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It will be so good to test the life forms on this planet, the alien master thought. He quivered in excitement, his flat, fist-sized gray body attached securely in the middle of its host’s back. There are so many and they are very dexterous and strong. And young. So many young...

The host studied a large monitor covering the entire forward wall. Its small dark eyes, sunken under protruding brows, smoldered with eager anticipation. The host was a shaggy, green-haired anthropoid from a distant planet. He couldn’t remember what it looked like, and only felt eager for the rest replacement hosts would give him. His only memories were working on the ship and with his host. And his name. They called him Denbra. Or he was a denbra, he couldn’t remember which. 

The denbra and his kreon master watched as the planet’s single large moon eclipsed the orb, the planet filled with life and promise. At an order from its master, the anthropoid reached for the controls with gnarled fingers. They had mounted the control panels around a central round core. There were five control stations, where five kreons, each with their hosts, stood. 

The planet came into sharper focus. Data scrolled with irritating slowness along one side of the monitor. The kreon viewed large blue patches of water, spots of green and brown landforms, and white ice and snow under swirling, moisture-laden clouds. All good signs, the master thought hungrily. His body shivered again with excitement.

But they are also intelligent. More intelligent than our normal hosts, another master argued, her thoughts relaying to all in the control room. Her host’s fingers were stiffly curled. Its motions were deliberate, slow, and sometimes clumsy. The female master pulsated as she lay on her host’s back, centered between its shoulder blades. She knew if there had been other hosts, these old ones—the denbra—would have been retired and allowed to live on a suitable planet until their lives ceased. 

However, the masters—the kreon—couldn’t release them. There were no new hosts. They had searched worlds and found beings. However, those beings didn’t have the means to work the controls or the locomotion—legs—to transport the masters from place to place easily. Others were not compatible. But now? This world surely had beings they could use. 

I want us to gather information about the dominant life-form. If they are viable to be hosts, they will supply all we need. And with so many, we’ll be able to replicate. Rebuild our race. It has been so long. We have been deprived so long! The hairy arms of the denbra reached for more controls, turned one of them too far and caused the picture to retreat.

You clumsy beast! The master beat into the denbra’s brain. They had to get new hosts. The kreon studied the read-outs through denbra eyes that sometimes didn’t see clearly. We’ll go down into a remote area and plot our strategy to get these new hosts. He forced his denbra to clench its fingers so tightly it moaned in pain. Lay in a course to the continent at the south pole of the planet. There are very few of these creatures there, which will make it easier to experiment on them when we’re ready. 

Yes, sir, the other kreons answered. The female kreon directed her denbra to boot up the computer. She had to figure out exactly where on the cold continent they were going to begin their invasion. 
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Dr. Richard (Rick) Wilson stood on a pier, studying the behemoth resting serenely in the Naval Station harbor in the Puget Sound. Despite it being stripped of outer decorations and insignia, the submarine amazed him in its size, and powerful in the smooth lines of its hull. A whale without eyes, it remained a child of the sea. At a three hundred and sixty foot length and thirty-three foot beam, something this large could carry scientists all over the world. They could study places previously unknown or inaccessible. 

Wilson also considered himself a child of the sea. From Hawaii, the ocean had always been his friend. He felt kinship with the waves and the wind. Average height, he had the physical attributes of a swimmer—lithe and lean. He wore his long, medium brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. Streaks of gray hinted at more than a few years out of college. He balanced on the balls of his feet, like a runner waiting for the starting pistol. Something in this harbor waited to happen. Wilson felt a keyed-up energy building inside. 

There were other boats in the harbor, some diesel, a few others nuclear. Wilson only had eyes for this boat, an LA class nuclear submarine recently decommissioned. The nuclear fuel canisters had been removed. The missiles were also gone, but everything else remained intact.

“I always hate seeing one of these boats decommissioned and hauled away for scrap,” Admiral Drumwright muttered out of one side of his mouth. The other side shredded a half-smoked cigar. He leaned against the rail, his khaki jacket barely covering his slightly oversized stomach.

Wilson’s intense blue eyes shone. He envisioned the submarine as a research vessel that could dive on its own and house scientists with different specialties. They could fulfill many missions. His boat would be self-contained, not tethered to a ship on the surface and beholden to the weather and seasons. A boat like this could do much to learn about the mysterious ocean. “I can’t do a thing about the former, but I would sure like to do something about the hauling away part.”

“What are you babbling about, Rick?” A slight Southern drawl punctuated the admiral’s voice that thirty-plus years of service couldn’t quite erase. 

“I could take her off your hands.” The spring in Wilson’s chest continued tightening.

Drumwright laughed. “You’re joking, right?”

Wilson shook his head. “I have tried for a half-dozen years to finance building a research submarine.”

“I know. Not enough money. Something like that from scratch costs a pretty penny.”

“But that hulk down there is only worth scrap now. How much is steel, iron, rubber, and plastic going for these days?” 

Drumwright gazed at his companion. “Are you serious?”

“Never more serious in my life. I can take that beautiful hulk and make it a research submarine. It will do what no one with their drone submersibles and dinky surface vessels could dream of doing.”

Drumwright tossed the cigar into the bay. “You and what navy?” He sighed. “There is no precedence.”

“Jacques Cousteau bought a decommissioned World War II minesweeper and converted it into Calypso.” 

“Helluva big difference.”

Wilson could tell by the tone of the admiral’s voice the three-star had not dismissed his dreams. “I know, Admiral, but I need to at least try. The government spends billions on new subs. I only want a chance to build something to study what we’ve been so blithely taking advantage of and polluting.”

“I know what you’re saying, Rick, but let me play devil’s advocate for a moment.”

Wilson frowned. 

Drumwright pulled out another cigar but didn’t light it. “Suppose you get her and suppose you install all the equipment you have listed on paper. Who’s going to drive your new toy?”

Wilson expected all kinds of arguments, but not this one. Water slapped against the dark sides of the sub in a cadence resembling music. He bristled at the term ‘toy,’ but he knew the admiral considered all aspects of an idea. “I really haven’t thought too far in advance. I’ve just felt my dream and my life slipping away, trying to get something like this.”

“You’re young, Rick. Be patient.”

“How the hell can I be patient? When I see the news, when I read the journals, I know the answers are down there. The ocean contains knowledge, life, and healing, but nukes and missiles are more important.”

“Not fair, Rick, even if there’s some truth to what you’re saying.”

“So why discuss anything like personnel when I can’t even get a boat?” He ran one hand through his hair. The wind had loosened strands from his ponytail, making them float in front of the crystal blue eyes described like ice by friends and enemies alike. His most recent girlfriend said they were like the ocean. He liked that.

Wilson pulled back his errant hair and tightened the rubber band. Long fingers gripped the railing, and he sucked in his already flat gut. 

“Get a haircut and you won’t have to keep pulling it back,” Drumwright growled.

Wilson laughed. The admiral’s hat mostly hid his bald dome. Drumwright had been an instructor during Wilson’s last two years at the naval academy. He had announced his retirement off and on for the past ten years. They would have to throw his butt out of the service or carry him out on a gurney. “Unique suits me,” Wilson replied. 

“You’d be unique even if you were still wearing a uniform. So, who would you get to run your boat?”

“Are you saying I might have a snowball’s chance in hell of even getting something like this?”

Drumwright massaged his lower back and then leaned on the railing. “I haven’t put in my retirement papers yet. I think your idea of refurbishing a decommissioned boat is a damned good one. Can’t figure why I didn’t think of it before. Yeah, I think you can get your submarine. I have some favors to call in, too.”

Wilson sucked in his breath, not daring to hope. “You mean it, Admiral?”

“Of course, I mean it! I’ve never BS’ed you before. I had you in my sights for a long time as a contract scientist for the Navy.”

Wilson nodded. “I know you wanted me to stay in the Navy, but I wanted more freedom.” He stayed in for his obligatory six years. Then he had been a scientist at several research facilities for almost twenty years. His ideas and theories formed during that time. Now he worked on his own. His few backers were getting impatient. 

Drumwright grunted. “Damned straight, I wanted you to stay Navy, but it’s all in the past. You get your proposal ready and I’ll put a temporary restraint on this grand old girl being hauled across the harbor for the submarine recycling program. But even though she’s had some of her systems stripped, you still can’t hire just anyone to drive her.”

Wilson had his own ideas, but he wanted to hear the admiral’s thoughts first. “Who would you suggest?”

“You can’t hang out a ‘help wanted’ sign. Can’t have a tuna boat skipper in the control room.”

“I won’t consider retired Navy.”

“I agree. They’d be too old or too worn out to care about your mission.”

“Exactly. But if someone loves submarine service that much, they still wouldn’t want to give up their commission for a pitiful salary. Or a terrible retirement package.” Wilson sighed.

Drumwright’s round face broke into a smile. “What if they remain in the service? If someone ever started a war, they could get jerked up for active service, but still have a naval retirement in the future. And...”

Wilson ground his teeth. “The Navy would have me on a leash!”

Drumwright peeled off the wrapper of his cigar.

“Those are bad for you, Admiral.”

Drumwright snorted. “So’s living in a tin can.” He lit the cigar and puffed out the blue-gray smoke. “Rick, I don’t think you’d ever be able to tell everyone to go to hell. You don’t have a big enough bank account. You need the best for a project like this, and the big guns are the ones who train the best.”

“So, I have to dance with the Navy and kowtow to the war department,” Wilson snapped. 

“To a certain extent. Homeland Security, too.”

“I will not play errand boy to get a qualified crew,” Wilson growled. 

“You only need a few good ones at the top. Many of the sailors will be more willing to switch over. Consider, too, you won’t have the same restrictions as a Navy boat.”

“Captain, Executive Officer, and Chief of Boat?” Wilson suggested. 

Drumwright nodded. “I think we should handpick the head of each division and let them do the recruiting. With you and me having the final say.”

Wilson gaped. “You’ll help me with that, too?”

Drumwright shrugged. “There are perks to being an old, fat naval desk jockey.”

Wilson gazed at the submarine floating in front of him with fresh eyes. He began seeing possibilities. “I wouldn’t need a full complement, since this won’t be a warship. Some of the crew would be scientists.”

“Not a done deal yet, Rick, but get your proposal ready. Oh, and think of where you want to park this old jalopy. We need to find a shipyard where you can work on your baby, and one that won’t charge you an arm and a leg to keep her parked for at least a year.”

Wilson determined it would be less than a year. “Where do I get a nuclear reactor?”

Drumwright gave a full-throated laugh now. “Amazon?” At Wilson’s scowl, he coughed. “Look at government contracts. I thought you had a waterjet propulsion.”

“I do, but it still relies on nuclear power to run it and they have hauled all the cells out. Not enough resources to more than plan it out on paper and in computer simulators. I’ll probably need to use an old propulsion unit in the interim.”

“Let’s get the boat and then we can tackle the other problems,” Drumwright proposed. 

“Yes, sir!”

The admiral smiled around his cigar. “Wish we’d thought of this before. Would have loved seeing this beautiful beast put out to sea.”

“You will, Admiral. You will.”

Drumwright remained silent. Wilson glanced at him, but the older man stared at the seagulls wheeling and screeching near the pier. 

“Would tomorrow morning be soon enough to bring you the proposal?” Rick asked. 

“Huh? Oh, sure.” The admiral knocked the cigar ash off. “Bring it by my office as soon as you’re done.”

“Thanks, Admiral!”

Drumwright nodded. 

Wilson took one last look at the submarine, then ran to his car. Within minutes, he returned to his studio apartment, one hand booting up his computer and the other grabbing a paper and pen. 
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Lt. Commander Lee Zuved sat ramrod straight in the restaurant booth. Not every day, a three-star admiral invited him to lunch.

Drumwright squeezed in across from him. He wheezed slightly, but still pulled out a cigar. The older man stuck it in his mouth, glaring at the server. She glared back. The admiral didn’t light his cigar.

Lee wiped away his smile before the Admiral noticed. Why had the admiral invited him here? Lee had taken classes from Drumwright during his academy days and knew the man didn’t do a thing without a good reason.

“What are you going to have, Commander? My treat.”

“Cup of coffee will be fine, sir.”

Drumwright snapped his fingers, and the server came over. “I would like your quarter pound steak burger, onion rings, and a cup of coffee, fresh. The commander will have the same.” He glanced over to Lee. “Or would you rather have French Fries?”

“Uh, well. I guess French Fries, sir.”

“Good.”

“You’ll have it in a few, gentlemen.” She sauntered away. 

“I imagine you want to know why I asked you to meet with me.”

“Yes, sir.” Understatement, thought the younger man. 

“You are on the Tulsa, right? Executive Officer?” 

Lee figured the admiral already knew that, but he answered, “A year and a half, Admiral.”

“You were instrumental in the recovery of an unmanned submersible near the Puerto Rico Trench. Sent a grapple through a forward torpedo tube and snagged the submersible before it slid too far down the shelf, I understand.”

“Whatever’s in Tulsa’s log, sir.” Lee gave the pat answer. 

“But you were on duty and you figured out how to snag it.” Drumwright chomped on his cigar. 

He remembered the reprimand he got from the captain. Lee had experimented, using a grapple at the end of the rod he and the chief of the boat had shoved out of the forward tube. He didn’t like the idea of emulating a SEAL commando, but the ‘Rube-Goldberg’ device caught the rear elevation plane of the submersible. It also did damage to the tube and the bow torpedo room because there had been no way to shut the tube while they pulled the submersible out of danger. The damage rendered the boat out of commission for almost a week while making repairs. The official report stated the submarine accomplished the rescue of a valuable piece of scientific equipment. Lee said nothing.

“I haven’t reached three-star without being able to read between the lines. You were also up for promotion last year.”

“Standard, sir, after serving in rank....”

Drumwright waved his hand in dismissal. “Yes, yes, I know.”

“Not expecting anything, sir.”

“You are rather young to be a full commander.” 

He wished the admiral would cut to the chase. From his previous experiences with the man—not only at the academy but also at sub-school, he knew Drumwright didn’t speed through anything.

Drumwright pulled out a piece of paper from his coat pocket and opened it. “Let’s see. Academy with honors, especially in your major. Sub school, served on three nukes, made it to Lt. Commander by the age of thirty and then stagnant for almost four years. My ears have heard they slated you to skipper one of the new diesel class boats when they get them built. If they get them built.” The admiral snorted.

Lee stiffened but said nothing. His captain mentioned he qualified for duty on a smaller submarine. It would be a way to get command and get out of the hair of a man who clearly didn’t care for him. It would be a new sub, mainly doing surveillance, the minor jobs beneath the abilities of big nukes like the Los Angeles and Virginia class boats. Lee didn’t know how he felt about it. One moment it felt like a demotion, another like a new opportunity, and another like it took him farther and farther from his interest in science. He even broached the subject of the new subs being used for research. Hell, they had practically laughed at him. 

Drumwright brought him out of his thoughts. 

“You majored in science in the academy. Why did you pick the silent service?”

“Subs fascinated me as much as science. I think there should be a way to combine the two. Also, Captain Burkhardt gave a very convincing recruitment speech.”

Drumwright guffawed. “Burke always gave a convincing speech.” He sobered quickly. “I noticed you checked into the progress of the new research sub Doc Wilson is refitting.”

So, the admiral or someone under him checked out hits on the computer. “I didn’t know those kinds of internet activities were monitored. But, yes, it would be a genuine breakthrough if someone could put together a full-sized exploration submarine and do research. I hear Doctor Wilson named it already—Sea Dragon? It’s been used before, but it's a good name.”

“Regardless, it’s on the registration files,” Drumwright replied. 

“I understand it’s hit a snag.”

The admiral waved his cigar in the air. “If you are aware, even the big nukes hit snags.” 

The server brought their plates and coffee. “Anything else, sir?”

“We’re fine, miss.” Drumwright shoved his unlit cigar in his pocket. The server left. “You want to examine the Sea Dragon? Then you can determine for yourself if Wilson is spinning his wheels or if he really has his breakthrough.”

Lee squirted ketchup on the plate and then blew on a fry. “Yes, sir. I would, but I need to report back to my boat by seventeen hundred hours.”

“Lucky for you, the Dragon’s down at the Puget Sound shipyard. Eat your lunch, Commander, then we’ll take a quick drive.” Drumwright squeezed mustard on his plate for the onion rings. 

Lee ate some fries while they were still hot and wondered at this highly unorthodox meeting. Admiral Drumwright always had the reputation for unorthodox ideas. He had been a successful boat driver, popular with the men under him, a fantastic teacher, as well as a great lobbyist. Nothing official. Just when he thought something benefited the Navy, he grabbed on to it like a bulldog and didn’t let go. 

The smell of the fried onions wafted over to his side of the table and Lee wished he had let the admiral get those for him. The burger tasted good, but nerves kept him from finishing it. More than half of the meal on his plate testified to his anxiety. 

“To-go box, please,” Drumwright called out. The admiral had finished his meal. Nothing but a dollop of mustard remained. “We need to go. You can finish yours later. A mid-afternoon snack.”

Lee wondered why the forty-plus-year naval officer hadn’t retired yet. The man had to be in his seventies. Then he wondered if the new research sub had anything to do with it. “Thanks for the meal, Admiral. Let me at least lay down the tip.”

“Well, I guess I can let you do that.”

They strode out of the restaurant, and Drumwright motioned him to his car. “I’ll have someone bring you back to get your car when we’re done. I want to talk in the relative privacy of my jalopy. Sit in front.”

Before him sat an older model Cadillac. When Lee opened the front door, it gave a mighty groan. He sat down, the to-go box warm on his lap. He ran his hand through his dark brown hair before putting his cap back on.

“I have read your records and remember you vaguely from sub school.” Drumwright chuckled. He drove with both elbows on the steering wheel while he lit his cigar. “You got into a couple of scuffles during your academy days.”

“Yes, sir. Mostly wrong assumptions about my heritage. I look Native American, but I’m eastern European. And no fights since then.”

“I know.”

“Admiral, permission to speak freely?”

“Go ahead, Commander.”

“What the hell is all this about?”

“I would like to wait to answer your question, my boy. Until you’ve seen the boat.”

Something more than curiosity about his past triggered Drumwright’s interest. 

“So, what have you found out about this project?” Drumwright asked.

“Not much, sir, despite the curiosity surrounding it. It surprised me when the Navy sold the boat to Dr. Wilson.”

“Do you think the Navy should have sold a former ballistic nuke to a scientist?”

“I can’t make a judgement as to the abilities of Dr. Wilson to convert something that massive. But I agree the LA’s are damned fine boats to just be cut to scrap.”

“I agree with you, Commander. To Wilson’s credit, he didn’t explode when they attached a few strings to the sale. He just smoldered.”

There were several minutes of silence, each man to his own thoughts. 
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They neared the Puget Sound shipyard. Several ships waited in dry dock in various stages of repair. Then he saw a submarine. It looked like any other LA class boat, but as they drove closer, Lee could see differences. 

Mainly, he noticed open spaces. “Do you know what’s taking the place of the missiles, sir?” 

Drumwright parked. “I believe Rick is dividing the area into research pods. He’s got lots of ideas but understands the reality of the space he’s inherited.”

Lee nodded. The substantial change would have to be inside. The submarine no longer served as a war machine. He felt the power of the boat’s history and the men who had served her.  

“Let’s go aboard. No officer of the deck since this is a decommissioned vessel.”

“Doesn’t Dr. Wilson keep any guards?”

The admiral chuckled. “There’s people here.” He pointed to a figure up on the sail. “My people. Wilson spends most of his time dreaming, planning, and putting his new baby together.”

A tall, burly, dark-skinned man stood guard on the sail of the submarine. Lee guessed this man had been a Chief Petty Officer—maybe even a Chief of the Boat. Yes, definitely a COB. He wore standard camo fatigues and held a set of binoculars in one hand. A pistol was holstered on his hip. The man peered at him, but Lee passed muster by his association with the admiral. 

“Keeping out the riff-raff, Bates?” Drumwright asked. 

“Trying to, sir. Haven’t had to toss anyone in the bay yet.” Bates had a deep-from-the-diaphragm laugh. 

He addressed Bates, who acted as the Officer of the Deck. “Commander Lee Zuved, coming to see Dr. Wilson.”

“Welcome aboard, Commander.” 

“Thanks, Chief.” 

Bates grinned. “How’d you know, sir?”

Lee returned the smile. “You have the Chief Petty Officer look.”

“I’ll let Dr. Wilson know you are here.”

Drumwright shook his head. “I’ll introduce Commander Zuved when we get down there.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“After you, Commander.”

Lee climbed through the bridge cockpit and down to the control room. The absence of electronic and surveillance noises disconcerted him. One of the partially bare walls made the room appear spacious. Newly installed computers lined the other wall, more streamlined than the originals and quieter. 

“Welcome aboard, Admiral.” A dark-haired young man in jeans and a tee-shirt greeted them. 

“Thanks, Corry. This is Commander Zuved from the Tulsa.” 

The man reached out to shake Zuved’s hand. “I’m Corry Ikeda, the head computer tech for this project.” Corry pointed in front of him. “Doc’s that way.”

Beyond the control room, Lee and Drumwright found Dr. Wilson. He straddled something appearing similar to a torpedo, but with differences. The metal nose peeled open like the petals of a flower. A rod shot out, landing on the floor with a clang. The end contained something resembling a prosthetic hand. It opened, then closed. Wilson cursed, but it didn’t open again. 

Lee recognized it—a remote rescue system similar to what he had jury-rigged a year ago—except he didn’t have a prosthetic hand. So, someone had paid attention, but Wilson’s efforts were unsuccessful. The idea the scientist felt this contraption had merit gratified Lee. 

Drumwright stayed uncharacteristically quiet. “Perhaps it would be more successful with a grappling-style hook, depending on the aim of the shooter. Maybe a magnet for metal objects.” 

Wilson jerked up in surprise. “Don’t sneak up on me like that!” He frowned at the admiral. “I thought I told you I didn’t want any of your...”

“My boy, don’t bite the hand feeding you, so to speak.”

Wilson glared at Lee. The commander stood stiffly but said nothing. 

“Just so happens this is the man who gave you the idea for this contraption. Jury-rigged, but it saved a very costly submersible.”

“Lee Zuved, Doctor. I serve as executive officer on the Tulsa.” He held out his hand. Wilson took it.

“Under Marcum Skoren? My condolences, sir.” He glanced at Lee’s insignia. “Commander, welcome aboard.”

He ignored the jibe at his commanding officer, refusing to indulge in gossip. “Renaming her Sea Dragon?”

“I know the Chinese have, or had, a vessel of the same name, and so have we, but I think it’s going to fit.” Wilson’s eyes darted to Drumwright and then back to Lee. “Why are you here?”

“The admiral asked me if I wanted to see your boat and I said yes.”

Drumwright finally spoke up. “Commander Zuved has also been keeping up with your progress.”

Lee frowned, feeling such information to be his own business.

“I don’t think you could do better to get Commander Zuved as your boat driver,” Drumwright stated. 

“What?” Lee and Wilson said at the same time. 

“I’m not old enough to retire,” he said, still surprised. 

Drumwright laughed. “You wouldn’t be retired. Navy has a small chunk of this boat, as I figured they would. They are requiring—rather demanding the command team be at least reserve naval officers. I’m trying to keep you on active status.”

“Commander Zuved? Scuttlebutt says you’re slated for one of those non-nuke boats supposedly being built,” Wilson added. 

Were there any secrets? “Supposedly.” Lee steered the conversation away from that touchy subject. “How long will it be before her launch?”

“A year,” Drumwright replied. “Long enough for you to be promoted to full commander.”

He snorted. “I think hell will freeze over first.”

“You’re eligible, son. Lot of the captains are retiring. Some are getting promoted. Young blood coming up.”

“Do I get a say in this?” Wilson asked, wiping greasy hands on a towel. 

“Of course,” Drumwright replied. 

Wilson looked Lee up and down for a moment. “Are you interested, Commander? Just to warn you, I am irascible, impatient...”

Drumwright harrumphed. “Rick...”

“Okay, I am impatient with incompetents all the time. Impatient with progress a lot; it’s never fast enough, but I know the virtues of meticulous study. I will be on the boat for all of her missions...”

“When not being forced to politic,” Drumwright added. 

“Kissing the feet of others. I need to get this project out of dry dock,” Wilson snapped. 

“Commander Zuved’s major field at the academy included science,” Drumwright interjected. 

“Oh? Why did you go into submarine school then?”

“Equal love. I felt I could get more of both worlds in a sub.”

Wilson nodded. “Well, for what it’s worth, I will be here on most missions. If you choose to take this position, I will leave boat operations to you and whoever the executive officer ends up being.”

The job interested him. Very much. “Yes, I would like to skipper your boat, but I also want my back door left open. Knowing how fickle the government is.”

Wilson nodded. “I don’t think we need to publicize this right now. I’m also looking for a good Executive Officer. If you have any suggestions for an XO, I’ll consider them.” He paused, rubbing his chin. “I also want to leave my back door open, so you won’t be insulted if I do a background check, will you?”

Drumwright handed the scientist a manila envelope. “Here, this should have everything.”

No surprise to Lee. “We will also need a good Chief of Boat, as well.”

Wilson rolled the envelope up and shoved it into his back pocket. “Haven’t worked really hard on personnel yet. I know who I’m going to approach for the scientific crew, but I’ll give you and the admiral free rein on the command crew.”

“They’ll have to be cleared, Doctor.”

Wilson waved his hand and then pushed some of his errant hair out of his eyes. “Of course.”

Lee gazed around at the open spaces. “How much input would I have on refit, Doctor?”

“I’ll take any suggestions under consideration,” Wilson replied. 

Drumwright cleared his throat. “Commander, I will be liaison between your current assignment and this boat. Keep a low profile for now.”

“Of course, and I understand.” Lee turned to Dr. Wilson. “I look forward to working with you.”

Wilson chuckled. “With some of the hoops I have to jump through, I wouldn’t hold my breath for it to happen soon.”

“Hopefully, in a year, she’ll be ready.” 

“You have a spare nuclear reactor in your pocket?” Wilson asked.

He grinned. “No. The admiral will have to help you with that.”

“By damn, I’ll get one,” Drumwright thundered. “Keep your shirt on!”

Lee glanced at his watch. “I hope you gentlemen will excuse me. I would love to look over the entire sub, but I don’t want to be late reporting to my boat.” 

“Glad to meet you, Commander.”

“You, too, Doctor. By the way, I have someone in mind for an executive officer, but I need to talk to him privately first. You trust me?”

Wilson nodded. “Feel free, just so long as I don’t start seeing headlines in the papers.”

“You won’t.”

“I need to get back to work requisitioning a nuclear reactor,” the admiral said. “I’ll drive you back to your car, Commander.”

“Yes, sir. Thanks.” As he climbed back up the sail ladder, he felt lighter of heart than he had at the beginning of the day. Lee stood on the bridge for a moment. The planes stuck out like eagles’ wings. His own boat. His own command! Could he do it? He knew from rumor Wilson involved himself deeply in all of his projects, but Drumwright seemed capable of bringing the scientist down to Earth. And then Lee remembered the man’s promise to leave the driving to him. He believed he would. 

“Second thoughts, Commander?”

“Only about my ability to do the job.” 

“I wouldn’t have brought you here if I didn’t think you were capable.”

“Thanks, Admiral.” 

Drumwright relit his cigar. “I will keep you up on everything happening with Sea Dragon. You go chasing off after your ideal executive officer.”

“Yes, sir!” 
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Chapter Five
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Lieutenant Commander Guion Macon, the highest ranking black officer on the submarine, Chattanooga, gazed at the note in his hand. He hadn’t heard from his friend, Lee Zuved, for half a year, about the time they got together to celebrate Macon’s position as an executive officer. They had toasted, swapped stories, and enjoyed themselves thoroughly. Macon could tell life had been tense for his friend, but Lee didn’t gripe. Macon chose not to pry.  

The note included an invitation for dinner and drinks. Lee must have checked his boat’s schedule. Macon looked in the tiny mirror. His dark brown face and hazel eyes, along with his well-toned body, were ready for a night on the town with his best academy buddy. 

Walking to Communications, Macon responded to the note. 

***
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TWO WEEKS LATER, MACON scowled at the sign softly glowing in front of him. Lee picks an exclusive club to have dinner and drinks? 

As he approached the door, a rotund, middle-aged man in a fancy red and gold uniform stepped in front of him. “Do you have a reservation, sir?”

“I came by invitation.”

“Under what name?”

“Zuved.”

“Yes, sir. Zuved and Drumwright. Please follow me.”

Drumwright? He recognized the name. What would a three-star want with him and Lee? 

The man opened the door and motioned him ahead. Inside, the doorman pointed toward a small room. When Macon walked through the narrow doorway, he saw Lee alone at a table. Sliding into an elegant, richly
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