of a sense of obligation, grievances against the Final Consciousness, and personal friendship with you.”

      Christ. The kid was quick, wasn’t she?

      “Well, the previous owner of the Helix was an archaeologist named Valerie Retzplatt,” said March. “She tried to steal some historical artifacts aboard a derelict ship. Unfortunately for her, she didn’t take the defenses seriously and got killed. Since she was a Machinist agent, the Silent Order seized her ship, and it was assigned to me for this mission.”

      Lysiana’s green eyes went wide. “The Ark!”

      “You know about that?” said March. Maybe that wasn’t surprising. The recovery of the Ark, a vessel holding relics and historical documents from mankind’s long-lost homeworld of Earth, had made the news in every human interstellar nation and must have reached Mothrowe.

      “That’s where I want to go,” said Lysiana. “I want to see the Ark. I really like history and archaeology and all that.”

      Boy, Adelaide’s face was going to light up when she heard that.

      “But I’m the vessel,” said Lysiana. “I don’t completely understand what that means. But I think…” her face tightened with determination, “I think that means I have to do something important. I don’t know what it is, but I have to do it.”

      March hazarded a question. “How did you become the vessel? Were you the vessel as soon as you were born?”

      “Oh, no, it’s not a hereditary title,” said Lysiana. “My mother was the vessel before I was. My father was chosen because he had a desirable genetic sequence, though he never knew that my mother was part of the Brotherhood of the Watchful Pact.” She shook her head, an old pain going through her eyes. “She died in a traffic accident when I was a baby. I never knew her.”

      “I’m sorry,” said March.

      Working together on thruster maintenance must have removed some internal barrier in Lysiana’s mind because she kept talking. “The elders of the Brotherhood raised me. I’ve never had uncles, but I’ve read a lot of books, and I think that is what it was like. Being raised by a committee of well-meaning, scholarly uncles.” She shrugged. “I’m not stupid, Captain March.”

      “You keep saying that,” said March. “Have I ever said or implied that you were stupid?”

      “Well…no,” said Lysiana. “But the elders kept saying that I was the vessel, that I had to be careful.” The agitation vanished, and she only looked sad. “That’s why the Machinists want to kill me. It’s why Brother Christopher and all the others were killed.”

      “Yeah,” said March.

      “It’s my fault.”

      “Nope.” He pointed the degausser at her. “It’s the Machinists’ fault. The Final Consciousness came after you, and they got a lot of innocent people killed. It’s always that way with them. They started it, and they’re responsible for it.”

      “Okay,” said Lysiana in a small voice.

      “It’s true, and you know it’s true,” said March. He ran the degausser over the coil. “And we’ll make sure that you’re taken care of and safe. We’ll either find the Brotherhood or a safe place for you to stay.”

      “Okay,” said Lysiana again, her voice steadier this time. “Thank you. For…getting me off the Malachite, I mean. I was sure I was going to die the entire time.”

      March grunted. “Being on a crashing starship is never fun.”

      “Crashing?” said Lysiana, and March blinked at her. “Oh, right. I forgot. With all the macrobes and everything that happened after, I sort of forgot the Malachite crashed in the first place.”

      “It was a busy day,” said March.

      “You have a profound knack for understatement, Captain March.”

      “Move the light there, please,” said March, and Lysiana complied. He used the moment of distraction to take a quick glance at her face. As he had expected, her expression had gone calm, remote, glacial.

      It was almost as if she had two personalities. One was a nervous girl who had found herself relying on the kindness of strangers. The other was aloof and possessed an extraordinary array of knowledge of a variety of subjects. Did she have some sort of dissociative identity disorder? March doubted it. While he was no psychiatrist, he knew that kind of mental disorder was incredibly rare and manifested itself differently.

      Sometimes it seemed like she had a computer in her head. That would explain how she could do those hyperspace equations. Yet the expert system in the infirmary had found absolutely nothing wrong with her nor any hint of any implants or genetic augmentations.

      But she could still destroy macrobes by screaming at them.

      And complete advanced hyperspace navigational equations that should have been impossible to finish without computer assistance.

      They finished the maintenance on the ion thrusters, and to March’s surprise and mild discomfort, Lysiana wanted to keep following him around. Though given his conversation with Sophia, maybe it shouldn’t have surprised him. The girl’s life had been upended, and she wasn’t stupid. She knew that if March and Sophia hadn’t found her aboard the Malachite, the macrobes and the Great Elder One-possessed Iron Hand would have killed her. She felt safer around him.

      Which March wasn’t sure was justified.

      He hadn’t been able to stop the Final Consciousness from entangling Adelaide with a Wraith device, and she had lost her left forearm in the explosion aboard Calaskar Station.

      But the girl was following him around, so March decided to make the best of it. He did more shipboard maintenance than he had originally planned, including some stuff that the maintenance drones could have handled. If Lysiana was traveling aboard the Helix, she might as well make herself useful, and maybe he could teach her a few skills at the same time.

      The girl was very quick. March only had to explain a procedure to her once, maybe twice, and then she picked up on it. Eventually, he returned to the bridge, and he let her sit at the co-pilot’s station, explaining the various controls. March didn’t think she knew how to pilot the ship by the time he was done, but he suspected that it would not take much more for her to work it out.

      At last, it was time for Lysiana to go to bed, and she did so without complaint. March suspected that the day of shipboard maintenance had tired her out, though it seemed Lysiana had enjoyed herself. He could tell Adelaide very much wanted to talk at length about everything Lysiana had done today.

      He forestalled that conversation by taking Adelaide to bed and making love to her as soon as they returned to their cabin.

      After they finished, she sighed happily and curled against him, head resting on his chest, and he hoped that he had tired her out enough that she would fall asleep promptly.

      “Did Lysiana tell you anything more about herself today?” said Adelaide.

      Well, it had been a long shot anyway. Adelaide had written entire books while suffering from insomnia.

      “No,” said March. “Nothing we hadn’t already surmised, anyway.” He didn’t want to talk about this because he thought Adelaide was already getting too attached to the girl. The terrorist attack on Calaskar that had killed Adelaide’s first husband and unborn child had also left her unable to conceive, but she had a strong maternal instinct that had mostly been suppressed through lack of use. March had seen flashes of it, though – the way she had mentored younger faculty members at the Royal University or the way she had looked after her nieces and nephews.

      But now, a frightened orphan girl, alone and in danger, had landed in their midst. And Adelaide suddenly had someone to look after.

      “I hope we find a surviving member of the Brotherhood on Mothrowe,” said Adelaide. “There are a lot of strange things about Lysiana.”

      “Yes,” said March. “That would be best.”

      She sighed. “I can hear you thinking, you know.”

      “Cybernetic limb replacements don’t usually cause telepathy.”

      He wondered if it was too soon to joke about that, but Adelaide only sorted. She had been in the Silent Order long enough to develop the dark sense of humor shared by many operatives, though she had usually kept it to herself while on Calaskar.

      “But I know what you’re thinking,” said Adelaide. “You think I’m going to get fixated on the girl and lose my mind when we hand her over to her proper guardians.”

      “Are you?” said March. A blunt question, but she had been through a lot in the last several months, and that sort of strain could manifest in strange ways.

      “I’m going to be sad to see her go,” said Adelaide. “Lysiana is a remarkable girl. But, Jack, that’s the problem. She’s a remarkable girl, and we can’t figure her out. She’s been modified in a way we haven’t been able to discover and that she doesn’t know how to explain.”

      “I know,” said March. He wondered if Lysiana was possessed by a macrobe. That usually resulted in an insane, mutated, murderous horror, but it was possible for macrobes and humans to live in a form of symbiosis. Calaskar’s elite Navigators had macrobes that allowed them to calculate hyperspace jumps with incredible accuracy, perhaps in the same way Lysiana could solve the otherwise unsolvable hyperspace equations on her tablet. And the King himself bore a macrobe, though it did not allow him to calculate hyperspace jumps. Instead, it left the King unable to tell a lie…and he would know if anyone lied to him.

      But March’s cybernetic implants usually allowed him to sense if someone had a macrobe.

      He had seen the golden light shining from Lysiana when she had destroyed the macrobes that had been about to kill her aboard the Malachite. Sophia hadn’t been able to see the light, and March hadn’t seen any trace of it since.

      Granted, he didn’t want to track down a bunch of macrobe-possessed humans to experiment.

      “One way or another, we should get some answers in Mothrowe,” said Adelaide.

      “Yes,” agreed March.

      But he doubted it would be that simple.
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