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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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Le Début

CHAPTER: PREQUEL

From ‘In the Name of the Father’

Camp Melusine, Corsica France

Adélard, Graham, and Jojo stood in front of the commander’s desk. Each man in their crisp dress uniforms, proudly wearing their Green Berets, their expressions serious as they waited for the new camp commander.

A soft creaking sound interrupted the silence as the door opened, prompting all three men to snap into a sharp salute, arms straight and eyes forward.

“That will be all, Ensign.” The commander said, dismissing the young officer. 

“Well, well, what do we have here?” The commander asked as he crossed the room and walked behind his desk, with a smirk forming on his lips. His eyes shone with a mixture of pride and playful scrutiny as he looked at the three men. 

“We just thought . . . ” Jojo began but was swiftly cut off by the commander’s booming voice. 

“You’re still at attention, tadpole!” He growled, the sternness of his tone quickly melting into outright laughter.

“Yes, Sir.” Jojo responded, unable to stop the smile from his face. “May I add that it is an honor to serve under such a distinguished officer as yourself with decades of experience.”

“That’s Jojo’s way of saying you’re old as shit.” Graham interrupted, elbowing Jojo in the ribs, which caused everyone to start laughing. Hearing all the commotion, the young ensign opened the door. The sight of the three commandos doubled over in laughter with his commander smiling ear to ear made the ensign quickly turn, his face flushed with embarrassment, which only got worse when he tried to salute but instead knocked the cap off his head.

The three commandos erupted into a chorus of laughter, the walls of the commander’s office still resonating as the rest of the Ghost squad entered the office, bypassing the ensign entirely, and Henri grumbling that he didn’t get his invitation to the party. Noel and Julio quickly crossed the room to shake hands with Nickalos and pat him on the back.

“Don’t think for a minute, Monsieur Commander, that this promotion changes anything.” Noel blurted out, smiling.

“You’re still a Ghost Commando like the rest of us till the day you die and maybe even after that.” Julio added giving Nickalos a bear hug, lifting him up out of his chair.

Nickalos leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, a broad smile stretching across his face as he looked at his friends and comrades. “The truth is . . . I am going to miss going on missions with you bunch of crazy bastards.” 

“You’re the Commander now, Nico. You can do whatever you want. I say you dump the starched shirts and come play with us from time to time . . . just like old times.” Jojo said, stepping forward and shaking Nickalos’s hand. “Not to worry, I’ll cover your six like always when things go south.”

“Cover my six?” Nickalos asked, breaking out in laughter.

“It’s going to feel strange not having you with us.” Graham added, his admiration for Nickalos evident in his voice.

“There is something more.” Nickalos began, pausing as the men grew quiet. “Under my new authority as Commander and with Commandant Ross’s blessings from Toulon, I’m making some changes. First on the list . . . I am promoting Graham to lieutenant assigned to naval intelligence.”

The room erupted in applause, the men slapping Graham on the back and giving him hearty congratulations while simultaneously moaning that he will no longer be with them. Nickalos raised his hand, stopping the celebration. “Don’t get too carried away with your goodbyes . . . Graham is still staying right here with the squad as a permanent adjunct member.” Nickalos added, grinning. “Hopefully under your new assignment, Lieutenant Graham, you will be less likely to get blown up or shot at.” 

Graham laughed, shaking his head. “I don’t know if I can promise I’ll stay out of trouble, Commander.”

“We’ll see about that.” Nickalos replied. “Since Graham will no longer count as an official squad member, I am transferring a new man to you, Adélard. Colin Dubois. Fresh out of commando sniper school and, from what I hear, a bit of a lunatic. From all accounts, he should fit right in.” 

“What kind of a man is he, Nico?” Adélard asked, casually sitting on the corner of the commander’s desk.

“If I were to judge, I would say he is like a crossbreed of Noel, Henri, and Jojo with darker skin and no hair. 

“Mon Dieu . . . what a Frankenstein.” Adélard commented, causing the men to again break out laughing.

“There is one more thing, although I still can’t believe it was me that suggested it. Nickalos said, standing up.

“Jojo, step forward and stand at attention.” He ordered.

“Jojo Farceur, due to your magnificent valor under fire and your unwavering loyalty to your fellow commandos, you are, as of this minute, promoted to full lieutenant.”

Jojo’s jaw dropped, and before anyone could react, he jumped high in the air, pumping his fist. Then, in his best attempt at imitating Nickalos’s gruff voice, he growled. “Listen up, tadpoles, you’re a long way from being Krakens!” 

The room roared with laughter as the men gathered around Jojo, patting him on the back. “So, Commander, does this mean I get my own squad?” Jojo asked, breaking away.

Nickalos shook his head, putting both his hands on Jojo’s shoulders. “I doubt the Navy is ready for that. Besides, how could the Ghost Commandos survive without their finest musketeer and resident troublemaker?”

“I am legend.” Jojo said, quickly jumping up on a chair and brandishing his imaginary sword, imitating a musketeer. 

“Stand down, Lieutenant.” Nickalos ordered with a chuckle. 
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Chapter 1: Gold Fever
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Central African Republic (CAR) 

The Wagner squad moved silently as they crept toward tonight’s target. A makeshift illegal gold mining camp deep in the heart of the Central African Republic.

The dense jungle canopy above blocked the moonlight, casting shifting shadows as the Russian mercenaries took positions, hiding in the undergrowth, their faces smeared with camouflage paint. Captain Mikhail Volkov raised a gloved fist. Behind him, Lieutenant Sergei Ivanov, his second in command, stopped, checking the satellite map. The mining camp was less than 300 meters away. Mikhail crouched beside a fallen tree, his AK-103 resting against his knee as he scanned the edge of the encampment through his night vision goggles.

The camp was alive with movement. Even at this late hour, the miners carried sacks of dirt to the processing plant, anxiously hoping they contained even a little gold dust. There were a few men drinking by a fire, but more importantly to Mikail, he spotted three well-armed guards patrolling the camp. He turned his head slightly, his voice barely a whisper. “Sergei, confirm the location of the gold.”

Sergei was already on it. He pressed the comm unit on his shoulder and whispered into the mic. “Yuri, report!”

After a brief pause, Yuri's voice crackled softly on the radio.

“Confirming five crates are being filled in the warehouse. It’s hard to get a count, but there must be at least 20 miners bringing sacks from the mine and working in the building.

Sergei nodded, then turned back to Mikhail. “Warehouse confirmed. Our man says the crates are still being loaded."

Mikhail’s lips curled into a hard, cold smile. “They must be sitting on a fortune. If that idiot police chief is correct, it has been almost three months since their last shipment.”

Sergei grunted in agreement, checking his rifle. “Regardless, the tip was solid enough. There is a transport truck parked right in front of the warehouse.”

Mikhail tapped his fingers lightly on his rifle. “I saw three guards; what do you make of their firepower?”

Sergei adjusted his scope, watching the patrol through the green-tinted glow of his NVGs. “AKs. No body armor. They seem relaxed. Probably more worried about one of the miners stealing a nugget than any trouble coming from the outside this deep in the jungle.”

“Excellent.” Mikhail murmured. 

Sergei’s eyes flicked to their men. A dozen shadowy figures spread out along the tree line, rifles at the ready. “The squad is in position, Mikhail. Just waiting on your order.”

Mikhail let the silence stretch for a moment, inhaling the humid jungle air, feeling the electric charge before a battle course through his body.

“Check again, Sergei.” Mikhail whispered, his gravelly voice cutting through the humid night. “Confirm the location.”

Sergei clicked his radio and murmured a few words in Russian, receiving a quick response from their soldier reconnoitering the camp. “Confirmed, the gold is being stored in the warehouse building on the north side.”

Mikhail nodded, his cold blue eyes narrowing. “Yuri, take your team and flank left . . . I’m not interested in collecting prisoners. Torch everything. Alexei, Dimitri, you’re with me.

* * *
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THE WAGNER MERCENARIES moved with precision, their weapons held at the ready. The camp came into view: a sprawling collection of makeshift buildings illuminated by harsh floodlights. Dozens of miners worked under the watchful eyes of armed guards, their faces weary and streaked with sweat. In the center of the camp, a battered truck was being loaded with what Mikhail imagined were gold bars, their dull luster glinting under the lights. 

Mikhail’s lips curled into a predatory smile. “On my mark.”

* * *
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BEFORE THE GUARDS COULD react, the first shots rang out. Yuri and Alexei’s teams, positioned on the camp’s flank, opened fire with suppressed rifles, taking out two miners exiting the building. Instantly the camp erupted into chaos. 

“Contact at 9 o’clock!” A guard screamed, his voice cracking with terror. He barely finished his warning before Alexei’s bullet found its mark, hitting him in the shoulder.

From seemingly every direction, guards came running and regrouped near the warehouse building. 

Their leader, a burly man named Jean-Baptiste Koumba, was well prepared. He started barking orders in French. “Spread out. Protect the shipment, or we all go home broke.”

Armed with aging AK-47s, the security personnel fought back valiantly. A spray of bullets forced Mikhail’s team to take cover behind a stack of oil drums. One of the guards lobbed a grenade, the explosion sending shrapnel and debris flying. “They’re better organized than we thought.” Sergei muttered, reloading his rifle.

Mikhail nodded, accepting the reality. “Let them have their moment. We’ll see how long they last.”

The Wagner mercenaries advanced. Their training and experience obvious with every step. Alexei took out a guard attempting to flank them, while Dimitri laid down suppressing fire. Reluctantly at first, the miners joined the battle armed with little more than pickaxes, their desperation evident as they fought to protect the gold and their future.

“They’re defending their livelihoods.” Sergei observed as he downed another miner getting too close. “The fools.” Mikhail replied coldly. “They’re just prolonging their suffering. Concentrate on the guards.”

Jean-Baptiste rallied his men, using the truck as cover. “No one is taking our gold. Push them back!” His bravery galvanized the others, briefly giving the defenders the advantage. But the mercenaries’ superior firepower and tactics proved overwhelming. Yuri, perched inside the processing plant, picked off the miners running around trying to escape. His rifle spitting out death with each shot.

It was a battle of attrition. One by one, the guards and miners fell until the fighting was hand to hand. Jean-Baptiste, bloodied but defiant, charged at Mikhail with a machete. The Russian warrior spun around and sidestepped effortlessly, then shot Jean point-blank in the back of the head, ending the last semblance of organized resistance.

As the gunfire ceased, the camp fell eerily silent, save for the crackling of flames from a fuel tank that had been hit in the crossfire. The surviving miners, unarmed and terrified, were rounded up by the mercenaries.

“What should we do with them, Captain?” Sergei asked, his rifle trained on the cowering group. Mikhail blinked, his expression devoid of any signs of sympathy or humanity. “Finish it.” Within minutes, the camp was a smoldering ruin, its defenders and miners lying lifeless among the wreckage.

As the mercenaries prepared to leave, Mikhail took one last look at the burning camp. “Send out the confirmation, Sergei. Shipment secure. ETA: 9 hours.”

The professional soldiers disappeared into the jungle, the stolen gold in their possession. Behind them, the camp burned, a grim testament to the ruthlessness of their mission. 

For the mercenaries of the Wagner Group, tonight was just another payday earned in blood, their stock and trade. 
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Chapter 2: Past & Present 
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Camp Melusine, Corsica France

Commander Nickalos stood on the tarmac. His expression as impassive as the mountains surrounding the base. The rhythmic thrum of an approaching naval helicopter echoed through the crisp Corsican air, highlighting the urgency of the summons he had received just an hour earlier. Beside him, Ensign Cooper handed over a sealed manila envelope.

“These are your orders, Sir.” Cooper said, his tone was crisp but laced with curiosity. “Commandant Ross insisted on discretion. Any idea what this is about, Commander?”

Nickalos accepted the envelope without a word, tucking it into the inner pocket of his jacket. He glanced at the small naval helicopter now descending, its rotor wash kicking up a cloud of dust and loose debris.

“No, I don’t. When the Commandant sends for you personally, you don’t ask questions.” He replied, adjusting his cap. “You just show up.”

As the helicopter touched down, the pilot, a young lieutenant with mirrored aviators, leaned out and shouted over the noise. “Commander Nickalos?”

Nickalos gave the pilot a curt nod before boarding. The interior of the small naval transport helicopter was spartan, built for function over comfort. Strapping himself into the jump seat, he pulled on the headset handed to him. The pilot’s voice crackled through the intercom.

“Toulon reports the weather’s clear, but there is a storm front moving in. This could get bumpy, Commander.”

“Then, let’s get moving, Lieutenant.” Nickalos replied.

As the helicopter rose into the sky, the sprawling beauty of Corsica unfolded beneath them. Nickalos allowed himself a moment to admire the rugged coastline and deep blue green waters before turning his thoughts to the meeting ahead. 

He’d worked under Commandant Ross long enough to know that the man didn’t waste time with pleasantries or nonessential matters when he was focused on business. Whatever awaited him in Toulon, it was critical.

* * *
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NAVAL HEADQUARTERS, Toulon France

The naval helicopter bucked in the violent gusts of wind as it descended toward the landing pad at Toulon Naval Base. The sky was a churning mass of gray, the sea below a dark, frothing expanse. Rain hammered against the fuselage, the wipers barely keeping up as the pilot fought for control. 

Inside Nickalos sat strapped into his seat, gripping the harness across his chest as the aircraft pitched and swayed. The pilot, a seasoned veteran, clenched his hands on the yoke, while the copilot muttered aloud the adjustments, he was making to the aircraft systems compensating for wind. 

“Tower, this is Transport One-Seven, on approach vector 3, requesting immediate emergency clearance for landing with possible ground support.” The pilot reported firmly, then nodded to his co-pilot. “Just in case.” 

The radio crackled. “Transport One-Seven, clearance granted. Pad three is hot. Be advised, weather conditions are deteriorating rapidly. All outbound flights are canceled due to wind shear. Better make it quick, Tower out.”

“Merci, Tower.” The pilot responded as a burst of wind sent the helicopter sideways and 100 meters higher.

The copilot cursed under his breath. “We’re coming in too fast. Reducing throttle, increasing collective.”

“I see it. Hold on, this is going to be close!” The pilot barked.

The helicopter tilted violently, the storm making it fight for every inch. At the last moment, the pilot feathered the controls, adjusting for the brutal crosswind. The aircraft dipped, shuddered, then . . . 

Thump. The runners hit the tarmac, skidding slightly on the rain-slick surface before settling firmly onto the ground. The rotors continued to whip the rain into a frenzy, the rhythmic hum of the engine gradually lowering as the aircraft and the crew came to a full stop.

Nickalos let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

“Hell of a landing, Lieutenant.” He said, unbuckling his harness. “I thought we were going to get slammed against one of those damn ships.”

The pilot grinned. “No thanks needed, Commander. I wouldn’t let that happen, but applause is appreciated.”

The copilot chuckled. “We do accept tips, by the way.”

Nickalos snorted, slapping the pilot’s shoulder. “I’ll buy you both a drink next time I’m at the officer’s club. That was some damn fine flying.”

“We’ll hold you to that, Sir.” The pilot replied with a laugh. 

* * *
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THE SIDE DOOR SLID open, and a blast of cold rain swept into the cabin. Nickalos pulled his coat tighter as he stepped onto the soaked tarmac. The rain was coming down in sheets, the storm turning the entire base into a wet, blurry image.

A uniformed aide rushed toward him, umbrella in hand.

“Commander Nickalos?” The aide called, snapping to rigid attention and saluting sharply against the wind.

Nickalos returned the salute. “That’s me.”

The aide extended the umbrella over them. “Commandant Ross is waiting for you, sir. This way.”

Nickalos took one last glance at the helicopter, watching as its rotors slowly spun down, the storm still raging around them. Then, without another word, Nickalos returned the salute and followed the aide to the edge of the landing zone. 

The rain lashed against the black staff car, the downpour drowning out most of the ambient sounds of the naval base. 

Commandant Jean-Paul Ross stood by the open rear door, his imposing frame unmistakable even in the storm’s chaos. Water ran in rivulets down the shoulders of his coat, but the man barely seemed to notice. 

His steely gaze scanned the area, a lifetime of instinct making him assess everything in a glance before his eyes locked onto Nickalos, approaching with purposeful strides despite the relentless wind.

Ross extended a calloused hand as Nickalos stepped up.

“Nickalos.” Ross’s deep voice carried easily over the low hum of the staff car’s engine. “Welcome to Toulon.”

Nickalos clasped the older man’s hand, feeling the iron grip that hadn’t softened despite the years.

“Thank you, Sir.” He replied. “I assume this is urgent?”

Ross’s expression didn’t change, but there was a sharpness in his tone as he gestured toward the idling vehicle.

“Get in. We’ll talk on the way.”

Nickalos slid into the backseat, Ross following closely behind. The driver struggled to shut the door against the wind, sealing them inside the dimly lit cabin. 

The leather smelled of polish and faint cigar smoke, a lingering sign of Ross’s old habits. Outside, the storm continued its assault, the windshield wipers beating a frantic rhythm against the glass.

As the car pulled away, maneuvering through the winding roads of the naval base, Nickalos turned slightly, studying Ross’s stoic profile.

“So, what’s this about?” He asked, keeping his tone casual.

Ross leaned back and let out a soft sigh. “Truthfully? I’m just as much in the dark as you are. This briefing isn’t my idea. It was called at the request of the undersecretary, Paul Rocher from DGSE. He told me he has a favor to ask.”

Nickalos raised an eyebrow, a smirk tugging at the corner of his lips. “Paul’s favors usually end up costing our men blood and bullets.” He remarked dryly.

Ross allowed a small chuckle. “You’re not wrong. But if he’s going through this much trouble, it must be important.”

The car slowed as it approached the operations center, its imposing structure flanked by armed guards. Ross gestured toward the building. “We’ll know more soon enough.”

Nickalos nodded, his smirk fading as he prepared himself for whatever lay ahead. The driver opened the door, and the two officers stepped out, ignoring the rain, and began striding toward the entrance with purpose.

The storm still howled its fury as Commander Nickalos and Commandant Ross entered through the main doors. The building hummed with activity . . . uniformed personnel hurried down corridors, their footsteps a constant backdrop to the murmur of conversations and the occasional ring of telephones. The two officers moved with purpose, their polished boots striking a steady rhythm against the floors.

Nickalos glanced at his watch. “Commandant, please tell me you thought to arrange for some food.” He said, breaking the silence. “I’ve been on the move since sunrise, and I’m running on nothing but spit and coffee.”

Ross snorted his response without breaking stride. “Sorry, Nico, no such luck. But if you ask me, Undersecretary Rocher should be the one treating us to an early dinner. After all, he’s the one dragging us into this last-minute meeting.”

Nickalos chuckled, the sound carrying over the din of the hallway. “Commandant, do you really think Paul’s going to spring for dinner? The man’s tighter than a submarine hatch. Unless, of course, he’s charging it to the government. Then it’s all foie gras and fine wine.”

Ross shook his head, his smirk widening into a grin. “True enough. If we’re lucky, maybe he’ll at least spring for cocktails after the briefing. Though I wouldn’t count on it.”

The two old friends turned a corner, passing a group of junior officers huddled around a clipboard. The younger personnel snapped to attention as Ross and Nickalos walked by, their salutes sharp and practiced. Ross acknowledged them with a brief nod, his expression already shifting back to one of command and focus.

Ahead, the frosted glass door of a small conference room came into view, the naval insignia etched prominently on its surface. Ross slowed his pace as they approached, placing a hand on the doorknob.

He glanced at Nickalos. “Let’s see what kind of favor the undersecretary has in store for us this time.”

Nickalos straightened his jacket. “I’m betting it’ll involve long hours, a lot of paperwork, and, knowing Rocher, probably a few more headaches than we’re bargaining for.”

* * *
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A YOUNG ENSIGN OPENED the door to the conference room and stepped inside, her shoes clicking softly against the polished wood floor as she escorted the men into the empty space and then returned to her post by the door.

“Undersecretary Paul Rocher and Deputy Director Claire Gabbart.” The ensign announced opening the door.

Ross and Nickalos stood as the two DGSE officials entered. Paul Rocher was a wiry man with a sharp, no-nonsense demeanor. His thinning hair was meticulously combed, and he carried himself with an air of bureaucratic precision. Beside him was Claire Gabbart, a striking figure with piercing eyes and an aura of authority, holding a small black case in one hand.

“Gentlemen.” Rocher greeted them with a curt nod, extending his hand first to Ross, then to Nickalos. “Thank you for responding so promptly.”

Ross returned the handshake firmly. “Undersecretary Rocher, Deputy Director Gabbart, welcome to Toulon.”

A faint smile accompanied Nickalos's handshake. “Always a pleasure, Undersecretary. Although the weather has made this a rather dangerous day for traveling.”

Rocher’s lips quirked into what might generously be called a smile. “Understood, Commander.” He gestured toward Claire. “Deputy Director Gabbart will be leading most of today’s briefing. After you hear her report, you will understand why I deemed this meeting to be imperative.”

“Gentlemen.” Claire said, her voice calm and composed as she shook their hands in turn. “Let’s get started.”

She moved to the head of the table, setting her case down and removing a sleek jump drive. Plugging it into the conference room computer, she brought up a map of Africa, which filled the wall with vibrant detail. 

The screen displayed borders, topographical lines, and highlighted regions, each marked with a level of precision that spoke to the gravity of the meeting. Once the display was ready, Claire took a step back, allowing the men to absorb the map’s details.

Rocher cleared his throat. “What we’re about to discuss is as much a political matter as it is a tactical one.” He paused, scanning the room. “Claire will give you the historical and situational context. Deputy Director?”

Claire stepped forward again, pointing to a landlocked area in the center of the map. Her tone was measured but authoritative. “This.” She began. “Is the Central African Republic, or CAR, formerly known as Ubangi-Shari. It is bordered by Chad to the north, Sudan to the northeast, South Sudan to the east, the Democratic Republic of the Congo to the south, the Republic of the Congo to the southwest, and Cameroon to the west.” She clicked a remote, zooming in on the region. “As of 2024, the Central African Republic has a population of approximately 5.4 million. It has been embroiled in a civil war that began in 2012. As one of our previous colonies, French remains as the official language, along with the local Sango, which is widely spoken across the nation.”

Claire’s pointer moved to various parts of the map as she continued. “The area now known as the Central African Republic has been inhabited since at least 8,000 BC. The current borders were established by France during its colonial rule in the late 19th century. After gaining independence in 1960, the country endured decades of autocratic leadership, including an ill-fated attempt at establishing a monarchy.”

She turned briefly toward the table, her gaze steady. “In the 1990s, growing calls for democracy led to the first multi-party elections in 1993. However, stability remained elusive. The Central African Republic Bush War began in 2004, and despite peace treaties in 2007 and 2011, civil war resumed.”

Claire clicked again, highlighting regions marked in red. “Despite its significant natural resources. Including uranium, crude oil, gold, diamonds, and rare earth minerals . . . CAR remains among the world’s ten poorest nations. Much of its arable land is underutilized, and corruption, coupled with ongoing conflict, continues to hinder any progress.”

She stepped back from the screen and returned to her seat, her calm professionalism unshaken. “That is the background, gentlemen. Undersecretary Rocher . . . ”

Paul Rocher stood, straightening his coat as he moved to the head of the table. “Thank you, Claire.” Then he directly addressed Ross and Nickalos. “Now that you understand the context, let’s move to why we need your expertise.” Paul adjusted his tie and took a deliberate step forward, his voice steady but carrying the weight of the matter at hand.

“Gentlemen, the current government of the Central African Republic is barely holding on. Their survival is being propped up by the Wagner Group. Russian-based mercenaries who have embedded themselves within the country’s power structure. Without their support, the CAR government would collapse.” Paul’s tone sharpened. “However, the same mercenaries who are supposed to be maintaining order are actively destabilizing the region. Rogue elements among them are terrorizing local populations and looting resources at an alarming rate.”

Ross frowned deeply, exchanging a glance with Nickalos, who leaned forward slightly in his chair, listening intently.

“The Central African Republic?” Nickalos asked, a glimmer of interest mixed with skepticism in his eyes. “They’re not exactly known for structured counter-terrorist operations.”

“Precisely.” Paul agreed with a firm nod. “Which is why they have come to us. The CAR military wants to create an elite strike force. One that can work off the books and counteract these rogue elements of the Wagner Group. They need training, tactics, and resources, all of which we can provide. But make no mistake, this is as much about politics as it is about training. France has an interest in helping them.”

Nickalos’s expression remained inscrutable, but Ross’s brow furrowed. “What about the Russians? They’ll take issue with us stepping on their toes.”

“Under normal conditions they might, but the truth is the Russians have little influence over Wagner’s leadership since the conflict in Ukraine.” Paul explained. 

“Their chain of command is fractured, and the Wagner mercenaries in the country are operating with minimal oversight. It’s chaos, and it’s leaving the local population vulnerable. The United Nations, as usual, has turned a blind eye, offering mediators to end the civil war if . . and it’s a big if . . all parties agree to a ceasefire. In the meantime, the looting, smuggling, and violence continue unchecked.”

Paul’s gaze shifted between the two officers, ensuring his words sank in. “This is an opportunity, gentlemen. The CAR government may have turned to Russia for immediate support, but their desperation has brought them to us for something the Wagner Group cannot offer. Precision, discipline, and a genuine chance at regaining control of their nation. More importantly, it’s a chance for us to rebuild a relationship with a former colony that frankly was exploited and abused in the extreme during our occupation.”

Nickalos tapped a finger on the table, his focus unbroken. “I’ll be honest, Paul. Training an elite force in a country that’s been ravaged by war and corruption is a tall order. How do we ensure these trainees don’t just become another violent faction in an already fractured nation?”

Paul’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “It’s a valid concern, Commander. The recruits will be vetted by both French and CAR intelligence, and their training will be conducted under your supervision at Camp Melusine. This won’t be a large force, Commander. Squad level at best. Your job will be to mold the strike team into a scalpel rather than a hammer. 

Ross exhaled slowly, leaning back in his chair. “What is Frances’s official position? What is the endgame, Paul?”

Paul’s expression grew serious. “The endgame is twofold: stabilize the region and restore some semblance of trust between the CAR and France. If we succeed, we not only mitigate the immediate threat of rogue Wagner elements but also position France as a key ally for a government that’s been estranged from us for decades.”

Nickalos exchanged a glance with Ross, his lips curving into a faint, wry smile. “Rebuild trust, stabilize a war-torn region, and counteract rogue mercenaries. All in a day’s work, yes?”

Paul allowed himself a brief chuckle. “I never said it would be easy, Commander. But if anyone can manage this, it’s you and your training facility. What do you say?”

Nickalos shook his head, his eyes fixed on the map still projected on the wall. The challenge was immense, the risks undeniable. But there was something undeniably compelling about the mission. A chance to make a tangible difference in a world that often felt irreparably broken. After a moment’s thought, he nodded. “I say, let’s see if we can do some good for these poor bastards.”

Commandant Ross chuckled, leaning forward in his chair. “So, all you want, Paul . . . is for us to help train some CAP hotshots so they can go kill Russians? I’m good with that. How about you, Nickalos?” He asked with a grin.

Nickalos leaned back relaxed, with a faint smile at the corners of his mouth. “I’m perfectly fine with that.” He said, his tone laced with subtle humor. “As long as they understand that they’ll need to abide by Camp Melusine’s rules and be held to Marine Commando standards.”

“If these CAP hotshots can’t handle it, they’ll wash out just like any other tadpole. No exceptions, Paul.” Nickalos told him, leaving no room for argument or discussion.

“Fair enough.” Paul answered, nodding slightly, his tone carrying the weight of a decision already made. “I’ll make sure they’re fully briefed on what to expect.”

Nickalos remained still, his expression unreadable, waiting for Paul to continue.

Rocher exhaled slowly, his gaze unwavering. “Both of you need to understand that this CAP strike team will be working without any official support when they go home.”

Nickalos didn’t flinch, but he understood the implications immediately. No backup. Limited resources. Plausible deniability by their government if they were caught. 

“The government there cannot be seen to be involved.” Paul continued, his voice steady. “Hunting down and killing the very mercenaries they rely on to stay in power would be political suicide and most likely topple the government.”

Ross grunted in quiet acknowledgment but remained silent. It was a familiar story . . . politicians playing both sides, using men like the CAP strike team to clean up the mess they themselves created and refuse to acknowledge.

Rocher tilted his head, studying Nickalos, searching for a reaction. When none came, he continued.

“Nickalos, put yourself in their shoes. The men coming to Camp Melusine are men of true valor. In the best French tradition, they are willing to risk everything, including their lives, in the hope of regaining their nation.”

Paul noticed a flicker of interest cross Nickalos’s face.

His voice lowered, the words taking on a near-reverent tone. “They turned to France because they want their strike team to learn from the best. That’s why I called you here.”

Nickalos exhaled through his nose, leaning back in his chair.

“Enough with the ego stroke, Paul. What exactly do you expect me to teach them?” His voice was calm, almost amused, but there was a sharpness beneath it.

Rocher smiled slightly, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “How to survive, Commander. How to fight an enemy that has no morals, no flag, and no rules of engagement.”

“You need to teach them how to strike hard and leave no trace of their passing. Make no mistake, Commander, these men are not going home at night unless they win, and no one will be sending them medals when they do.”

Nickalos nodded once, processing. This wasn’t just another mission. This was something else entirely.

“When do they arrive?” He asked.

Rocher checked his watch. “They’re already on the way.”

Nickalos stood, stretching slightly before adjusting his jacket. “Alright then. Commandant, why don’t you order a car and let’s get this show on the road?” 

Then Nickalos turned to Paul, his expression shifting into something more mischievous. “Now, where exactly are you treating us to dinner, Undersecretary? And before you say anything, let me warn you. I’m hungry, and I expect good food. None of that roadside junk food you’re famous for buying your teams.”

Paul put a hand over his chest, feigning offense. “Junk food? Commander, you wound me.” Then, with a laugh, he clapped Nickalos on the back. “Fine. You pick, and I’ll pay. How does that sound?”

“Sounds like it’s going to cost a lot of money.” Ross interjected, earning a hearty laugh from the room.

Claire Gabbart, who had been quietly observing the banter, finally chimed in, her tone playful. “I like lobster, if anyone’s interested.”

Nickalos glanced at her, grinning. “Lobster it is, then. Let’s make this worth Paul’s while.”

Paul groaned but couldn’t help laughing along with the others. “You’re going to bankrupt me, Commander. But fine, lobster it is.”

Commandant Ross clapped his hands. “That’s the spirit, Paul. You should just hand Nickalos your DGSE credit card and relax. I am going to enjoy burning through your budget.”
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Chapter 3: Tadpole 
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Commando Training Center, Corsica France

The rhythmic thump-thump-thump of rotor blades filled the air as the naval helicopter descended toward the Camp Melusine helipad. Inside, Colin Dubois sat upright, his hands gripping the strap of his duffle bag while his sniper rifle case rested against his leg. Fresh out of commando sniper school, he had been hand-selected by Commander Nickalos for the Ghost Commandos, a squad shrouded in legend.

As soon as the wheels touched down, the crew chief slid open the side door and motioned for Colin to disembark. With a sharp nod, Colin slung his rifle case over his shoulder, grabbed his bag, and stepped onto the hot Corsican ground. Waiting for him stood a young officer, his uniform crisp but his stance relaxed. “Welcome to Corsica. The Commander sent me to greet you. My name’s Cooper, Ensign Cooper." 

Colin introduced himself with a lopsided grin, extending his hand. "Dubois. Colin Dubois." He shook Cooper’s hand firmly, his grip confident despite the nervousness he felt.

"Well then, welcome to Camp Melusine, Colin." Cooper said as he turned on his heel and started walking toward the Ghost Commando barracks. 

Colin smiled but remained quiet, taking in his surroundings as they passed rows of vehicles, an outdoor training yard, and several low buildings that housed the elite warriors stationed here. He had heard rumors about this place . . . the intense training, the brutal expectations, and about the squad who had become legend within the French military.

"Here we are." Cooper announced as they reached the Ghost Commando Barracks. He pushed open the door and led Colin inside. The interior was nothing like what Colin had expected. Missing were the usual racks and bunks arranged with military precision. Instead, he found himself in a large air-conditioned common room bordered by private rooms, each labeled with its occupant’s name. At the far end of the room, a man stood with his back turned, studying a map on the wall. "Captain!" Cooper called out.

Colin’s stomach tightened as the realization hit him. He was about to face the legend he had heard so much about. The man the Navy officially called the Ghost Commando. 

Adélard turned his sharp blue eyes, immediately assessing the new arrival. Colin felt the weight of Adélard’s stare as he quickly dropped his bag and rifle case, snapping into a textbook salute. "Colin Dubois reporting as ordered, Sir!"

Adélard returned the salute with the ease of a seasoned officer and gave a slight nod of approval. "At ease, Dubois. Welcome to the Ghost Commandos."

Colin relaxed slightly but remained standing tall, determined to make a good impression. Adélard smiled, seeing how nervous Colin seemed, and glanced at Cooper. "That’ll be all, Ensign. Go tell our Commander Nickalos not to worry. I promise to take good care of the newbie."

"I’ll be sure to pass that along, Sir.” With that, Cooper turned and walked out of the barracks, leaving Colin standing before his new captain. Adélard studied Colin for a moment before speaking again. 

"You did well in sniper school, Dubois. I read your file. Marksman qualifications were solid, fieldcraft was above standard, but let’s get one thing clear . . . this isn’t training camp anymore. Out here, you’re either an asset or a liability. So, I ask you. Which one are you going to be, Dubois?"

Colin straightened his shoulders, meeting Adélard’s gaze head-on. "An asset, Sir." Adélard let the words hang, then nodded approvingly. "You’ll start squad training first thing tomorrow at 0530."

Adélard turned slightly, a knowing look on his face. "Jojo! Get out here and meet our new squad member."

A door creaked open, and a wiry man with dark, mischievous eyes and a cocky grin sauntered out. 

Jojo scratched his chin as he eyed Colin up and down, taking in the fresh uniform and the stiff, nervous posture.

"Lieutenant Jojo." Adélard continued. "Assign Dubois to one of the empty rooms and get him squared away."

Jojo crossed his arms and sighed dramatically. "You’re a bit of a disappointment, aren’t you?” He mumbled while slowly walking around Colin, making groaning noises. “I’m not too sure about this, Adélard. It looks to me like what they sent us was another still wet tadpole." He added, turning his gaze back to Colin, and motioned for him to follow. "Come on, hotshot. Let's find you a bunk."

Colin picked up his duffle bag and rifle case, following Jojo as they weaved through the barracks.

"You know." Jojo began as they walked to one of the empty rooms. "I don’t care what the Navy says . . . around here, you’re still a tadpole, and if you want to cut the mustard, you better be at least half as good as you think you are."

Colin’s eyes narrowed slightly. He wasn’t about to be talked down to, even in jest. "I’m not just good, Lieutenant." He stated boldly. "I’m the finest long shooter in all of France."

“Oh really?” Jojo asked. Then, before Colin could respond, a heavy hand slammed down on his back with enough force to nearly knock him off his feet. "Is that so?" A deep voice rumbled behind him. Colin barely managed to keep his footing as he turned to face Noel, the broad-shouldered commando that stood towering over him with a grin that suggested he enjoyed making rookies squirm.

"I’m surprised they sent you. The squad already has a loudmouth braggart in Jojo." Noel added, crossing his arms.

The barracks erupted with laughter. Colin straightened up, rubbing his shoulder where Noel’s friendly assault had landed. He glanced around, seeing the grins and the easy camaraderie, accepting the unspoken welcome. 

“We don’t have all day, Jojo.” Adélard said, still chuckling.

"Sir. Yes, Sir." Jojo answered, opening the door and leading Colin inside the room. "Let's get you settled . . . Monsieur Finest Long Shooter in France. We’ll see soon enough if you can live up to that mouth of yours." Colin grinned confidently, and for the first time since stepping off the helicopter, he felt like he belonged.
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Chapter 4: Only the Finest
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Camp Melusine, Corsica France 

Commander Nickalos gazed out the helicopter window as it skimmed toward the Corsican coastline, a rugged yet breathtaking stretch of cliffs, forests, and hidden inlets. 

As the helicopter touched down, Nickalos adjusted his cap and disembarked, his eyes quickly locating Ensign Cooper waiting on the helipad. As soon as they were alone, Commander Nickalos began speaking without ceremony.

"We have a new mission for Camp Melusine. Paris is sending a select group of recruits from the Central African Republic.

Ensign Cooper leaned in slightly, listening with full focus. “The Central African Republic?” He asked, a glimmer of interest in his eyes. “Aren’t they still fighting a civil war?”

“Precisely. Besides fighting a never-ending war against their own insurgents, the CAR has been plagued with illegal gold and diamond operations, and now rogue military units are cooperating with local warlords and narcoterrorists.” 

Nickalos paused for a moment. “These men are all handpicked volunteers dedicated to combating the evil plaguing their country. They’ll be expecting elite training. We cannot compromise on our standards or go soft. They need to excel at every discipline we throw at them if they have any chance of surviving when they go home.”

Cooper gave a sharp nod. “Understood, Commander. Where would you prefer I house them, Sir?”

“Good question.” Nickalos answered. “For the first four weeks, let’s put them in with the next batch of recruits. A month under Lieutenant Dante will give us a good read about what kind of people they are or if they have what it takes. After that we can reassess their training.” 

The young ensign cracked a rare smile. “7 innocent lambs into Dante’s lion den . . . if you don’t mind me saying so, you do have a mean streak at times, Commander.”

Nickalos chuckled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

* * *
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A WEEK LATER, TWO YOUNG ensigns waited by the pier as the sleek, navy-gray boat carrying the seven recruits from the Central African Republic glided in. The boat’s powerful engines faded as it slowed to dock, and the recruits disembarked, each stepping onto French soil with a mix of resolve and cautious interest in their eyes.

“Welcome to Camp Melusine.” One of the ensigns greeted them with a smile. “Grab your bags and follow us to headquarters. The Commander is expecting you.”

Without delay, the CAR recruits fell into step behind the young officers. They whispered among themselves, seeing the huge cannon towers protruding high above the tree line and the bunkered staircases leading below the wide sidewalk they were walking on. 

* * *
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NICKALOS ROSE AS THE recruits entered, his gaze sweeping over the group, evaluating them with his discerning eye.

“Welcome. I am Commander Nickalos, and I’ll be your commanding officer while you are here at Camp Melusine.” He motioned for them to stand at ease and added. “I’d like each of you to introduce yourselves.”

The first recruit, a tall man with a poised, authoritative stance, stepped forward. “Captain Djomo Ngaro, I am the team leader, Sir.” He said with a slight bow of his head.

“Bakari Yandji.” The next man proudly announced.

“Kessy Toubaye.” Came the deep voice of a broad-shouldered man, nodding at Nickalos respectfully. 

“Ngombet Loubaki.” Announced the next, his gaze sharp.

“Karim Zangba.” The last man softly answered.

The two female members of the CAR team stepped forward together, their demeanors self-assured.

“Mabélé Nyao.” Said the first, her voice calm and confident.

“Sifa Bekoutou.” The other added, with a slight smile.

Nickalos gave a satisfied nod as he assessed them. “During your training, you will be treated exactly like any other recruit, regardless of your nationality. There will be no special treatment afforded by you because you are from the Central African Republic. Do you understand?”

Captain Djomo, standing at the front, raised his chin slightly. “Commander, we’re not raw recruits. Each of us has come from law enforcement or military backgrounds. But I’d be lying if I didn’t expect us to be treated differently, simply because we are Black Africans.”

Nickalos’s demeanor instantly turned dark and dangerous as he walked from behind his desk to stand in front of Djomo. 

“Captain Djomo.” He said, holding the other man’s gaze. “At this facility, recruits do not pass or fail based on the color of their skin, but by the depth of their character. If anyone here wishes to play the race card or expects different treatment because of it, then they have no place at Camp Melusine. You’d all be better off not even unpacking.”

The air grew tense with the challenge of Nickalos’s words. For a moment, Djomo seemed taken aback, but then his expression changed. A small grin crossed his face with a hint of respect for Commander Nickalos. “Understood, Sir.”

Nickalos nodded. “An ensign will take you to the barracks where you’ll meet your training officer, Lieutenant Dante Rocher. He is one of our finest officers. Any questions?”

Sifa stepped forward. “Commander, I just want you to know that Mabélé and I do not require separate quarters from the men. We thought that might be an issue for you.” 

Nickalos fought the urge to smile. “Thank you, Sifa. At Camp Melusine, our standards do not change based on your biological sex. Therefore, we do not use separate quarters for our female recruits or officers. Although our training officers do make accommodations for shower schedules.” 

“Sir. Yes, Sir.” Sifa answered using the same language she had heard the ensign use. “You’re quick to the dance, aren’t you?” Nickalos asked, with a grin on his face. “Sir.” Sifa replied, resisting the urge to smile but standing a little taller.
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Chapter 5: 4 out of 5
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Camp Melusine, Corsica France 

The dining hall at Camp Melusine buzzed with the usual background noise and the occasional burst of laughter as Adélard’s squad occupied their round table in the back.

Colin took a seat between Julio and Graham, still getting used to the rhythm of mealtime with his new squad. Across from him, Adélard was cutting into his veal chop with gusto, while Jojo, the undisputed king of the dining hall, was already halfway through his second plate.

Julio leaned over to Colin, a bit of mischief in his eyes. "You see Jojo over there?" He pointed with his fork at the wiry man, who was currently shoveling roasted potatoes into his mouth like it was his last meal. "He may be the skinniest guy in the squad, but he eats more than Noel and I combined."

Henri wiped his mouth with his napkin and nodded solemnly. "It’s true, and I have the proof." He declared, setting his fork down. "Jojo has a tapeworm."

The table erupted in laughter as Jojo froze mid-bite, his forkful of meat suspended in the air. His eyes narrowed at Henri. "What are you saying? A tapeworm?" He repeated.

Henri nodded. "It’s the only logical explanation. I mean, look at you. You should be the size of Noel with the way you eat, but you’re built like a scarecrow.”

“Don’t get mad, Jojo. You’re built for action, not comfort. It’s a blessing.” Graham added, patronizing his friend.

Undeterred Jojo dramatically dropped his fork, wiped his mouth with unnecessary flourish, and then stood up, one hand on his hip. With his free hand, he grabbed a sausage from his plate and pointed it at Henri as if it were a rapier.

"En garde, you insolent peasant!" He declared in mock outrage, shifting into an exaggerated fencing stance. "You have besmirched my honor, and I demand satisfaction!"

The entire table burst into laughter. Even Adélard, normally the serious one, shook his head with a grin.

Henri raised his hand in surrender. "Nay, kind sir. I would be a fool to accept a challenge from such a renowned warrior as yourself. Your skills with a sausage are well known.”

"Ha!" Jojo flourished the sausage, giving an imaginary thrust before taking a dramatic bite out of it instead. "Victory!" He chewed triumphantly, then sat back down.

Noel chuckled, shaking his head. "One day, Jojo, someone’s going to take you seriously and actually accept your challenge to a duel." 

Jojo waved dismissively with his fork. "And when that day comes, I shall defeat them as I have all others.”

“If you wish, Maître Jojo, I will gladly volunteer to be your second. I can be trusted to take great care in making sure you have plenty of meatballs and sausages.” Graham offered, fighting the urge to laugh.

“I accept your offer, humble naïve.” Jojo said between bites. 

Colin, who had been laughing along with the rest, leaned toward Julio. "Is it always like this?"

Julio grinned. "This? This is tame. Stick around, tadpole. You haven’t seen anything yet."

* * *
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THE LAUGHTER AT THE table had barely started to die down when a shadow loomed over the squad. Sergeant Moreau, Camp Melusine’s lead weapons instructor, appeared at the head of the table, arms crossed over his chest, his scarred knuckles resting against his biceps. He was a man of few wasted words, but when he spoke, men listened.

“Captain Adélard, tomorrow.” He began without a preamble. “Your squad is going out for long gun training. We’re going to see just how good our new tadpole really is.”

Colin sat up a little straighter. He had guessed that a test was coming, but so soon. He wasn’t about to complain . . . it was the way of the commandos. Sink or swim.

The other men reacted with their usual mix of amusement and interest. Graham nodded approvingly, Noel smirked, and Julio nudged Colin with his elbow.

Jojo, of course, couldn’t resist. He leaned in toward Colin, his voice just loud enough for everyone at the table to hear. “One for all and all for one, even for tadpoles.” He quipped, raising his glass as if to toast Colin’s impending trial.

Colin rolled his eyes. “That’s not exactly how Dumas wrote it.” Jojo shrugged, ignoring the insult. “It’s close enough.”

Adélard leaned back in his chair and studied the instructor with a knowing expression. “Tell me, Sergeant.” He asked, his voice carrying that ever-so-slight edge of amusement. “Are you as good with a long gun as you are with a pistol?”

The sergeant didn’t miss a beat. “Actually, I’m better.” He answered in his soft voice. “But I prefer my pistols. I enjoy seeing the fear in my target’s eyes.” Moreau grinned, then turned on his heel and started walking away. Over his shoulder, he called back, “0800 sharp, assemble at the weapons locker. Light camo. Don’t be late, or you will spend the day placing the targets and ducking.” With that, he was gone, leaving the squad to exchange looks.

Adélard exhaled loudly. “I think we have a real challenge, gentlemen. I hope you enjoy early mornings, Colin.”

“I do, but there is a problem.” Colin confidently answered. “I hope the sergeant doesn’t get too mad when I win.” 

Jojo let out an exaggerated gasp. “I can’t wait. The betting will be wild when the rest of the camp hears about this.”

Adélard chuckled, finishing the last bite of his meal. “We’ll see soon enough. My money is on the tadpole.”

* * *
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GHOST COMMANDO BARRACKS, Camp Melusine

At precisely 0430, the barracks echoed with the sharp clap of Adélard’s hands, followed by his usual wake-up call. "Front and center, boys! The sun’s thinking about rising, and we’ve got work to do before it does!"

Jojo, already dressed in his PT gear, grinned and adjusted his wrist wraps. "Not for me, mon ami." He said smugly. "I have a private engagement with our dear Commander Nickalos."

Henri, still half-asleep, propped himself up on one elbow. "If by ‘private engagement,’ you mean getting tossed around like a rag doll, then yes, Jojo, you do."

Jojo scoffed, tying his boots. "We’ll see." He stretched once more, grabbed a towel, and left the barracks whistling.

Adélard shook his head. "The rest of you, get dressed. We’re going on a little run." Noel yawned. "How little?"

"Twenty kilometers." Adélard replied, lacing up his shoes.

Julio groaned. "Let me guess, on the sand again?"

Adélard nodded. "If tadpole Colin cannot keep up when we need to move, his long gun will be of little use to the squad, and we might as well leave him behind."

* * *
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THE SAND WAS UNFORGIVING. Each step sank just enough to make forward motion a battle, every kilometer stretching on longer than the last. Adélard led from the front, setting a brutal but steady pace.

Henri muttered around kilometer ten. “You’d think the French military could afford a treadmill.”

Julio, running beside him, chuckled. "And miss this view? The beach, the sunrise . . . the taste of blood in my throat.” 

Colin, running strong and keeping up surprisingly well, decided to join the banter. "Just don’t fall behind, old man."

Noel barked a laugh. "Old? Careful, tadpole, we might just make you swim back to base instead of running."

They pushed through the final stretch, sweat dripping down their faces as they sprinted the last 2000 meters back to base. As they slowed to a walk, hands on their hips, Adélard gave a satisfied nod. "Good effort. Now, let’s shower and go eat."

* * *
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DINING HALL, CAMP MELUSINE

By the time they arrived, Jojo was already seated, tearing into his breakfast like a starving man. The squad barely had time to sit before Nickalos unexpectedly joined them.

Jojo, never one to miss an opportunity to brag, leaned forward with a smug grin. "Gentlemen." He announced, gesturing with his fork. "I must share some rather historic news . . . as you know, it is not like me to brag, but the great and powerful warrior Jojo has finally tossed Commander Nickalos in hand-to-hand combat."

The squad collectively froze, forks halfway to their mouths. Then, they all turned to Nickalos for confirmation. Nickalos took a sip of his coffee and nodded. "It’s true."

Jojo’s face lit up. "See? I told you . . . "

"But." Nickalos continued, taking a bite of his croissant. "I was blindfolded at the time."

The squad erupted in laughter as Jojo scowled and waved them off. "A minor detail."

"And." Nickalos added, slicing into his eggs. "You still lost four out of five matches, even with me blindfolded."

The table howled with laughter. Henri clapped Jojo on the back. "We are in the presence of greatness, mes amis. Our very own D’Artagnan has defeated a blindfolded opponent. 

Jojo sighed dramatically, shaking his head. "You people have no appreciation for a good underdog story."

"Only when the underdog actually wins." Adélard quipped.

More laughter followed, drawing glances from the recruits scattered around the hall. Some of the newer recruits only stared in awe, while a few braver ones whispered the news amongst themselves, already embellishing the tale. By noon, Jojo’s single victory would likely turn into a legendary battle of camp titans where he defeated Commander Nickalos with nothing more than his pinky finger.

Nickalos leaned back, glancing at Colin. "Enjoy your breakfast, tadpole . . . Sergeant Moreau expects you at 0800."

Colin, still getting used to being the newest member of the squad, wiped his mouth with his napkin. "I’ll be ready, Sir."

* * *
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AS THE SQUAD WALKED across the compound, the morning air still carried the coolness of the night. Walking alongside, Julio turned to Colin, a curious expression on his face.

"I’ve only met one sniper before you." He began. "What’s the longest confirmed kill for a long gun?"

Colin didn’t hesitate. "Three thousand five hundred meters. A Canadian sniper holds the record."

Graham, who had been walking nearby, let out a low whistle. "At that distance, how do you compensate for the wind, the curvature of the Earth, and the spin of the damn planet?"

Before Colin could respond, Jojo came sprinting up, his boots kicking up dust as he inserted himself as usual.

"Bah!" Jojo waved dismissively. "You want to talk about snipers? Forget your Canadian, Colin. Our old comrade, François aka Le Renard, is a fearless, dead-eye killer at 1200 meters. And that’s in real combat, not a controlled range." All the men murmured in agreement, the memory of their battle in the sands of the Empty Quarter resurfacing. 

"François never missed." Julio recalled. 

Colin, desperately wanting to establish himself in the squad, grinned and leaned in toward Jojo. "I never met your sniper Le Renard, but I can hit anything I can see." He bragged. "There is no place to run, nowhere to hide when I spot someone inside my scope. 

Noel, who had been listening silently, suddenly moved closer and, without warning, slapped both Colin and Jojo on the back of their heads . . . hard enough to sting but not enough to do real damage.

Jojo ducked at the last second, having long ago mastered the art of avoiding Noel’s love taps, but Colin, caught completely off guard, took the full brunt of the smack. He stumbled slightly, eyes widening in confusion.

Adélard chuckled. "That’s Noel’s way of saying he likes you."

Colin blinked, still speechless, as the rest of the squad laughed. "Consider it a welcome to the family." Julio added. 

Jojo, rubbing the back of his own head in sympathy, sighed. "You’ll get used to it, tadpole. Noel’s hands are like cinder blocks, but at least he only smacks the ones he cares about."

Noel smirked. "That’s true, Colin. If I didn’t like you, I’d just let you keep talking and embarrass yourself."

Colin shook his head but let out a small laugh. "Noted."

* * *
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ARMORY, MELUSINE SUBMARINE Cave

As the squad descended the concrete steps, the air around them grew cooler, damp with the scent of seawater and old stone. The deeper they went, the more the muffled sounds of the base above faded away, replaced by the steady drip of water echoing through the cavernous space below.

Colin followed in step, his eyes widening as they emerged into the repurposed Submarine Cave. He hadn’t even known this place existed. The underground chamber was massive, the cement walls smoothed by time and human intervention. 

Overhead, steel beams reinforced the structure, and large work lights bathed the area in a cold, sterile glow. 

“Mon Dieu.” Colin muttered under his breath.

Jojo, walking beside him, decided to let Colin know his surprise wasn’t unexpected. “I had the same reaction the first time I saw this place. It’s impressive, and this is only a small part of what Lady Melusine hides under her skirt.”

* * *
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THE SQUAD MOVED INTO formation without a word of instruction. Adélard took his place at the front, while the rest of the squad stood in a line behind him, their postures straight and disciplined. Colin quickly followed suit, standing between Julio and Noel, doing his best to appear composed despite the excitement buzzing in his chest.

A moment later, the heavy metal door at the bottom of the staircase swung open, and the sound of boots on concrete announced the arrival of Sergeant Moreau. His short-cropped hair was speckled with gray, but there was nothing old about the way he moved. He stopped in front of Adélard, nodding in approval before his gaze shifted down the line, settling briefly on Colin. “So. This is the new tadpole. The one who can hit anything he can see, or so I hear.”

Colin held his stance, but Jojo let out a barely concealed chuckle, earning a sharp glare from Sergeant Moreau.

“I suppose we’ll find out if there’s any truth to that.” He continued as he took a few measured steps along the line, letting the weight of his presence settle over them. 

“Today’s exercise will be long-gun training. Not just for the newbie, but for all of you.” 

“We train as a team. We fight as a team, and if you fail in the field, tadpole.” He paused, looking directly at Colin. “Good men will die, and you’ll wish you were never born.” 

Colin swallowed hard but nodded firmly.

Sergeant Moreau grinned. “Good. Now let’s see if any of you are worth the ammunition we’re about to expend.”

Sergeant Moreau turned on his heel, walking toward the weapons cage. He pulled a thick iron key from his belt and slid it into the heavy lock securing the weapons cage. With a practiced
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