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“Let the mirror be your judge,

the wind your guide, and

the horizon always beckon you.”

Fabio Tagliasacchi, 2023
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Chapter 27: Night Raid
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Mayotte Island, Indian Ocean

0200 May 5th, Mayotte Island: 190 miles northwest of Madagascar in the western Indian Ocean.

12 divers moved with stealth and precision, making their way through the dark waters off the coast of Africa towards an unguarded port without leaving a trace of their passage.

The distant glow of a nearby dockyard and the hum of activity heightened their sense of urgency. As they reached their input locations, the two commando squad leaders carefully surfaced and assessed the situation above the water.

The area near the docks seemed peaceful, but even without armed guards, spotlights still swept across the buildings from time to time, leaving no room for error.

Under the cover of darkness, the two squads of French commandos rose from the sea and made their way towards a featureless port warehouse on the island of Mayotte.

With only hand signals exchanged between the men, the Blue and Red squads moved swiftly and quietly, avoiding the spotlight's gaze. The atmosphere was tense, each step calculated as their training took over to ensure their movements were undetectable.

“Blue squad on target, perimeter clear. Two unidentified inside warehouse.”

“Acknowledged.”

“Red Squad, this is Blue Leader; thermal shows our 2 house guests taking a smoke break at the east entrance.”

“Will neutralize.”

“Much appreciated, blue leader. Report when clear.”

“Red Squad, move in. Locate ‘Pune River Industries’ crates and arm explosives.

* * *
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ONE BY ONE, THE RED squad men disappeared into the warehouse, found their targets, and reported explosives ready to their squad leader.

“Blue Squad, this is the red leader; fireworks in place.”

“All clear, red leader, our 2 guests are ignorant and taking a happy nap.”

“All squads move to exit points. Red1, run backdoor; make sure we are still isolated.”

“Heard commander.”

“Red squad on exit.”

“Blue squad on exit.”

“Bring your backdoor in red leader and light the fuse.”

“Red1 clear, all secure.”

“Best cover your ears, boys; New Year's is coming early.”

* * *
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IN AN INSTANT, THE warehouse erupted into a massive fireball, momentarily illuminating the sky over the port. The explosives, aided by the ammunition secretly stored in the warehouse, created a deafening roar echoing across the night air as the building and all within it were obliterated into indistinguishable fragments. The explosion sent shockwaves through the surrounding area, causing windows to shatter and debris to fly in all directions.

The two squads watched from their concealed positions, their hearts pounding in their chests as they witnessed the successful execution of their mission. As the fire began to subside, they could see the chaos that had unfolded around them. Smoke and dust filled the air, obscuring the once-sleepy dockyard in an eerie haze.

*     *     *
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NEWS WIRE: INDIAN OCEAN

International news reported an industrial accident with no loss of life occurred on a small French island in the Indian Ocean. It is believed that chemicals stored in a port warehouse caught fire and exploded causing significant damage to the buildings in the immediate area.

*     *     *
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2 weeks earlier.

0900 NAVEL COMMAND, TOULON, France

Confidential Threat Assessment Meeting

Rohan Akhil: COO [Bugatti Enterprises, Indian Ocean]

Étienne Vacheron: VAE [Vice Admiral d'Escadr of the Navy]

Gaston Bernardone: COSG [Commandement des Opérations]

Gérard Constantin: SOF [Senior Operations Officer Bérets Verts]

* * *
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VICE ADMIRAL ÉTIENNE Vacheron entered the naval offices at the Toulon seaport in the south of France, his expression one of mild annoyance. He was met by Gaston Bernardone, the commandant of the special forces, who, for his part, appeared slightly anxious.

Vice Admiral Vacheron was a difficult and intimidating officer. Old school to the core, with a mouth that could make battle-hardened men whither.

“Good afternoon, Vice Admiral. Thank you for coming on such short notice.” Gaston greeted his superior officer, gesturing towards the office chairs. “Please, have a seat.”

* * *
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ÉTIENNE SAT DOWN, MILDLY curious, although not entirely pleased with being dragged into an unexpected meeting. “Alright, Gaston, what is this about?” His manner direct.

“Yes Sir.” Gaston said, turning. “Before I tell you the reason for this meeting, I would like to introduce you to Rohan Akhil, COO, Bugatti Enterprises, Indian Ocean.”

With a minor nod of acknowledgement towards Rohan, the Vice Admiral again turned towards commandant Gaston, seemingly more annoyed than when he entered.

“Lovely. Let’s get on with it, Gaston!”

“Please tell me why I am here. Why are we here? And what the hell does Armand Bugatti have to do with it?”

“I am running the Navy for god's sake, not serving champaign and caviar to some rich kid.”

“This is a serious situation Admiral, with many lives at stake. Please give us a moment to brief you.” Gaston replied firmly.

“Very well, carry on Gaston.”

“Mr. Akhil, please share the events leading up to today that are of concern to France.” Commandant Gaston requested.

“Thank you, Commandant. Bugatti Enterprises is a global company invested in hundreds of different businesses, from over-the-horizon satellite communications to F1 racing. One of those companies is an Indian manufacturer of premium NATO-grade ammunition, as in 5.56 mm, as well as weapons that we sell to militaries and legitimate companies.”

“French intelligence has informed us that a large shipment of our ammunition and weapons was purchased by what was on the surface a legitimate dealer and, through a series of shell companies, is now sitting in a warehouse off the coast of Africa, destined for a warlord in the Congo.”

“Has any of this been verified?” Admiral Vacheron asked.

“Yes, sir, it has. I have spoken directly with intelligence and with Armand Bugatti.” Gérard, commanding officer of the Bérets Verts, answered.

The Vice Admiral's jaw tightened, and he took a moment to process the gravity of the situation. “I see.”

Standing up, the Vice Admiral walked to the counter and poured himself a glass of water before continuing.

“Mr. Akhil, what exactly do you or Mr. Bugatti want the Navy to do?”

“He wants us to destroy it, sir.” Gaston answered quickly.

“What?” The admiral asked.

“Mr. Bugatti owns the warehouse being used and most of the surrounding buildings. He wants it all destroyed; buildings, weapons, all of it . . . without loss of life, sir.”

“Mr. Bugatti is adamant and is willing to go to extremes, to ensure that nothing he is involved in supports mass murders and psychotic warlords.” Rohan told the vice admiral distinctly and with obvious pride in the request.

The Vice Admiral looked squarely at Gérard. “Can your teams do this, and how fast?” Admiral Étienne asked.

“Yes, sir, we can. Two weeks, three on the outside.”

“What, say you, Gaston? Should we do this?”

“Yes, sir, we should.”

Pausing to take another drink from his glass, the Vice Admiral considered all the details of the briefing and the judgment of two of his most trusted officers. As he had done many times before in battle, he made a command decision.

“Very well, gentlemen, let’s make this happen.”

“Mr. Akhil, please tell your boss; we will be most happy to blow his building to hell and back.”
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Chapter 1: Pivot
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1330 Cavallo Island

“There has been a change in plans. Transport to Melusine is not coming. You and your men are ordered to stay on Cavallo and await further orders.”

“Understood Sir. Is this part of the mission?” Adélard asked.

“No, Adélard, it is not. That is the most I can share with you at this time.”

“I am sending a boat from the camp tomorrow with some items for your men.”

“Make certain only your squad unloads and opens tomorrow’s shipment. I will personally brief you at 1400 hours tomorrow afternoon.” Commander Ross continued.

“Understood, Commander.” Adélard assured him.

“Good. One more thing, Adélard: keep your eyes open and keep me informed of anything significant or out of the ordinary happening on Cavallo. Ross Out.”

* * *
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“COMMANDER ROSS DID not sound very happy Adélard. Something is wrong I can feel it.” Graham said exchanging a nervous glance while turning off the equipment. 

Adélard called the squad together and relayed the briefing information. Afterwards, the men sat filled with a mixture of apprehension, and disappointment at not returning to camp.

“Commander Ross specifically told you this change is not part of our training mission.” Noel asked Adélard.

“Correct.” He answered.

“Ok, it’s official. Now, I am getting a little nervous.” Julio interjected. “And me as well.” Jojo added.

“I could think of worse places to be.” Henri said, standing up. “Seriously guys, think about it. We are going to be stationed for the time being at one of the most amazing homes in the entire French Empire, with staff running around breaking their backsides taking care of us. Until I know different, I for one am going to enjoy it.”

“All true, Henri, but this is no longer a training mission, and a boat is coming tomorrow carrying who knows what for a mission that we know nothing about. It makes me a little nervous as well.” Graham added, throwing his two cents in.

“Any ideas, Adélard?” Julio asked.

“Julio, the only thing I feel certain about is that whatever this is, whatever Commander Ross has in mind, it concerns either the island, Mr. Bugatti, or both.” Adélard answered earnestly. “There is nothing we can do today but get cleaned up and prepare to enjoy our dinner with Armand.

“Heard.” The men answered in unison.

“Besides, Noel and I are awful hungry.” Jojo said grinning.

“I hear you, my skinny French pirate.” Adélard chided him.

“I do think that once we see what Commander Ross has sent us, it will give us a hint of what to expect Julio.” Adélard added getting up. “Until then, let’s get ready to go eat.”

“Right on your 6 mon capitaine. Let’s go.” Jojo said happily, jumping up.

* * *
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1000 BUGATTI HIDDEN COVE, Cavallo 

Long before they needed to be, the squad hurried to get to the Cove, eager to discover what the commander had sent. 

* * *
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ADÉLARD ORDERED HIS men to get into Bugatti's Defenders.

François, the butler, had requested to come along for the ride, and Adélard gladly welcomed him, curious as to his motives and to any insights he might reveal.

Arriving at the hidden Cove, the squad members walked down the small hill and gathered on the dock, awaiting the arrival of the Requin boat from Camp Melusine.

The men were relaxed, joking with each other, and making wild speculating about what surprises Commander Ross was sending them. “Hand Gliders would be cool. You know 007 stuff with machine guns and rockets.” Jojo mused.

* * *
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ADÉLARD AND FRANÇOIS stood apart from the others, taking in the scenic beauty and the serene waters of the Cove.

François cleared his throat, breaking the silence between them. “Monsieur Adélard, I must relay a message from Mr. Bugatti.” He said his demeanor was composed as always.

“Something you could not share with me during the drive, François?” Adélard asked, turning to face him with an edge to his voice.

Seeing the arrogant butler unable or unwilling to respond and still intrigued by what François might say, Adélard softened his tone. “Forgive me, François. Please share with me Mr. Bugatti’s message.”

François cleared his throat again and continued, although this time with a less superior attitude. “Mr. Bugatti has requested that you and your men move into the Rousseau guest house on the estate.”

“Mr. Bugatti is committed to providing you with the finest hospitality during your stay, which the Rousseau house is well equipped to do, but he needs your team to be there for reasons that will become apparent in the fullness of time.”

François paused for a moment before adding.

“Forgive me, sir, but I took the liberty of arranging for your bags and belongings to be moved to the guest house while we were driving here.” François added gently.

Adélard was taken aback by the request, but quickly recovered. “That is incredibly generous of Mr. Bugatti. Please convey our acceptance and heartfelt thanks to him.”

François nodded, a faint smile playing on his lips. “I will, Monsieur Adélard. Mr. Bugatti is quite pleased to have you and your squad here, and he wants to ensure you have everything you need for your mission.”

“Mr. Bugatti is a good man and someone that I hope will look upon me as a friend.” Adélard replied sincerely. “My commando squad will treat the Rousseau house with the utmost respect.”

François inclined his head in agreement. “I have no doubt that you will, Monsieur Adélard.”

As the two men stood there, a shared sense of loyalty to Armand and a level of understanding passed between them.

With the Requin boat from Melusine approaching the Cove, Adélard turned his attention back to the task at hand and began walking down the stairs issuing orders.

“Graham, see that all the cargo is loaded into the trucks and secure. Jojo, you, and Noel take the second Defender, which will give you more room for cargo. Everyone else will ride with François and me in the front vehicle.”

“Heard.” Both Graham and Jojo responded sharply.

* * *
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AS RANGE ROVERS CARRIED them over the trails, François, feeling like an unofficial part of the squad, enjoyed the opportunity to drop another surprise on the men.

“Ah, monsieur Adélard, I forgot to mention one important detail.” François Said with a hint of excitement in his voice.

“The Rousseau house has a spacious basement that is perfect for your team to use in any manner you choose. You will, I am certain, find it quite suitable for your needs.”

Adélard was surprised by this unexpected information. “A basement? That might be very useful. Thank you, François.”

“That's not all.” François continued, a hint of mischief in his eyes. “The guest house also has another surprise that I believe you and your men will find intriguing.”

Adélard turned the wheel, passing the automatic gates entering the compound. “Another surprise, François?”

François smiled enigmatically. “The Rousseau house is connected to the mansion by an underground tunnel.”

The squad members in the back seat couldn't hide their surprise, and Adélard's eyes widened with astonishment. “An underground tunnel? That's incredible!” Julio exclaimed, trying to picture the hidden passageway.

François chuckled at their reaction. “Yes, it's a bit of a secret feature of the estate. Mr. Bugatti enjoys his privacy.”

“So, we can move between the guest house and the main house without being seen?” Graham asked.

“Exactly, and to other locations on the compound as well.” François confirmed with an uncharacteristic smile, then quickly returned to his dour manner.

* * *
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“AS TO ANY OTHER REQUIREMENTS you or your squad might have during your stay monsieur Adélard; please inform me directly. Meals will still be served in the mansion, as per usual. Monsieur Bugatti expects you for lunch at noon.” 

* * *
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THE SQUAD MEMBERS CAREFULLY unloaded the bags and crates from the Range Rover Defenders, following François to the large basement of the Rousseau guest house.

The men's eyes widened with amazement as they stepped into the spacious underground room.

“Look at this place!” Graham said with a grin. “It's even bigger and better than I could have  imagined.”

“Let’s get these bags and crates sorted.” Adélard called out.

“Wait Adélard! Look over here.” Henri called out surprised.

Lowering his crate to the ground, Adélard walked over to where Henri was looking through an open door.

“This is unbelievable, Adélard.” Henri said, shaking his head. “A double shooting range right here.”

“I think we are going to like the Rousseau house.” Adélard said, patting Henri on the back. “Come mon ami, we have stuff to unpack.”

* * *
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JOJO AND HENRI STARTED opening the waterproof bags and were pleasantly surprised to find six complete sets of new diving gear, with extra tanks and masks in each bag.

“Graham, check this out, we hit the jackpot.” Jojo called out, holding up a brand-new dive suit.

“That is top-of-the-line stuff!” Graham happily commented.

“Noel, I noticed a locker with some tools by the stairs.” Adélard said. “See if there is a crowbar. I want these crates opened next. Start with the small one first.”

“Heard.” Noel responded.

Adélard and Noel pried open the first crate, while Graham and Julio started on the second, much larger crate. 

Adélard was taken aback by what he found inside. Six commando bags, each with one of their names stitched to the outside. And even more impressive was what was on the inside. Each bag contained multiple sets of uniforms, heavy winter gear, and nondescript clothing for each man.

Adélard stood up shaking his head and whispered to Noel. “I don’t think they put this together over night. It looks like command was planning for our extended stay for a while.”

“I don’t want to be a buzz kill, but where I come from, no one gives you unexpected gifts, especially not gifts like these without wanting something in return.” Henri commented.

“What exactly is going on Adélard?” Noel asked confused.

“Truthfully Noel, I have no idea, but for now let’s share this booty with the guys and enjoy the moment.” He answered.

“Guys, we got new uniforms and civvies.” Noel called out. 

“Jojo, Julio come over . . . ” Before Adélard could finish his command, Graham excitedly interrupted him. “You’re not going to believe this. Hey guys come see.” The six men gathered together, looking down into the large crate Graham had opened. Their surprise turned to astonishment as Graham unveiled a vast array of weapons, including pistols, assault rifles, grenade launchers, and even the TOZ underwater guns. Pulling up another cover Graham let out a long low whistle. Boxes upon boxes of ammunition, and in a separate compartment, dozens of micro-drones, and surveillance cameras. Julio's eyes opened even wider as he helped open a smaller box. “Are these explosives, Graham?”

“Yes.” Graham answered nervously, looking over the explosives. “These are magnetic underwater demolitions they are safe until armed but be careful with those.”

“This is some serious firepower, gentlemen.” Adélard commented. “Henri, find a place down here where we can hide or lock up these weapons.”

“How about the shooting range Adélard? We can secure that area.” Henri suggested.

“Good, I like that idea.” Adélard responded. “Make it happen, Henri.”

Graham carefully picked up one of the surveillance drones and marveled at the advanced technology. “This is cutting-edge equipment, Adélard. High-definition infrared cameras, as well as swarm capabilities. These babies will give us a significant advantage gathering intelligence day or night.” He said obviously impressed.

“With all these toys, we'll be like super-secret agent commandos.” Jojo joked, lightening the mood as they processed the significance of their new arsenal.

Jojo pulled out and inspected one of the unfamiliar medical kits. “Adélard, these med kits are far more than patch and go.” Lifting a small bottle to demonstrate what he had found, Jojo continued. “There are sedatives, narcotics, stuff I don’t even know, and medical auto-injectors in here.”

“It seems the Navy wants us armed with more than just guns, Jojo. Get with Henri and store these kits with the weapons.” Adélard ordered.

“Heard.”

Feeling the impact of all they discovered, Adélard stopped inspecting and called the men together.

“Listen guys. None of us knows what we are going to be asked to do or what the plan for any of this gear is. But we all know these weapons are lethal in the extreme. Not to mention the surveillance toys and drugs we have been issued.” Adélard paused, reaching into the crate to pull out a HK416 assault rifle, holding it in both hands.

“One thing we all need to understand is that we cannot use or carry these weapons without a clear purpose. These weapons are not subtle, they will attract unwanted attention if we're not discreet.” Adélard warned. “Noel, Julio, I want you two to act as our weapons masters. Make sure these weapons are ready for use at all times and that we have the plenty of the correct ammo when we need it.

“Heard.” Noel and Julio responded together.

Graham nodded in agreement. “You're right Adélard. We need to be strategic with displaying or even letting others know we have these and always maintain covert protocols.”

“So, you’re saying no, to blowing shit up with the grenade launchers after lunch?” Jojo jokingly asked.

Adélard couldn’t help but laugh before answering. “Correct, and no running around intimidating the locals like pirate Jojo brandishing his assault rifle.”

“Oui, oui, mon Capitaine. Understood.” Jojo replied.

Adélard acknowledged the weight of the responsibility they now carried in their faces. “Our lives, I fear, just got a lot more complex.”

Returning the assault rifle to its place in the crate, he quickly changed his demeanor, forcing a broad grin across his face.

“Enough with the drama . . . you motley crew of commando wannabes. Let’s stow, these toys and go eat lunch.”

“Hell yes!” Jojo happily replied.

* * *
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ADÉLARD AND JULIO DECIDED to walk across the compound to the mansion for their lunch. The other four squad members decided it would be fun to try the secret underground tunnels and find their way there.

* * *
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“I AM A LITTLE WORRIED about all that stuff we unpacked.” Julio admitted walking next to Adélard.

“What do you mean, Julio?”

“I mean . . . well, I know I am a good shot, and . . . well, I know what it means to be a commando . . . It’s just . . . Adélard, I have never shot a person, and I am not sure . . .”

“You’re not sure you will be able to . . . ” 

“Is that what you mean, Julio?”

“Sort of, yes . . . ”

“I just don’t want to freeze up and let the squad down.”

“I think we all feel that way. Listen Julio. I will tell you what my grandfather, a true warrior, told me.”

“Killing is not a game. Killing is not a fun thing to do. Anyone who enjoys it should be locked up forever. But killing at times is a necessary thing, and a real man understands that.” 

“You understand Julio?” Adélard Asked.

“Well, sort of . . . ” Julio answered softly.

“Good enough for now, mon ami, good enough for now.”
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Chapter 2: Clear and Present Danger
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1300 Cavallo Island

“Adélard squad, this is command.”

“This is Adélard; go ahead.

“New orders. You are to be at the Bugatti helo pad with two vehicles at 1400. No support is required, only two drivers. Command out.”

“Received and understood.” Adélard answered.

* * *
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ADÉLARD TURNED TO GRAHAM with a small smirk on his face.

“It looks like the Navy wants us to be Uber drivers today.”

Adélard said smiling. 

Graham nodded. “So, you, me and the Defenders?”

“Sounds about right. Let the others finish their lunch. You know how grumpy Jojo can be if you interrupt his eating.” Adélard added, laughing.

* * *
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ADÉLARD AND GRAHAM stood leaning on the front of their vehicles at the Bugatti helo pad waiting. “So, what do you think Commander Ross is sending us now?” Graham asked chuckling. “Bigger Guns?”

“Unknown and I think that is part of how he tests us. That man loves his mystery’s.” Adélard responded laughing.

“Heard.” Graham said.

The thump and thump of the rotor blades grew louder as the helicopter approached.

The men exchanged curious glances and walked closer, wondering who would be disembarking from the aircraft.

As the helicopter touched down, Adélard was happy to see Armand Bugatti stepping out looking as elegant as ever, accompanied by a stunning woman and two young girls, followed closely behind by two of Mr. Bugatti's well-armed security men dressed in full black combat attire.

The surprises didn't end there; Commander Ross and another older gentleman also in uniform stepped out and began walking toward Adélard and Graham.

“Mr. Bugatti, this is quite the surprise.” Adélard said, reaching out to shake Armand’s hand while trying to conceal his astonishment at the unexpected guests.

Armand Bugatti flashed a warm smile. “Ah, Adélard, my friend.” He said, extending his hand. 

“I want to introduce you to my family.” Armand gestured with obvious love and pride. “This is my wife, Isabella, and these two lovely girls are our twin daughters, Reine and Taber.”

Commander Ross stepped forward, causing Adélard and Graham to snap to attention. “At ease, it's good to see you again, gentlemen. Allow me to introduce Commandant Gaston Bernardone COSG.

Adélard and Graham were momentarily shocked, realizing this older man was the senior officer in charge of all French special forces. Both men instinctively snapped back to attention and saluted.

Gaston smiled graciously. “At ease, gentlemen, it is my pleasure to finally meet you. Commander Ross and Mr. Bugatti have been singing your praises all morning. 

“Thank you, sir.” Adélard and Graham both said in a formal manner standing at parade rest with their hands folded behind their backs until the Commandant reached out, offering each his hand in friendship. 

“I was a tadpole once upon a time myself. We are all Kraken now. Yes?” Gaston asked.

“Yes Sir.” The men answered, smiling in unison.

Armand Bugatti then turned to Adélard and Graham. “Well, with the introductions over, shall we move on, gentlemen? My little girls are tired, and I could use a drink.”

As the party prepared to depart, Adélard noted that both of Mr. Bugatti's security men followed his wife and children into Graham's Defender. Leaving the four of them to ride together back to the compound.

* * *
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DRIVING BACK TO THE compound, Commandant Gaston was the first to speak. “Adélard, first off, I want you to understand that none of this is normal or routine.”

“There is a clear and present danger to the lives of Mr. Bugatti and his family. That is why we are here, and that is why I am elevating you and your men to active commando status as of today.”

Turning to look at Armand, Commandant Gaston continued. “Although I have over 50 battle-tested squads ready, Mr. Bugatti was adamant about your squad being here. You can thank him for your promotions and the honor.”

“Later, Gaston and I will be briefing you and the entire squad with what we know and what we are up against. Commander Ross interjected.

Adélard kept driving, trying to process all that he had just been told and responding in the only way he knew how.

“Yes Sir. Thank you, Sir.”

“Thank you, Armand, for your faith in me and my squad.

I will not let you down!” Adélard added sincerely.

“Of that, Adélard, I am quite certain.” Armand answered.

* * *
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THE MEN OF ADÉLARD'S squad gathered in Mr. Bugatti's private office, standing at ease, waiting for the briefing from Commander Ross, Commandant Gaston, and Armand Bugatti himself to begin.

Commandant Gaston stepped forward, his demeanor serious and composed. “Seven months ago.” He began.

“We received intelligence indicating that weapons and ammunition produced by one of Mr. Bugatti's Indian subsidiaries were being diverted to a warlord in the Congo.”

“At Mr. Bugatti's request, two of my commando squads conducted a covert operation and destroyed one of his warehouses off the coast of Africa, eliminating those munitions with, I might add, no loss of life or transparency.

The incident was reported by international news as an accident caused by industrial chemicals.”

“We believe that this action angered certain powerful entities, and that they are now seeking revenge aimed at Mr. Bugatti and his family.”

Raising his hand, Graham asked a question. “Commandant, if that mission went off without any transparency, why have they focused their anger at Mr. Bugatti?”

“Unfortunately, I may have caused that.” Armand interrupted. “Once French intelligence informed me that my armaments were being redirected to a psychotic warlord, I instructed Rohan Akhil, my chief operating officer for Bugatti Enterprises Indian Ocean, to institute a change in the vetting of our clients. With that change in place, we currently only sell to European Union-approved countries and NATO-approved customers.”

“So, with their supply chain for your guns turned off at the same time the warehouse was destroyed, they connected the dots to you, Armand?” Adélard Asked.

“It seems the only logical explanation.” Armand responded.

“At that point, Israeli intelligence got involved.” Commandant Gaston interrupted, continuing the briefing.

“It seems that our Congo Warlord has close ties with a particular Palestinian terrorists’ group that the Israelis, as a matter of course, keep an eye on for their own safety.”

“Communications were intercepted, which described that the Warlord believes Mr. Bugatti was personally responsible for destroying the warehouse and is doubly angry that his 5 million euros went up in smoke.”

“Is that intel confirmed?” Adélard asked. 

“Yes, for their part, the Palestinians confirmed his beliefs.”

“They pointed out the fact that the supply chain the Warlord had carefully developed to get Mr. Bugatti’s Indian weapons was permanently disrupted by actions Mr. Bugatti initiated himself.”

“Understood Commandant.” Adélard said speaking up with authority. “Can you share why we believe that Mr. Bugatti and his family face an imminent threat?”

“I can do that, Adélard.” Commander Ross answered.

“Working with Israeli and French intelligence as well as our operatives on the ground in Mali. We have confirmed that the Warlord is hiring a group of mercenaries to attack this island and kill Armand and his family.”

“Do we know when, sir?” Graham asked.

“Specifically, no, Graham, but we speculate the attack will happen in the next 3 to 4 weeks. We have eyes and ears on the mercenaries that have been gathering in Orangi Town, near Karachi, Pakistan.” Commander Ross added.

“Therefore, we will have intelligence when they make their move.” Adélard speculated.

“That is the assumption we are working with Adélard.” Commander Ross answered.

“They are coming, gentlemen; of that there is no doubt. The when and the how are still unknown, but they are coming.” Commandant Gaston told the men firmly.

“Adélard, Commander Ross, and I are scheduled for a briefing with the Vice Admiral. Afterwards, I want to hear every bit of information you have on this island and any thoughts on how an attack might happen and how we might prevent it. I have the entire core and the Navy’s might at my disposal, gentlemen.”

“No Warlord will harm a French citizen on my watch. Am I clear?” Commandant Gaston said, his voice becoming louder and his actions more animated.

“Yes Sir.” All the men, including Commander Ross, answered sharply.

“Monsieur Gaston, if I may make a suggestion.” Armand interrupted. “Let us pause for your briefing with the Admiral and also have dinner before we begin again.” 

“This will give us all time to collect our thoughts and possibly develop an interim plan.”

“Very well, Armand.” Commandant Gaston answered, nodding his head in agreement.

“Gentlemen, I do ask for one more indulgence. My wife and children will be joining us for dinner. I ask all of you not to discuss these matters at the table. My Isabella understands the threat we face, but my children do not need to know everything. Is that acceptable?” Armand asked.

“Certainly Armand.” Commander Ross answered.

“Thank you, my friend. I will have dinner served in two hours’ time.”

* * *
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1630, TOULON FRANCE. 

Navy headquarters and primary naval base.

“Gaston, you do what you need to do!”

“I don’t want this situation to suffer mission creep.”

“Let me make it simple for you. I want those mercenaries gone and that Warlord dead or wishing he was.”

“You read me loud and clear, Gaston?”

Étienne Vacheron, vice admiral d'escadr of the French Naval forces, asked with menace in his voice.

“Yes Sir! Will do, sir.” Commandant Gaston replied.

* * *
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ROUSSEAU HOUSE, BUGATTI compound

Adélard's squad gathered around a table, their faces serious and focused. The weight of the imminent threat hung in the air, and they knew they had to plan carefully to ensure the safety of Armand Bugatti and his family.

Adélard started the discussion, his voice calm and measured.

“We need to determine the most likely points of attack. Sea or the air. If we can anticipate their approach, we can be better prepared to counter it. Let us begin by assuming they are our equal in training and capabilities.”

“If they are, they would have eyes on the compound now Adélard.” Graham offered. “I would.” 

“Agreed, and if not already, then soon. We need to know exactly who belongs on this island and who, if any, doesn’t.” Henri added.

“Graham, see what intel you can gather on who lives and works here and where. The good news is that most of the mansions at this time of year are empty. Still, there are folks around that belong here, and we need to identify them and, if possible, track them.” Adélard ordered.

“If we can get a thermal imaging drone out of Toulon, I can tell you exactly how many souls are on this island and, at least at night, where they are.” Graham suggested.

“Excellent.”

“With that intel, we can cross-check any list we put together of who might belong here. I will put that as my first request tonight.” Adélard responded, energized by his squad’s engagement.

“If the attack comes at night, That drone would give us an edge, Adélard. ‘Be where the enemy is not’.” Noel added.

“Was that a little from the Art of War?” Graham asked, poking Noel.

“What? Surprised, I read more than comic books.” Noel answered, poking him back.

“Excuse me, children.” Jojo interrupted, smiling. “Adélard, just my two cents, but if I were attacking this island, it wouldn’t be by air. Too limited, and mercenaries, no matter how well equipped, usually don’t have air cover or aerial surveillance.”

“Besides, we know for a fact that it is near impossible to defend every inch of any coastline, even on an island this small. My bet is they will arrive by sea.” Jojo added, his mind racing barely ahead of his words.

“I agree with Jojo. Adélard, the probability of an aerial assault is slim and none. We should focus on the sea.” Graham said, nodding to Jojo.

“Graham, can we set up those micro drones to help with gathering intel during the day and also swarm and be our eyes during an attack? Adélard asked.

“Yes, and even at night. They do not have thermal, but they are equipped with night vision. I can program the drones to conduct regular sweeps; we have 36 drones, so I can keep 12 in the air at all times if we need to, but we will need to find a safe spot to launch them from.” Graham added, already thinking about the logistics.

“I think Father Paulo’s tunnels would be a good place to hide Graham. No one would go looking for him there, and it's almost completely isolated up on that hill.” Julio said, looking at Adélard.

“I like it. Good thinking, Julio. At tonight’s briefing, I will ask Armand to impose on Father Paulo with this request.” Adélard responded.

Henri spoke up next. “Intel notwithstanding, we need to be actively searching for any mercenaries or potential attackers who might already be on the island. If they are here, we need to know. We can't get caught with our guard down.” 

“You're absolutely correct Henri.” Adélard agreed. “We will also need to keep a low profile while moving around the island gathering information. We don’t want to spook the locals and end up on national TV. Thoughts?”

Jojo raised his hand. “We have already been posing as Bugatti employees on vacation. Why not continue the charade? We can use bicycles to move around the island without drawing too much attention. It's a common sight in Cavallo, and something a tourist would do.”

Adélard nodded, impressed by Jojo. “That's a great idea. All of us can take turns; it will give us eyes on the island and human intel without being too conspicuous. I will put bicycles on my Christmas list for tonight. Any other ideas on how to hide in plain sight?”

“There is not much to do on this island, but if I were on vacation here, I might want to do a little fishing. Cruising around the island fishing would be a clever way for us to keep an eye on the shoreline.” Noel suggested.

* * *
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BUGATTI CONFERENCE Room, Cavallo

“Vice-Admiral Étienne is a hard ass.” Ross mentioned as they walked into a small private conference room.

“Absolutely, as hard as it gets, but he did just give us Carte Blanc. So, all in all, I am good with it.” Gaston commented, winking at Commander Ross.

The two officers sat across from each other, studying maps of the island and of the Congo and discussing the potential missions ahead.

Commander Ross leaned forward, his brow furrowed with concern. “We are going to need a lot of assets, Gaston. Gathering intel, protecting this island, and eliminating a well-protected Warlord not on French soil.”

“That not on French soil is the tricky part, Commander.”

“We have an intelligence team from special forces on the ground in Orangi Town watching the mercenaries.”

“They are reporting 15 to 20 men on site. Several Palestinians have been identified, and one ex-Chechen officer. Navy intelligence at Toulon suggests he may be in charge.” Gaston informed him.

“That will outnumber the Adélard squad by two, maybe three to one.” Ross stated the concern evident in his voice. “We both know Armand will not allow us to turn his home into a military camp, but we need to even the odds. Honestly, Gaston, I trained these men, they are good, but they have never faced live fire or battle before.”

“I am well aware of that fact.” Gaston stated grimly. “I offered other more seasoned squads, but Armand refused. He wants Adélard and his squad, says he trust them.”

“The attack will be sea, which I believe it most likely will be. We can improve the odds by intercepting them before they get to shore.” Commander Ross added offering a plan.

“If any of those antique baby submarines you keep hidden at your base are operational, can you house two of my squads at your precious Melusine?” Gaston asked, looking up at Ross with a slight grin.

“Excuse me, my submarines may be small, but they are not antiques, and they are fully operational at a moment’s notice.

I have a skipper and a complete crew always on site. As far as housing your squads, I will have the good china washed and the silver polished for when they arrive.” Commander

Ross answered with a prideful smile.

“Good! I will order two of my best squads to be transported to Melusine tomorrow. Equipped for either a land or sea assault. Inform your sub captain we have a mission coming his way and to plan accordingly.” Gaston said firmly.

“I assure you, Commander Ross, whatever we order them to do, my commandos, the men you trained, can execute any operation with surgical precision. Adélard’s Squad will not be left holding the short end of the stick on this mission.”

“Thank You.” Commander Ross answered.

“I do think the attack will come most likely from the sea. If I were transporting 15 or 20 armed men, I wouldn’t do it by air.” Standing up, Commander Ross paced across the room.

“There are too many obstacles to passing multination security bottlenecks, and it is almost impossible to bring along serious weapons.” Ross added diving into the mission.

“Agreed, most likely they will use overland routes, avoiding any border inspections until reaching a port somewhere along the coast between Spain and Italy, most likely closer to Italy, and then acquire some form of indiscreet boat for the attack.” Gaston said aloud, formulating his thoughts.

“You should inform your squads to be ready and equipped for a ship assault. If we are to attempt to keep this as low-profile as possible, we should blow it out of the water. Accidents do happen, don’t they?” Ross asked rhetorically.

“Let’s just hope we don’t blow up a bunch of tourists by mistake. Accidents do happen.” Gaston added.

* * *
[image: ]


ROUSSEAU HOUSE, CAVALLO

Adélard stood up and walked around the table, his eyes locked on each member of his squad. “We need to think like them; we must put ourselves in their shoes and plan an attack on this island ourselves, considering the resources that would be available to them. They have a clear mission: to kill the Bugatti's, and we are in their way. It will be far better to overestimate than to underestimate their abilities.”

Adélard's paused, sitting back down; his words hung in the air, the weight of the situation sinking in.

“Gentlemen, we need to prepare for two possible attack scenarios. First, let’s assume they make their way onto the island with or without our realizing it and that they are planning for an all-out frontal ground assault designed to overpower Mr. Bugatti’s security measures, eliminate any resistance, and cause as much destruction as possible enroute to murdering his family.”

“Second, all the above is true, but they also plan an additional assault from the sea either to back up the main plan or using the main attack as a diversion.”

“I think the second possibility is even more dangerous.” Jojo commented. “They could feign a powerful frontal assault while secretly planning a stealthy attack on the most challenging part of the compound. A place most would not expect an attack to be coming from . . . the cliff.”

“If we were them, we would assume it would be the least protected due to its natural defense.” Noel added.

Graham nodded in agreement. “It's a classic diversion tactic, trying to draw attention away from their true objective.”

“That would mean a water team scaling the cliff and entering the compound from the rear.” Adélard added.

Jojo raised his hand and jumped in. “It doesn’t matter if they plan that approach or not. It would be a smart move on their part. We need to establish a defensive plan for the back of the house and be ready to fight two battles simultaneously. One at the back and one at the front of the house. The sides, I believe, are safe considering the property.”

Adélard nodded in the affirmative. “Exactly Jojo. Strengthen our defenses, set up surveillance systems, and be ready to counter any attack from either direction or both.”

Adélard's eyes scanned the room, looking at each member of his squad. “We can't afford to underestimate them. They are hired professionals and killers. If they come here to harm the Bugatti family, they won't hesitate to use any means necessary to achieve their goal.”

* * *
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BUGATTI CONFERENCE Room, Cavallo

“Gaston, you mentioned the possibility of taking the Warlord alive. Do you think that's even feasible? The Vice Admiral was pretty clear on what he wanted.” Ross asked.

Gaston paused, considering the possibility. “It won't be easy, but if we
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