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  PREFACE

 

 

These guys want you to think that sailing’s a science—that it’s all application of mathematical rules and physics. Listening to them, you’d think that you’re constantly thinking, calculating, and plotting. Well, that’s all a pile of crap, sailing isn’t some branch of engineering.

            Sailing’s a love affair between you, the boat, the water, and the wind. Every one of them has to be balanced, held in check; let any one of them dominate and you’ve lost it. A good sailor has to be conscious of wind and water and responsive to the boat’s needs. You have to understand the language of wind and sea and ship—you have to feel that edge that means you’re running a tight line with every nerve of your body. The boat’ll tell you how she wants to behave; she’ll fight you when you’re wrong, and support you when you’re right.

            Sailing is an art, not a bloody damn science. That means you have to sail with your heart, as well as your mind. When you’re on the sea, managing the sails and the wheel, the rest of the universe could disappear, for all that you care. When everything works right, there’s a rhythm, a reverie that transforms you, that makes you one with the universe. If you put everything you have into it, mind and body, your ego disappears—it’s just you, the boat, the wind, and the water.

                        —Louella Kobata Parsons

                        Reflections 2195

 

“Why did I ever listen to you about this race? I already spend a bunch right here on Earth,” protested Jerome Blacker.

            The two tanned and muscular people facing him looked uneasy. A sales tag was still attached to the man’s sleeve and flapped as he waved his hand as he spoke. “You already made the commitment, JB—you just have to follow through. Come on, it doesn’t cost you any real money.”

            “You sure as hell aren’t much of a businessman if you think this won’t cost me anything!” Blacker replied.

            “Mr. Blacker,” Pascal interrupted, “the publicity about this race will bring in more than enough to offset expenses.”

            Jerome leaned across the desk. “What about insurance, the cost of transport, the cost of the boats? Those things aren’t cheap!”

            Pascal sighed. “The funds from the Jovian ventures can’t be spent on Earth. Thanks to the treaty of ’54, you have to reinvest at least seventy-five percent of your profits.”

            Jerome winced. “Don’t remind me about those damn pirates! If it hadn’t been for my stations and hubs, the damned Jovians wouldn’t have a pot to piss in,” he grumbled.

            Pascal continued his attack. “GeoGlobal and the Times cartel are both outfitting ships for the race. No telling how many the Jovians are going to enter themselves. If we don’t race, JBI will lose a lot—the publicity about our entry will bring in more than enough revenue to cover our expenses.”

            Jerome mused, half to himself, as he rubbed his chin. “Yeah, I saw your numbers and read the reports. So be it.” He sighed. “What do I have to do to finalize the financial arrangements?”

            Pascal spoke slowly, not wishing to reveal how anxious he was to get JB’s approval. “I’ve already reserved Thorn, a used barkentine. You just need to sign the commitment for outfitting her. Once that’s done, the orbital factories will start fabricating the sails—we’ve already sent them our specs. We’ll use the Jovian funds for both of those efforts. The only cash outlay you need to worry about will be our transport out to Jupiter.”

            “Which leaves only the human element,” Jerome said. “Even now I find it hard to believe that we can win this race.” He swivelled in his chair to face the woman who sat beside Pascal. She was the best captain in his fleet and winner of more sailboat races than he could count. She’d been unusually quiet since she came in the office.

            “Do you think you can race one of those barques, Louella,” he asked her quietly. “Do you think you can sail a boat on the seas of Jupiter?”

            Pascal held his breath as he awaited her answer. The success of their entire enterprise, and the payoff for the past year’s worth of intense training, rested on her reply. The answer she gave would make or break the deal.

            “I could sail a fucking bathtub on the sun if the price was right,” she spat back. “Now how the hell do I get a drink around here?”

 

 

 




  CHAPTER ONE—EARTH

 

 

            Sailors call everything below fifty degrees, south latitude, the Southern Ocean, even though technically, that name only applies to the water around Antarctica. Ocean temperatures there vary from about ten degrees Celsius to minus two and, when winter comes to the southern hemisphere, the water freezes as far north as sixty degrees.

            Year round, eastward cyclonic storms containing the strongest average winds found anywhere on Earth rage across the water, forcing waves as high as fifteen meters or more. It is the most dangerous body of water on the planet.

            When summer comes to the southern hemisphere, the irresistible lure of the Southern Ocean as the shortest way across all Earth’s longitudes draws sailors into her depths. But it’s not just the shortest path around the world; it’s also the route Louella and Pascal were taking to get to Jupiter.

# # #

            Louella was so cold that she could barely feel her fingers wrapped around the thin safety line. She concentrated on maintaining her hold. With a moment’s loss of attention, a second’s relaxation of her grip, or any slip of her boot, she could slide into frigid waters that would drain the heat—and the life—from her in a matter of minutes.

            The ice-slick bottom of her boat, Mistrial, rolled slowly as another wave passed. She pressed her foot hard against the keel that stuck up beside her like the fin of a monstrous shark. Her position was precarious. Every shift of her weight on the overturned boat was dangerous.

            It had been so long since she last had a drink. Her mouth felt as if it were stuffed with dry cotton. As the boat crested the next wave, she saw a range of mountains on the horizon and wondered if the mountains’ melting snows produced crystal clear streams of the purest water. Her cracked lips parted at the thought.

            Had it only been a day and a half since her boat had been flipped by the storm? How many hours had it been since she’d last slept?

            The mountains had to be imaginary, just like the fleet of phantom liners that had steamed past hours before with their ball-gowned and tuxedoed passengers lining the rails and laughing at her.

            The phantoms didn’t disturb her. Hallucinations were an expected part of these extended, single-hand races. The mountains and liners were probably more vivid because of her sleep deprivation, her burning thirst, and the piercing, biting, eroding cold that burrowed through her survival suit and crept into her bones.

            There was a splash and an Orca surfaced, water streaming down its glistening black body as it nosed onto the edge of the hull.

            “I say, old girl,” the Orca said politely in British English. “Do you need a spot of help?”

# # #

            Georges Franchard’s radio call woke Pascal from his four-hour nap, hours before it was expected. Georges’s boat was over a hundred kilometers west and quite a bit north of Pascal’s current position.

            “Louella’s in trouble,” Georges said without preamble. “We think she’s twelve hundred kilometers southeast of your location. Her emergency beacon’s been beeping for a couple of hours.”

            Pascal swore as he studied the readings Georges sent him. The course he had plotted for his own boat, Mon Ami, was to have taken him around Antarctica on a more northerly route, not deep below latitude forty-nine so early in the circuit. What the devil was that damned Louella doing, going below fifty-five, where the EPIRB was insisting it was located?

            “Is there no one closer,” he asked hopefully.

            “I’m too far north and east to be able to help her,” Georges explained. “And we haven’t been able to contact Randy Holiday.”

            “Yeah, I haven’t heard from Randy for a couple of days either,” Pascal replied. Randy’s silence wasn’t unusual, since the race boats frequently dropped out of VHF range and more often were below the line of sight for a satellite link.

            “I’m turning toward her location, but Mon Ami is closer,” Georges continued. “I’ll shadow, but you’ll reach her long before I will.”

            “What about air rescue or the navy?”

            “Look at the weather map. There’s a storm swinging south of Perth, Adelaide hasn’t got an operational plane, and Mistrial’s too damn far from Christchurch.”

            Pascal knew that Georges was right. None of the land-based rescue crews could reach Louella until the storm passed, and that might take more time than she had if anything serious had happened to her boat. Although Georges hadn’t said so, the chances of there being a navy vessel nearby ranged from slight to none.

            “Merde!” As much as he disliked diverting his course and sacrificing race time, it wasn’t a matter of choice. Nor did it matter that Louella was his potential sailing partner for the Jupiter race. He knew that the nearest boat was always obligated to help any sailor who was in trouble, just as he’d want someone to rush to his aid should he find himself in danger. This was a rule all sailors had abided by since the dawn of time.

            Pascal leaned over the navigation table and plotted the fastest route to Louella’s last known location. With a little luck and being able to maintain a steady eighteen knots, he should be able to reach her in three days. But after that much exposure to the freezing weather, the chances that she’d still be alive were not even slim.

            Worse, he wouldn’t even find a body if an Orca got to it first, damn her risk-taking hide. He was as concerned about her safety as he was mad at her making him lose time.

            A glance at the latest weather map told him that there was, as Georges had said, a typhoon swinging south of Australia that would block any rescue from there. Unless it changed course the typhoon would track north of the route he could take. Weather to the southwest looked clear, although one could never be certain in the Southern Ocean, where storms could blow up in an instant.

            Mon Ami was flying under full sail with three hundred square meters of main sail, ninety on the staysail, another hundred on the jib that he’d tied down on the foredeck, and two hundred in the balloon spinnaker that caught the breeze coming across the boat’s stern.

            He would have loved to see Ami sailing like this from afar, with all the sails. It had to be a beautiful sight. Instead, he had to stand in the cockpit, staring along Ami’s twenty-three-meter length or checking the wind indicator atop her forty-meter mast.

            Mon Ami was a standard Open 70 design, nothing more than a fiberglass splinter, five meters wide and carrying far more sail than any reasonable sailor would think was even halfway rational. Had it not been for her advanced automation, the computer driven mast and keels, and the ballast tanks, no single sailor could have managed a boat this powerful. Ami was designed for ocean racing alone, and contained none of the amenities a cruising sailor would want: a toilet, for instance.

            After doffing the spinnaker and raising the jib to better catch a quartering wind, Pascal turned abruptly south and toward the dangerous lower fifties. He swore at Jerome Blacker, at JBI, at the idiocy that put him and Louella at risk in this around-the-world race. With this delay, he’d never prove his worth, his ability to be the first across the line. If he didn’t, then Blacker had every reason in the world to back out of sending him to Jupiter.

            Why had he ever suggested it?

# # #

            A day later, he recalled with some envy how pleasant those five indolent days crossing the equator had been, quite unlike the storm that now lashed his boat.

            The rain gear he wore over his warm clothing made moving about the deck awkward. He hated the sound the gear made and its chemical scent of solvents and plastic. The inside of the suit felt like a sauna. He’d love to open the front, but to crack the Velcro seals was to invite the rain, wind, and biting cold inside—a whole other order of numbing discomfort.

            What was worst about the rain gear was taking a piss, where he had to drop the front of the outer pants to get to his fly. Thankfully, once that was done he could just let go into the wind and not have to climb below to use the bucket like la noire probably had to do. Such was the advantage of men on boats. Well, for the two women in the race, Ann and Louella, it was either use the bucket or wet themselves. He’d wet himself more than once, when boat handling was paramount and dropping pants not an option. Personal cleanliness was not a grave concern when the safety of your boat was at stake.

            To reach Louella at the fastest speed possible, he was sailing with Mon Ami’s main, flying jib, and staysail. All that sail meant he had to fight to keep her from heeling too much as she crabbed up and down the high waves. The wind temperature was barely four degrees above freezing. Not as cold as it was going to get, but cold enough to make standing at the wheel a miserable experience.

            The steady rise and fall of Ami made footing treacherous. If not for his deck boots he’d probably have to lash himself to the wheel, like the wooden-ship sailors. Because of the waves and weather he wore le pieuvre diabolique, the octopus from hell, a safety harness whose straps and buckles, snaps and rings, made donning it overtop the cold weather gear an exercise in combative frustration. He hated the thing as much as he appreciated the need for it.

            A single carbon-fiber cable snaked from the harness to a D-ring in the center of the cockpit. That was all that would keep him from being swept overboard by a rogue wave or misstep. That increased safety was purchased at a disadvantage. Moving about the boat meant tethering the line to the various D-rings, much as a mountain climber would secure belay points as he progressed up a sheer cliff.

            That thought made Pascal shiver. He could never understand why anyone in their right mind would chance their lives by climbing a mountain. Hanging on a thin line off the face of a cliff even a few hundred feet up was suicidal, idiotic. A thousand feet was beyond the pale.

            Better the safer ocean and seas. Even with all its dangers, from bad weather to huge waves, one still remained reasonably and sanely close to the planet.

            Which was another point he hadn’t thought deeply about when he bravely suggested the Jupiter race. Humanity belonged on the land and sea, not in the sky.

            Just as Ami crested a wave, Pascal heard a distinct ping, the sound a highly tensioned cable makes when struck—or when it breaks. At the same moment, the boat lurched sideways as she lost wind.

            An instant later, something on the windward side began beating against the mast. He turned the wheel over to the autopilot and, after making sure that Ami was holding true to course, struggled forward. It had to be one of the cables that braced the mast.

            He hadn’t gone very far forward when he saw the problem. The middle shroud, the one attached to the mast about twenty meters above the deck, was slack enough to flail the mast. Both the top and bottom seemed connected, so it must have stretched—but that was not possible!

            Blinking against the stinging spray, he looked up and saw that halfway along the shroud’s length there were only a few stands of wire holding it together.

            The remaining two shrouds might be able handle the wind loading if those few wires separated, but he could not be certain. And, if the compensating shroud servos kept taking up the slack, there would be hell to pay. He didn’t relish the thought of a broken steel line whipping about the deck when the cable broke. Given enough force, it could wrap itself around arms, or worse, cut him in two.

            There was no choice. He had to kill the power to that servo, and then replace the cable at once. Fortunately he had another cable in the hold, along with the extra sails and other spare gear he thought he might need in this non-stop race.

            Before he could do anything, he had to come off the wind and relieve the pressure. That would cost him valuable time, but it couldn’t be avoided.

            He turned Mon Ami upwind and let the boat run close-hauled. The pitching of the deck increased now that the waves were having more influence on the motion of the boat, but that couldn’t be avoided, either. Mon Ami would continue up wind at a few knots and on a stable setting with the wind backfilling the jib and the main loose.

            With the pressure relieved, the shroud hung slack, swinging only in reaction to the boat’s movements. He quickly crawled below decks, found the breaker, and killed the power to the servos.

            He considered the situation. Replacing the shroud meant he would have to climb twenty meters above the deck. It was insanity to climb so high in such heavy seas. Too damn much like climbing a mountain.

            The fear of falling sank into the pit of his stomach. It was an icicle of fear that nearly froze him to inaction.

# # #

            “You must do it,” Georges insisted over the radio. Pascal had put the task off by asking him for a second opinion. It wasn’t cowardice, he told himself. It was the prudent thing to do.

            “It should not have broken,” he snapped angrily. “Those shrouds were less than a year old.” Of course, he should have had them tested, but somehow there hadn’t been enough time before the race.

            “I agree,” Georges replied. “But you can’t chance sailing with damaged equipment. You’ve got to replace it.”

            He knew Georges was right. The weather and waves he would face farther south would be too demanding for less-than-ideal equipment. “Perhaps I should drop sail until the storm passes,” he said, hating the words that left his mouth. “I would lose a few hours at most.”

            “Hours that Louella might need,” Georges replied too quickly. “Fix the damned shroud, Pascal. You’ve got to get to her as fast as you can.”

            Georges was right. He had no choice but to face that terrible height and try to conquer a fear it made him sick to even acknowledge.

# # #

            Pascal pulled a cable from the spares locker and returned to the wind and spray. At the mast, he unsnapped the safety line from his harness and hooked the spinnaker lift line to it. He threaded the belay line carefully through the loops, saying a prayer with each, as if each was a bead on a rosary.

            He put one foot on the boom and pulled himself up. The boat’s rolling and pitching motion was already more pronounced just two meters above the base of the mast. The higher he went, the more swing he’d have to endure.

            The thought of climbing any higher froze him more than the wind and rain, but putting it off wasn’t an option. He fought to convince himself that he only had to climb a little way and he’d be done. He pulled the line tight and, bracing his boot on the first of the sail’s tracks, pulled himself up another half meter. He let the replacement pay out behind him as he slowly climbed.

            Mon Ami’s swing became ever more pronounced as he ascended, almost nine meters from side to side at times. Only keeping a tight grip on the mast prevented his body from swinging wildly above the deck, like a flag waved by an excited child.

            Things only got harder when he reached the lower spreader. To get around it he would have to use both hands. He tried not to look down at the angry sea and tiny deck far below him.

            He secured the line before taking it in both hands, saying a brief prayer, and swinging his body to hook his leg over the spreader. He held tight to the spreader with one hand as he desperately took up the slack in his safety line with the other. When that was done, he hugged the mast in relief.

            After a few moments, he composed himself and once again began his climb. Only two meters higher, the replacement snagged behind him. No amount of tugging and pulling would free it. He cursed the gods of mechanical objects and carefully lowered himself to work it around the spreader.

            As he reached to free the snag, he glanced down and saw the deck and water swaying beneath him. His heart pounded as if it would leap from his chest. His stomach clenched, and he vomited, sending a splash of bile across the face of the mainsail. It took an effort of will to stop his bowels from releasing, but it was too late to keep from wetting himself. He was shivering; his sweat felt like ice water inside the overheated suit. He was going to die. He was going to fall. He should never have come up here. Who was screaming, he wondered?

            Slowly, the panic attack subsided, and he could once again begin to think rationally. But his gnawing, gibbering fear of heights remained. He could not stay here, his inner demon cried. He had to get back down. He had to get to safety.

            No, to come this far and stop was idiocy. Pascal took a deep breath and stood on the spreader. Carefully, deliberately, and trying to not think of the dangerous climb remaining before him, he took one careful step after another until he reached anchor point of the damaged shroud, just beneath the upper spreader. He pulled past it and then, repeating the frightening maneuver, hooked a leg and levered himself to sit on the spreader.

            Before he did anything else, he ran the end of the safety line around the mast and tied himself to it. The sway was enormous at twenty meters above the deck. Despite his years on the sea, he started to feel queasy. Each time the boat rolled forward, he felt as if he were going to continue going face over into the sea.

            He concentrated on the anchor point and shut out the motion of the boat and the long drop below—everything but the task of fastening the replacement.

            Pascal released the spare cable from his harness with one hand, only to realize that he would have to use both hands to fasten it to the mast. That meant he had to depend only on the line holding him to the mast, a line that now seemed far too thin to hold him.

            Releasing both hands was an act so simple in concept and so difficult to perform. He tried to force himself to release his hold as his eyes filled with tears of fear and frustration. His mind, always rational, was willing, but emotionally, his body knew that to let go was to invite disaster, to let go was to lose his perch and fall, fall, fall tens of meters, only to be dashed to death on the deck or, worse yet, be cast into the unkind and frigid ocean.

            No. He wasn’t going to let that happen, not after going through so much effort, facing so much fear, passing so much piss to get here. He drew in a breath, braced himself, and let go.

            He had just released the damaged shroud when the sudden pitching of the boat threw him backward, cracking his head hard against the mast and nearly dislodging his death grip on the spare cable. Only the knowledge that, if he let go of the spare, he would have to repeat the painful, horrid, miserable, pants-wetting climb once again made him hold onto it.

            On the next attempt, he synchronized his actions to the boat’s motion. He leaned forward, quickly pulled the new shroud’s end through the eye, slipped a clamp over both sides of the loop, and snapped it close. Three turns of the clamp’s screw secured it. It was done so smoothly and quickly that he was done before the boat pitched again.

            Muscles burning, and his ever-present fear still gibbering, he carefully worked his way back down to the deck.

            His arms were shaking from fatigue as he wound the cable through the servos, attached the end to the deck, and took up the slack until he could tighten it no further, even using the wrench handle as a lever on the turnbuckle. He let the length of broken cable slip into the sea.

            Pascal crawled on hands and knees to the cockpit. Fastened his harness to the cockpit’s D-ring. And then, totally exhausted, ignoring the rain, his soiled pants, and the freezing cold, collapsed on the wet deck to cry with relief and thankfulness, and to curse Louella and JBI and the planet Jupiter, curse them all to hell and gone.

# # #

            Louella wondered about the lone Orca. Didn’t they usually travel in groups? Wasn’t she too far from the seals’ feeding grounds near the Antarctic shelf, where the Orcas usually hunted?

            There was little else to think about, the Orca and her looming death. Her whole world was water, ice, hull under her, the Orca, and the bobbing orange emergency beacon.

            She figured it would take a while for either location to organize a rescue mission. Until then, she had to hang on. If the EPIRB was working. How much time did she have before a rescue plane found her? Could she stay awake for however long that took? If they couldn’t find her, then thirst and exhaustion would doom her even if she did miraculously manage to stay aboard Mistrial’s slippery hull.

            She didn’t have high hopes of rescue, even if someone were able to hear the EPIRB’s distress signal. At her last position check she’d been at 58 South, 135 West. That was over thirty-seven hundred kilometers from Perth, about the same from Adelaide, and more than fifty-five hundred from the Christchurch rescue field in New Zealand. A rescue plane launched from any of those would only have a couple of hours of fuel to spend searching before they had to return.

            Thirst would only be uncomfortable, but it would be exhaustion that did her in. The longer she was exposed to the elements, the more her strength would be sapped by the bitter cold, the angry wind, and the steady pounding of the towering waves. It was only a matter of time before the Southern Ocean took her into the sea.

            “Tell me, Sheila,” the Orca continued with an Australian accent. “Why would someone like you ever come to a place like this?”

# # #

            Louella hadn’t intended to enter the Super Grand Vendee race. She and her business partner, Scott Jamison, had been trying to raise the funds to outfit one of the ultimate British Offshore Race boats. They had a good partnership. She was the talent, the woman at the helm, the brave sailor, the pretty face of their partnership, while Scott took care of the business side.

            Scott arranged her personal appearances, got writers to ghost her articles, and constantly fed the maw of the sporting press with teasers, ticklers, and occasionally, a bit of substance about the simply fabulous Louella and her races.

            Keeping Louella’s name in the press was important. Their sponsors—at least the ones who could throw a few tens of thousands of euros toward a sailboat race—wouldn’t fund an unknown.

            Together, Scott and Louella were a marketing force that could pry funds out of every wanna-be sailing enthusiast they could reach. Corporations were Scott’s specialty. He’d already rounded up a dozen sponsors who would pay for the privilege of having their logo on the boat’s hull. Those who wanted their icon to grace a sail, especially one of the huge spinnakers, paid a small fortune. Just having a picture of the nylon billboard plastered across the front pages of newspapers and magazines around the world was an irresistible lure to corporations of a certain type. And if Louella’s boat, logo flying, were the first across the finish line, they paid a handsome bonus.

            Sponsoring their next BOR entry, Groupe FP5, and gear wouldn’t come cheap. Already the cost for even entering the competition went way beyond their initial breathtaking estimates—well over the eight-hundred thousand she needed just for the hull of the boat that would cross the starting line. The support crew who would meet them at each port, the spare parts, extra sail, two replacement masts and booms, travel expenses, and provisions would more than double that number.

            So far Scott had arm-twisted and cajoled seventy-five percent of the total they needed.

            “I think we’re limiting ourselves,” he remarked over dinner one evening in Brisbane, where they had been checking out the specifications on a new asymmetric jenniker foresail. “We’ve been concentrating on the traditional backers. You know, the global conglomerates, the networks, the web weaves, and groups like that.”

            Louella wondered what he was getting at as she picked at her scampi. The community that had any interest in sailing, especially high speed, long route sailing, was quite small, and the population of those who were willing to support it with real money was smaller yet. Competition for those few was fierce and, as far as she knew, there were no untapped sources, no new sponsors. Funds obtained from one source denied cash from that source to someone else. Half the battle, it seemed, was fought before the boats ever got launched.

            “We tried getting public support a few years back. Penny-ante donations from the clubs aren’t worth the accounting effort it takes to collect,” she said.

            “I’m not talking about going after the boat clubs,” Scott said with a smug smile. “I’m talking about hitting another class of companies.”

            Louella sighed. “There aren’t any others, Scott. We’ve hit the regional ones, the nationals, the transnationals, the internationals, and the global conglomerates. We’ve begged from everybody with money on the face of the Earth.”

            Scott grinned widely. “Yes, I agree. But there’s more than the face of the Earth.”

            “What the hell have you been drinking, Scott? Has some alien invasion force of corporate financiers landed?”

            “In a manner of speaking, yes. We’ve got an appointment with Jerome Blacker.”

            Louella shook her head. “Who?”

            “Jerome Blacker, president of Blacker Industries.” Seeing the puzzled look on Louella’s face, he continued. “You know, JBI, the Jupiter people.”

            Louella nearly spit a scampi as the name finally clicked. “Are you out of your fucking mind? Why the hell would somebody in the deep space industry fund a sailboat race?” She waved toward the ceiling. “I’d think they’d be sinking every euro they have into building more resources out there.”

            Scott nodded. “I thought the same thing, but the other day I got a strange phone call from Blacker’s secretary to set up an appointment. He was anxious to meet us, she said.”

            Louella tried to imagine why the president of JBI would be interested in meeting a couple of blue-water racers. The corporation founded by the father and run by the son was something one occasionally read about in the news, usually in conjunction with some space disaster in the Jupiter complex. Surely she would have heard if he had any interest in sailing—most of the corporate types who spent their company’s money on sponsorships were enthusiasts. But nobody in the race business had ever mentioned Blacker.

            Just the same, the call was curious, and she was not one to turn down a prospective sponsor. Not when they were short for the BOR.

            “All right, let’s give it a shot,” she said with a shrug. “A couple hundred thousand euros”—the amount they needed to round out the BOR funding—“are probably less than his company’s monthly coffee fund.”

# # #

            There had been eight people in Blacker’s waiting room. Louella recognized the three sailors immediately: Georges Franchard, Pascal Dumay, and Randy Holiday. Two of them had raced with her occasionally during the past five years, and the other was a frequent rival. All were fiercely competitive, all were world-class racers, and she knew that all of them were still struggling to get their BOR entries funded.

            “Looks like Blacker’s going to listen to us all and pick which one he sponsors for the BOR,” Scott whispered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize our appointment was going to be a shoot-out.”

            Louella shrugged. “Part of the game, Scott. Listen, you go talk to the other suits. I’ll see what I can find out from the sailors.” She went over to exchange greetings with Randy, Georges, and Pascal.

            An outsider would have seen certain hard-to-define similarities in the group of four sailors; but other sailors would have recognized them immediately. Randy and Pascal were burned brown by the sun, but Georges and Louella had started out brown by virtue of their ancestry.

            Louella was tall, tough, and heavy boned; Pascal slender; Georges muscular, with a wrestler’s build; and Randy was of only average stature and appearance. Each had their own style: Randy with his languorous drawl and deliberate movements; mercurial Pascal, who spoke in quick bursts; and phlegmatic Georges, who said little and seldom gestured.

            She’d sailed with and against them all, but knew Pascal best. He’d been a navigator on her first Whitbread and, over the years had been navigator, tactician, winch crank, or sail master on her boats. They’d once drifted demasted for days with only a bottle of water to share between them, broached a hundred thousand dollar racer in ’Frisco Bay, lost a two-million-dollar racer in the South Pacific, and survived a storm to win the Bermuda.

            She quickly learned that none of them had previously contacted JBI, nor had even considered doing so, for much the same reasons that Louella had outlined to Scott over dinner in Brisbane. All had been called around the same time as Scott.

            “Mr. Blacker will see you now,” an attractive young woman announced. Georges and Randy gave her trim figure a not-too-subtle appraisal and smiled at her. Too damn sophisticated for their tastes, Louella guessed, when the woman didn’t acknowledge their smiles.

            The man behind the massive desk was a shrunken caricature of a senior executive whose buzzard’s neck stuck out of a collar several sizes too large. Louella had expected someone younger, more dynamic and forceful-looking. Then she got it. This wasn’t Jerome Blacker; it had to be his father, the founder himself.

            Blacker’s hands were too large for his body, with swollen knuckles and mottled skin so thin you could see every vein and tendon beneath the many liver spots—a worker’s hands, she noted. They were folded in front with blunt thumbs touching and fingers interlaced. She saw the slight trembling and realized he was holding them that way to steady them.

            “My family’s built JBI from the ground up,” he began before they got settled. No handshakes here. His voice was surprisingly forceful, not at all the cracking, age-damaged squeak of a doddering oldster. “We financed the ships, constructed the stations, and started mining the moons. Made JBI a name to be reckoned with on Jupiter, by God.”

            Blacker paused and let his watery blue eyes scan the group. His mouth was set, daring anyone to disagree with his declaration. “Now my dear son has failed to convince the powers that be that we should reap the rewards of our efforts. The pissants will only let us take a fraction of my investment out of the complex. They want us to spend the rest out there, as if I was some damned economic tooth fairy.”

            Louella had been following the JBI news ever since they got the appointment. There was some sort of independence movement out at Jupiter, an attempt to develop their own economy and government. It had something to do with money and dependency on Earth, mutual trade and the like. It got hazy after that. She was a sailor, not an economist.

            Blacker continued speaking. “Our goddamned weak-kneed politicos won’t help me despite my contributions. Too unpopular, they say. That’s why you’re here. I want them to appreciate what we’ve done, and throw popular support my way. I’ve decided to appeal to the public. I want people to equate JBI with the grand traditions—risk taking, fighting at the edge of disaster, pushing the limits of possibility.”

            Scott cleared his throat. “Pardon me, sir, but the BOR isn’t exactly a risky race. Granted that it might be exciting, but there’s very little risk involved. The boats are hardly ever out of sight of each other.”

            The old man gave him a baleful stare. “Who the hell is talking about some trivial warm-water race? Waste of your talent, time, and money if you ask me.”

            There was a collective intake of breath. Louella and Scott were not the only ones to feel that they had been misled. Louella was the first one on her feet, followed quickly by the mercurial Pascal Dumay.

            “You’ve just cost us two day’s travel and God knows how many broken appointments,” she said, glaring at the old man. “If you’re not going to put up any money for the BOR, then why the hell did you invite us here?”

            “Je suis d’accord. Vous être a—” Pascal stopped abruptly and continued in accented English. “This is imposition upon us at this stage of the game. I must launch in two weeks, and still have not the money for provisions.”

            Blacker raised his hand. “I’ll pay whatever expenses you’ve incurred. Even throw in a few euros for decals on your ass if you want. Now shut up, sit down, and listen.”

            Louella and Pascal sat.

            “I want you for another race. One where you’ll carry the JBI name on your boats. I want to show the world what sort of company JBI represents. I want everyone to realize that we can achieve greatness only through great risk. I want to sponsor each of you in the next Super Grand Vendee.”

            Louella felt as if the ground had dropped away beneath her. The Super was a single-handed race around the world, 24,000 nautical miles of sailing across every line of longitude, through the absolute worst weather and water on the Earth, and returning. It was a single-hand race, so each boat, each sailor, had to be self-sufficient. There would be no landfalls, no supply ships, and no refreshing layovers allowed, save for repairs. The Super was a headlong race from start to finish, eighty-plus days and nights of continuous sailing.

            It was more than just grueling. Fifty lives had been lost over the years in the Super, most in the depths of the Southern Ocean where rescue was nearly impossible. Others had fallen victim to the open ocean’s mountainous waves, sudden storms, icebergs, and even to the ever-present danger of being run down by a freighter.

            To win the Super you had to race around the clock with little sleep, live with a constant fear of failure, put up with extreme loneliness, and endure the unrelenting physical stress of sailing a high-performance boat twenty-four hours, day after day through the baking heat of the tropics, through the bitter Antarctic weather, and back again. It was the most punishing, backbreaking test of human endurance in sailing.

            It was also an offer Louella had never dreamed of getting. The cost of outfitting one of the Vendee-class boats was way out of her reach. She’d never dreamed anyone would trust her with a boat costing that much.

            “I’ll do it,” she said at once. Pascal added his assent only a moment before Randy’s agreement.

            “I’m no damned hero,” Georges said as he stalked out of the room. “You’ll get my expense sheet tomorrow,” he shot back over his shoulder.

            “What exactly do you mean by sponsor?” Scott asked quickly. “What sort of stake are we talking about?” The usual corporate share was ten to twenty percent, and that contingent on finding enough other sponsors to foot the rest of the bill.

            Blacker scowled. “Whatever you need, just don’t get greedy. You four are the best sailors money can buy, and your skills will mean more than any fancy boat.”

            “Three,” Randy corrected, pointing at Georges’s empty chair.

            “Four,” Blacker said with a smile. “I’m certain Franchard will come to his senses in the morning.”

            Louella knew he was right. Despite his parting declaration, Georges wouldn’t back down from an opportunity to race the Super, not with the rest of them in the fleet.

            “That’s a very generous offer, sir,” Scott said carefully, “But I hope you realize how much—”

            “Do you know how much those stations on Jupiter cost?” Blacker demanded. “Thirty billion each—and that doesn’t include the upkeep, staffing, or insurance. Want to know the price of launch facilities, the shipment costs, and the hourly rates those damn pirates manning the supply elevators charge? The price of your silly little racing toys can’t compare. Tell me what you’ll need for the Super and I’ll write the checks. Just make certain that you four cross the finish line, and at least one of you gets there first.”

            A younger version of the old man entered the room. “Dad, I heard you’d come in today and—” he stopped speaking when he noticed the others, managed a smile. “Hello. I’m Jerome Blacker. Nobody told me you’d arrived.”

            The older Blacker chortled. “I told your damn fancy secretary not to bother you, Jerry. Figured you were having too much fun negotiating with those damned government sharks.” Then he turned to Louella and the others. “You all get out of here now. I want a set of your campaign plans and budget estimates on my desk by the end of the week. Find some decent boats, too. Good day.”

            He waved his hand in dismissal. His son looked as if he were going to explode.

            Which he did. Louella heard his raised voice as the door began closing. “I don’t care if you are the chairman, Dad. You can’t just promise these people—” The rest of his words were silenced by the closing door.

            “I think we’d better hurry if we want to get that check,” Scott said softly as he took his briefcase and coat from the slender secretary.

            Randy lingered a moment longer to get his own coat, but still got no smile from Blacker’s fancy assistant.

# # #

            Old Blacker and a much younger man had shown up at the race party two nights before the start of the British Ocean Race, and joined Louella at her table. Things were going well. The aptly named Randy was alternating attentions between his wife and his mistress. Georges was in deep conversation with his fiancé. Scott was giving a German groupie some serious attention. As for Louella, she was flirting outrageously with a muscular pair from the Australian crew. Pascal, arm around one of his buddies, was singing what she supposed were bawdy ballads in a dialect of French that no one else seemed to understand.

            “Damn, wish I were eighty years younger.” The old man sighed with a nod toward Randy. “Course, back then I was more interested in making money than chasing tail. Good thing, too: JBI would never have grown the way it has if I’d been distracted.”

            “What brings you here,” Scott asked as he peeled himself away from the German groupie’s tight embrace and joined the conversation.

            “Not that we aren’t glad to see you, of course.” Louella added tactfully.

            “Decided you all needed a little help with the real race. This is Alex Humei, one of our engineers,” he nodded toward the dark young man beside him.

            “Sdras, at du.” The youngster’s accent was thick enough to cut with a knife. Louella guessed it wasn’t French, Indian, or Russian, nor one of the Germanic tongues.

            “He’s down from Jupiter,” Blacker said with a put-upon expression, “And talks like it.”

            “I am… engineer of ships,” Alex said carefully. She could tell he was straining hard to keep the Jupiter patois, a mixture of English, French, German, Russian, and Hindi, out of his speech. “I build Jupiter boats.”

            “He means our atmospheric floaters,” Blacker said, and a wistful expression crossed his face. “Damn, I wish I were young enough to sail on one.” He let out a mordant laugh. “The launch would probably kill me, though. Not that my damn son would even let me try.”

            The mention of sailing was all Louella needed to hear. “Is sailing on Jupiter dangerous,” she asked.

            The old man didn’t give Alex a chance to answer. “If you ask me, everything out there is too damn civilized now. Elevators from orbit to the stations, settlements on all of the moons, regular transport from the inner system—I tell you, Jupiter’s turned into another damn suburb of Earth now. Hardly a frontier any more.”

            “Still, is dangerous,” Alex said quietly. “Lose dozens peoples a year. Mistake can destroy floater in instant. To sail there, is not for those who can’t live with fear.”

            Louella found herself taking a sudden liking to this husky lad. “What’s it like to be on one of those deep atmosphere ships?” She was curious about the vessels he built. They were a cross between a submarine and a dirigible and floated on the interface between sharply divided pressure gradients within Jupiter’s deep atmosphere. At that level of the atmosphere there were only two gravities, a load that most humans could bear, unlike the massive gravity well at the bottom. That is, if there were a bottom at all.

            She’d seen a picture of one with its long, diamond-fiber keel that balanced the pressure on the massive sails. The sails were tough metal atop a structure that appeared to be a submarine the size of a blimp. The sailors rode inside and piloted blind across the windy vastness to reach their destinations. Despite their differences, they were still recognizably sailboats.

            To a blue-water sailor like her, the idea of sailing across the surface of the largest planet in the solar system was intriguing.

            “Sailing there a
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