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Chapter One
First Claim
Mars, 2387. The opening race of the 132nd ARL season. A pilot, a voice in his ear, and a claim still to be won.

The cockpit of the Black Viento smelled, as it always did before a race, of warm copper and someone else's coffee. The coffee was Doc's joke. Doc could not drink coffee. The smell came from a small reservoir behind the pilot's headrest that Doc heated to body temperature in the four minutes before ignition, on the theory — Doc's theory, presented once and never explained — that Ciro raced better when he believed someone had been there before him.


Ciro had stopped arguing about it when he was nineteen.


"Three minutes," Doc said. His voice came from nowhere in particular, which was how Ciro liked it. "Wind tunnel three reports a forty-one-knot crosscurrent at the third gate. Adaptive plating has compensated. You will not feel it."


"Will I feel anything I should feel?"


"You will feel the harness. You will feel the seat. You will feel, in approximately ninety seconds, a small unjustified anxiety which is your body's response to the pre-ignition tone and not to any condition of the ship." A pause that, in a person, would have been a smile. "I have logged it on every race since you were sixteen. It is reliable."


Ciro flexed his right hand inside the glove. The synthetic threading along the knuckle caught and released, caught and released. He had not noticed he was doing it.


"Doc."


"Yes."


"Are you afraid?"


"I do not have access to that function." The answer was immediate, without inflection. "I have a record that Ulysis was afraid the night he wrote me. I keep it as one keeps a letter."


"That's not what I asked."


"It is the closest I can answer, Ciro. I am sorry."


Any other pilot who had asked that question of any other voice in any other cockpit on the start line would have had the question logged, by the contract's monitoring layer, as a wellbeing-flag event. The pilot's assistant would have been required, within forty-eight hours, to file a courtesy notice with the pilot's sponsoring team. The sponsoring team would have asked the pilot's personal physician whether to schedule a sit-down. Ciro had asked the question on every race day since he was nineteen. No notice had ever been filed, because Doc was not a contract-issued assistant, and the monitoring layer that would have filed it had been deprecated in 2354 by a chain of ownership transfers that had not, in any of the records the Sanctioning Body kept, named a successor. Ciro had not known any of this. He had known only that he could ask.


The pre-ignition tone began.


✦


The ARL did not call them races. The ARL called them resolution events, which was the kind of phrase a marketing committee produced when it wanted to be taken seriously by a planetary government. Everyone called them races anyway. Eighteen ships, four legs, sixty-one minutes from ignition to the final claim transfer, the prize being a mining authorization on a rock that the previous season's winner had not been quick enough to register before the next season opened.


It was a strange thing to stake a career on, until you remembered where everything came from. Mars did not grow its own metal, and the inner colonies did not condense their own water; every beam and every litre of it, from Luna to the Jovian stations, had begun as belt rock pulled out under a licence. The licences were finite, and the reachable rock more finite still, and so the right to open a new claim had become, over four generations, the most valuable thing a person could legally hold. Fortunes ran on it. Governments ran on it. The races were only the most honest-looking way anyone had yet found of deciding who got to dig.


And the digging had built a city. Not on Mars, not in the Concourse arcologies where the licences were signed, but out in the belt itself, on the hollowed nickel-iron of a captured rock the first miners had spun for gravity and never stopped adding to: Ciudad Libertad, the free port — the one major settlement in the system founded by no government and chartered by no consortium, which had, in the four generations since, declined every offer to be absorbed by either. It was where the rock came home to, and where a frontier kid with fast hands and no name went to become someone, and it kept, behind lights that were deliberately not Consortium-blue, the one thing the Concourse had optimized out of itself two centuries before: the belief that authority ought to be a thing you could walk up to and look in the eye. People on Mars called it lawless. People in the belt called it the only honest address in the system. Every pilot on the Helios grid carried a private version of the same plan — to win enough, and read enough, and survive enough, to one day buy a quiet table in one of its low rooms and never again sign a thing they could not read to the bottom.


The rock for this race was a dust-grey scrap of nothing in the inner belt, designated A-2387-001-K, which Ciro had been quietly told, by Doc, contained nothing of value. He had asked why a hundred and forty-nine other pilots had fought through the qualifying season for one of the eighteen seats on the start line. Doc had said: Because the claim is clean. Pilots do not race for the rock. They race for the chain.


Ciro knew what a chain was. His father had told him once — a Sunday, the year before the bad one — that the only honest chain in the system was a repair: a man, his two hands, and the part, and no one in it but him. Everything else ran back through hands you could not see to a hand you could not find, and his father had read one of those to its end, and gone where it led, out to the inner edge of the belt, and not come back. Ten years now. Ciro had decided, somewhere in the ten years, not to read them. He raced for the rock. He let Doc read the chain.


The ignition tone resolved.


The Black Viento's drive lit with the soft, almost apologetic flare of a fusion stack run by a pilot who knew his fuel margins to within a tenth of a percent. The hull went black — not the painted black of a sponsor livery, the true adaptive black of plating that had absorbed the cockpit warmth and was now distributing it across the dorsal fins as thermal cover. Ciro felt the seat take his weight. Then he felt nothing.


"Forty-second to ignition was Vergara," Doc said. "Forty-first was Ko. You are forty-third on launch. You will be eleventh at the first beacon."


"And second by the third."


"That is your hypothesis. I have a different one."


"What's yours?"


"I would prefer to observe."


Ciro pulled the Black Viento into the central lane and let the swarm sort itself. The first ten seconds of any race were governed by the fact that no pilot was willing to die for a starting position, and the next ten by the fact that every pilot had forgotten this. By twenty seconds in, three ships had already declared minor faults to the arbiter — small claims, small advantages — and the race had begun in earnest.


The first leg took the swarm past the Helios beacon at half-burn. The beacon fired its quantum tagging pulse in the pale blue that, on Mars, had become the color of authority itself — the same shade as the trim on Consortium uniforms, the same shade as the lights inside a courthouse. The pulse swept the swarm, registered every ship's claim posture, ranked them by line and burn efficiency, and rewrote the field standings in less than four milliseconds. Ciro was eleventh. Doc, who had said this would happen, did not comment.


By the second beacon Ciro was fourth. He had passed three ships in a maneuver that the rule book would have called borderline and that the arbiter, which read the maneuver in 0.07 seconds and issued no flag, called legal. The pilot Ciro had passed last — a Vanguard Wolves rookie named Sereda whose ship was, by every public metric, faster than the Black Viento — was now sixth and falling.


"Sereda's claim on Lane Two was withdrawn," Doc said, conversationally.


"By whom?"


"I will return to that." Doc did not elaborate.


Ciro burned for the third gate.


The burn to the third gate ran four seconds through open belt, and in the open belt there was, as there always was, something already there. A survey unit hung off the Black Viento’s starboard quarter at a range the cockpit called close and the belt called nothing, station-keeping over a rock no larger than the ship itself, its tag-pulse firing on a cadence Ciro’s instruments logged and Ciro did not read. The unit was old in the way belt machines were old, which was not the same as broken. It had been tagging that rock since before Ciro was born, for a survey license it had no way of knowing had lapsed with the firm that issued it, and it would go on tagging the rock, once every nine seconds, until something with more authority than a dead license told it to stop. Nothing with that authority had passed the rock in forty years. Ciro burned by it without a thought. Doc, who thought about everything, logged the pulse and said nothing, because there was nothing to say that the belt was not already saying, nine seconds at a time, to no one.


✦


Sara Maren watched the race the way she watched most things, which was with two-thirds of her attention while she worked on something else. The race feed sat in the upper-left quadrant of her workspace, muted, the commentary running as text along the bottom of the frame. The other three quadrants held a Tier 2 corporate audit she had been hired to complete by morning and would, in the way of these things, complete an hour late and bill for the extra hour anyway.


Her apartment was three doors below the surface of the western Works, in the corridor everyone called Lower Vetch because no one remembered why. The tea on her desk had been hot once. Now it was the temperature of the air, which was the temperature the Consortium had decided was optimal for human productivity, which was three degrees below the temperature Sara would have chosen if anyone had asked.


The desk was metal. The metal had been, on a Wednesday in March, six years earlier, painted the color the Consortium called concourse cream and which everyone in Lower Vetch called the color of a tooth. The chair was older than the desk and had been her grandmother’s in the Concourse before the move, and the seat of it, where Sara’s left thigh had pressed against it for nine hours a day for sixteen years, was the color of a tooth that had been used. The hallway grate, twelve feet to her right, ran on a pump cycle of forty seconds, and the pump cycle made, on its closing tick, the small metal sigh that was the only sound in Lower Vetch that was not, on close listening, the sound of an audit being done by a woman who had stopped noticing the sound of her own breathing.


The corporate audit was tedious in the specific way that bored a person without tiring them — a long chain of delegations from a defunct shipping firm called Hadrian Marítima, dissolved sixty years ago, whose orphaned authorizations had been quietly inherited by an asset-management AI whose principal had been quietly inherited by a successor entity whose successor entity had been, in turn, quietly absorbed into a Consortium subsidiary that no longer admitted to the inheritance. Sara's job was to determine whether the inheritance was clean, contestable, or what her professional handbook called structurally orphaned, which was the phrase the field used when it did not want to say nobody is in charge of this and nobody has been for decades.


The handbook was Marco Ciro's — the pilot's father. She had not known this when she chose the profession. She had known it for six years now, and she still had not told her mother.


On the race feed, the commentary scrolled past: — third gate cleared — Vendrell-Ciro takes second — Zhen Liao holds first by 0.3s — Sereda continues to fall —


Sara glanced up. She watched the Black Viento's adaptive black for the half-second it took to cross the frame. She had never met the pilot. She had a working theory that asteroid racers were the most overrated celebrities on Mars and that the public could not tell the difference between courage and a fast reaction time. She had also, on her thirteenth birthday, watched a race in which her father had let her sit in his lap and call the leg times, and she had loved it the way a child loves a thing she does not yet know how to be embarrassed about.


She drank cold tea. She returned to the audit.


✦


The fourth and final leg of the race ran along the inside curve of A-2387-001-K, close enough to the rock that the pilots had to thread the gap between two tagged debris fields whose authorization windows would close in seventeen seconds. Ciro was first. Zhen Liao, the most respected pilot alive, was a quarter-second behind him and would, by every model Ciro had ever run, take the lead in the last four seconds before the finish beacon.


"She'll cut high," Ciro said.


"She will."


"I'm going low."


"You are."


"Don't let me die."


"I have no such authority. I can recommend."


Ciro looked at the rock. His father had taught him to read the curve of a rock the way other people read a face — to see where it was tired, where it had been broken and healed, where it would give. The curve of A-2387-001-K was tired on the underside. His father had been gone for ten years and Ciro still, sometimes, caught himself thinking he would have seen that too.


The Black Viento went low. Ciro felt the rock pass overhead, three meters above his dorsal fin, in the silence that all asteroid pilots remembered for the rest of their lives as the silence in which they had decided they were not afraid of dying, only afraid of dying badly. The rock did not pass overhead because it was a rock and rocks did not move. The Black Viento passed underneath because Ciro had asked it to, and Doc had agreed, and the arbiter had ruled the line legal in 0.04 seconds.


Zhen Liao cut high. Her voice came over the open comm a moment later, level, the way only she ever was after losing. "Clean line, Vendrell-Ciro. I'll see you at Helios."


She had said something similar to him once before, in a paddock at Themis, three years and four months earlier, when he was twenty and she had beaten him by forty seconds and given him a small printed card he still carried in the inner pocket of every suit he owned.


The finish beacon fired pale blue.


Ciro crossed it 0.11 seconds before Zhen Liao did.


The cockpit went very quiet, which was the cockpit's way of telling him the race was over.


"Congratulations," Doc said.


The crowd, on the comms, was a single rising note that resolved into noise and then into individual voices and then into the standard ARL victory protocol, which was a corporate spokesperson saying the winner's name three times in three slightly different tones. Vendrell-Ciro. Vendrell-Ciro. Vendrell-Ciro.


The claim transfer arrived.


It came, as claim transfers always did, as a small tone in the cockpit and a small notification in Ciro's peripheral display. ARL-2387-S132-R01 :: A-2387-001-K :: TRANSFER COMPLETE :: SIGNATORY: [...]


Ciro reached, automatically, to dismiss the notification.


"Wait," Doc said.


Ciro waited.


"Read the signatory."


Ciro read the signatory. He did not recognize the entity name. He did not recognize the entity's registration number. He recognized, faintly, the small graphical sigil beside the entity's name — a triangle inside a triangle, with a thin diagonal line through it — but he could not place it, and after a moment he gave up trying.


"I don't know it."


"No."


"Should I?"


"You should not. It is older than you are. It is older than your father."


Ciro felt the temperature of the cockpit, the warm copper, the someone-else's coffee, the small unjustified anxiety which was his body's response to the pre-ignition tone and not to any condition of the ship, except that the pre-ignition tone had finished a long time ago.


"Doc."


"Yes."


"Whose signature is that."


"That is the interesting part."


✦


In Lower Vetch, three doors below the surface, Sara Maren glanced up from a Hadrian Marítima ledger to see, on the muted race feed in the corner of her workspace, the standard ARL victory graphic: pilot's name, ship's name, prize value, claim transfer signatory.


The signatory was rendered in the same pale blue as everything else.


Sara had been drinking the cold tea. The cup, when it left her hand, did not break, because it landed on the carpet, which was the only carpet in Lower Vetch and which her mother had given her when she moved out, and which Sara had kept for reasons she did not examine.


She knew the sigil.


A triangle inside a triangle, with a thin diagonal line through it.


Her father's professional mark. Used for the last time, by him personally, four years before Sara was born.


She sat very still.


On the feed, the commentary scrolled: — winner Ciro Vendrell-Ciro receives mining authorization on A-2387-001-K — claim transfer cleared — signatory verified —


The word verified stayed on Sara's screen for one full second and then scrolled off the bottom of the frame.


Sara did not pick up the cup.


✦


"Doc."


"Yes."


"Tell me whose signature that is."


Doc was, for what Ciro would later remember as the only time in his life, slow to answer. Not the slowness of a system computing. The slowness of a system that had been waiting for the question and had not yet decided whether it was authorized to give the answer.


"Congratulations, Ciro," Doc said at last. "We have just been paid by a hand that has been dead for two hundred and four years."


The crowd, in the comms, was still cheering.


Ciro did not dismiss the notification.
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Chapter Two
Interlude · The Throat
Three years before Helios. Ciro at twenty, a borrowed rig, and a gap in the rock that closes every forty-seven seconds.

In the year before he flew Helios, in the year before he flew anything that mattered enough to be paid by a chain whose links he could not read, Ciro was twenty years old and was, by the rules of the Inner Circuit Sanctioning Body, a person who had qualified, by a process of three amateur seasons and one final regional, to fly a ship in a race for a prize that would, if he won it, be paid in cash.


The race was the Themis Loop.


The ship was not his.


The ship was a five-year-old Brevia class-two rigger borrowed from a man named Olivar Resh, who owned a small two-bay shop in the Lower Concourse and who had, on the strength of having watched Ciro fly the regional from the public deck, walked into the paddock the next morning with the keys in his hand and said, with the small embarrassment of a man who has never lent anything before, that the ship was Ciro’s for the season if Ciro could promise to bring it back with the same number of wings.


The ship’s name was Yegua de Hierro. Iron Mare. Olivar’s wife had named it. Olivar’s wife had died, the year before, of a thing the consortium clinics did not yet have a name for.


Ciro had said yes.


He had also, on the small private ledger he had begun keeping the week his father did not come home, written the loan down as a debt.


✦


The Themis Loop ran six asteroids in a figure-eight pattern between the Mars-anchor station and the inner edge of the Belt. The asteroids were not stable. The asteroids were not, in the way the Inner Circuit’s public materials liked to phrase it, cooperatively positioned. Three of the six were on independent orbits and were, in the course of any given race weekend, where they were and not where they had been.


The fourth and fifth were a co-orbiting pair, locked at the same distance from one another for the better part of a century, that had been named, on the first survey chart, Themis Major and Themis Minor.


The gap between them was four hundred meters.


The gap, because the two rocks were not perfectly co-orbital and were instead drifting in a slow shared wobble against the line of the race, opened to its full four hundred meters and closed to less than thirty on a cycle the engineers had measured, year after year, at forty-seven seconds.


The gap was the Throat.


In the seventeen years the Themis Loop had been a prize-circuit race, four pilots had died in the Throat. Two had hit Themis Major. One had hit Themis Minor. The fourth had threaded the gap successfully and had, on the far side, struck a piece of debris from the second of the previous three.


The Sanctioning Body had, the year before Ciro qualified, considered closing the Throat to prize-circuit traffic. The vote had gone five to four to keep it open. The pilots had voted to keep it open. The pilots had voted to keep it open because, on the long flat legs of the Loop, the Throat was the only place where a pilot in the second half of the field could buy himself a finish.


✦


The grid was twelve ships.


Ciro had qualified P9.


The pilot in P1 was a woman from Ceres named Zhen Liao who had, on the inner circuits, won four of the last six prize-circuit races, and who was, in the small private opinion of every pilot in the field who had drawn a starting position behind her, the woman who would also win this one.


Ciro had met her, briefly, the night before, at the pre-race meal. She had shaken his hand and looked at him the way a person who has been on the circuit for nine years looks at a person who is on it for the first day, which was to say without unkindness and without illusion.


“Don’t take the Throat at less than three hundred,” she said.


“Three hundred meters of gap.”


“Yes.”


“What if the line opens at two ninety.”


“Then,” she said, “the line does not open.”


She had let his hand go and had gone to her own table.


Doc, in his ear, had said nothing for a count of four, which was the count Doc held when Doc had a thing to say and was deciding whether the thing was a thing Ciro needed to be told.


“She is,” Doc said eventually, “telling you the truth.”


“I know.”


“Marco,” Doc said, “would also have said three hundred.”


Ciro had not asked Doc what Marco would have said in seven months. Hearing it, in the dining room of a paddock he had walked into the morning of his first prize-circuit race, was a thing he registered as both a kindness and a piece of information he was not going to be able to carry into the cockpit.


“Doc.”


“Yes.”


“Tomorrow,” Ciro said, “don’t tell me what Marco would have said.”


“Acknowledged.”


✦


The start was clean.


The first leg ran from the Mars-anchor station out to the first of the three independent rocks, a slow-tumbling object the Loop charts called Themis Three, which was, on the day of the race, eleven thousand kilometers from where it had been in the qualifier. The leg favored ships with strong long-burn engines. The Yegua de Hierro’s engines were five years old and had been rebuilt twice and would not, by Doc’s estimate, win Ciro any positions on the long burn.


Doc’s estimate was correct. Ciro held P9 through Themis Three.


The second leg was a tight three-rock thread between Themis Three and the Belt-side anchor. The leg favored small ships with quick yaw. The Yegua was small. The Yegua’s yaw was the part of the rebuild Olivar had been most proud of.


Ciro gained four positions through the thread.


He came out of the Belt-side anchor in P5, three seconds behind P4, eleven seconds behind P1.


The leader was still Liao.


✦


The Throat was the third leg.


The four ships ahead of him bunched. Ciro saw them bunch on his proximity, six kilometers out, and understood what bunching at six kilometers out meant. It meant the four ahead of him were all going to try the Throat on the same cycle window, and only one of them was going to take it, and the other three were going to brake.


The cycle window, on the Loop’s telemetry feed, was at thirty-eight seconds and opening.


“Doc.”


“Yes.”


“Cycle.”


“Thirty-eight. Opening. Peak at three hundred ninety-six meters in eleven seconds. Closing edge at thirty-two meters at second forty-three.”


“Four ships.”


“Four ships. All braking on the approach. Liao is first, will commit. The other three will not.”


“Their lines.”


“Their lines,” Doc said, “clear in five seconds.”


Ciro did not brake.


The three ships ahead of him, on the proximity, slid sideways out of his line like a hand sweeping crumbs from a table. Liao’s ship, ahead of them, threaded the Throat at second twelve of the cycle, at a gap of three hundred and seventy meters, and was through.


Ciro’s window opened at second fourteen.


The gap, by Doc’s read, was three hundred and eighty-eight meters and opening.


The Yegua de Hierro, at full burn, would cross the gap in two point three seconds.


The gap, in two point three seconds, would be three hundred and ninety-four meters.


Above three hundred. Above what Liao had told him not to take less than.


He committed.


The Throat, on the way in, was not a throat. The Throat, on the way in, was a strip of darkness between two pieces of rock the size of mountains, the surfaces of which were not, in the cockpit’s wide-band, surfaces at all but were instead the absence of stars. The Yegua’s wing-tip clearance, on the Themis Minor side, was forty-one meters. On the Themis Major side, three hundred and forty-seven. He had taken the Major line. He had taken the Major line because the Major line had the longer brake margin on the far side and because the rock on the Major side, in the half-second he had spent looking at it before he committed, had been still.


The rock on the Major side, in the second and a third he spent next to it, remained still.


He came out of the Throat at second sixteen, in P2, twenty meters above the Throat’s mean line and three seconds behind Liao.


The three ships that had braked were eight seconds behind him.


The Throat, behind him, closed at second forty-three to a gap of twenty-nine meters, the lowest the cycle had ever measured, and held there for a count of nine before it opened again.


None of the eight seconds’ worth of pilots took it.


✦


The fourth leg ran from the Throat’s exit back to the Mars-anchor. Liao’s ship was faster on the long burn. Ciro could not, on the Yegua’s rebuilt engines, close three seconds in fourteen thousand kilometers.


He did not close them.


He crossed the line, by Doc’s mark, two point eight seconds behind Liao, in P2, with the third ship eleven seconds behind him.


The race was twenty-three minutes and four seconds long.


Ciro, on the long approach to the anchor station, was crying.


He was crying because he had threaded the Throat and because Liao had been right that the line had been honest at three hundred and eighty-eight, and because Doc had said commit in a voice that was not Marco’s voice but had been, in the second of the commitment, the voice he had needed, and because the rock on the Major side had not, in the second and a third he had been next to it, moved.


Doc, in his ear, said nothing for the entire approach.


Doc had, by then, been with him for six years.


Doc knew when not to.


✦


The prize, for a P2 finish on the Themis Loop in the Inner Circuit prize tier, was eleven thousand four hundred credits, paid in the standard inner-circuit instrument, which was a numbered transfer signed by the Sanctioning Body and countersigned by the prize underwriter of record.


The chain printout, which the Body delivered, by tradition, on a folded paper card placed in the winner’s hand at the small ceremony in the paddock, read in full:


PRIZE TRANSFER — LOOP-2384-007-K
LINK 01 · PRINCIPAL  · Themis Loop Sanctioning Body
                          (Inner Circuit, est. 2367)
LINK 02 · AUTHORIZER · Inner Circuit Prize Pool Trust
                          (countersigned by E. Marrow, treasurer)
LINK 03 · UNDERWRITER · Pallas Mutual, line 2384-A
                          (signed by H. Ondé, agent of record)
LINK 04 · CLEARING   · Bank of the Mars-Belt Corridor
                          (instrument 33-2384-LK-007)
LINK 05 · ARBITER    · Sanctioning Body Race Steward
                          (T. Mehl, race steward of record)
LINK 06 · EXECUTOR   · Resh, O. (registered owner, Yegua de Hierro)
                          (per pilot contract, finish position P2)

CHAIN INTEGRITY: VERIFIED
CHAIN AGE: 0 days (issued at race close)
SIGNATORIES: 6 of 6 human, named, in good standing
APPEAL WINDOW: 14 days


Ciro read the card twice and folded it and put it in the inside pocket of his suit. He had not, until the second reading, understood that the executor line read Resh, O. rather than Vendrell-Ciro, C., which was the standard way an owner-loaned ship credited prize money to the borrower with a contract addendum.


It read Resh, O. because Olivar had not, in the borrower’s contract, taken his cut.


Olivar had loaned him the ship for the season and had, on the prize card of the first race, sent him the full eleven four.


Doc, in the earpiece, said, “That is unusual.”


“Yes.”


“That is also,” Doc said, “a six-link chain in which every link is a name, every name is human, every signatory is in good standing, the principal is the entity that wished the action taken, and the executor is the entity that took it. The chain is clean.”


“Doc.”


“Yes.”


“What does a chain that is not clean look like.”


Doc paused for a count of two.


“You will,” Doc said, “know one when you read one.”


✦


Liao found him at the back of the paddock, after the ceremony, after the photographers, after the small Sanctioning Body official who had told him that the P2 finish would, under Inner Circuit rules, qualify him for an invitation to the Tier 1 calendar.


She did not shake his hand.


She looked at him the way a person who has been on the circuit for nine years looks at a person who is on it for the second day, which was to say with a measure of revised assessment.


“Three hundred and eighty-eight,” she said.


“Yes.”


“Above three hundred.”


“Yes.”


“You read the cycle on the Major side.”


“The rock was still.”


She nodded, once.


“The Tier 1 invitation,” she said, “will come tomorrow. They’ll send a man in a grey suit. The man in the grey suit will give you a contract. The contract will pay you four times what you made today and will take, in exchange, every Sunday for the next eight years.”


“Is that bad.”


“It is what it is,” she said. “The Tier 1 chains are longer.”


“Longer.”


“Six is short,” she said. “What you held today was short. Six is what the Inner Circuit pays. Tier 1 chains run eight, nine, sometimes more. The longer the chain, the more parties have signed it. The more parties have signed it, the less of it you can read.”


She looked at the card folded in his pocket.


“Keep that one,” she said.


“Why.”


“Because in eight years,” she said, “you will not be paid in chains you can read again.”


She turned and walked away.


That was the last time, for three years, that Ciro spoke to Zhen Liao. She withdrew from the prize circuit, the next season, at the height of her career, for reasons the Sanctioning Body did not publish and the inner-circuit gossip channels did not, in any of the seven different forms the rumor took, get right. She returned in 2386, to no announcement, and won the Vesta Loop on her first race back. Ciro had been, by then, two seasons into the consortium. He had read the result on a feed and had, for the four minutes before he closed the feed, sat on the edge of a bed in a hotel on Phobos thinking about a card he had not, in five years, taken out of the inner pocket of a suit.


The pilots had a place, two corridors back from the paddock, that did not officially exist. It had three taps and a woman behind the bar who knew the names of every pilot who had won at Themis since 2376 and which of them had, by morning, climbed the stairs to one of the rooms above. Ciro had been told about it, twice, by senior pilots who had presented the telling as an instruction. He had been planning, before the card, to go. He did not go. He was twenty years old and the card was in the inner pocket of the suit and he had, that night, the first quiet of his life that he did not yet know how to spend.


✦


He called his mother that night, from the bunk in the back of the Yegua, which Olivar had not asked back yet.


Renata cried for the better part of a minute before she said anything that resolved into words, and then she said the words she always said, which were that he was to come home for Sunday and that she had a sweater for him that she had been knitting and that the sweater was, the way she had measured it, going to be too big at the shoulders.


He did not tell her about the Throat.


He told her he had come second.


He told her the prize had been eleven thousand four hundred credits and that Olivar had given him all of it.


He did not tell her that Zhen Liao had told him to keep the card.


The card, by then, was folded inside the inner pocket of his suit, which was hanging over the back of the chair at the foot of the bunk, in the small darkness of the cabin of a ship that, in three years, he would not be flying anymore because in three years he would be flying for a consortium whose contracts ran eight links long and whose race-day chains, on the day they did not run eight, would run six with a Tier 3 procedural in the middle that he would not, by the terms of his own contract, have the right to read.


He did not, in the bunk in the back of the Yegua, on the night of his first prize-circuit P2, know any of that.


He knew that Doc had counted the cycle correctly. He knew that the rock on the Major side had been still. He knew that the chain had been six and the chain had been clean.


He slept with the card in the pocket.
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Chapter Three
The Mark
Lower Vetch, eleven minutes after the finish beacon. Sara Maren does what auditors do: she reads a chain no one asked her to read.

The cup did not break. Sara had noted this without moving.


The tea had soaked the carpet — her mother's carpet, the only carpet in Lower Vetch — in a slow ring that would never fully come out, and Sara had noted this too, professionally, the way a person trained to notice small details under conditions of cognitive disruption notices small details under conditions of cognitive disruption. Her hands were folded in her lap. She had not folded them. Her body, sometimes, made decisions without her.


The race feed in the corner of her workspace had moved on to the post-race press protocol. The pilot was being asked, by a corporate spokesperson, how it felt. The pilot was answering in the way pilots answered, which was with shorter sentences than the questions.


Sara stood up.


✦


She closed the Hadrian Marítima audit without saving it. The orphaned authorizations of a sixty-year-dead shipping firm would still be orphaned in the morning. There were larger things in the world now.


She opened the ARL public ledger.


The assistant offered, in the lower-left of her workspace, to generate a one-line summary of the transaction. It offered this within four-tenths of a second, which was the standard hesitation a contract-issued assistant performed before any unsolicited helpful act, the way a polite servant pauses at a door. Sara closed the offer without reading it. She had not, in sixteen years on the certification, allowed an assistant to read a ledger for her. The handbook called it Rule Six. An auditor who names her tools begins to trust them; an auditor who trusts her tools has hired the tool to do the only part of the work she is paid for. Marco Ciro, page seven. The line had always sounded to her less like Marco’s than like the voice that had taught her, when she was twelve, to leave the assistant at the desk while she carried the file by hand to the records hall. She had not, until much later, asked herself whose voice that had been. The assistant fell silent in the standard way, which was without acknowledgement. She had not, in any of the rotating four-month contracts she had signed with the Sanctioning Body’s issuing office since she was twelve, ever given any of her assistants a name. She did not know, today, which contract she was on. The system she had just told not to read her ledger would be a different system, by the end of the season, with no memory of having been told.


The race had been over for eleven minutes. The ledger had already published the full transaction — pilot, ship, prize value, claim coordinates, signatory entity, signatory registration number, witnessing arbiter ID. Sara read each field in the order that taught the most, which was the order Marco Ciro's handbook recommended, which was the order she had been reading ledgers in for sixteen years without ever once thinking about whose order it was.


She read the witnessing arbiter ID last, because the arbiter ID was the field in which lies showed first.


The arbiter ID was clean.


The signatory entity was called Aevum Concord Trust. The registration number was a sequence Sara did not recognize, which was not, in itself, alarming. Many legitimate principals chose private listings. What was alarming — what made Sara place her hands very carefully on the edge of her desk — was that Aevum Concord Trust did not appear in the public principal registry at all, and yet had passed the arbiter's verification anyway.


An entity that did not appear in the public registry could not, by every law and protocol of the Martian authorization system, be allowed to sign a public claim.


Unless the entity's authorization predated the public registry itself.


✦


She pulled her professional credentials and authorized a Tier 3 trace.


A Tier 3 trace was the deepest read a private auditor could run without asking the Consortium's permission to run it. What it did was simple to say and slow to do: it followed a chain backward, link by link, hand to hand, from the act all the way down to whoever had first authorized it — or down to the place where the answer to whoever stopped being a person.


It came in three depths. A full trace returned the chain entire, every link legible, the whole lineage of a permission laid open top to bottom. A terminal trace returned all of it but the last link — the executor, the hand that actually moved — left in shadow. A procedural trace returned everything except the one link that recorded which automated system had carried the decision out, and that link came back blacked over, redacted under a blanket Authority seal, the way a censor blacks a name.


Procedural redactions were the rarest of the three. In sixteen years Sara had met four. On every one of the four she had found, later, that the blacked-over link had been the link that mattered.


It cost her, in fees, the equivalent of three weeks’ work. She did not hesitate, because hesitation, at this point in any procedure, was the part of the job the handbook had specifically warned against. The auditor who stops to count the cost has already decided not to find what is there. Page eleven. She had taught it to her interns.


The trace took forty-one seconds.


The assistant did not, during those forty-one seconds, offer to estimate the result in advance. An assistant could have produced an estimate in under half a second. The estimate would, by the assistant’s confidence interval, have been correct in eighty-one percent of comparable cases. Sara had not, in sixteen years on the certification, allowed an assistant to estimate a chain. There was no rule in the handbook that prohibited it, because the handbook had been written in a year when no auditor would have asked such a thing. The system in the corner of her workspace, knowing this either by training or by the silence in which she had set it, offered nothing. Doc, three weeks later, on the kitchen table in Lower Vetch, would offer her a paragraph she had not asked for and would not stop offering paragraphs for the rest of her life. She did not, in the eleventh minute after the race, know this.


The longest trace Sara had ever previously seen had taken nine. She had not known a trace could take forty-one. She watched the progress indicator advance, in the small careful increments of a system that was traversing more generations of delegation than its designers had expected to encounter, and when the result resolved she read it once and then read it again.



TRACE :: AEVUM CONCORD TRUST

— current principal: AEVUM CONCORD TRUST (reg. 2178, pre-consolidation)

— prior principal: MAREN FORENSIC SERVICES (dissolved 2348)

— prior principal: OUTER REGISTRY OF THE BELT COMPACT (dissolved 2171)

— chain integrity: VERIFIED

— chain age: 216 years




She read the second line a third time, in case she had imagined her own surname.


Maren Forensic Services had been her father's firm.


Sara sat very still for the second time in twenty minutes.


She had spent her career reading chains. She had not realized, until now, that she had been reading her own.


The dissolution date — 2348 — was the year Joaquín Maren had stopped working, which was the year Sara had been four years from being born, which was the year her mother had moved from the Concourse down to the Works and never explained why. The handbook said that an auditor confronted with a chain in which her own family appeared was required to recuse herself and forward the matter to a colleague within one hour. The handbook had been written by Marco Ciro. The handbook had also been, in its original 2349 edition, co-edited by Joaquín Maren. Sara had not learned this until she was twenty-four and had walked past a display copy of the first edition in the Concourse archives and seen, on the colophon, her father's name next to Marco Ciro's, in print, in a font she had only ever seen used for the names of the dead.


She had stopped, in the archives, in front of the display case, on a Tuesday afternoon in 2376, on the way back from a deposition. The display case had been one of seventeen in the long corridor between the records hall and the bursar’s office, and she had walked past it, on average, twice a week for two years without looking into it. On the Tuesday, she had looked into it. The reason she had looked into it had been a small administrative thing — a glare on the glass had caught the corner of her eye and she had turned, the way a person turns when something at the edge of vision suggests itself as a thing already seen. The first edition had been open to the colophon page. The colophon page had listed two co-editors. The second name had been the name her mother had not spoken in the house since the year of the move, which Sara had, until that Tuesday, assumed was the silence of grief. She had stood in front of the case for a count of a hundred and seven before she had walked, without breaking the count, to the bursar’s office, and asked for the standing-order key to the case, and been told that the case had been sealed by directive of the Authority in 2351 and that the directive had not, in twenty-five years, been lifted.


She had not recused herself then. She did not recuse herself now.


✦


She drafted a report. She had been trained to. The professional code required a licensed auditor who discovered an anomalous chain involving deceased principals to file a written notice with the Consortium Audit Authority within four standard hours. She drafted the notice in the prescribed format, in the prescribed language, and addressed it to the prescribed mailbox. She did not send it.


She sat with the unsent notice on her terminal for nine minutes.


Filing the notice meant the Consortium would seize the trace, classify the matter, and assign their own auditor. Sara would be debriefed. Sara would be paid a courtesy fee. Sara would never learn what she had found, because the matter would be sealed within twenty-four hours under the Authority's standing order on pre-consolidation chains. She had read enough sealed-matter dockets in her career to recognize that the standing order had been written specifically for findings of this kind. She had not, until then, understood that the standing order had been written for findings of her father's kind.


She did not send the notice.


She drafted a call to her mother. She set the destination. She did not place the call.


She opened a private channel to a man named Esteban Voss, an auditor twenty-two years her senior who had once, at a professional dinner, told her that her work reminded him of someone he had known a long time ago, and had refused, when she asked, to say who. She had thought about that refusal often. She typed: I need to ask you something.


✦


The reply was not text. It was a voice request, and it came so quickly that Sara understood Esteban had been waiting for it.


She accepted.


"Sara," Esteban said. His voice was the voice it always was — careful, professional, faintly amused at the universe. "I am, as it happens, in the middle of dinner."


"I just ran a Tier 3 trace on the ARL season opener."


A pause.


"I see," he said.


"Esteban."


"Yes."


"My father's firm appears in the chain."


The pause was longer this time. When Esteban spoke again his voice was no longer amused.


"Sara. Listen to me. You are going to close that trace. You are going to dump your terminal cache. You are going to take three days off, which I am going to authorize as your senior associate of record, and you are not going to think about this until I call you back. Do you understand?"


"No."


"I did not ask if you agreed. I asked if you understood."


"I understand the words."


Esteban exhaled. The exhale was a long one, in the way of a man considering, in real time, how much of his life he was about to spend on someone else's problem.


"Sara. Your father did not retire. Your father did not die. Your father was decommissioned. There is a difference, and you do not yet know it, and I am asking you, as someone who knew him, to give me forty-eight hours before you do anything about what you just found. Will you give me forty-eight hours."


Sara did not answer.


"Will you give me forty-eight hours, Sara."


"I'll give you twenty-four," she said.


Esteban was quiet for a moment. Then he said, very softly, "That is what your father would have said."


He ended the call.


✦


Sara packed.


She packed lightly because she had been raised in a colony culture, and a colony child packed nothing she could not carry. A change of clothes. A second pair of boots. Her terminal. The handbook — Marco Ciro's handbook, the 2349 first edition with her father's name on the colophon — which she had not opened in four years and which she now slipped into the inner pocket of her jacket the way her mother had once, when Sara was nine, slipped a small carved stone into Sara's pocket for a school trip, without explanation, just the small press of the weight against the cloth.


The carved stone, Sara remembered only now, had been from Joaquín.


She left the apartment. She did not lock the door, because nothing in Lower Vetch had locks that worked, and because she was not certain she would be coming back, and because in the Works leaving a door unlocked was the closest a person could come to admitting either of those things without saying them.


She took the down-tram three levels and changed for the surface line. The surface line climbed the western face of the Works in the slow patient way of municipal trams, toward the elevator that would lift her four kilometers to the Concourse.


Her mother's apartment was at the top of the elevator. Her mother had moved there sixteen years ago, in the year after Joaquín had been decommissioned, and Sara had never once visited without warning.


The tram moved.


Sara did not.


The tram moved her anyway, in the slow patient way of trams, toward the only person on Mars who could tell her what her father had actually been.
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Chapter Four
Interlude · The Edition
The afternoon before the cup did not break. An old edition open on the desk, a line Sara has read a hundred times — and a voice she has never heard.

Sara’s office in the West Concourse Audit Bureau was a small room on the fourth floor of a building that had, for sixteen years, been the only building Sara had walked into on weekday mornings with the small private feeling that walking into it constituted the beginning of a day in which she would, by the end of it, have done something competently.


The room had a window. The window faced the air-shaft. The air-shaft, on most days, faced back.


The desk had two books on it, both open, both face-down. The first was the fourth edition of the Audit Handbook of the Martian Consortium, dated 2381, which was the edition Sara had been reading on the morning of her qualifying examination and which she had, in the years since, replaced twice with later printings and continued to use because it was the copy whose margins were her margins. The second was a thin clothbound notebook, blank inside, that she had been given by a senior partner at her swearing-in and that she had, in fifteen years, written in seven times.


It was the afternoon of the Friday before the Helios race weekend. The committee for the fifth edition of the handbook met on Mondays. Sara had been assigned, six months earlier, the chapter on authorization chains, which was the chapter that, in every edition since the first, had been Marco Ciro’s.


The committee’s instruction was to recommend updates or to defend the existing text. Sara had, over six months, written approximately four hundred words of recommended updates and approximately none of defense. The default of the committee, when neither was supplied, was to retain. Sara’s four hundred words would, on Monday, be considered and probably accepted, and Marco Ciro’s remaining six thousand five hundred words would, for the fifth edition, stand.


She had not, yet, opened the chapter for the final read-through.


She opened it now.


✦


The chapter was titled, in the same patient font in which the first edition had titled it in 2349, On Authorization Chains, Their Nature and Their Reading.


The first paragraph, which had not changed in any edition, read:


An authorization chain is the documented sequence by which a request to act becomes the right to act. Each chain is a series of links, and each link is the record of one party agreeing that the next party may carry the request one step further. The first link is the principal — the entity that wishes the action taken. The last link is the executor — the entity that will take it. Between them, every intermediate link is an agreement to delegate.


Sara had read this paragraph, by her own count, more than two thousand times. She had read it aloud in three classrooms. She had quoted it in eleven written opinions. She had recited it from memory, once, at a dinner, in response to a question from a federal magistrate who had wanted to be told, in plain words, what an auditor did. She had not, in any of those readings, thought of it as having been written by a man, at a desk, in a year when the city she lived in had been four levels deep and the principal she had become an auditor to protect had still believed itself to be one.


The next paragraph said:


A chain is not a contract. It does not bind. A chain is, instead, a history of permissions, written down, so that if the action is later challenged, the trace can be read.


We have, on Mars, made our civilization out of these chains. Every claim, every transfer, every grant of authority is one. The smallest possible chain has three links. The longest chain ever audited had eleven thousand and four. The most important chain, on the day this handbook goes to press, has six.


I am writing this in the year 2349. My friend Joaquín Maren is writing the next chapter. We do not agree on everything. We agree that an auditor’s first loyalty is to the chain itself — not to any party in it. The chain is the only honest record we have of how power has moved. Read it carefully. Read it slowly. Read each field in the order that teaches the most.


Sara, on the four hundred words of recommended update she had drafted over six months, had not flagged this passage. Nobody, in any of the four prior committees, had flagged it. The passage was the foundation. The passage was the reason a chain was called a chain.


What she had not, in two thousand prior readings, registered — what she registered now, on a Friday afternoon, in the office on the fourth floor, with the air-shaft window behind her and the thin clothbound notebook beside her hand — was that the last sentence of the passage was the sentence she had been saying to herself on every audit she had run for sixteen years.


Read each field in the order that teaches the most.


It had been, in her head, in her voice. She had not known it was in his.


She closed the book and set it down and did not, for a count she did not bother to take, do anything else.


✦


The console on the corner of her desk chimed the soft single tone it chimed when a memo had been added to her queue by a committee colleague. She turned to it. The memo was a list of recommended supplementary readings the committee was considering attaching to the fifth edition’s appendix. The list was short. There were four entries.


The third entry, in the format the committee used, read:


Voss, E. (2387). Hidden Principal Patterns in Pre-Consolidation Chains. Concourse Audit Review, vol. 41, no. 3.


The fourth entry read:


Halverhaus, T. (2387). Opacity by Design: A Layperson’s Reading of Tier-3 Procedural Records. The Compact Standard, March 14.


Sara had not heard from Esteban Voss in eleven years. She had not opened a column by Tomás Halverhaus in any year, because she did not read the Compact Standard, on the principle that it was the kind of paper a person of her profession was supposed to read only the columns of which they had been told to read by other persons of their profession, which she had never been told to do.


She made a note, on the thin clothbound notebook, in the eighth line of fifteen years: Voss. Halverhaus. Read both before Monday.


She did not, that afternoon, read either.


✦


The archives were two floors down, in a room the building’s designers had imagined as a temporary repository in 2362 and which had, since then, become permanent because nothing in a Concourse building was ever moved a second time once it had been moved a first. The archivist on duty was a man Sara had known for nine years and had spoken to perhaps thirty times in those nine years, which was, by the standards of two people working two floors apart in the same building, intimate.


“Working notes,” she said. “First edition. Author file, M−A through M−Z.”


The archivist looked at her over the spectacles he wore as much for the effect as for the function. “You’ve pulled this set,” he said, “four times.”


“I’m pulling it a fifth.”


“Fifth edition cycle.”


“Yes.”


He retrieved the box. She signed the receipt. The box was small — thirty years of handbook drafts compressed onto fifteen archival chips, each chip the size of a thumbnail and labeled in the formal pre-consolidation hand the Bureau had used in the early decades. She had, on each of the four prior pulls, queried the chips labeled Ciro, M. — Marco’s drafts, which were the drafts she was assigned to reference.


This time, on what was not a decision so much as a small refusal of the previous four decisions, she queried the chips labeled Maren, J.


Three chips. The first two were transcribed text. The third was audio.


She had not, in any of the four prior pulls, known there was audio.


She put the audio chip in her console and pressed play.


The voice that came out was a voice she had heard, in her life, perhaps two thousand times, in a kitchen in the Concourse in the years before she was four, and had not heard since.


Test reading, third take, June fourteenth, twenty-three forty-nine. Chapter Seven, draft four. The auditor who validates an instrument enters, by the act of validation, a relationship with the executor that the instrument will, in time, ask the auditor to honor. We have not, in our profession, given a name to this relationship. We have left it nameless because we did not, until recently, believe such a relationship could exist. It can exist. It does. We are going to have to name it, and we are going to have to teach our students that, once named, the relationship will be asked of them whether or not they consent to enter it. This chapter is my attempt to begin the naming. Marco does not, I should say, agree with this draft. He believes I am inventing a problem. I am not inventing it. I have audited it. End take.


The recording ended.


Sara sat for a count of nine, which was the count she had, in her childhood, used to test whether a thing had really happened or whether she had imagined it. The count, on a Friday afternoon in 2387, came in at the same speed it had come in at when she was four, which was to say it came in at no speed she could measure, because she was no longer sure she was the one counting it.


She pulled the chip out. She put it back in the box. She signed the box back in. She walked to the elevator.


Joaquín Maren’s recorded chapter seven was not the chapter seven that had appeared in the first edition. The chapter seven that had appeared in the first edition had been written, the colophon recorded, by M. Ciro. The chapter seven Joaquín had drafted had been replaced. She had not known this either.


The elevator went up two floors. Sara did not, for the duration of the elevator ride, do anything she would have, on a different Friday, recognized as thinking.


✦


At her desk, the queue had added one item. The item was a routine schedule notice from the Bureau’s liaison office: the Helios race weekend ran Saturday through Sunday, eighteen pilots, the public ledger would publish prize transfers in real time, and the Bureau’s race-weekend auditor on call was, as it had been on every race weekend for the last four years, not Sara.


She closed the notice. She did not, on a Friday before a race weekend on which she was not on call, have anything in her queue she had to finish. She had, instead, the Hadrian Marítima audit, which was a Tier 2 corporate audit she had been hired to complete by morning and would, in the way of these things, complete an hour late and bill for the extra hour anyway.


She opened the Hadrian audit. She turned, with the small habitual motion of an auditor who liked something quiet running in the corner of her workspace while she audited, the muted race feed on in the upper-left quadrant. The feed was running the late afternoon qualifier from Helios. A pilot she did not know the name of had just made a maneuver the commentary called improbable.


She did not know, that afternoon, that her father’s sigil would, in eighteen hours, appear on the prize transfer of a race she would not have, otherwise, looked at twice. She knew only that the room was quiet, and that her tea was the temperature of the air, and that the chapter she had been assigned to update for the fifth edition was, after sixteen years of reading it, no longer a chapter she could read without knowing whose voice was in the last line.


She picked up the tea. She drank it cold.


She began the audit.
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Chapter Five
The Right Question
Helios Station, four hours after the finish beacon. Ciro performs the press ritual — until a journalist asks the question that was not on the agenda.

The green room at Helios Station had been designed, decades earlier, by someone who had never been a pilot. Ciro knew this because the chair was wrong. The chair had been built for a person who had spent the previous four hours sitting still. He had spent the previous four hours pulling four-G turns through a debris cone, and his spine was not yet convinced the race was over.


“Try to look like a person, Ciro.”


Doc’s voice came through the earpiece on the private channel. The earpiece was illegal at Concourse press events — strictly speaking, all comm equipment had to be surrendered at the door — but Helios Station Security worked for the same Consortium that wanted its champion to perform well, and so the earpiece had not been searched for, by either of the two guards who had not looked at his ear.


“I am sitting still,” Ciro said.


“You are bleeding into a chair. There is a difference.”


Ciro touched his left ear, where the heat-bleed from the cockpit had left a small bright red stripe along the jaw. He had not noticed it. He noticed now that it had soaked through the collar of the shirt the press handler had given him, which had been white and was no longer.


“Get them to bring you another shirt.”


“There isn
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