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    To Master Chief Paul Edward Wright who
stepped up when others stepped back
stood his post for 22 years in war and peace
brought thousands of aircraft aboard
never wavered in his duty or patriotism
was a good husband, father, brother, and man
steady on an ocean that was not ever steady
was loud and proud US Navy

      

    



  	
        
            
            If you wonder what freedom costs visit Arlington, these brave men are just a few of the heroes that gave that final ultimate sacrifice for freedom and the country. President Lincoln said it best we cannot hallow this ground, the brave men who fell here hallowed beyond our poor power to add or detract. In that sacred ground lie airmen, seamen, soldiers and a President. That's the cost of freedom.  
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Manganese

By E.H. Lester
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The  crew launched from Port Aransas, Texas, same as a thousand shrimpers before them. The sun was already trying to cook the shoreline, turning the aluminum rails on the dock into branding irons. Most of the old shrimp boats stayed tied up now, their hulls fading to chalky pastels. Imported shrimp had gutted the domestic fleet — cheaper, always available, and tasting like they’d been raised on boredom. Folks still said domestic Gulf shrimp were sweeter, meatier, honest... but honesty doesn’t pay the fuel bill.

Some days the Gulf gave you treasure. Some days it gave you trash. Once the crew hauled up a whole VW Bug in their net — a rust-gnawed relic from some storm-tossed misadventure. The captain kept it. Said he felt sorry for it, sitting down there alone in the dark like a forgotten soul. The others said it was time for him to retire. He just spat over the rail of Delilah’s Wake and said, “My boat. I’ll retire when it suits me.”

Delilah’s Wake wasn’t the prettiest boat in the harbor, but she had a kind of stubborn grace — a survivor’s grace. Her paint was sun-bitten, her rails dented, her wheelhouse patched with three different decades of carpentry, but she rode the water like she remembered better days. Folks said she was named after a woman the captain once loved, or maybe a storm he barely outran, or maybe both. Nobody asked twice.

And now she was about to carry a crew not after shrimp, not after fish, but after something deeper — minerals, metals, secrets — the kind of things that sleep on the ocean floor and don’t appreciate being awakened. But the shrimp they had already caught would be sold along the western coast of Florida and they would be outfitted by the Marina at Charlotte’s Harbor once they bid farewell to the captain’s customers, who had always been there for him. Tiller, the marina owner, had outfitted a new deep sea exploration vessel with 8 Deep Submersible Robotic Vessels (DSRV’s) he would share in the loot until the investment in the vehicles was paid off and then he would sell  Captain Morgan the vessel and continue as a partner.

Tiller, who owned two marinas, purchased a deep-sea exploration vessel outright — no partners, no syndicate, no committee of nervous men peering over spreadsheets. Just Tiller, a pen, and a signature that made the bankers sit up straighter. He outfitted the vessel with eight DSRVs, each one capable of dropping to the abyssal plain and fetching manganese nodules, cobalt crusts, and whatever other metals the ocean had been quietly growing for millions of years.  The Appalachians — born more than 300 million years ago, when ancestral North America slammed into Africa. Once Himalayan-high, now worn down to old bones.

The Rockies — lifted between 80–55 million years ago, pushed up by deep crustal forces rather than a clean continental collision. And the rivers carried them to the seas grain by grain, Captain Horatio Morgan and Tiller meant to retrieve that bounty from the Continental shelf and the ledge.

It was a $100-plus-million gamble, and the moment the number hit daylight, most investors stepped back like they’d touched a hot rail. Too much risk. Too much unknown. Too much ocean. But Tiller didn’t even bat an eye — a trick he’d learned from his friend Captain Wright, who once said, “If you’re going to stare down a storm, don’t let it see you blink.”

Tiller had that same stillness. That same unhurried confidence. He didn’t talk big. He didn’t brag. He just moved forward, and the world moved out of his way.

The vessel — a long, steel-boned beauty with a hull meant for weather and a deck meant for work — became the flagship of a new kind of frontier. Not Mars. Not the Moon. Not some mythic red desert. This frontier was wet, crushing, dark, and real. And Tiller intended to claim it the way Gulf men claim anything worth having: with sweat, stubbornness, and a refusal to be impressed by danger.

The crew of Delilah’s Wake watched him from the deck of Diane One, at Charlotte’s Harbor, shading their eyes against the glare. They knew Tiller wasn’t chasing treasure. He was chasing inevitability — the metals the world suddenly needed, the ones nobody cared about until they realized how much of them slept on the ocean floor. Manganese showed up everywhere, steel smelting, fertilizer, space craft, EV Battery manufacturing, military drones and explosives. And availability this time created demand. The Captain of the Delilah’s Wake, Captain Morgan for which he took endless ribbing,  became the Captain of the Diane One and they put to sea almost immediately, Tiller there on board to train the shrimpers how to be ocean metal harvesters. Diane weeping on the dock making it hard for Tiller to leave but duty calls and every penny they had was tied up in this enterprise. 

They broke from the sea a little early that first week, sixty tons in the hold and the robots humming like they’d been born for the work. Tiller knew learning was harder than working and gave them a short week. The buyers paid three hundred seventy-five a ton for thirty-percent ore — a premium price, meant to keep Tiller looking their way and not toward any other dock. Twenty-two thousand five hundred dollars for five  days’ work. Better than shrimping on a good week, better than anyone expected, and just enough to put the roses back in Diane’s cheeks. Tiller paid the crew $1500 and the Captain $2250 after taxes, Tiller paid the taxes. 

The crew went inland the young ones to Port Charlotte, loud, beer from bottles, and a band that needs music lessons but a juke box that forgives their sins with Al Jackson and George Strait presiding over their breaks, and the older ones including  Captain Morgan to Punta Gorda, a calmer place to relax, drink a beer or twelve from a glass. Even craft beers if you like. One rule: be ready Monday morning to mine more metals. No one got arrested and everyone got lathered right well. You don’t get ignorant when you got a good job finally. Many of them had watched Gulf shrimping dying and wondered when it would be over, now they had good jobs that Captain Morgan said would not die before they did. Pushing the little switches on the robot controls was easier than hauling in the full nets of shrimp or a VW Bug. Captain Morgan knew Tiller would be ready to sail he had heard about Diane grabbing Tiller at the door and dragging him inside like she was afraid he’d drift away if she didn’t get a hand on him. Elanor had laughed when she told Captain Morgan, said Diane didn’t care. In her eyes Tiller was a fine catch, and she wasn’t about to give him a chance to throw the hook. Captain knew the line, it fit perfect with Gulf fishing. Elanor was checking on Charlotte house, she and Captain Wright were on Cayman Brac but were returning next week. A Constable came in and started to ask Captain who he was, the barkeep said, “He works for Tiller.” And that was all it took. No problem, the constable just doing his job, the barkeep just doing his and Captain just drinking beer. Tiller had told
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