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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 1: A Celebration
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Adélard arose from his slumber as the morning sun streamed through his cabin window more rested than he had felt in months. Showered and dressed, he walked out onto the deck then paused to appreciate the stunning view of the Mediterranean and the city beyond.

“I wonder what my mother would say if she could see her son now.” Adélard thought to himself.

As Adélard made his way to the main salon, the scent of freshly brewed coffee and the sound of laughter drew him like a moth to the upper deck. The rest of his men and Mr. and Mrs. Bugatti were already seated, enjoying a hearty breakfast served by the yacht's attentive stewards.

“Good morning, everyone.” Adélard said with a smile as he took a seat at the head of the table. “It is a beautiful day.”

“Good morning, monsieur.” Isabella greeted him. “Please enjoy some breakfast; if these hungry wolves, your men have left any for you. I may need to send out for more supplies before today’s party.” She added, winking at Noel.

“You shame me, Isabella.” Noel commented smiling.

“I left two croissants and one of the Bugatti sausages. Adélard will be fine, madam; he is a light eater.” Noel added taking a bite of his sausage.

“It does take quite a bit to fill up the Colossus of France, Isabella.” Jojo chimed in, reaching out to pat Noel’s belly.

“Shhhhhh Jojo.” Armand playfully scolded him. “My chef is a true artist; Diego enjoys cooking for someone like Noel who appreciates his culinary efforts.”

Graham leaned back in his chair, his satisfaction clearly evident on his face. “The Melusine dining hall is probably the finest in all the Navy, but it is nothing compared to this. Viva Isabella.” He said holding up his glass of juice.

“Viva Isabella.” The men cheered.

“Monsieur Graham, are you referring to my yacht or to me?” Isabella asked with a sly grin. “In either case, I accept the compliment. This is, after all, my yacht.”

Laughter rippled through the group at Mrs. Bugatti’s coyness and sense of humor until Armand spoke up.

“You meant to say our yacht, didn’t you, my wife?” Armand asked, raising one eyebrow in mock indignation.

“If you say so, Armand.” Isabella answered, shrugging her shoulders playfully. “You will note, gentlemen, that this fine yacht does not say Armand on its tail.” Isabella added, poking Armand with her finger.

Now even the stewards started laughing at Isabella’s joke as all the men started chanting.

“Viva Isabella.” “Viva Isabella.” “Viva Isabella.”

Isabella stood and did a little curtsy waving her hand in an imperial manner before breaking out in laughter of her own.

* * *
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JUST THEN, REINE AND Taber, the twin daughters of their gracious hosts, dressed in matching bathing suits ran onto the deck, sliding across the floor with their wet feet.

They joyfully spun around, splashing seawater.

“Pardonne-moi mère, père.” Taber interrupted, skidding to a stop, almost crashing into her parents. 

“Reine and I have the jet skis ready on the back deck. Would any of your brave commandos like to come and play with us? It will be fun if they can keep up.”

“We do promise to take it easy on them.” Reine said, giggling. “To start.” Taber added winking at her sister.

Jojo was the first to jump at the opportunity. “Count me in!”

“Me as well. I’ve never been on a jet ski.” Henri said.

* * *
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THE REST OF THE SQUAD continued their breakfast happily watching their two comrades follow Reine and Taber to the yacht's rear deck, where two pairs of sleek red jet skis sat floating in the clear blue waters of the Mediterranean.

Soon the four of them were racing across the waves, the Bugatti sisters on center stage, and loving it. They flew, zipping through the water at high speed, crisscrossing their paths, showing off, and jumping wave after wave with confidence, while dousing the two valent but outclassed commandos with their rooster tails at every opportunity.

Jojo and Henri, being jet ski novices, tried to match the girl’s actions and bravado, but ended up spending as much time in the water as riding above it due to their rookie mistakes.

Laughter and cat calls from the deck of the yacht erupted each time Jojo or Henri landed in the water. 

Later, after their jet ski adventure, Jojo and Henri returned to the yacht, thanked the girls for taking it easy on them, and left to prepare for the afternoon celebration. Returning to their shared stateroom, Henri shook his head while they were dressing. “Those two girls ran us ragged, Jojo.”

“Looks like for today, ‘The girls be Krakens’ and ‘We be Tadpoles’ mon ami.” Jojo answered, smiling as the two men put on their dress uniforms, each adorned with the medals they had received the previous day.

“Well, fellow Tadpole, let’s go have a drink.” Henry offered.

“Heard.” Jojo answered, holding the cabin door open.

* * *
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BY 11 A.M., THE GUESTS began to arrive, each with their own distinctive manner, some friendly, some arrogant, and some overly nice. A testament to the eclectic network of friends and acquaintances that Armand Bugatti had cultivated.

Business leaders, military brass from Toulon, artists, and entertainers, as well as influential figures from the world of politics, all mingled comfortably together, enjoying cocktails and the small gourmet foods that Chef Deigo sent out on silver trays with the stewards.

Isabella Bugatti glided gracefully through the crowd of guests, wearing a beautiful sundress and simple yet elegant jewelry. Her radiant smile and warm demeanor making everyone feel welcome.

Although Isabella was one of the most powerful and richest women in the world . . . As the hostess, she was in her element, ensuring that every guest was well attended to.

* * *
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CORRADO PADINI, ONE of Armand's most senior and trusted directors, approached Isabella with a glass of champagne in hand. “Isabella, you have truly outdone yourself with this celebration once again. Your father would be so proud.”

Isabella accepted the compliment with a gracious nod. “Thank you, Corrado. Your words, as usual, touch me. It is good of you to remember him, and it reminds me of how close you two were. I think he would be happy with you checking in on me now and again.”

“I am sure he is Isabella.” Corrado said, motioning for her to step aside. “A moment, please.”

They moved to a quieter corner of the yacht, and Corrado took a sip of champagne before broaching a topic that had been on his mind.

“You know, Isabella.” He began. “Bugatti Enterprises has always been at the forefront of innovation and diversification. I couldn't help but think that we might be missing an opportunity to expand the Bugatti brand.”

“How so?” Isabella asked.

“In the world of fine wine.” Corrado answered smiling.

Isabella's eyes sparkled with interest. “Wine? I have always been enamored with the artistry and the magic of wine.”

Corrado nodded, pleased with her response. “I believe it could be a brilliant addition to the Bugatti portfolio. We should consider acquiring or even building a vineyard.”

Isabella pondered the idea for a moment, her mind already racing with possibilities. “It is an intriguing thought, Corrado. But if we were to venture into winemaking, I'd want it to be something extraordinary, something that captures the essence of celebration and sophistication. Something that speaks to the Bugatti pursuit of excellence.”

Corrado leaned in, whispering in her ear. “Champagne.”

Without hesitation, Isabella's eyes lit up. “Champagne. The drink of celebration, of joy, of love, unique in all the world of wine . . . I love the idea, Corrado.”

Corrado smiled, sensing his business proposal and Isabella's passion aligning seamlessly, just as he had hoped.

“Champaign can only come from one region of France, which restricts our location choices. I propose we call our Champaign ‘Effervescence d’Isabella.’ It does have a nice ring to it, don't you think?”

Isabella chuckled, the excitement building within her.

“Effervescence d’Isabella. I can already see the vineyards, the cellars, the elegant tasting rooms.” She added smiling.

“Corrado, you are incorrigible, starting my mind racing on the whim of a business idea while I have a hundred guests to attend to.” Isabella paused to slap his arm. 

“Be gone now, my old friend, and enjoy the party.” She said walking away. “We will speak of this later.” Isabella added, tossing him a smile over her shoulder.

* * *
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ARMAND WALKED TO THE center of the main deck, standing next to Vice-Amiral Étienne, Commandant Gaston, and Commander Gérard. “Mesdames et Messieurs, your attention, please. Today’s celebration, as you all know, is to honor the brave young commandos who risked their lives to protect me and my family. Vice Amiral Étienne Vacheron would like to say a few words, but before he does, let’s get the Adélard squad up here.”

“Adélard, gather your men front and center.” Armand spoke out, then shrugged at the admiral. “Forgive me, Étienne. I think Gaston is rubbing off on me.” He said grinning.

With Adélard, Graham, Jojo, Noel, Henri, and Julio standing at attention, the admiral looked out at the crowd of mostly civilians then began. “At ease gentlemen.”

“Today we are here to honor these brave men. Regardless of your politics, or your beliefs, you should know that the world is and will continue to be an extremely dangerous place!

The only thing that stands between the civilized and peaceful life you all enjoy and the very real evil that is always ready to strip it from you, are the brave warriors of France. The men and women that serve our nation in uniform.”

“These men are those warriors, men that were unwilling to surrender even a millimeter of French soil to that evil.” 

“They are standing before you, returned to us victorious by their efforts.” Étienne stepped forward and squared his shoulders. “I stand and salute you in the name of France.”

The admiral snapped a sharp salute then lowered his hand and bellowed. “Dismissed Adélard Squad.”

The assembled crowd cheered and rushed forward, taking turns to shake hands, and meet the brave commandos.

* * *
[image: ]


“THIS IS THE STUFF THAT nations are built on.” Gaston said, turning to Gérard. “Pride and honor, not ridiculous entertainers, politicians, or shifty lawyers. This is what has enabled France to endure and prosper.”

“Yes Sir.” Gérard answered, smiling.

* * *
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AS THE PARTY CONTINUED, Gaston and Gérard approached Armand with a serious expression on Gaston’s face. He gestured for Armand to follow him to a quieter area. “Armand.” Gaston began. “There is a matter that I would like to discuss with you. It concerns New Caledonia.”

Seeing Adélard coming up to join them, Gaston nodded his welcome. “Come ahead young man. As I was saying, there is a situation developing in New Caledonia, one which the Navy would ask a favor of you Armand.”

Adélard and Gérard exchanged a knowing glance. 

Gaston continued. “We have received intelligence indicating the presence of a radical cell in New Caledonia, one with access to significant resources. We do not know if they are working at the direction of a nation-state or independently, but their actions so far have been to destabilize the region.”

“This certainly points to some of the Asian powers in the region that would like nothing more than for France to no longer have a say in the South Pacific.”

“We need a team to investigate and, if need be, to neutralize this threat.” Gaston concluded.

“Adélard, we have been discussing the possibility of deploying your squad for this mission.” Gérard told him. 

Adélard understood the unspoken implications. “We are ready, sir.” Gaston smiled, appreciating the dedication of Adélard and his squad. “I knew I could count on you Son. Let's discuss the details further after tonight’s celebration.” 

“Sir. Yes Sir.” Adélard answered.

* * *
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RETURNING TO THE VIBRANT celebration aboard the Isabella, the men drifted apart, mingling with the diverse array of guests who had come to honor the commandos. The deck was a symphony of laughter, clinking glasses, and the soft murmur of conversations.

Later as Adélard and Armand found themselves together once more, they approached one of the beautiful food stations that had been set up. 

The aroma of culinary delights filled the air, and they were enticed by a small plate featuring a lobster tail seasoned and wrapped in a delicate pastry shell.

Chef Diego, with an air of pride, described his creation. “Gentlemen, allow me to introduce you to my latest culinary masterpiece: lobster Bugatti. A modern classic.” 

Adélard and Armand each took a small plate, the anticipation evident in their expressions. They savored the first bite; the sweet lobster paired perfectly with the buttery, flaky pastry.

“Magnificent, Chef.” Armand complemented loudly.

Adélard, after a moment of savoring the exquisite taste, turned to Armand with a grin. “Armand, this is simply extraordinary. Chef Diego you are a genius.”

Armand chuckled, a glint of mischief in his eyes. “I'm glad you approve, Adélard. Speaking of genius, I have an idea I think you will like. How would you feel about sailing halfway around the world on the Isabella?”

“Is that what Commandant Gaston asked of you, Armand?”

“No, actually, he never got around to asking anything of me, only that the Navy needed my help. But standing here on my yacht, excuse me, Isabella’s yacht, it does seems obvious what he was thinking about.”

Adélard's eyes widened with surprise. 

“Crossing half the world at sea on the Isabella? That would be incredible Armand, but I am curious.”

“It would seem normal, maybe even expected, for you and your wife to take such a trip Armand. How would we explain my squad's presence on your yacht?” Adélard asked.

Armand considered it for a moment. “Mon ami, that is where we can have a bit of fun. We will continue the charade we started on Cavallo. You and your men will dress and act like my employees on a well-deserved vacation. A leisurely cruise halfway around the world. No one would ever suspect that to be a military mission. And just to seal the deal to anyone watching the Isabella, I will go along on part of the journey with you.”

Adélard grinned. “I believe we should have a chat with Commandant Gaston . . . I feel a grand adventure coming.” 

Armand clapped Adélard on the shoulder. “Excellent! Now don’t be offended, but any Bugatti employees that would be on such a magnificent trip would have a certain look and a certain sophisticated wardrobe.”

“Fashion sense is not a prerequisite for being a commando, Armand. How do we solve that problem?” Adélard asked. 

“J'ai la solution parfait! I know just the person to handle this, my adoring Isabella. She will love this assignment, trust me.”

“No woman alive has better taste in clothing or is a more accomplished shopper than my lovely wife. I can’t wait to tell her.” Armand said smiling from ear to ear.

* * *
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ISABELLA'S DECK WAS bathed in the golden hues of the setting sun as a helicopter descended gracefully from the skies. It bore a distinguished logo on its hull and a distinguished passenger, Signore Maurizio Bottiglione, Director of Research and Development for Leonardo S.p.A., one of Italy's most renowned aerospace and defense companies. By his side was his daughter, Sara, a striking young woman with long, flowing auburn hair and sparkling green eyes.

As the chopper touched down on the yacht's helipad, the rotor blades slowing to a halt, Armand welcomed his old friend Maurizio with open arms.

“Maurizio, my dear, dear friend, it has been too long.” He said with genuine warmth. “And this must be the lovely Sara. Last time I visited your father, you were still in pigtails.”

Maurizio greeted Armand with a firm handshake and a tight hug. “Armand, you always know how to throw a party. Yes, of course this is my Sara, all grown up and twice the trouble she used to be.” Maurizio added, winking at his daughter.

Armand turned to the two commandos standing nearby. “Maurizio, allow me to introduce you to two of the heroes of the recent battle on Cavallo Island, Adélard and Henri.”

Adélard and Henri stepped forward, extending their hands in greeting. First to Maurizio and then to his lovely daughter. Sara's eyes fell upon Adélard, and for a moment, time seemed to stand still for both of them.

Henri, always with an eye for beautiful women, whispered in Adélard's ear, “I think I am in love, and I haven't even spoken to her.”

Amused by Henri, Adélard gave his comrade a friendly nudge before turning his attention to Sara, who seemed more than willing to join the men and tour the yacht.

As the trio walked in front, followed by Armand and Maurizio, Henri repeatedly tried to charm Sara into a conversation or at least get her attention, but try as he might, Sara was much more interested in anything Adélard had to say, which became painfully apparent to Henri.

Discouraged but never defeated, Henri left the couple chatting and moved on to the other single ladies at the party, his charm and charisma on full display.

With the party in full swing around them and the deck growing crowded as more guests arrived, it mattered not to the young couple. Adélard and Sara were drawn to one another. They spoke of their interests, shared stories of their families, the minutes turned into hours with the help of the attentive stewards and the endless champagne glasses.

Meanwhile, Maurizio and Armand stood nearby, observing the budding connection between Adélard and Sara. Maurizio leaned into Armand and chuckled. “It seems my Sara has taken a liking to your young man, Armand.” Nodding his approval, he continued. “It would be nice to have a war hero in the Bottiglione family and maybe one day some grandchildren.” Maurizio said, smiling at his longtime friend.

Armand grinned, raising his glass in a silent toast. “Indeed, my friend. I bambini portano la felicità.”

The party continued in full swing, with guests mingling, dancing, and celebrating. Amid the revelry, Adélard and Sara had little interest in anything other than each other while dancing under the stars and enjoying each moment together.

* * *
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THE NIGHT TOOK AN UNEXPECTED turn when the distinctive shape of a Requin boat from Camp Melusine came into view. The sleek vessel glided up to the yacht, expertly maneuvered by Captain Philippe, who always had a flair for dramatic arrivals. Captain Philippe, Commander Ross, Lieutenant Coop, Lieutenant Nickalos, and Sergeant Moreau stepped onto Isabella’s dock, their crisp uniforms stood in contrast to the relaxed elegance of the yacht's guests eliciting a mix of surprised and delighted reactions from the partygoers above.

Commandant Gaston, along with Lieutenants Dupont and Laurent from Toulon, greeted them warmly as they disembarked. Handshakes, pats on the back, and smiles were exchanged as the military men joined the festivities.

“Commander, you have arrived just in time! Armand and Isabella have outdone themselves.” Gaston told his friend. 

Captain Philippe nodded, taking in the magnificent yacht. “From down here, it looks like a real fancy shing dig. We need to catch up, boys, and quick.” Command Ross smiled and clapped his hands together. “Agreed Captain. let's not keep the Bugatti’s waiting any longer.”

Meeting Armand at the top of the gangway, commander Ross shook his hand while looking around at the festivities well underway. “What a spectacular party, Armand.”

“Thank you, mon ami.” Armand Bugatti beamed with pride, raising his glass. “It's a celebration deserving of our heroes. Come with me, Ross. I have a special 15-year-old scotch I have been saving for just a moment like this.”

“Yes Sir. Mr. Bugatti. You lead and I will follow.” Commander Ross answered, grinning.

* * *
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AMONG THE VARIED GUESTS attending the celebration aboard the yacht was an older woman, elegantly dressed in a long, flowing gown that swept the deck as she walked. Her high heels, though stunning, proved to be extremely impractical.

As she moved gracefully through the crowd, disaster struck, one of her stiletto heels became lodged in a gap of the yacht’s decking, causing her to lose her balance.

She teetered trying to regain her balance in a series of awkward, flailing motions dangerously close to the railing. 

Gasps and murmurs of concern rippled through the crowd as they watched in alarm when, with one final wobble, the woman lost her footing and tumbled overboard.

Julio, who happened to be standing nearby, reacted with lightning speed. Without a second thought, he jumped over the railing and into the water with an impressive dive. 

The guests raced to the railing, holding their collective breath as they watched him disappear beneath the surface.

Moments later, Julio resurfaced cradling the woman. She clung to him, arms wrapped around his neck, her elegant gown billowing in the water. Using long powerful strokes, Julio swam towards the rear of the yacht to the dive platform which would provide a safe place for them to come aboard.

As they reached the platform, the woman was visibly shaken but unharmed, save for her sopping wet gown. She quickly recovered her composure and even managed to make light of the situation, joking that she had lost her shoes in the fall.

The guests, who had gathered along the railing to witness the rescue, broke into relieved applause. Cheers and laughter filled the air as Julio helped the woman up onto the deck, her dignity intact despite the unexpected plunge.

Julio emerged from the water, his soaking wet dress uniform clinging to his muscular frame. Climbing the stairs back onto the main deck, still dripping with seawater, his expression became one of modesty and humility. 

The crowd’s applause was embarrassing for Julio. 

He hadn't sought recognition or accolades for his actions; he had simply reacted instinctively to help someone in a moment of need. As he stepped onto the deck, Isabella, realizing the importance of the moment, gathered all the guests to honor Julio. The guests’ applause grew louder, their enthusiastic cheers amplifying Julio’s discomfort.

Isabella, her voice carrying over the excited chatter of the guests, declared in a loud and jubilant tone, “The Hero of Cavallo is now the Hero of the Isabella!” Her proclamation was met with resounding cheers and claps from everyone gathered. For his part, Julio stood frozen in place; he could feel his face flush and turn red with embarrassment.

Just when he thought the moment couldn't get any more embarrassing, the woman he had saved, wrapped in an oversized towel, hurried over to him. Her gratitude evident as she planted a loud, dramatic, lipstick-covered kiss on Julio's cheek. The guests erupted into laughter and cheers as she grasped Julio's hand, raising his arm high in the air alongside hers. “My Hero!” She exclaimed in a loud voice, obviously delighting in the spectacle of it all.

The guests, now thoroughly entertained by the unfolding drama, joined in her cheering. Julio's face turned a deeper shade of red as he stood, somewhat dazed, in the spotlight of the party. He may have been a true hero on the battlefield of Cavallo, but at the moment he was just a scared shy boy.

As the celebrations continued, Jojo and Adélard, realizing that Julio was dying of embarrassment from all the attention and still dripping wet from his heroic dive, walked up and threw him a towel with grins on their faces. “Excuse us everyone.” Jojo said, turning to the crowd. “We are going to take this soggy hero to change into some dry clothes. But don’t worry he will return soon enough.”

“Come on, hero.” Adélard said with a playful wink. “You can bask in the glory of your adoring fan’s later.”

Jojo chimed in, his tone teasing, “And that lipstick on your face . . . seriously Julio?”

Julio chuckled, attempting to defend himself. “I didn't ask for any of this, guys.”

Before he could continue his defense, Reine and Taber rushed up to him, throwing their arms around him, undaunted by his wet clothes. Reine, grinning from ear to ear, exclaimed. “Julio, you are the Bugatti Savior!” Taber nodded enthusiastically. “You're like a real-life action hero!”

Julio couldn't help but smile at their enthusiasm, even though it meant his friends had more ammunition for teasing him. As he walked away with Jojo and Adélard toward his cabin to change, the lighthearted banter between the three continued, providing a cheerful backdrop to their extraordinary evening aboard the Isabella.

“The Bugatti Savior! Oh, mon Dieu, will we ever hear the end of this.” Jojo exclaimed, poking Adélard in the ribs, and laughing, while opening the cabin door with a flourish.

“Watch your head, monsieur Julio. It does seem a little big for this doorway.” Jojo added unable to keep a straight face.
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Chapter 2: Home Again
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0730 Marina, Marseille France 

The Bugatti yacht sat gently rocking in the serene waters of the Mediterranean. Gone were the festive decorations and guests of the day before. 

Staff could still be seen from time to time hustling about to return the yacht to its usual glory.

On the yacht's helipad, the Bugatti helicopter stood ready, its sleek lines gleaming in the morning light. Armand was there speaking to the pilot as Adélard, Graham, and Henri gathered on the helipad prepared to start their vacations.

“I am sorry to see you go, Adélard. We do have so much fun together, but I am sure your mother and father are eager to see you.” Armand said, a note of warmth in his voice.

“The pilot plans to drop you off at your family's farm first. I have scheduled him to return at the end of your vacation to pick you and the other men up as well. So, there is nothing to worry about. Just enjoy your free time.”

Adélard nodded appreciatively. “Thank you, Armand and thank Isabella. You both have been amazing hosts and better friends. It has been an honor.” 

Adélard boarded first, settling into one of the Helicopter’s plush leather seats. Graham and Henri followed, bidding farewell to Armand with smiles and handshakes before the rotors whirled faster and faster, slowly lifting the aircraft off the Isabella's helipad ascending into the clear blue sky.

As the helicopter soared over the picturesque French countryside, Adélard looked out the window at the familiar landscape of his homeland. Memories of his childhood and youth flooded back, and he couldn't help but feel a sense of longing to return to his village and his home.

* * *
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THE HELICOPTER DESCENDED gracefully, kicking up a whirlwind of dust as it touched down in the empty field near the l'ombre family farm, just outside the picturesque village of Saint-Étienne-du-Bois. 

As the rotor blades slowed and the engine shut off, Adélard, Graham, and Henri stepped out of the aircraft.

Bernard and Noémie, Adélard's parents, stood waiting, covering their eyes from the swirling dust caused by the helicopter's landing. “Ma Mère, Ma Père.” Adélard called out to his mother and father, tears of joy glistening in his eyes. 

He rushed to embraced his parents. “Je suis à la maison.”

Bernard, a rugged and weathered farmer, a true man of the earth, clapped his son on the back with a hearty laugh. 

“Adélard, my boy, the local paper has all but stopped reporting anything but your exploits on Cavallo. I am thankful you are finally here. Your mother has pestered me every day since the Navy told us you would be on leave.”

Noémie, her eyes brimming with maternal love, held her son at arm's length to examine him. “Mon doux garçon, you look so much older and have so many muscles; what has the Navy done to you?” She asked, pulling him closer to hug him.

Adélard beamed at his parents. “I missed you both.” Turning, he waved his comrades closer. “I want you to meet Graham and Henri; we serve together on the squad.”

Graham, his hand extended to Bernard, stepped forward. “Pleasure to meet you, monsieur. Your son has saved my skin more times than I can count.” Henri, always the charmer, took Noémie's hand and kissed it gently. “Madame, you have a remarkable son. He is an inspired leader, an excellent commando, and a good friend.”

The warm introductions quickly turned into laughter and shared stories, until the pilot interrupted, informing Graham and Henri that it was time to go.

The two commandos boarded the helicopter, excitement in their eyes. As the aircraft lifted off, they couldn't help but exchange knowing glances. This was the beginning of a new adventure for Henri. Graham had promised to show him all that Paris could offer both during the day and after dark.

With a final bon voyage, the helicopter carried Graham and Henri away, leaving the rural countryside behind as they headed toward the vibrant heart of France's capital city.

“Paris may never be the same after those two.” Adélard told his father, laughing as they walked to the farmhouse.

* * *
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AS THE BUGATTI HELICOPTER approached Paris, Henri’s eyes filled with wonder seeing the sprawling cityscape unfold below. His face lit up with joy, he couldn't help it. Henri’s smile stretching from ear to ear, like a child on Christmas morning as he marveled at the beauty of Paris.

“Would you look at that, Graham?” Henri exclaimed, his eyes fixed on the breathtaking view. “It's like a dream.”

Graham, who had grown up in this city, nodded with a fond smile. “Paris does have that effect. It is a city of dreams.”

Soon, the helicopter touched down at a heliport near the city center. Graham and Henri disembarked and found themselves in the bustling heart of Paris. They hailed a taxi to navigate the labyrinthine streets to Graham's home.

As the taxi wound through the charming, narrow streets of the city, with its historic architecture and iconic landmarks, Henri couldn't contain his enthusiasm. “Graham, this place is a masterpiece! The architecture, the people, the atmosphere, it's all so . . . Parisian!”

Graham chuckled, appreciating Henri's awe. “Wait until you see my Paris at night . . . she is even more beautiful.”

* * *
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FINALLY, THE TAXI PULLED up to an elegant townhouse nestled among the historic buildings in the old quarter. Graham's uncle and aunt were waiting at the door, eager to greet them.

“Welcome home, Graham!” His aunt exclaimed, embracing him warmly. His uncle, shaking hands with Henri, added. “It is a pleasure to have you both here. Come inside; dinner is almost ready.”

As the four of them entered the impeccably decorated home, Henri couldn't help but be struck by its opulence. The fine furnishings, the artwork on the walls, and the general air of luxury left him in awe and surprised. 

He leaned in and whispered to Graham. “Your family is rich! You could have warned me.”

Graham chuckled softly, realizing that he hadn't prepared Henri for this. “Yes, Henri, they are. Welcome to my world.”

* * *
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AFTER PARIS, THE BUGATTI helicopter returned to Marseille, landing on the Isabella’s helipad. Jojo and Julio were next up.

Jojo had decided to spend his vacation leave at his family's ski hotel, nestled in the picturesque Alps.

Reine and Taber had come to bid the commandos farewell with their parents. “We will come visit you on your mountain Monsieur Jojo. I promise.” Reine said hugging Jojo. 

* * *
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JOJO LOOKED OUT OF the window, taking in the breathtaking views as they approached the snow-capped peaks that would once again become his playground. The Bugatti helicopter landed near the hotel, surrounded by snow-covered homes and fields . . . a true winter wonderland. 

Jojo stepped out of the helicopter, taking in the crisp mountain air. His mother and father were there waiting, soon Jojo was wrapped in hugs and kisses. “I brought you a little hot chocolate and fresh pastries monsieur Julio.” His mother said, handing Julio a package. “My Joeux told me you have a long way to go.” 

After wishing Julio bon voyage, Jojo stood with his parents watching as the Bugatti helicopter lifted off sending powdered snow flying in every direction.

The Bugatti helicopter slowly disappeared, carrying Julio on the long flight to Camp Melusine on Corsica.

* * *
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AS THE HELICOPTER TOUCHED down near the camp, Julio couldn't help but feel a sense of nostalgia and excitement. The rugged beauty of the island and the beauty waiting for him in the mountains filled him with anticipation.

Waiting at the helipad was Commander Ross. Julio greeted him with a salute, a handshake, and a warm smile. There was something comforting about being back at camp, even if it was for just a short visit.

“Welcome back, Julio.” Commander Ross said. “You're just in time for some of our advanced training exercises. We've missed having you around.”

Julio chuckled. “It's good to be back, Sir. Maybe some other time I have already made plans.” He told his commander, causing them both to laugh as they walked into the camp.

The Bugatti helicopter departed once more, leaving Julio in the capable hands of his commander. Per Armand's orders, the helicopter would return in two weeks to take Julio to his hometown in Leon, France, to visit with his family.

* * *
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JULIO COULDN'T WAIT to see Helena. Dropping his bags in the barracks, he hitched a ride to town and rented a motorcycle. 

With the cold Corsican breeze ruffling his hair, he raced up the winding mountain roads to her secluded cabin.

* * *
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PULLING UP TO THE CABIN, Julio raced the engine. Helena emerged from the doorway, a smile lighting up her face. 

Wearing a long robe against the cold, she ran towards Julio, her arms outstretched, embracing Julio in a passionate hug.

The longing of separation melted away as they shared lingering kisses, their lips rediscovering the taste of each other. “You made it back to me, my handsome warrior.” Helena whispered, her voice filled with passion.

Julio smiled, his eyes locked on hers. “I missed you.”

* * *
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THEY STEPPED INSIDE the cozy cabin, which was filled with the inviting aroma of freshly baked bread. On the coffee table a bottle of Corsican wine sat waiting to be opened next to two glasses. “Oh, am I interrupting something?” Julio asked with a small grin. “Where you expecting someone for dinner?”

“As a matter of fact, I was.” Helena said gesturing for Julio to sit on the couch next to her. “Your Commander Ross called this morning.” “He did?” Julio asked, rather surprised.

“Yes, he did, and he mentioned I would be getting a very special delivery today.” Helena answered giggling.

* * *
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THEY TALKED AND LAUGHED, catching up on the time they'd spent apart. The food and drinks were a delightful addition to their conversation, punctuated by soft kisses and the warmth of their bodies constantly urging them closer. 

Helena leaned in, her lips brushing against Julio's as she whispered, “I missed you so much, my Julio.”

Julio kissed her, long and hard, his desire mirrored in her eyes. “I missed you more than I have the words to say.” 

“You don’t need many words with hands like these.” Helena said purring as Julio explored her every curve. 

Opening the second bottle of wine as the night wore on, Helena's expression changed. Her lover’s curiosity about Julio's recent experiences bubbled up interrupting the seduction she had carefully planned all day.

“Julio.” Helena whispered snuggling up next to him. “I have heard stories about Cavallo, about how you were injured and saved a lot of lives. Will you tell me about it?”

Julio nodded, his hunger for her no longer willing to wait. “I will, but not here.” He said with a glint in his eye. “In bed.”

A sultry smile curled Helena's lips as she stood up, dropping her robe to the ground, revealing a shimmering, long, transparent nightgown caressing all her sumptuous curves. 

“Well, then, let's not waste any more time, l'amour de mes reins.” She said, taking his hand. Helena giggled and lustfully moaned as Julio remembered to close the bedroom door.

* * *
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YACHT ISABELLA, MARSEILLE France 

Armand had been thinking about the covert mission Gaston had mentioned during the party. Together with Adélard, he had produced a plan on how to help. Now it was just a matter of getting Commandant Gaston to approve.

Armand smiled at the proposition they had devised; it was the perfect opportunity to put his superyacht, the Isabella, to good use and help Adélard accomplish his mission.

With the cleanup from the lively party in full swing aboard the yacht, Armand excused himself for a moment and moved to the more private salon one deck below. He picked up his phone and dialed Gaston's number. It didn't take long for the familiar voice of the commandant to answer.

“Good morning, Armand.” Gaston said, answering the phone. “That was another outstanding party. Well done!”

“Thank you, Gaston. I will share your compliments with Isabella. She deserves far more credit than I.”

“Gaston.” Armand began warmly. “I've been thinking about your mission to New Caledonia. I have spoken with Adélard at length, and we have developed a plan that will help you.”

Gaston's voice crackled with curiosity. “You have?”

Armand leaned back, his gaze drifting out the window to the gentle waves in the harbor. “My yacht, the Isabella would be the perfect cover for the Adélard squad.” 

“Adélard would continue the charade we began on Cavallo, with the squad posing as Bugatti employees on vacation. It would be the ideal way to maintain their cover, not only with getting to New Caledonia but also after they arrive and are moving around the island.” Armand said.

Gaston was silent for a moment, processing the proposal. 

“That is quite ingenious, Armand. But how do we ensure they won't run into trouble with customs inspections when the yacht docks at the various ports? The squad will be loaded with weapons and surveillance equipment.”

Armand smiled slyly, even though Gaston couldn't see it through the phone. “I have been thinking about that as well. What if we could secure some sort of government position for me, perhaps as a cultural ambassador? That way, the yacht would have diplomatic immunity during its travels, and customs inspections would not be a hindrance.”

Gaston became intriguing. “A cultural ambassador? That could work. But, Armand, I believe your wife, Isabella, would be a more natural fit for such a role. Her charm and grace would make her an excellent cultural ambassador.”

Armand chuckled, agreeing with Gaston's assessment. “You make a good point. Isabella would make a far better cultural ambassador than I would. I will discuss it with her. But for now, Gaston, let us agree that the Isabella will be the means to transport the squad to New Caledonia. We can work on the details and diplomatic arrangements later.”

“Agreed, Armand, and thank you. I'll start the process of looking into that diplomatic appointment for your wife.”

* * *
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NOT HAVING A FAMILY or town he called home, Noel had not left the yacht. He was undecided about where to spend his leave. Feeling like the boy left at school during Christmas.

Noticing his anxiety, Isabella and her daughters stepped closer to Noel standing at the railing of the yacht, peering out forlornly at the sea. “Noel.” Isabella began, her tone soft and motherly. “It is wrong for you to be so upset; you do not need to go anywhere. Why don't you stay here with us?”

Reine and Taber, her twin daughters, chimed in enthusiastically. “Yes, Noel.” They said it in unison, with their infectious, innocent smiles. “We want you to stay!”

Overhearing the conversation, Armand walked closer and nodded in agreement. “Noel, you are part of our extended family. We would be honored to have you with us.”

“Please stay, monsieur Noel.” Reine asked, looking up at him with the most compelling, sweet face.

“Who could say no to you, little one?” Noel said, with a broad grin on his face. “I accept the invitation. Thank you.” 

“I want Noel to see our little sailboat. We can take it out in the harbor and chase the dolphins.” Taber told her mother. 

“You see Noel, these two are already making plans for you.” Isabella chuckled, turning back to the girls. “Fine, but first, we have a proper lunch, and then you can go play.”

* * *
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LATER THAT EVENING, Armand and Isabella found a moment of respite in a quiet corner of the yacht's deck. The moon cast a shimmering path on the water, and the distant sounds of waves against the breakwater provided a soothing backdrop.

“There is something I need to talk to you about.” Armand began, feeling a bit uneasy about surprising his wife.

“Yes, my love?” She answered curiously.

“Isabella, I have been collaborating with Commandant Gaston and Adélard on a mission they are planning in the South Pacific. I volunteered the yacht to help them.”

“My yacht? Isabella asked somewhat in shock.

“That is not all, my wife. I asked the commandant to arrange for you to be an ambassador for France.”

“An Ambassador? Isabella asked even more bewildered. 

“Mr. Armand Bugatti, my dear, sometimes unstable husband, you better start this story from the beginning.” Isabella said, sitting back in her chair, crossing her legs.

“Yes, I should.” Armand began smiling. “It seems that there are disruptive forces within the empire working from New Caledonia. Intelligence believes they are a real threat. Who they are and who they work for is unknown, although there are powerful entities that would like nothing more than for France to no longer have influence in the Pacific.”

“Gaston has ordered Adélard and his squad to go there covertly and discover what is actually going on. Who these people are and who their masters are, and if necessary, to eliminate the threat to our islands in the Pacific.”

“So, you gave him my yacht to act as cover for the boys?”

“Yes, I did Isabella.” Armand answered. 

“Adélard and his men would pose as Bugatti employees on vacation, similar to how they did on Cavallo.” 

“Well, that part at least makes sense. And why am I to be an ambassador of France?” Isabella asked, still sorting through her husband’s devious plan.

“Actually, a cultural ambassador. I offered myself first, but Gaston said you were far better suited to be an ambassador.”

“Gaston is a smart man.” Isabella remarked with a smirk on her face. “Go on.”

Sensing some acceptance in her smile, Armand continued. “Customs inspections at foreign ports with all the weapons and gear the boys will be bringing would be problematic at best. With you being France’s Cultural Ambassador, it would avoid most, if not all, of those issues.”

Isabella nodded in understanding. “I see, so my yacht and I are to join your charade and act as cover for your little adventure.” “Yes.” Armand answered, feeling he was losing ground convincing his wife. “Except my Isabella, you really will be an Ambassador for France.”

“Oh, there is one more little thing, my wife.” Armand added.

“Yes?” Isabella said, raising an eyebrow.

“The squad will need a makeover. I volunteered you to mentor the boys in the ways sophisticated men should look and to buy them wardrobes suitable to their cover.” Armand said clearing his throat.

“You have been busy, my husband.” Isabella said, chuckling. “Yes Armand, I accept my part in your adventure.”

Relieved at Isabella agreeing to his plan, Armand moved to sit next to her, offering to open a bottle of chilled champagne in the process.

“A lady never turns down champagne, Armand. Yes, please, but now there is something I wish to ask of you.”

Isabella gently reminded Armand that Noel had expressed a deep desire to visit the French Alps, a place he had only heard of and dreamed about since he was a young boy.

“Armand.” She said softly. “You know how dear Noel is to the girls and to us, and how much he's done for our family.”

Armand nodded, his eyes fixed on his wife. “Yes, my love, he has been a gentle giant to the girls and a true hero.”

Isabella smiled, her fingers gently tracing a pattern on Armand's arm. “Then perhaps, my dear husband, it is time to make his dream come true.”

“You're right, of course. I'll have the helicopter arranged for Noel to visit the Alps. It's the least we can do.” Armand said.

Isabella leaned in, her voice becoming more suggestive. “But, Armand, just sending him alone to the Alps wouldn't be much fun for him, would it?”

Armand raised an eyebrow, sensing his wife’s mischievous motives. “What do you have in mind, my dear?”

Isabella's smile widened as she took his hand. “I was thinking, why not turn it into a family vacation?” 

“We could all go on a winter skiing trip to the Alps. We could visit Jojo in the alps at his family’s resort. It would be a wonderful way to spend a late winter holiday for all of us.”

Armand considered the idea, a grin slowly spread across his face. “Isabella, you always have the most brilliant ideas. A family vacation in the Alps sounds perfect. I'll make the arrangements first thing in the morning.”

“Wait till Taber hears about this.” Armand said, pouring champaign into Isabella’s glass. “I hope Jojo is as good as he brags, he is. Or Taber will run him off the mountain.”
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Chapter 3: Hello and Goodbye
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Nouméa, New Caledonia 

Lieke Malou had spent months undercover on the island of Nouméa, deep in the South Pacific. It was a beautiful island that many would consider a paradise, with its lush greenery, friendly population, and clear azure waters.

Yet, beneath this façade of tranquility, a volcano of misguided discontent and Marxist evil was once again threatening upheaval. Lieke, a Dutch counter-terrorism specialist, had been sent to the island on a covert mission by French intelligence, tasked with unearthing a radical separatist cell dedicated to destroying the French island.

* * *
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LIEKE SAT IN A DIMLY lit corner of the local pub, the 'Kristy', enjoying a cold beer. The air was thick with the aroma of local cuisine and the rhythmic melodies of a traditional Kanak band playing in the background. To any casual observer, it might seem like just another ordinary evening, and to be honest, it was, except for the fact that Lieke was hunting, and his game was sitting at the bar.

His focus was on two young men who had been frequenting the establishment. During his more than two months of surveillance, Lieke observed them coming to the ‘Kristy’ with others in the evenings, enjoying the food and the flirtatious host and owner, one Ms. Kristy Chanceuse.

None of the men in that group were natives of the island of that he was certain. 

Their French was far better than the local Creole spoken, and nothing about them said island bred. 

Tonight was different. Tonight, these two had come to town alone and were drinking shots and beers. Lieke watched as the two men got into a minor drunken tussle with some local boys by trying to convince their girls to dance with them. 

The owner, Kristy, had stepped in and told them if they continued to be bad boys and upset the girls, she would spank them and throw them out. 

All the patrons laughed, while the two men escorted by Kristy with her arms wrapped around both their waists happily returned to the bar in her company.

Lieke finished his beer and walked up to Kristy behind the bar to pay his tab. Eavesdropping on his targets, he noted their conversation was lighthearted. It was difficult to imagine that they might be part of something more sinister.

Dropping a generous tip earned him a wink and a smile from Kristy as he slipped out and into the night unnoticed. His plan was simple: shadow them discreetly, and with any luck, he would discover where their headquarters was located.

* * *
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THE NIGHT AIR WAS THICK with humidity as Lieke sat in his rental car, parked inconspicuously just outside the pub.

His patience was rewarded when the pair emerged from the bar laughing as Kristy pushed them out the door. “Come back tomorrow if you promise to be good boys.” Kristy said slapping one on the rear while pushing the other away. 

“Mon Dieu, you boys are so bad.” She added giggling.

* * *
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THE TWO MEN PUT ON their helmets and mounted their motorcycles, the low rumble of the engines filling the night.

“Just a few more minutes,” Lieke told himself.

Seeing them drive off was the clear sign Lieke had been waiting for. Starting the car, he carefully began his pursuit.

The winding road leading into the darkness of the mountain was narrow and serpentine, with dense foliage on either side. 

The two men on their motorcycles rode casually, their headlights cutting through the inky blackness. Lieke followed, but at a distance; far enough to remain unseen.

Lieke's pulse quickened as the pair of motorcycles continued deeper into the heart of the mountain. His senses strained attempting to maintain their trail as the sound of their motors faded away to nothing, and the occasional glimpse of their headlights became lost in the dense underbrush.

Stubbornly, he pushed his car to go faster, racing over the mountain road, looking for any sign of the two. After almost an hour of searching and seeing nothing, Lieke realized that somehow, someway he had lost them. Stopping his car on the side of the road, Lieke sat considering what had gone wrong, anger and frustration gnawing at him.

Lieke remembered the words of his mentor. “The only cure for failure is patience and tomorrow’s success, Mr. Malou.”

Lieke shook his head angry with his failure. Still, the reality was that on this night, there was nothing left to do but return to his hotel and try again tomorrow. Starting his car, he turned around on the narrow road and headed back.

* * *
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AS LIEKE DROVE AGAIN along the winding road, his thoughts revolved around what he could have done differently. Suddenly, he noticed a young man walking on the side of the road, carrying a gas can. Lieke slowed and stopped beside him. “Need a ride?” Lieke asked, rolling down the window.

The young man, appearing weary but clean cut, nodded gratefully. “Yes, please sir. I ran out of gas, and it is a long walk back to town.”

“Sure, come on.” Lieke replied, unlocking the car door.

The stranger got into the car, offering a polite. “Thank you.”

Lieke couldn't help but feel a little better. Helping someone else eased his frustration with tonight’s failed mission.

As they started driving back towards the village, the young man spoke up. “I appreciate this, sir. My name is Nico.”

Lieke introduced himself, and they exchanged pleasantries as they drove over the winding mountain road. Nico appeared to be in his early twenties, soft-spoken with a pleasant, unassuming personality.

However, as they approached a particularly dark stretch of road, Nico suddenly spoke up. “Monsieur, could you do me a favor and pull over for a moment? I just realized I forgot something.” The perfect French should have set off alarms for Lieke, but somehow his distractions dimmed his senses.

Lieke, pulling the car over to the side of the road. He turned to Nico, inquiring. “What did you forget?”

Before Lieke could hear an answer, a chilling realization swept over him. In the dim glow of the car's interior light, he saw Nico pointing a gun at him. Panic surged through Lieke, but it was too late. In that instant, a shot rang out, shattering the silence of the night. Pain seared through him, and darkness closed in as he lost consciousness.

* * *
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LIEKE FELT HIMSELF being forcibly shoved out of the car, his body falling onto the unforgiving asphalt of the deserted mountain road. 

Pain radiated from his wound as he sprawled on the ground, gasping for breath. His vision fading in and out as he desperately tried to stay in the moment.

The scene turned from horrible to nightmarish as he watched the two motorcycles he had been following pull up.

Nico crouched down next to Lieke, sticking his finger deep into the bullet hole with malevolent satisfaction. “No more following people for you, monsieur.” He said spitting in Lieke’s face, highlighting his cruelty.

One of the motorcycle riders stepped closer, surveying the situation with a cold, detached gaze. “Drag him to the side of the road.” He ordered, his tone unfeeling. “You gut shot him, Nico. Leave him to bleed out.”

Lieke was helpless, fading in and out as the men dragged him to the roadside. “Thank you for the cash, monsieur Malou.” Nico said, looking through Lieke’s wallet. “French Capitalist Pig.” He added, kicking Lieke repeatedly in the head, causing him to mercifully lose consciousness completely.

Yacht Isabella, Marseille France

Waiting for the helicopter on the upper deck, Isabella stood looking off into the distance, her dark hair cascading gracefully over her shoulders. There was a playful glint in her eyes as she glanced at her husband, Armand.

“This will be such a wonderful surprise for Jojo.” She said, her voice tinged with excitement. Armand, impeccably dressed as always, grinned in agreement. “My darling, at times I wonder who is more willful, you or the girls.”

Armand chuckled seeing the sharp, disapproving look coming from his wife. “But as usual Isabella, you are correct. It will be a wonderful surprise and an outstanding family vacation for all of us.” Armand added, regaining some of the joy in Isabella’s face.

Noel, standing nearby, felt uncomfortable. Facing a horde of savage mercenaries was one thing, but falling down a mountain with two sticks tied to his feet was quite another.

He had never been winter skiing before, and the thought of racing down the slopes was both thrilling and intimidating. 

Clearing his throat, he spoke up. “Mr. Bugatti, I know it was my dream of seeing the alps, but I have never been skiing.”

Armand clapped Noel on the back with a warm smile. “Not to worry, the truth is I am only an amateur myself. When I go down the slopes, I spend as much time in the snow as on it, but the girls and Isabella are all snow bunnies. They fly down the mountains effortlessly. They will teach you everything you need to know.”

“Oh yes!” Taber interrupted. “Ma mère can teach you on the beginner slopes, and then Reine and I will show you the mountain from the top. It will be fun, I promise.”

Noel smiled and nodded, his apprehension clearly visible.

* * *
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THE BUGATTI HELICOPTER touched down near the charming village of Chamonix, nestled in the heart of the French Alps. 

As the group disembarked, the towering peaks of the Mont Blanc massif loomed majestically in the distance.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Isabella asked Noel, standing in awe.

“Yes.” Noel muttered. “More than even, I imagined.”

Bundled up against the cold Alpine weather, Armand led his family as they walked over the snowy ground. Stopping a passerby to ask directions, they made their way to Jojo's family inn, nestled snugly against the snow-covered mountain. Anticipation bubbled within the group.

“I can’t wait to see the surprise on monsieur Jojo’s face.” Reine whispered to Taber, giggling with joy.

“I can’t wait to race him down the mountain.” Taber added.

* * *
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THE INN'S INTERIOR welcomed them with the scent of hearty mountain faire and the crackling of a warm fire. The Bugatti family and Noel stepped into the cozy inn, their faces beaming with excitement. Three rooms at the inn had been booked ahead of time, but not in the Bugatti name. Isabella had used her maiden name to ensure the surprise.

Neither Jojo nor his family had an inkling of their visit.

Jojo, just coming in from his morning run down the mountain, stopped and, for once in his life, was speechless. 

“Armand!” Jojo called out, with surprise lighting up his face as the two girls ran to hug him.

“I told you we would come.” Reine said, looking up at Jojo.

“Yes, you did, little one.” Jojo answered, laughing. “I just didn’t expect it so soon.”

“It was ma mère’s idea, but we all agreed to surprise you, even monsieur Noel.” Reine added, giggling.

“And don’t forget, you did promise to race me.” Taber said with two hands on her hips, imitating her mother.

“Yes, I did.” Jojo answered Taber, pinching her nose. “But first, I want you all to meet my family.”

Jojo, with his characteristic enthusiasm, led the way to the heart of the inn, searching for his mother and father. Finding them in the kitchen, Jojo approached his parents, with a broad smile, he gestured toward the unexpected guests. “Mère, père, I have a wonderful surprise for you.” With a welcoming smile and rosy cheeks, his mother turned, brushing the flour from her apron. “What is it, Jojo?”

Armand, Isabella, Reine, and Taber stepped forward. Jojo's voice was filled with joy as he made the introductions. “Meet my dear friends, the Bugatti family. This is Armand and his wife Isabella and their two girls, Reine and Taber.” 

Pulling Noel forward to face his father. “Père, this is one of my Ghost Commando brothers. This is my friend, Noel.”

His father, a rugged mountain man with kind eyes and a strong handshake, extended his hand to Armand. 

“Welcome, Monsieur, Madame, to our chalet.” After first showing due respect to the Bugatti's, he then turned, grasping Noel’s hand forcefully, and began squeezing it hard, then harder, then harder still, until Noel started pushing back. The two men pressing hard against each other. 

“It’s his way of testing you, Noel.” Jojo said, grinning.

“Testing hell, your father is as strong as an ox.” Noel grunted. “And twice as stubborn. Let go of that young man, you old goat.” Jojo’s mother said, reaching out to pinch her husband’s ear. 

“Oui, mon amour.” Jojo’s father said, releasing Noel’s hand. 

“Monsieur Noel, you are every bit the man Jojo bragged about. Welcome to our chalet.”

Armand and Isabella chuckled watching the handshake test of wills and Jojo’s parent’s interaction. Armand stepped forward and addressed them. “Thank you both for welcoming us. Your son has proven himself to be a good friend and a fearless warrior. We are honored to meet you and to experience the beauty of Jojo’s beloved Alps.”

Reine and Taber, with a nudge from Isabella, stepped forward and curtsied. “Thank you for sharing your mountain.” Reine and Taber said together.

With introductions now over, Jojo's mother urged them to join the bustling communal table and enjoy the food while she finished working on dessert.

Taber's eyes grew wide at the sight of the pastries fresh out of the oven. “Do not worry, my little one. I will hide four of my best from Jojo just for you.” Jojo’s mother said.

* * *
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AFTER LUNCH, REINE and Taber, full of excitement and unable to hold back any longer, approached Jojo with wide smiles. 

“Monsieur Jojo.” Reine said, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Can we go down the mountain now?”

“If you listen very closely, monsieur Jojo, the mountain is calling our names.” Taber added dramatically, raising her arms towards the window, and nodding up and down.

Jojo looked at them, delighted by their youthful enthusiasm. 

“A run down the mountain on a big, full belly? Why not!” He exclaimed, starting to stand up, then quickly sat down. 

“That is, of course, only if your mother says it's okay.”

Armand and Isabella, equally eager for adventure, joined in without hesitation. They all donned their skiing gear and stepped out into a magnificent afternoon. The sun was soft, and the snow sparkled as the lift carried them to the top.

* * *
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LEAPING OFF THE LIFT the girls and Jojo began their descent, carving through the powdery slopes. Taber and Jojo racing ahead, with Reine matching their daring moves right behind. 

The wind whistled past them as they flew down the mountain, the three of them laughing aloud with the sense of happiness, exhilaration, and freedom that only skiing down a mountain can deliver.

* * *
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ARMAND AND ISABELLA followed leisurely, cutting back and forth on the late winter snow, enjoying each moment together while watching their daughters fearlessly race down the mountain. “No denying those two.” Armand remarked.

“Obviously, you have infected them with some of your reckless DNA, my husband.” Isabella said, reaching up to kiss him when they stopped. “Maybe so, and a bucket of your courage as well.” Armand answered, returning the kiss.

“Life is good, my husband.” Isabella told him as she began to softly cry, her emotions finally surfacing from all the fear and worry she had been resisting throughout their ordeal.

“Shhhhh, my darling.” Armand told her. “We are all safe now, even François. Shall we finish before they send the ski patrol after us?” He asked, smiling, and gently kissing her.

“Can we wait please?” Isabella asked, hiding her face in Armand’s coat sobbing heavily. “Yes, my darling, for as long as you wish.” Armand answered rubbing her hair.

When Armand and Isabella finally reached the bottom, cheeks flushed from the cold and hearts pounding, they realized that moments like these were the ones that etched memories in their souls. They stood quietly side by side holding hands and watching as their two girls and Jojo finished their second run. 

Then, all together, they headed back to the inn joining Noel for some hot chocolate and the warmth of Jojo’s family.

* * *
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NAVAL HEADQUARTERS, Toulon France

Commandant Gaston sat behind his desk, contemplating the rapidly evolving situation in New Caledonia. Half a world away, evil had gained a foothold. Dangerous events were unfolding rapidly that required his immediate attention.

He reached for his phone and dialed the number he knew well, waiting for it to connect.

On the other end of the line, Armand Bugatti, enjoying a moment by the fire with his family during their vacation in the Alps, answered the call.

“Commandant Gaston.” Armand greeted him warmly.

“Armand.” Gaston replied, his tone serious. “Do you have a moment? I need your help, my friend.”

Armand, sensing his stress, answered slowly. “Yes, Gaston, now is good. How can I help you?” He said, standing up and walking away from the fireplace.

Gaston wasted no time, getting straight to the point. “The situation in New Caledonia is becoming increasingly complex. We need to expedite our plans. 

Can you have the Isabella, docked at St. Barts and ready for a voyage to New Caledonia in three weeks' time?”

Armand's eyes narrowed, absorbing the urgency in Gaston's voice. After a moment's contemplation, he replied. 

“Absolutely, Gaston. Tomorrow, I will give my captain orders to have the Isabella at St. Barts in three weeks.”

Gaston sighed with relief, gratitude apparent in his voice. “Thank you, Armand. Your support and readiness to act in the interest of our nation means a great deal to me.”

Armand's response was firm, his commitment unwavering. “For France, I would be honored to do this, for you mon ami I would do this without hesitation, even if I didn’t owe you for the lives of my wife and children.”

“Thank you, Armand.” Gaston said sincerely then hung up.

* * *
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“WHO WAS THAT, ARMAND?” Isabella asked, seeing the distress on her husband’s face as he returned to the fire. “Gaston.” Armand answered. “The Pacific mission has begun.”

* * *
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L'OMBRE FARM, SAINT-Étienne-du-Bois

Afternoon shadows danced across his family’s vineyard. The earthy scent of the rich soil, the cool breeze rustling through the leaves, the birds chirping above, all filled Adélard’s heart.

Adélard stood amidst the grapevines, pruning shears in hand. It was a familiar scene, one that he had experienced for as long as he could remember.

His father, Bernard, worked silently alongside him, their movements synchronized as they expertly pruned the vines. 

They shared few words, for what the vines needed was ingrained in both of them. Learned from father to son and forged through generations of tending to the vines.

* * *
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THE SUN HUNG LOW AS Adélard and his father, Bernard, finished pruning the grapevines. Their gloves were stained with the residue of the vines, evidence of a hard day's work.

As they walked back to their home, Adélard began a conversation, his voice strong, that of a man, no longer the nervous voice of a young boy about to make a request. 

“Papa, after dinner tonight, I am going into town to meet up with my friends and the boys from the soccer team. Just some drinks, tall stories we all know are lies, and a little fun.”

Bernard smiled, a twinkle of amusement in his eyes. “Ah, so my young lion wants to roam the town tonight?” He patted Adélard's back, his touch filled with affection. 

“If I were you, I would shower first, my son; you smell like a mule in summer.” Bernard told his son, laughing. “In any event, we will be back to pruning first thing in the morning.”

“Yes Papa. I know.” Adélard answered, grinning.

“Are you taking the truck to town, Adélard?” His father asked. “I thought you said I should clean up. Using your truck, I might as well go as I am.” Adélard chided his father.

“Touché Adélard.” Bernard said, smiling. “Your mother has the same opinion, but I love that old truck.”

“The boys are coming later to pick me up and bring me back afterwards.” Adélard told him. “But thanks for the offer.”

Bernard nodded approvingly. “Good, say hello to your friends from me. It's been a long time since you and them would play in the mud between the vines after a rain.”

As they approached their quaint farmhouse, father and son shared a moment of contentment. The bond between them was strong, built on a foundation of hard work, love, and mutual respect. His father's support had always been unwavering. It had allowed Adélard the freedom to enjoy his youth while never forgetting his responsibilities. 

* * *
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DOWNTOWN, SAINT-ÉTIENNE-du-Bois

‘Le Vigneron’ was a
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