
Chapter 1 

Levantine Basin, Mediterranean Sea 

Night enveloped Ariel Peretz as he stood beneath the port bridge wing of the Mount 

Elbrus, a light breeze tussling his hair. He watched the stars twinkling like pinpricks in the dark 

veil of the sky, the moon barely a sliver. Stillness settled upon him, fed by the dark calm of the 

early morning on the Mediterranean Sea. Bundled against the cold of the early spring, he 

breathed in the ocean smell. He checked the illuminated dial of his watch, which showed 0306. 

The 220,000 metric ton cargo ship had entered the last leg of its journey to the Port of Haifa and 

home.  

They had been at sea for thirty-four days, traveling from Haifa to Liverpool and back. In 

forty-eight hours, he’d finally kiss his wife, Hannah, again and hold his young son, Elijah. While 

he was gone, Elijah had taken his first steps, and Peretz longed to see his boy walking with his 

own eyes. Hannah had left him an excited voicemail, and hearing her voice made him long for 

home. He had listened to the first part of the message in his berth, but the scurr of shipmates at 

watch turnover drove him to the quiet solitude on deck. Though technically against the rules, he 

figured he’d only be out for a short time and be back in his bunk before anyone noticed.  

Mount Elbrus provided Cellular at Sea service with limited paid access to its employees, 

and though expensive, Peretz was happy to pay the fee. Having heard the message, he smiled 

while he lingered on deck, enjoying the solitude as his gaze swept overhead. The darkness 

allowed him to see the hazy white stream of the Milky Way, punctuated with tiny dots of 

different brightness composed of the cosmic dust and millions of stars forming his home galaxy. 

The view was breathtaking, and the natural light from the heavens cast the world in a dark gray 



hue. With his eyes adjusted, he could make out features on the sea and in the surrounding air, 

which was void of clouds.  

He heard a faint buzzing sound, then flinched as a small aerial craft appeared a short 

distance from the port bow. The first craft was soon joined by a second and then a third. Peretz’s 

heart raced as he realized that whatever the craft were, they were closing on his vessel. He 

stepped out from under the bridge wing and waved his arms. “Hey lookout! Down here!” 

The sailor serving as lookout on watch lowered his binoculars and looked over the railing 

and onto the deck below at Peretz. “Ariel, is that you? What are you doing on deck?” 

“Never mind that! Get eyes on bearing two-seven-five, off the port bow. Three small 

aircraft are flying over the water toward us, at about a twenty-five-degree angle of elevation.” 

*** 

David Belmon, Mount Elbrus lookout, frowned as Ariel Peretz yelled up at him. Though 

surprised by his fellow sailor’s breaking standing orders by being on deck during hours of 

darkness, he pushed his misgivings aside, lifted his binoculars and looked in the direction Peretz 

indicated. He spotted not three, but four craft closing in on the port bow. He let his binoculars 

fall to his chest on its strap, craned his neck and yelled through the bridge door. “Conn, several 

airborne craft closing, just forward of the port beam, zero bearing rate. Each about two meters 

wide. Do you hold anything on your radar?”  

First Mate Noam Blum sat at the central workstation, drinking his coffee when he heard 

the call from Seaman Belmon. As always, Blum checked the watch bill before assuming the 

watch and recognized his voice. Belmon was a fine sailor, reliable and not one given to 



excitement, so his tone struck Blum as odd. Blum rose from his seat and strode to the radar 

console. “Radar, what are you tracking?” 

“Nothing, Chief. Not picking up anything,” the radar operator replied.  

Blum raised his binoculars and scanned the sky, starting at the bow, and scanning left. He 

took a step back when one of the craft hovered into view. 

“Four small airborne craft passed over the port bow. We have two hovering about three 

meters outside each bridge wing. A third is walking up the port side, and the fourth is station 

keeping, about a hundred meters directly forward of the bridge. You must have seen them!” 

Belmon’s voice pitched high.  

Blum dropped the binoculars and now saw two signpost-sized craft hovering outside each 

bridge wing, the third moving in a slow, precise pattern up the port side, while the fourth, which 

he had spotted in his binoculars, hovered amidship. Their matte black paint made their tubular 

bodies appear like small, flying fence posts with stubby wings. While drone sightings were not 

uncommon, the station-keeping behavior of these drones suggested intelligence gathering in a 

manner unlike anything he’d experienced.  

The bridge phone rang, and Blum picked it up and heard cursing. “Bridge. Identify 

yourself, sailor.” 

“Seaman Peretz.” 

“Ariel, what are you doing on the deck?” Blum frowned and then realized the drones 

were more pertinent. “What happened?” 



“The craft surveilling the port side changed course and flew toward the deck. It looked 

like it was heading straight for me. I barely had time to move!”  

Peretz was right. The object walking up the side just moments earlier had broken from its 

course and sped directly toward the bridge, and headed to the center of the glass directly in front 

of Blum. Blum froze in place, a mixture of shock and disbelief locking him where he stood. 

Time seemed to slow as he watched the object draw closer. A moment before impact, the craft 

thrusted vertically, narrowly missing the windshield, and zipped over the top of the bridge, and 

headed aft.  

Blum shook his head, hung up the bridge phone, and fumbled with the bridge intercom to 

notify the master. He stared out the windshield as the craft that had gone aft flew back over the 

bridge and buzzed the deck, while the other three hovered menacingly in place. The moving craft 

banked over the bow, then swooped dangerously close to the deck and the lashed containers.  

He could wait no longer for his captain. Blum grabbed the maritime radio and issued a 

MAYDAY call. 

***  

The mid-watch had been entirely uneventful, which wasn’t uncommon aboard the USS 

Oscar Austin, currently deployed from Mayport, Florida, to the Mediterranean as a unit of the 

Sixth Fleet. Radioman First Class Jorge Rodríguez checked the time. His watch was three-

quarters complete. He rubbed his tired eyes and looked forward to some shuteye when the first 

interesting thing of the day occurred.  

“Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. This is Mount Elbrus, Mount Elbrus, Mount Elbrus. 

Mayday. Mount Elbrus, Mike, Oscar, Uniform, November, Tango, Echo, Lima, Bravo, Romeo, 



Uniform, Sierra. My position is three two degrees, three one minutes north, two five degrees, one 

eight minutes east, course zero nine five, speed sixteen knots. We are being harassed by close-

aboard drone aircraft. I repeat, we are being harassed by close-aboard drone aircraft. We are 

twenty-two souls.” 

Rodriguez called the Combat Information Center (CIC). “TAO, we have a MAYDAY.” 

“Put it on the speaker,” Commander Dan Suttner, the Oscar Austin’s executive officer, 

replied. 

 Suttner listened to the distress call and turned to the watch team. “Distance to contact?” 

“The Mount Elbrus bears two-one-zero, range two eight miles,” replied Dennis Tiburon, 

the operations specialist. 

“Bridge, CIC, come to course two-one-zero, all ahead flank,” Suttner said. “TAO, man 

general quarters.” 

“Aye, sir.” 

Suttner made a quick calculation. “Time to visual range of Mount Elbrus, twenty 

minutes.” 

Suttner turned to the Tactical Action Officer (TAO). “Rodriguez, notify Mount Elbrus 

that we’re responding to their distress call and will have visual contact in twenty minutes. 

Interrogative, what assistance do you require?”  

Suttner knew how to take his ship into a perilous situation, but he sought any tactical 

insight the beleaguered master of the Mount Elbrus could provide. 

“Aye, captain.” 



“Radar, what are you tracking?”  

“Solid contact on Mount Elbrus, nothing in the air, Captain.” 

The Oscar Austin made best speed toward the distressed container ship, and Suttner was 

wary of what they would find. The Mount Elbrus claimed they were being harassed, but nothing 

appeared on the Oscar Austin’s radar. Suttner wondered whether the master of the vessel was in 

error or if there were actually some objects harassing them that the Oscar Austin’s radar couldn’t 

track.  

He doubted the latter. The Oscar Austin featured the SPY-6 radar system, the newest and 

most advanced shipborne radar system at sea. It would take quite a stealth craft to evade their 

sensors.  

Operations Specialist Lisa Thomas’s voice broke the silence. “Captain, we’ve just gained 

multiple airborne contacts off the port bow.”  

Suttner frowned. “Number of contacts?” 

“Three—no, four.” 

“Range?” 

Before Thomas could reply, Suttner saw the craft racing from the inky blackness of night. 

Two broke toward his bow, then separated, following a slow, tracking pattern along the sides of 

the vessel. A third dove directly at the foredeck and the MK 41 vertical launchers before pivoting 

up, having flown dangerously close to the ship. It stopped and hovered midship, directly in the 

center of the foredeck.  

Are these the drones harassing the Mount Elbrus, or even more of the same? 



While the three craft concerned Suttner, he focused on the fourth, which headed to the 

bridge. It sped toward the port side of the windscreen, angling up at the very last possible 

moment, missing the windscreen by mere yards. Suttner stood his ground, fighting the instinct to 

duck.  

“I’m headed to CIC,” Suttner said calmly.  

“Aye, sir.” 

The Combat Information Center (CIC) was on the deck below the bridge, making 

Suttner’s trip direct and quick. He entered the space to find the crew already analyzing the UAV 

situation.  

With no fanfare, Commander Mark Genaro entered CIC a moment later, taking a path 

straight to his executive officer. “Dan, what do we have?”  

“Captain, we received a MAYDAY from the container ship Mount Elbrus four minutes 

ago, and we’re responding. They reported harassment by close-aboard unidentified aircraft, and 

then these UAVs arrived, giving us the same treatment. We’re not sure if the aircraft that were 

flying over Mount Elbrus broke off and engaged us, or if these are additional UAVs. I intend to 

deploy the SNOOPIE Team.” 

“Concur. Range to Mount Elbrus?” 

Suttner turned to the TAO. “Deploy the SNOOPIE Team.” The TAO acknowledged, then 

Suttner answered the Captain. “Twenty-five point nine miles, sir.” 


