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                                                                  Chapter Eleven   

Bloodbath  
 
 
   
Naval Compound – Security Briefing – One hour earlier 
 
Ben walked back down the hall with the same euphoric high that had coursed through 
him on countless occasions over the last three years. Anger in himself and his refined 
ability to incite it in others, had not failed him. If he had an enemy in Rittles before, 
he now had one bent on reprisal. On that, he was sure. But for the moment… it felt 
fucking great. 
 
On the other hand, Rittle’s day was getting even worse. The Admiral found him in the 
hallway and diverted him to an empty office. Locking eyes with him, he delivered a 
very stern, very clear message. 
 
“It’s time to shit or get off the pot Warren. I need two things from you, and I need 
them now. Find out whether Juang has taken Langley’s bait and determine his 
timeline for the attacks. I don’t care what you have to do, just get it. Are we clear?” 
 
His message had been clear alright, both the words, and the subtext. His answer back 
was a simple “yes sir” as he watched the Admiral collect his folder and walk away.  
 
After shaking hands with a few up-rank officers, Ben found his way back to Cocoa.  
 
“Ben, I know you haven’t had much sleep in the last 24 hours. If you want to grab a 
bunk here on base, and go back before flight briefing this evening on a Monarch, I can 
probably arrange it” 
 
“That’s music to my ears Major”, Ben replied “but if there’s one I can grab on the 
sub, I’d rather go back with you guys. I can’t believe I’m saying that, but I don’t want 
anything that could be perceived as favoritism” 
 
“Fine, but I’m afraid there’s one more thing, and it’s the opposite of favoritism. Your 
graduation…everybody’s graduation actually, and the 30-day leave you were all 
promised, is on hold until this drone threat is over with. It’s serious shit Ben. It 
threatens our very existence, our families, and if we fall, probably the rest of the 
planet. We need all-hands-on-deck until the situation is diffused. And on top of that, 



your squad has also been chosen for Reckoning. I’m sorry son, but it just, is what it is. 
What happens over the next hours determines our future and people like you are going 
to define its success” 
 
“Yea well, I think I figured that one out by the end of Narramore’s monologue. I get it 
Cocoa. Who the hell can rest on top of this anyway”   
  
But understanding it was one thing. It was still plenty deflating to actually hear it in 
words. It was a bitter contrast to his euphoric rant on ass-wipe.  
 
They made their way back to the sub chamber without talking. Cocoa knew Ben’s 
mind was racing.  
 
“Alright Ben, there’s nothing like being unconscious to ward off one’s phobia of 
submarines”, said Cocoa “Get down there and get some sleep” 
 
Ben reluctantly crawled back down the sub’s boarding ladder. Georgie escorted him 
to a bunk in the weapons room. 
 
“Here you are sir, these are what we call hot racks. Take your pick” 
 
“For their close proximity to the…?” uttered Ben as he stared at four giant torpedoes 
running fore and aft in the middle of the room. 
 
“That’s correct sir, but your bedmates here are quiet at least and the bunks are 
considerably more comfortable than they look. Can I get you anything sir?” 
 
“Nothing Georgie, thanks” Ben replied 
 
The bunks were basically glorified hammocks hung from the shipside that maintained 
their own center of gravity. He’d never slept in a room full of   ordnance and whatever 
additional contributions it might have added to his phobia, he was simply too tired to 
care. He crawled into one of the racks and laid his hat on his chest. A series of pipes 
and valves, hung only a few inches from his face. Despite his exhaustion, his mind 
raced.  
 
Guang had parked a couple of dozen warheads off their coastline and god knows what 
else. Anger and rage were all too familiar with Ben, but he now had someone new to 
hate. Never had he felt such enmity for someone he’d never laid eyes on. But it was 
welling up in him. He thought of his mother and Connor. He thought of Luke and 
Reggie and Paige; everyone important in his life. But inevitably, he was pulled to the 



event that changed his life forever, the moment he was indiscriminately stripped of his 
father by a handful of Guang’s henchmen. Since that day, his private thoughts had 
remained a pinball of torment. And at the center of it was a single relentless question - 
how could a god, or the universe, or whatever powers that be, ever have allowed a life 
of such value, to be taken so casually, so blithely. But at once, the answer stared him 
in the face. There are no answers to such questions, no fairness or spiritual 
justifications, only the dark and pointless naggings of a loss beyond the mind’s ability 
to comprehend; nothing more. It was the truth of all truths he suddenly realized. 
However unimaginable, the reality was, his father’s life had been taken blithely and 
without a second’s pause. But where there hadn’t been before, there was now a face 
on his father’s murderer and it was Guang himself. 
 
Saving the homeland, and even the planet, were rapidly taking a backseat to the 
venomous personal vendetta flooding into every part of him. In that moment, he made 
a promise to himself; a promise that would survive all circumstance and never need 
uttering to another soul. When the time came, it would be he that took Guang. And it 
wouldn’t be a sniper round from a thousand meters out. The one indispensable edict 
of his self-pledge was that he would come face to face with the malevolent tyrant, and 
gut him like the desert pig he was - finally sending him to the posthumous pile of 
barbaric assholes, among which lay Hitler, and Stalin, and Leopold and Pol Pot, and a 
list that went on throughout history. He couldn’t remember who first uttered the 
words, but his father had quoted more than once, 
 
“War concentrates power in the hands of those most likely to abuse it”  
 
It was true, he thought, proven over and again throughout history. Nothing but a 
bunch of insecure, misguided ass-wipes that had ruined it for the rest of us, since the 
beginning of civilization. 
 
His thoughts had been an awakening of sorts, a clarity and resolve he hadn’t felt, 
maybe ever. And for the moment at least, the preoccupation had undermined his 
phobia of submarines. He was barely aware of his surroundings. He stared at the red 
valve a few inches from his face, as the sub’s engines began to undulate. All thoughts, 
big or small, slowly took their leave. He could feel a sleep of monumental proportions 
gradually overtaking him. 
 
 
CP-Grafton – while Ben slept 
 
CP Cutter Grafton slowed, her bow dipping as she approached the buoy. Vickers 
waved with her left hand, as she held Rourke’s life jacket with her right. He was 



barely conscious. Commander Walpole ordered two more divers into the water even 
before they came to a complete stop. One stayed on top to help bring Rourke and 
Vickers safely back aboard. The second diver’s orders were to get immediately down 
and hook a chain to the drone’s screw in preparation for lifting it out of the water and 
onto the deck. 
 
The deck crew had swung its single arm crane over the starboard shipside, and 
lowered its cable into the water. Vickers struggled to get a chest harness around 
Rourke. She finally hooked the cable to the receiver and motioned for the operator to 
pull him up. As he was brought aboard, he was taken straight to the infirmary. A few 
minutes later, Vickers was helped aboard. Exhausted, she collapsed herself onto the 
deck, leaning her head against the pilot house bulkhead.   
 
As she sat on the deck, her eyes closed, taking deep breaths - she could feel Grafton’s 
bow thrusters growl as the XO was working at the ship’s starboard wing station. He 
was watching and making micro-adjustments, to bring the crane directly above the 
drone buoy. The diver was communicating with the davit’s operator and had already 
managed to secure the chain to the drone’s prop. A minute later, his head popped 
above the surface and he signaled with a thumbs-up. The davit operator used a hand-
held control and began spooling the cable. Pretty much everyone aboard was either 
on-deck or pressed against the aft windows of the pilot house, waiting to get a look at 
the menacing drone. As the chain reached the surface, the diver told the operator to 
stop, then had him ease it up slowly. As the drone’s prop approached the surface, he 
wrapped his legs around the chain and placed his feet on the prop, so he could bring 
himself back aboard at the same time. He motioned for the operator to bring it on up. 
As the drone slowly came into view, aft first; everyone was struck by the strange eels 
covering every inch of the vessel’s skin. Pretty much the entire crew had expected 
them to fall off as the drone was lifted out of the water; but they stayed, each and 
every one. But as gravity hampered their ability to remain fixed, they seemed to grow 
annoyed and began squirming.  
 
Commander Walpole, watching from the wing station, ordered the deck crew to 
deploy a fire hose. His idea was pretty simple. Clear as many of the nasty looking 
bastards as he could, before the drone was lowered onto the deck. He didn’t think they 
posed any kind of threat, but nobody, including himself, liked the look of them or 
wanted to interact with them. 
 
The sailor holding the firehouse struggled to contain his grin, along with several 
others. This, they thought, was going to be the most fun they’d had since shore leave. 
He waited for the Commander. A second later, the nod came and the sailor let loose 
with the high-pressure stream of water. Initially the spray shot high in the air, well 



above its intended target. But as he leaned into the back-force, he sharpened his aim 
and carefully brought the spray down from an angle, making sure to avoid the diver. 
The eel’s eerie bond to the drone’s surface was impressive to be sure. But it was no 
match for the spray’s concentrated stream. The first blast immediately dislodged 
twenty or more, sending them flying, and by the look of them, plenty pissed, before 
falling into the drink.  
 
But a second later, everything turned. The remaining eels didn’t wait for their turn to 
be stripped of their host. They retaliated in mass. In under two seconds, dozens of 
them had scrambled up the tail section, onto the chain and before he ever knew what 
was happening, attacked the diver viciously. The enraged frenzy defied description. 
They clamored to consume every part of the young diver’s flesh, turning him into a 
bloody mass. In less than four seconds, virtually every part of the man’s flesh had 
been stripped to the bone. The sailor’s body had been reduced to a carcass as it fell 
into the sea. 
 
Both the sight and the speed of the event was impossible to comprehend. It took 
several seconds for anyone to even react in a conscious manner. And by then it was 
too late. Every one of the remaining insidious creatures had either scurried up the 
cable or leapt their way to the cutter’s deck. The crane operator jumped to the deck 
hoping to make his way to the starboard entry door. He barely made it a half-meter 
before thirty or more of the vicious carnivores consumed him, his flesh devoured in 
seconds. And as he had scurried to save himself, he had initiated the pivot control in 
the wrong direction, swinging the boom even closer to the ship. Adding to the horror 
and rampage was the firehose, now flying about the deck crashing into everything in 
its chaotic path. And no one to stop it. Two deck hands managed to escape the wrath 
by leaping over the port side gunnel, but the rest weren’t as fortunate. The scene was 
one of unimaginable horror, and those watching from the pilot house were left only to 
witness the terror, as it played out below them. The first officer began vomiting 
uncontrollably. Everyone on the bridge was shouting, their words echoing in chaos 
against the steel walls. The creatures swarmed their prey mercilessly, inflicting their 
terror on each victim, in totality. 
 
In less than eight minutes, the whole thing was over. The creatures had completed 
their grim offensive, and had scurried off the deck back into calm sea, leaving no trace 
of themselves but the bloody masses left lying on the Grafton’s deck. 
 
As horrific as the slaughter was, it had now turned macabre and eerie as the firehose 
continued its rampage unabated, like an angry serpent.  
 



The Commander raced down the stairs and into the ships bilge. He shut the pump 
down that controlled the fire hoses. Slowly the hose retarded its chaotic dance and fell 
lifeless to the wet and bloody deck. 
 
He raced out onto the deck and surveyed the carnage. He counted eight bodies at least, 
all of them too mutilated to recognize. Then he tried to find Vickers, shouting into his 
walkie-talky. He hadn’t seen her from above and hoped she’d had gone to the 
infirmary with Rourke. He scanned the deck. It was impossible to recognize anyone 
but only she one would have still had a wetsuit on. As he turned to face the 
superstructure, there he saw her, her dishwater blonde hair amid a bloody mass. He 
stood and stared until finally covering his face with his hands. Tears streamed down 
his cheeks. He wept uncontrollably as his ship drifted in the calm sea, the mysterious 
drone hanging upside down from the davit.  
 
 

 
S/N Uluru – on arrival to Lekard 
 
It took Georgie a full minute to pull Ben back into consciousness. The dead didn’t 
sleep as deeply he thought. As Ben rubbed his eyes. His old friend, the red valve came 
into focus. He grinned, as if to thank the piece of metal for its stoic counsel. Ben 
looked at his watch. Fifty-three minutes had passed but to Ben, it felt as if they’d only 
left. Not so much as a bead of sweat or twinge of nausea had he suffered. But the bliss 
was short-lived. By the time Georgie had escorted him back to the con, the others had 
disembarked, but Cocoa and Wyncote were there waiting on him. Also present was 
the sub’s Commander, Les Abberly and his COB. 
 
“Did you get some sleep?” Cocoa asked 
 
Ben nodded, still groggy. “Yessir, more like a coma” 
 
“Good, you’ll need it. Something new has happened Ben” said Cocoa 
 
“While you were sleeping, we got some news son” said Wyncote “It ain’t good I’m 
afraid.” 
 
Abberly nodded to the COB. He passed the communicate to Ben.  
 
Ben looked at Cocoa as he took the document. He rubbed his eyes, still trying to wake 
up. 
 



“Ben, shortly after we got under way, we received two urgent distress calls from the 
cutter Grafton. They were hard to make out, broken - chaotic. You can read the 
communicate, but the long and short of it is this” said Cocoa. “Rourke and one of 
Walpole’s divers dropped down on the target drone and after 40 minutes or so, 
managed to remove the nose-cone”  
 
“No warhead of any description was found…no detonator, no explosives chamber – 
nothing” said Wyncote “On orders from the Admiral, they lifted the drone out of the 
water and were preparing to bring it aboard, when all hell broke loose” 
 
Cocoa nodded toward the communicate. Ben opened the folder. He nervously rubbed 
his hand through his hair as he read. 
 
As he finished, he looked up at the two men. 
 
“It’s some weird shit Ben, nothing any of our strategists were even prepared for” said 
Cocoa. “It’s a total game-changer!” 
 
Ben briefly turned away from them, his eyes darting as he sorted through the 
implications. He looked up through the con tower’s open hatch to the craggy rock 
ceiling beyond. He breathed the fresh air in as his mind processed the words. Then it 
hit him. He spun around to face them again. 
 
“His target isn’t our fleet!” Ben exclaimed “OR the military compounds. The only 
thing Guang’s interested in destroying, is the people…the population!” 
 
“The Admiral just said the very same thing Ben” said Wyncote “We think that’s 
what’s going on”  
 
“Think?” quipped Ben. “It’s the only thing that makes any sense. He’s got no interest 
in destroying anything...ships, bases….or homes, or farms…none of it! He wants to 
occupy them. Just murder a few hundred thousand people, change the paint, change 
the flags, and move in!  
 
All at once Admiral Russo’s words in the briefing were driven home. This maniacal 
fuck has got to go!  
 
[a pause]  
 
Ben’s mind finally grabbed hold of the other realization. 
 



Jeezus! he exclaimed “This also means, all the time we thought we had while they 
waited on our fleet to return, means absolutely nothing. Guang could be preparing to 
launch these goddamn things right now”  
 
“He could yes, and we’re preparing for that. The joint chiefs are with the PM right 
now, drawing up plans to warn the civilian population now” 
 
“Drawing up plans!? Are you kidding me Cocoa? We don’t have the luxury of 
fucking around, trying to sift out the perfect option. These things start dropping on 
civilian targets and there won’t be anybody left to warn!  
 
“I understand Ben. We all feel that way, but the strategists, including both the 
Admiral and Narramore, all believe there’s very little likelihood of an imminent 
launch of the drones”  
 
“With all respect Cocoa, I know what the brass is basing their assessment on. They 
think Guang’s intent is to use the drone strike as a way of softening his target. And 
since there’s no sign of ground forces yet, we surely have time left. Am I right?” 
 
Cocoa looked at the Commander and then back at Ben. He nodded. 
 
“Basically, yea” 
 
“Well am I missing something? Is there more?” 
 
“That’s their rationale, yes. From a military perspective, it wouldn’t make any sense 
for Guang to launch the drones without having his invasion force in place and ready” 
 
“Well again with all respect Cocoa, my Dad taught me all about classic military 
strategies by the time I was ten. I get the rationale, but he also taught me, enemies 
rarely do what you expect. I’m sorry, but I’m not going to be standing over Mom and 
Connor’s grave, saying ‘sorry, I thought we had more time’” 
 
 
“Son listen” said Wyncote “the civilian population, and that would include my own 
wife, my sister and her son, are not about to go unwarned. But if it’s not done right, it 
could very quickly make the situation worse. The one thing we can take as fact is that 
Guang is no dumbass. If he was smart enough to devise, build and deploy these 
drones, then he’s smart enough to know what has to come behind them. Spooling up 
warning sirens is the worst thing we could do right now. No matter what Guang’s plan 



is, the message we need to be sending is that we don’t have a fucking clue he’s on our 
doorstep. And right now, there’s no reason why he should think otherwise”  
 
“He’s right Ben. Wars are won and lost, right here in moments like this. It’s a chess 
game and every move has to be well thought out, including how and when we warn 
our families” 
 
Again, Ben pushed his hand across his hair. He knew both men were right, and he felt 
a little stupid for not having carried his own thoughts out further.   
 
“I just wish you’d have woken me Cocoa…”  
 
“Ben, listen we haven’t had a second up here since this broke. Be glad you got some 
sleep. You’ll need it” 
 
“Why, is there something else?” asked Ben 
 
“A pre-flight briefing – then you’re going to visit the Admiral” replied Cocoa 
 
“What? What are you talking about?” Ben inquired 
 
“I mean Admiral Russo wants to have a word with you” 
 
“You have to be kidding Cocoa? You mean…just me? Why would…” 
 
“Yea son” Wyncote interrupted “just you! And he didn’t state his reason. He’s 
sending a Monarch as soon as pre-flight wraps.  
 
Ben stood staring at the two men. His mind raced to imagine a reason why the 
Admiral could possibly want a private visit with him. But with the pace of events 
unfolding, he was sure it was more than a pat on the back for his intelligence work. 
 
“So, to naval headquarters twice in one day” said Ben “That’s a first”   
 
“Point Inglaise” the Major replied. 
 
“Point Inglaise? Ben asked confused “What’s at Port Inglaise besides a bunch of radio 
towers?” 
 
Cocoa and Wyncote looked at each other. Neither responded. 
 



“Gentlemen, I’m sorry to rush you” said Uluru’s Captain “But we have to get back 
underway. We’re needed out there hunting more drones. And speaking of drones, 
Fleet just handed down new orders. We’re now to start destroying them, 
immediately.” 
 
 
Back on Grafton – zero-two-twenty-hours 
 
 
Army Specialist Ethan Rourke had laid unconscious in one of the infirmary’s two 
beds through the entire siege, completely oblivious to the vicious attacks having 
occurred two decks above. Blasingame had administered 40 more milligrams of 
Meloxicam and 60 milligrams of Morphine as soon as he was plucked from the sea. 
By the time he started coming around, more than an hour had passed.  
 
His eyes gradually began to open. Still heavily sedated and disoriented, he wasn’t   
immediately aware of his surroundings. He heard the clatter of instruments and water 
running – then eventually saw a figure across the room, their back turned. Rourke 
struggled to focus and when he finally did, recognized Blassingame, his uniform   
covered in blood. Rourke’s first cognitive thought was one of terror. He checked all 
four of his limbs, then his body for wounds, but found only the splint on his leg and a 
compression wrap around his rib cage. 
  
“Doc, what the hell is goin’ on? What’s with all the blood?” 
 
Blassingame was trying to wash the blood from his hands. He turned toward Rourke, 
wiping his forehead. 
 
“Something went wrong” he replied with shallow breaths “Nine of our crew are dead. 
The rest will have to wait. I have to get back up there” 
 
He turned to walk out. 
 
“Wait! Back up where? Shouted Rourke “You can’t just….where is Vickers!  
 
Blass turned in the doorway. 
 
“She’s gone son…I’m sorry. And if I were you, I’d lay low. The rest of the crew is 
not exactly happy about you surviving all this from a bed down here, while she died 
up there” 
 



Rourke wrenched in pain as he struggled to sit up. He wanted to say something but 
found no words. As Blassingame left and shut the door behind him, the muffled 
sounds of clatter and commotion above him, finally reached his ears. He rested on his 
elbows, the pain returning. With no clue what had happened, he just listened to the 
sounds and struggled to make sense of it. 
 
Up top, the scene was surreal. A Navy Monarch hovered above the main deck, lifting 
the remains of the fallen sailors, one at a time. With the primary deck crew all dead 
but one, the gruesome task of collecting the bodies and cleaning up, had fallen to the 
rest of the crew, officers included. On deck were the ship’s XO, Blassingame and 
even Walpole. It was a sickening, heart wrenching task, several having thrown up 
already at the sight of their dismembered comrades. The sea had remained eerily 
calm, but the Monarch’s engines and blade slap were deafening. The prop wash was 
fanning the sea’s surface and pushing pools of bloody water around the deck. The sky 
was overcast and somber. The menacing drone that had started it all, still hung from 
the davit where it had been, just off the ship’s port stern. It was swaying back and 
forth in the Monarch’s down-wash, it’s nose cone gone, like a decapitated fish. It’s 
inverted tail and the screw were coated in blood.  
 
A second Coastal Patrol, DCP Laufland, had arrived ten minutes prior, and was 
preparing to intercept the drone. Laufland was lying 10 meters to Grafton’s port, and 
her crew was scrambling to retrieve the drone. The dead were comrades of the 
Laufland’s crew as well, all of them, and many had been close friends. But the 
urgency of their tasks afforded no time to stand and pay their respects. The Admiral’s 
orders still stood, and valuable time had already been lost. Their job was to transfer 
the drone and get her aft section opened up, on the double. And its urgency rode 
above all else.  
 
In addition to her normal mechanics and ships engineers, the Laufland had taken on 
an additional compliment of specialists. Aboard and waiting on the drone, were a 
propulsion & guidance engineer, a radio tech and even a physicist. The moment the 
drone was received on Laufland’s deck, work would begin – and as the dissection 
played out, the critical remaining answers would come; or at least that was the 
Admiral’s firm expectation. 
 
Laufland’s Commander had also launched a tender from its starboard side to retrieve 
the drone’s floating nose cone. The radio beacon mounted inside was extremely 
critical in assessing how the drones were launched and guided to their targets.  
 
But time was running out. If they didn’t have answers quick, none of it would matter.  
 


