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      Anynda Parson pulled her fleecy jacket around her chin as a cool, stiff, launch-delaying wind blasted its way through her. It ruffled the long grasses and shook the old, twisted tarata tree near the wire fence. A hawk glided ably on the currents, hanging in the air above the ancient white cliffs, head tilting back and forth, seeking out rodents and small birds.

      Anynda stood right up at the fence. With one hand she clutched the topmost of the five long wires that stretched out near the clifftops. Even the wire shivered in the wind.

      Anynda’s thick dark hair blew back. If she’d brought along Gareth he would be snapping pictures with his phone, telling her that they were the perfect shots for a shampoo commercial.

      And she would have to remind him that she was not, and never would be, a model for products no one really needed.

      She was a rocket jockey.

      Turning, she looked back across the area. This was the best part of the day. Standing here as the sun hid just behind the horizon, brilliant shafts of light striking through high cirrus clouds. Great light for photography.

      The five rockets stood on their launch platforms, fingers jabbing skyward too.

      The launch area was almost a square kilometer, graded flat, with long sections of tarmac service roads. The rockets stood between fifty and sixty meters tall each. They were spaced out around the area, at the corners of a hexagon. One of the corners was empty.

      Carter Miller had pulled out of the heat. Some issue with his rocket.

      The hawk screeched and flew low over Anynda’s head. Instinctively, she ducked. The hawk sped off along the peninsula, heading inland. It was surprising to see a raptor out here. Shouldn’t it all be gulls and terns?

      She’d arrived two weeks back and was staying down in the hostel in Mahia township. A quaint little place just across the low spit of land that connected Mahia Peninsula to the mainland. She hadn’t known about the geography really before flying in. It was fascinating. Mahia Peninsula was a tied island, joined to the mainland by a tombolo, which was something else she hadn’t known before coming. A tombolo was just a sand spit that connected what was otherwise a proper island to the another piece of land.

      She was learning a whole lot on this trip. It was fun.

      This one had homes and farms and a substantial piece of roadway that lead up to the Mahia Launch Complex.

      The hostel was right next door to the tiny town’s dairy and fish and chip shop. All in one. What they called a ‘dairy’ out here at the bottom of the world was really just a general store. Everything anyone might need to bake scones, tie fishing tackle or perform first aid.

      Anynda was loving it. After all the heats out of bustling, busy places in Florida, Mumbai and Caracas, coming here was like a vacation.

      As the sun came up, she cast her eye over the rockets again. They were all essentially the same. Thin aluminum tubes with fuel tanks, with the racing capsule a pointed cone on top. And they were all unique.

      Tick Mildrun’s was a shiny polished black, and thinner and taller than the others. Tick was the star of this whole circus. The one able to woo the media and slurp up the promotion deals. He’d made over thirty million in the last year. Thirty million! It was obscene.

      Grace Simson’s rocket was a deep maroon, with fairings that helped with stability. She was one to watch. She had yet to win a race this year, but she’d always placed high and was just a fraction behind Matt on points.

      Matt Dejong had won more of the heats than anyone. Seven so far, of the twenty-three races. Except that he’d failed to finish thirteen of the rest, which meant zero points for each of those. One of those people who either succeeded or failed, and made sure to do both in brilliant, spectacular style. Pity he was a bit of bozo.

      His rocket was white with black trim and decoration. Like one of the old NASA Apollo rockets where this whole idea had started. At least the guy was a patriot in that respect.

      And Chloe Ramirez. She was the one to watch. Quiet. Fast. You never knew what she was thinking during inspections and safety briefings and press junkets. She had the remarkable skill of being able to take a journalist’s very open question and answer it with a single word. Chloe, how have your preparations been going for the upcoming heat? and she would just say, Well.

      The antithesis of what they were trained for.

      Being a rocket jockey about more than just knowing when to burn and knowing when to aerobrake and understanding how to steer into the exact splashdown zone or landing field.

      There was public relations, endorsement deals, social media. It was exhausting, really, having to be a little bit of everything.

      That was why it was so good to come out to a launch site at sunup and just breath the sweet air and enjoy the isolation.

      And the isolation here was wonderful. New Zealand had been launching rockets from this spot since 2018. Almost fifty years. And now they were part of the R1 circuit, taking it in their stride as if it had always been expected.

      And if the wind allowed, in a few  hours, the five of them would blast off and race each other around the world. All going well, they would splash down in the Pacific not far away less than two hours later. In amongst a flotilla of vessels that had sailed in especially for the event. From little runabouts and sail boats, right on up to superyachts.

      Some of them were beyond the peninsula now. White specks bobbing in the swell. They would have telescopes and binoculars focused on the launch site.

      From time to time, an ocean liner would be on station too, with the balconies and railings filled with eager viewers.

      It sure would be something. Folks out this way didn’t get to see so many big events, so it was a treat for them.

      “Hey!” someone called from beyond the rockets. A couple of blockhouses stood there, with telemetry and monitoring equipment.

      A figure was walking her way. Chloe.

      She was wearing a plaid skirt and leggings, with a leather bomber jacket. She always outdid Anynda on style. Right now Anynda was just in jeans, sneakers and the fleecy jacket.

      “You look gorgeous, honey,” Chloe called as she approached. “The wind in your hair, the sunlight on your face. You should go modeling, you know that?”

      Anynda wasn’t pretty, by any standard, but apparently she had a bearing to her. The way she held her head, the way she walked, the way she might dip one shoulder when she turned to speak to someone.

      Of course, Chloe was just working the psychology. You’d be a better model than a rocket jockey so why don’t you just quit now?

      “If I went modeling,” Anynda said, “then I lose the benefit of your scintillating company.”

      “You would, you would.” Chloe came up and gave Anynda a peck on the cheek. “I wish these winds would die away.”

      Chloe’s dark eyes were unreadable. Her face was blank.

      Anynda said, “The forecast says that in a couple of hours it will be calm. Within parameters at least.”

      “I saw that. Good. I can’t wait to launch.” Of course not. Chloe had won the last two races. Dubai and the Galapagos. She was on a little streak.

      “How do you think you’ll go this time, Chloe Ramirez?” Anynda said, deepening her voice as if a serious journalist. “Three wins in a row is staring you in the face, how do you feel about that?”

      “Fine,” Chloe said, and actually winked.

      Anynda smiled back. In a way it was good to know the competition. Chloe would fly high and fast and punch back through the atmosphere at twenty-five thousand klicks with her fingers crossed that her capsule’s heat-shielding would hold on.

      “You’re flying for your father, aren’t you?” Chloe said. “Today is the day, isn’t it? Fifteen years.”

      Anynda closed her eyes. It was fifteen years. If Chloe wanted to psych Anynda out, that was a better way.

      Fifteen years since his own fiery plunge had charred him down to nothing and sent him straight to the bottom of the Atlantic.

      Today’s heats would be on the anniversary.

      And it tore her in two. Part of her just wanted to go to the memorial buoy off Cuba and stare at the ocean and let her feelings envelope her.

      But another part, perhaps the bigger part, wanted to put that aside and actually race today.

      This was the second heat of three in the Tasman Cup. If she won, or even placed, then it moved her up the standings, but also gave her a shot at actually winning the cup.

      Her father would have been proud of her for that. Chances were he would rather that she raced and lost, than sat around on a raft feeling maudlin at the edge of the Caribbean.

      “You all right?” Chloe said. “Sorry if I brought it up.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’m racing for him.”

      “Well, good luck. You’re not going to beat me, but good luck just the same.”
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