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      When can a collegiate submarine challenge become a race for a woman’s dreams?

      Malee Ashoona, born and raised in Nome, Alaska, leaves her state for the first time. Why? To join in the International Submarine Races in Maryland. When her team leader disappears, the pressure mounts until she’s forced to take the helm.

      Vlad Qarpik was raised two hundred miles from Nome, on Russia’s Chukchi Peninsula. His path to the ISR has led him through Moscow and France to join the races. Finding Malee and their shared culture is a winning prize of its own.

      When disaster strikes, can they follow a new course together before it sinks out of sight?
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      Glaring at Frank Kootoo’s back isn’t killing him. My scowls never killed so much as a goldfish, but I keep hoping. Not exactly the Christmas spirit, but I’m past caring.

      I don’t know why I try, even Kryptonite couldn’t kill someone like Kootoo. And confronting his ego directly would bring a whole world of pain I’ve got zero interest in. Especially not here and now.

      Still, if he falls over dead in the immediate future I’ll do a happy chicken dance. Or maybe a successful-walrus-hunt dance. Aanaa and Aataa are very traditional after all and they’d appreciate the irony. They tried to instill some of that in us grandkids, though maybe dancing on Kootoo’s grave wasn’t what they had in mind when passing on their traditions.

      Of course my last year had been anything but traditional, especially by our hometown’s standards. How many Inuit girls in Nome spent the last year designing a human-powered submarine? One. Me. No boys either, if I’m counting.

      Most of my work was remote, virtual connections with the three others of our team at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks campus. That’s where Frank Kootoo browbeat Carol and Kane into working with him.

      And Malee makes four. Lucky me.

      We’re the only team without their professor, but he’s down with a horrid flu, and we’re here with only ourselves to count on. Still, we are here and the ISR, International Submarine Races, are on—which is great.

      It was only the third time I’d met the team in person and Kootoo is proving to have eight more kinds of horrible in person than I ever knew. Like snow, there should be a name for every type of horrible he embodies: officious, know-it-all, smart enough that he might at least know-most, arrogant beyond belief, takes offense at imaginary…

      Maybe he’s been culturing new kinds just for this occasion. If so, he’s an expert. But seeking the perfect eight, or eight hundred, words to describe his horriblitude only makes me think more about him when I’m trying so hard to think less.

      To distract myself, I look around at all of the other submarine design teams that are gathered in the parking lot for the pre-competition photo shoot. The shoot is done now and the teams are starting to check each other out. Not our team, of course, because Kootoo has already alienated everyone nearby.

      He even managed to tick off Tricky Gal the sniffer dog and her handler Bethany as we and our gear were checked for explosives. The ISR is held on a Navy base in Potomac, Maryland, so of course there’s security. Only Kootoo took it personally.

      Tricky never growls at anyone, Bethany had spoken in surprise as she sought to calm her German Shepherd.

      She’ll growl less after I’ve turned her into fishbait, was Kootoo’s piss-off-anyone-you-can response.

      Twenty-six universities from all over the world had sent teams here, hoping for a win from the Foundation of Underwater Research and Education. About half of the submarines are one-person craft, though few as tiny as ours, designed with minimal water displacement in mind. The others are big enough for two powerful athletes to be powering the drivetrain. Though MIT’s massive, sixteen-foot boat is crazy to look at.

      Finesse versus brute force, I still like the choices I made as our hydrodynamics designer. The overall design and the impeller are mine. Carol and Kane were the builders, and Kootoo browbeat the U of A into financing us with the very best materials. He made sure that we received everything we needed from Kevlar for building the hull to custom aluminum castings for the drivetrain to personalized athletic training for me as the backup driver. Even though he’s the sophomore to us three seniors, his skills as a project manager are unquestionable.

      His skills as a human being are highly questionable—evil space alien in a Kootoo suit. I keep waiting for the Men in Black to show up and exterminate him, but Will Smith never does, which is too bad; I’d love to meet him.

      I smile at my own joke, which Kootoo turns in time to spot and scowl at.

      I wait until he turns away again to resume my useless death-ray scowl. He reaches around to brush at one of his shoulder blades. For half a second I wonder if it’s working, then I notice that he’s brushing his shoulder with his middle finger just for me. If it was anyone else, I’d bet they were smiling and making a joke. Not our resident evil spirit.

      It’s still the first morning of the five-day event, and Kootoo has already alienated nine of the teams, three judges, and every other person he has come in contact with. He achieved all that before they’d finished checking in the teams. By the end of the competition? I make sure that my sigh is silent.

      At first we other three teammates received sympathetic eye rolls from the judges, but even those are happening less and less already. Day One, Morning One, and us, the U of A Nanooks, are not only the smallest crew but also the outcast crew.

      “You have the bad draw,” a thick Russian voice whispered from close by my ear. His hidden laugh is almost as rich as his accent.

      The whisperer is wearing a Grenoble INP Institut d’ingénierie t-shirt. He’s not a big man, only a few centimeters over my own height. But he’s the only other person of the hundreds here who looks like me or Frank Kootoo. His skin a shade lighter than my dusky Native coloring, but he has the prominent cheekbones, narrow eyes, and long face of my own people.

      “The very bad luck of the draw,” I reply…after checking that Kootoo is well out of earshot. He’s on the other side of the crowded parking area scowling at the University of Washington’s entry and will be annoying their team past reason within seconds.

      “I fix this. Come.” He snags my arm and leads me toward the people-sized door between the closed roll-up garage doors without asking. Massive US Navy-blue letters above the doors declare David Taylor Model Basin. A giant wreath below the name marks that Christmas is fast approaching. Many of the teams are shivering, but Maryland is thirty degrees warmer than Nome and forty above Fairbanks this time of year. Not a single Nanook has zipped their parka; it’s barely freezing.

      My Russian from Grenoble, France guides me with a half smile that dares me to yank my arm free and return to face whatever new disaster Kootoo is creating.

      “Fine. So fix it already.”

      “Oh, him? No. I don’t fix him. I fix you.”

      I plant my feet firmly which pulls my arm free from his grasp. “I don’t need fixing.” I know he was flirting with me, a lot of boys do that and I’m fine with flirting back. But I like me the way I am. Mother often forgets that I’m twenty, not seven, but she is the only one I let get away with that.

      “Sure you do,” he gets behind me and shoos me forward like coaxing a seal pup back to its mother. “You need to join my tour group so that you are away from the bad luck draw for long enough to remember where you are.”

      I look at the building once more. He’s right. I made it here, which is beyond amazing.

      The scientists and operators of the DTMB are indeed putting together tour groups. The submarine teams range from our four-person squad of Nanooks, to massive eighteen-person teams from Cal Tech, MIT, and the University of Vancouver. Mixed groups of thirty at a time are being led inside. It was with only a minor pang of guilt that I leave Carol and Kane to deal with Frank Kootoo.

      He’s merely awful to them; for me he has a special barb in his soul. Like he’d be happier if a seal harpoon suddenly sprouted from my chest—starting from my back. For at least several tenths of a second I weigh the unknown Russian’s smile against having a break from being Kootoo’s primary target, then wave for him to lead the way.

      Besides, I’ve spent a year dreaming of walking into this building.

      I had studied the DTMB as much as possible, but the reality is so much more.

      “Built in 1938,” our group’s tour leader announces, “the David Taylor Model Basin is the largest of its kind in the world. This basin and its predecessor, built in 1896, have been the testing pool for almost every major US hull design in the last hundred and twenty years. We do water testing for ships and submarines—both military and commercial. The bulbous forefoot on world’s largest cargo and cruise ships was developed here. Ships, destroyers, aircraft carriers, and even patrol boats were first built as models and tested here. Even many generations of America’s Cup sailing boats. However, any rumors that we did underwater testing for Santa’s sleigh to deliver Christmas to submarines on patrol will neither be confirmed nor denied.”

      He earns his laugh, then keeps rattling on about the history I already know as I try to take it all in.

      The building is a kilometer long and shaped like a road tunnel—a half-pipe of concrete arcs above us. No windows. “Blocking the sunlight keeps down algae growth in the pool,” our guide tells us. Lights are generally low, giving the tunnel-shaped space a shadowed, mysterious feel. Christmas lights do add cheer though.

      The pool itself is well lit and it’s the whole reason DTMB exists.

      Fifteen meters wide and varying from three to seven meters deep. Nine hundred meters long, it holds twenty-five Olympic swimming pools worth of water. The singular swimming pool in Nome is only one-quarter of an Olympic pool, and uses salt water rather than fresh. I can only hope that my model testing holds up. Extrapolating from a carved block of wood with some added metal weights, that I dragged around the pool at the end of a handheld fish scale as a dynamometer to test drag, to a computer model, and then to a finished submarine could be a total fiasco. The actual tests of the finished submarine in the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, Patty Pool weren’t much more helpful as it was only half-Olympic in size.

      The tour guide continued, “Special carriages run above the water—on stainless steel tracks that are arced by five centimeters, that’s two inches—along the whole length of the pool. We do this, because the water’s surface curves that much in a kilometer to match the curvature of the Earth. We can move a model through the water at a constant depth of immersion, and run at speeds of up to fifty knots, on the surface or submerged. It’s all fully instrumented so that we can study hull flow, cavitation, and any other necessary properties. Your submarines will be moving much slower, of course.”

      Omer 11 holds the record of traveling the length of the pool at 6.85 knots, 7.9 miles per hour. The École de technologie supérieure (ÉTS) team from Montreal is back this year and I so want to beat them.

      Yes, I want the Speed Award.

      I’d love the Overall Design Award, but have given that up seeing some of the other subs. Our sub looks cobbled by comparison with several others that look like they were built at a Naval shipyard they’re so perfect.

      What I covet is the Innovation Award; but that is also probably out of my reach.

      Before the races have even started, we’ve already placed last in the Best Team Spirit Award, so I decide not to worry about that one.

      The rest of the tour is a blur as I wish for the Christmas present of winning at least the Speed Award. Maybe even taking over the world record in the process.

      The guide leads us down a flight of stairs to the big windows at mid-pool so that each passing craft can be observed from the side as well. At the far end is a forty-meter square tank for testing hulls during turns. Through a metal door into an adjacent warehouse there are towering racks of the models that have been built and tested here. They range from a meter long to massive ten-meter ones for detailed testing of the biggest ship designs. We breeze past them in thirty seconds. I wish I could find the designer of each one to spend a day discussing what they learned.

      The Russian gave me his name, which I instantly forgot. Or maybe I never heard. No, we must have exchanged names because he’s used mine several times.

      His running commentary of small jokes doesn’t let me forget about him. As we return down one side of the pool, I can see Kootoo in another group going the opposite way on the other side.

      There is a large bubble of empty space around him. No surprise there.

      He’s glaring Ahab-sized harpoons at me. No surprise there either.

      “How can one person be so offensive?”

      “Years of practice, Malee Ashoona,” my Russian friend jokes. “Years of practice.” He always says my last name as if it is somehow more important than my first.

      That’s when I finally think to look at his ID badge: Vlad Qarpik.

      I know several Qarpiks. They have visited Nome from across the Ice Curtain of the Bering Sea. For most of the last thirty years since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Alaska natives and those of Russia’s Chukchi Peninsula can visit relations without expensive and difficult to obtain visas. My grandparents renewed old friendships with several of the Russian families including the Qarpiks.

      I should like Vlad for my grandparents’ sake; a task that I decide won’t be difficult at all. When I switch our conversation from English to Inuktitut, his Russian accent is almost undetectable.
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