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Fireworks Over Paris

Chapter 1

Arrival in the City of Light
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Mark Sullivan pressed his forehead lightly against the airplane window as the clouds parted beneath them.

Paris.

Even from thousands of feet above the ground, the city seemed different.

Elegant.

Timeless.

The winding ribbon of the Seine cut through the landscape like a silver thread, while clusters of pale buildings stretched toward the horizon. Somewhere below waited three months of work, adventure, and hopefully the creative inspiration he desperately needed.

The seatbelt sign illuminated.

The captain's voice crackled over the speakers.

"Ladies and gentlemen, we are beginning our final descent into Paris. Local time is 9:12 a.m. The weather is sunny with temperatures expected to reach twenty-seven degrees Celsius."

Passengers around him stirred awake.

Window shades opened.

Phones appeared.

People stretched after the long overnight flight.

Mark smiled despite his exhaustion.

After years of photographing festivals, cultural events, and travel destinations throughout North America, he had finally secured the assignment he had wanted for years.

Summer in Paris.

His magazine planned a feature series documenting European celebrations and traditions. For the next three months, Mark would photograph everything from neighborhood festivals to major public events.

Including the massive Bastille Day celebrations.

His editor had practically bounced with excitement while assigning the project.

"Give me Paris through your eyes," she had said. "Not postcards. Not tourist clichés. Show people what it feels like to be there."

Mark intended to do exactly that.

The wheels touched the runway.

A ripple of applause broke out among several passengers.

Mark laughed softly.

Some traditions seemed universal.



An hour later, he exited the airport carrying two camera bags and a rolling suitcase.

Warm air greeted him.

The scent of summer.

The sound of unfamiliar French conversations.

The excitement of being somewhere completely new.

He hailed a taxi and climbed inside.

The driver greeted him in heavily accented English.

"First time in Paris?"

Mark nodded.

"It shows?"

The driver laughed.

"You are smiling too much."

Mark looked out the window.

"Can you blame me?"

The driver shook his head.

"No. Paris does that to people."

The city gradually appeared as they drove closer.

Historic buildings.

Tree-lined avenues.

Outdoor cafés filled with people enjoying late breakfasts.

Cyclists weaving through traffic.

Flower boxes overflowing from apartment balconies.

Everywhere he looked seemed worthy of a photograph.

He found himself reaching for his camera before remembering he was still inside a moving taxi.

The driver noticed.

"Photographer?"

Mark nodded.

"How could you tell?"

"You look at everything like you are already taking pictures."

Mark chuckled.

The observation felt surprisingly accurate.

Photography wasn't simply his profession.

It was how he experienced the world.



His apartment was located near the Latin Quarter.

The magazine had rented it for the duration of his stay.

The building itself was old but beautifully maintained.

A narrow staircase wound upward toward the third floor.

The apartment wasn't large.

A living room.

Small kitchen.

Bedroom.

Tiny balcony.

Yet the moment Mark stepped outside onto that balcony, he knew he loved it.

The rooftops stretched endlessly before him.

Church spires rose in the distance.

The city buzzed with life below.

For several minutes he simply stood there.

Watching.

Listening.

Breathing.

This was real.

He was actually here.

His phone vibrated.

A message from his editor.

Don't forget your orientation meeting at two.

Reality intruded.

Work awaited.



By early afternoon, Mark arrived at the event management headquarters responsible for coordinating many of Paris's largest public celebrations.

The office occupied a renovated historic building near the river.

Modern equipment filled spaces surrounded by centuries-old architecture.

The contrast fascinated him.

A receptionist directed him toward a conference room.

Inside, approximately fifteen people sat around a large table.

Event organizers.

City representatives.

Production coordinators.

Marketing specialists.

Mark introduced himself and found an empty chair.

The meeting began promptly.

Schedules appeared on screens.

Maps were distributed.

Various summer events were discussed.

Mark listened carefully while taking notes.

The sheer scale of organization required to coordinate citywide celebrations impressed him.

Especially when discussion shifted toward Bastille Day.

The room's energy immediately changed.

Everyone seemed more focused.

More serious.

The event clearly represented the crown jewel of the summer calendar.

A woman standing near the screen gestured toward several diagrams.

"And finally, the fireworks program."

The conference room door opened.

A man entered.

Several people immediately turned toward him.

Mark glanced up.

Then forgot whatever notes he had been taking.

The newcomer was striking.

Not because he looked like a model.

Not exactly.

Rather, he possessed the effortless confidence of someone completely comfortable in his own skin.

Dark brown hair.

Warm olive complexion.

Intelligent eyes.

A tailored navy shirt with sleeves rolled to his forearms.

The kind of smile that appeared genuine rather than practiced.

The woman speaking looked relieved.

"Perfect timing, Leonardo."

The man nodded.

"My apologies. Traffic."

His voice carried a subtle French accent.

Smooth.

Rich.

Pleasant to listen to.

He placed a folder on the table.

"Shall we begin?"

The presentation continued.

Leonardo explained various technical aspects of the Bastille Day fireworks display.

Safety zones.

Launch locations.

Synchronization systems.

Viewing areas.

Yet despite the highly technical subject matter, he spoke with visible passion.

As though fireworks were not simply explosives and logistics.

As though they were art.

Mark found himself paying far more attention than expected.

Leonardo wasn't merely describing a show.

He was describing an experience.

A story told through light and color.

At one point, he displayed several concept sketches.

"We want this year's finale to feel hopeful."

His gaze swept across the room.

"The audience should leave believing they witnessed something unforgettable."

Mark immediately wrote down the phrase.

Something unforgettable.

That was exactly what good photography aimed to achieve too.

The meeting concluded nearly an hour later.

People gathered documents and prepared to leave.

Mark packed away his notebook.

As he stood, someone accidentally bumped into him.

One of his camera bags slipped from his shoulder.

A hand caught it before it hit the floor.

Mark looked up.

Leonardo.

"Careful."

Mark smiled.

"Thanks."

Leonardo handed him the bag.

"No problem."

For a brief moment, neither moved.

Then Leonardo glanced toward the camera equipment.

"Professional photographer?"

"That obvious?"

"A little."

Mark laughed.

"I'm covering the summer festival season."

"The American journalist."

"Photographer."

Leonardo nodded.

"Right."

His smile widened slightly.

"Welcome to Paris, then."

"Thanks."

Leonardo extended a hand.

"Leonardo Moreau."

Mark shook it.

"Mark Sullivan."

The handshake lasted perhaps a second longer than necessary.

Not enough to be strange.

Just enough to be noticeable.

At least to Mark.

Leonardo released his hand.

"I hope the city treats you well."

"Based on my first day, I'd say it's doing a good job."

A faint amusement appeared in Leonardo's eyes.

"Then you've only seen the beginning."

Someone called Leonardo's name from across the room.

He glanced over his shoulder.

Duty reclaimed him.

"Enjoy your stay, Mark."

"You too."

The words escaped before Mark realized how ridiculous they sounded.

Leonardo laughed.

A warm, genuine laugh.

"I already live here."

Mark groaned.

"Right."

"Still," Leonardo said, smiling. "Good advice."

With that, he walked away.

Mark watched him disappear into the crowd.

Then immediately felt foolish for watching.

He had known the man for less than two minutes.

And yet...

Something about him lingered.

Perhaps it was simply the excitement of being somewhere new.

A new city.

New people.

New possibilities.

That had to be all it was.

Still, as Mark left the building and stepped back into the golden Parisian afternoon, he found himself replaying the conversation.

The smile.

The accent.

The effortless confidence.

The passion Leonardo displayed while discussing fireworks.

Across the river, sunlight shimmered on the Seine.

Boats drifted beneath ancient bridges.

Tourists wandered the sidewalks.

Musicians performed nearby.

Paris unfolded around him like a story waiting to be told.

Mark lifted his camera.

Captured his first photograph of the city.

Then another.

And another.

The assignment had officially begun.

What he didn't know was that the most important story he would photograph that summer wasn't waiting in a festival crowd.

It wasn't hidden inside a fireworks display.

It wasn't part of his assignment at all.

It had just shaken his hand and wished him welcome.
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Chapter 2

Unexpected Tour Guide
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Three days after arriving in Paris, Mark had become absolutely certain of one thing.

The city was beautiful.

And completely determined to make him lose his sense of direction.

He stood on a narrow street lined with old stone buildings, staring at the map application on his phone.

The blue location dot moved.

Then spun.

Then jumped somewhere entirely different.

Mark frowned.

"That's helpful."

The phone remained unimpressed by his criticism.

According to the map, he was standing in one neighborhood.

According to the street sign nearby, he was standing in another.

And according to his increasingly tired feet, he was nowhere near where he intended to be.

He sighed and slipped the phone back into his pocket.

His original plan had been simple.

Spend the morning photographing several small streets recommended by a local travel guide.

Enjoy lunch.

Return to his apartment.

Instead, he had followed an interesting alleyway, discovered a hidden courtyard, wandered after the sound of live music, and somehow ended up completely lost.

Not that he regretted it.

The unexpected discoveries were often the best part of traveling.

Still, finding his way home would be nice.

Mark adjusted the camera hanging around his neck and continued walking.

The neighborhood around him felt different from the postcard version of Paris most tourists imagined.

There were no massive crowds.

No souvenir shops.

No lines stretching around famous landmarks.

Instead, he found quiet cafés, independent bookstores, flower shops, and residents going about their daily lives.

It felt authentic.

Alive.

Real.

He paused outside a small bakery.

The smell drifting through the open door was impossible to ignore.

Fresh bread.

Butter.

Sugar.

Warm pastries.

His stomach immediately reminded him that lunch had been delayed by several hours.

He stepped inside.

Ten minutes later, he emerged carrying a paper bag filled with pastries and feeling considerably more optimistic about life.

Unfortunately, he was still lost.

Mark sat on a nearby bench beneath the shade of a tree.

The afternoon sun filtered through the leaves overhead.

Children played in a small square nearby.

An elderly couple shared coffee at an outdoor table.

The entire scene felt like something from a movie.

He pulled out his phone again.

The battery indicator flashed red.

Three percent.

"Perfect."

The screen went dark.

Mark stared at it.

Then laughed.

At this point, what else could he do?

Apparently Paris wanted him to experience the city the old-fashioned way.

Without technology.

Without directions.

Without a clue.

"Having trouble?"

The familiar voice startled him.

Mark looked up.

Leonardo stood a few feet away.

For a moment, Mark wondered if exhaustion was causing hallucinations.

Then Leonardo smiled.

Definitely real.

"Leonardo?"

"What are the chances?"

Mark laughed.

"I was about to ask the same thing."

Leonardo glanced toward the lifeless phone in Mark's hand.

"You appear troubled."

"I may be slightly lost."

"Slightly?"

Mark hesitated.

"Very lost."

Leonardo grinned.

"That sounds more accurate."

He sat beside Mark on the bench.

"Where are you trying to go?"

Mark named his neighborhood.

Leonardo blinked.

Then laughed.

"Oh."

That reaction did not inspire confidence.

"What?"

"You are quite far away."

Mark groaned.

"How far?"

"About forty minutes on foot."

"Seriously?"

"You have been exploring enthusiastically."

"I call it getting creatively distracted."

Leonardo nodded.

"A dangerous condition for photographers."

"I knew you'd understand."

Their shared laughter came easily.

Surprisingly easily.

Leonardo leaned back against the bench.

"So."

"So?"

"What have you discovered during your accidental expedition?"

Mark immediately brightened.

For the next several minutes he showed photographs from the morning.

Hidden courtyards.

Street musicians.

Cats sleeping in flower boxes.

Unexpected architectural details.

Colorful market displays.

Leonardo studied each image carefully.

"You have a good eye."

"Thank you."

"You notice details other people ignore."

Mark smiled.

"The same could be said about fireworks."

Leonardo looked surprised.

"You remember that presentation?"

"Most of it."

A pleased expression appeared on Leonardo's face.

"That is impressive."

"I was paying attention."

"Clearly."

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment.

Then Leonardo stood.

"Come."

Mark blinked.

"Come where?"

"I will show you the way back."

"You don't have to do that."

"I know."

The smile returned.

"But I am offering."

Mark hesitated only briefly.

An afternoon spent exploring Paris with a local sounded considerably more appealing than wandering alone.

"Okay."

"Excellent."

Leonardo extended a hand.

"Let's rescue you from your own navigation skills."



The route Leonardo chose looked nothing like the quickest path home.

At first Mark assumed they had taken a wrong turn.

Then another.

Then several
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