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Part I: Embarkation
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The sea, stretched wide and iridescent under a sky the colour of bruised silver, welcomed the MS L’Atlantique like an old friend with secrets yet to tell. Aboard the flagship of the revived Compagnie Transatlantique, twenty decks tall, atomic-powered, and outfitted with biometric security and champagne bars, were the usual suspects of a world still gasping under the weight of war: oligarchs in exile, financiers without flags, artists avoiding subpoenas, and one French detective whose eyes hadn’t closed in three days.

The port of Marseille, secured by NATO drones and buzzing with chatter in half a dozen languages, shimmered behind them. Now, with the land receding into memory and only the Atlantic stretching before them, the first-class lounge pulsed with polished civility and quiet menace. The war was always present—on holoscreens above the cocktail stations, in the heavily encrypted messages flickering on wristbands, in the nervous glances traded by men too rich to be simply tourists.

Inspector Pierre Ganimard sat rigidly in a high-backed chair upholstered in pale green velvet, a drink untouched before him, and a leather-bound dossier open on his lap. His moustache, greyer than it had been three months ago, twitched at the edges with each soft chime of the ship’s comms. He looked, as ever, like a man waiting to pounce, though his days of doing so physically were long behind him.

He was not there for the caviar.

Three days prior, his terminal had pinged with a transmission marked Priorité D: INTERNE + DGSE. The message was brief, unsigned, and as damning as a confession: “Arsène Lupin is on board L’Atlantique. Travelling under false name. Purpose unclear. Possibly sabotage. Possibly worse.”

Now, surrounded by crystal chandeliers, antique clocks imported from the Orsay vaults, and jazz pianists dressed as naval officers, Ganimard watched. He watched everyone.

There was Siergiej Petrov, corpulent and impossibly lacquered, lounging on a divan near the panoramic window, sipping bourbon and murmuring to a pale young aide whose hair looked painted on. Petrov had made his fortune in metals and murder. He was FRUSA’s errand boy in luxury disguise, once photographed shaking hands with the very generals now orchestrating bombings in San Jose.

Near the bar, James Cartwright adjusted his platinum cufflinks, speaking with that drawling NUA accent that made even truth sound disingenuous. Nominally retired, Cartwright had been on every sanctions list for a decade. His presence here—smiling, serene—suggested diplomatic immunity or suicidal arrogance.

A Spanish sculptress, Alba de la Vega, sketched with charcoal on a napkin, her sunglasses hiding eyes that missed nothing. She spoke to no one, but three separate passengers had been seen staring at her work and recoiling. One drawing bore a caption: “The General Devours His Children.”

And then there was the officer.

He appeared somewhere between Toulon and Gibraltar. No one saw him board. Lieutenant Beaulieu. His uniform—immaculate, French, NATO special operations—bore no insignia beyond a patch reading “Mission Liaison.” His age was indeterminate, his voice smooth but undecipherable in origin, and his presence oddly calming. He played chess with the ship’s AI and won consistently. He quoted Dumas in conversation and carried a book of Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal in a worn leather binding.

Ganimard watched him most of all.

That man was too precise. Too charming. Too Lupin.

And yet... there were half a dozen others who could be him. A Greek cryptographer traveling under a forged American passport. A retired Algerian general with multiple facial reconstructions. Even a ten-year-old violin prodigy, whose mother never spoke and whose luggage had not been scanned.

Ganimard’s fingers drummed on the dossier. Inside were records of Lupin’s known aliases, sketches from Interpol, DNA spectrographs, a copy of the letter he had left on the desk of the French president. 

History is a stage, Monsieur le Président. Will you be hero or coward? Signed, A.L.

Every encounter in the lounge felt loaded. Was that a glance, or a signal? Was that smile for him, or a mask adjusting?

At 17:45, the captain’s voice crackled through the speakers.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome aboard the MS L’Atlantique. We are now officially in international waters. Tonight’s dinner will be served at 20:30 in the Grand Salle. Dress is formal. A gentle reminder: biometric locks are enabled in all cabins. For your safety and privacy, please avoid unauthorized areas. Vive la France, et bon voyage.”

Ganimard snorted softly. Privacy. On a ship like this, privacy was the first illusion.

As guests began to disperse, Petrov to his whiskey, Cartwright to a coded call on his holo-watch, and the mysterious officer to the chess table, Ganimard closed the dossier, rose stiffly, and followed.

Somewhere on this floating embassy of lies, Lupin moved unseen, perhaps smirking, perhaps planning his next move.

Ganimard would find him. He had to.

Because this wasn’t about pride anymore.

It was about the war.

And this time, Lupin might be more than just a thief.

***
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GANIMARD LEANED ON the brass balustrade of the lounge’s mezzanine, a vantage point that allowed him a hawk’s-eye view of the room below: high tables of polished walnut, men and women clad in silk and satin, military grey, or billionaire nonchalance. A string quartet played Debussy with a kind of melancholic levity, as if unaware that the world was already burning.

He sipped his espresso, black, bitter, unsweetened, and tilted his head toward the murmuring beneath him. Conversation drifted in waves, woven with soft laughter, a hush of scandal, the clinking of glasses. A dozen tongues, but always the same undercurrent: power, betrayal, fear.

“...they’re calling it the second Cuban Missile Crisis,” murmured a woman with bone-white hair, her French tinged with an expensive Geneva accent. “Only this time, Havana's on the Potomac.”

“Please,” answered her companion, a man with a diplomat’s tan and an American passport tucked too deliberately into his pocket, “you Europeans act like you didn’t see this coming. The moment the New Union formed, the writing was on the wall. Trump has the nukes. Newsom has the West Coast and idealists with drones.”

“You forgot the French,” she added dryly.

“Ah yes,” the man chuckled. “The French. Airdropped paratroopers into Sacramento last week. Your president's speech gave my Pentagon friends nosebleeds. Very de Gaulle of him.”

Ganimard’s ears twitched. The “New Union of America”, NUA—was now barely a year old, a patchwork of states that had seceded from the Trump regime when Federal Republic of the United States of America reclassified the press as ‘enemy infrastructure’ and began targeting journalists with guided munitions. California, Oregon, parts of Illinois, Washington State. A resistance stitched together with private militias, rogue generals, AI-run logistics chains, and NATO advisors sent in under increasingly flexible definitions of neutrality.

France had entered the war three weeks ago. Not officially, not completely. But enough that Rafales now patrolled Californian airspace, and men from the 1er RPIMa hunted saboteurs in the burned-out suburbs of Phoenix.

“Have you seen the footage from Phoenix?” a younger man whispered near the piano, speaking to a woman in a dark blue shawl. “They’re saying the FRUSA used thermobarics again. Flattened a whole school.”

The woman frowned. “They said the same thing last month. Turned out to be a data manipulation op. Deepfake overlays. NATO confirmed it.”

“Still,” the man muttered, “truth doesn’t matter anymore. Just impact. Lupin understood that.”

There it was. The name again. Like a ghost in the machinery.

Ganimard turned and slowly descended the curved staircase, each polished step echoing slightly in the grand hall. The air smelled faintly of cedarwood polish and expensive perfume. A steward, young, pale, frightened in the way of those who had seen just enough to believe in monsters, inclined his head and offered a folded note. It was blank.

Invisible ink? Classic. But Lupin preferred more elegant tricks.

As he passed Petrov’s corner, he caught a snippet of conversation in Russian, translated in his earpiece by a discreet algorithm: “They think he’s doing it for justice. Ha. No one steals from the Banque de France for justice.”

“Lupin?” came the reply.

“Who else? Wrote the president a poem before vanishing through the palace roof. They still don’t know how he breached the sensor grid.”

The lounge buzzed louder now, as dinner approached. Waiters in midnight blue distributed pre-meal cocktails, tiny canapés balanced like artwork on obsidian trays. Holograms in the corners pulsed with filtered news updates, their headlines just shy of panic.

NATO STRIKES CONTINUE NEAR HOUSTON

FRUSA GENERAL CONFIRMS RUSSIAN MERCENARIES ACTIVE

CARTWRIGHT DENIES LINKS TO TEXAS REBELS

WHO IS ARSÈNE LUPIN? – THE MAN WHO STOLE A WAR

Ganimard reached the central salon where a few passengers lingered in low conversation. Among them, the NATO officer.

He sat near the chessboard, as ever, fingers gently resting on the edge of a bishop. His uniform remained immaculate, his boots shined to a mirror gloss. He looked up as Ganimard approached and smiled with the casual serenity of someone who had never feared a consequence in his life.

“Inspector,” he said smoothly, in unaccented French. “I was beginning to wonder whether you’d introduce yourself.”

Ganimard didn’t sit. “You know who I am.”

The man inclined his head. “It is not often one finds themselves on a voyage with France’s most decorated hunter of phantoms.”

“I’m no hunter of phantoms,” Ganimard replied, evenly. “I chase men. Thieves.”

“And what is the difference these days?” the officer asked, moving a pawn forward without looking. “I hear the ghosts are more dangerous.”

“I assume you’re referring to Lupin.”

“Aren’t we all?”

Their eyes locked. The officer’s gaze was dark, intelligent, utterly amused. A gaze that weighed without judgment, like a magician inspecting a fellow performer.

“You think he’s here?” the man asked, tapping the board lightly. “On this ship?”

“I think he has never been off it.”

A beat of silence. Then the officer laughed softly, almost admiringly.

“The thing about Lupin, mon cher inspecteur,” he said, lifting his glass of armagnac, “is that when you believe you’re speaking about him, you usually aren’t. And when you believe you aren’t, you often are.”

Ganimard allowed himself the luxury of a small grimace. “I’ve heard better riddles.”

“Oh, but this is no riddle,” the man said. “It’s theatre. The stage is set, the curtain rises. And somewhere, behind one of these finely carved masks, your thief prepares his act.”

Then he gestured to the room. “Do you see them? These creatures of silk and steel, of blood and investments. They built this war. They profit from it. Lupin steals what they fear most: not their money, but their secrets.”

“You admire him.”

The officer considered this. “I appreciate his symmetry. That’s all.”

With that, he rose, tall, graceful, and nodded toward the window. “The stars will be visible soon. There’s a meteor shower forecast above the Azores. Perhaps we’ll be lucky.”

And then he was gone, leaving the chessboard abandoned and the pawn, white, unthreatening—alone in the centre.

Ganimard stood still for a long moment, feeling the weight of it all pressing against his ribs: the war, the charade, the man in the mask who might be no one or everyone at once.

Then, from somewhere down the corridor, he heard a ripple of laughter, a woman’s voice, and the sound of crystal glass breaking.

Time was running short. The act had begun.
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Part II: Masquerade
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It began with a watch.

Not just any watch, of course. It was a Breguet Tradition 7077 chronograph in obsidian-black titanium, limited edition, known to have been worn only by two living men: the vice president of the European Development Bank and Siergiej Petrov. The latter had been displaying his version rather generously over dinner on the 28th, flashing it between oysters and off-colour jokes about Swiss sanctions. By morning, it had vanished, neatly, cleanly, without a trace. No broken clasp, no displaced cufflink. The biometric drawer where Petrov kept it had not been forced. According to the steward who had witnessed the moment of discovery, the Russian had turned “a colour resembling undercooked lamb” upon opening the drawer and finding it as empty as his moral compass.

The loss of the watch alone might have been passed off as drunken forgetfulness, Petrov had been drinking Armagnac with a desperation bordering on artistry, but it did not stop there.

Later that afternoon, a French financier named Thierry Marceau reported that a steel suitcase containing bearer bonds worth approximately four million euros had gone missing from his suite. “I know what you’re thinking,” he barked at the ship’s concierge, “but I was not careless. It was bolted into the wall. The wall!”

By midnight, a third incident had been quietly recorded in the ship’s internal log: the disappearance of a sealed envelope belonging to one Madame Sofiya Andrienko, known art critic, and, according to rumour, an unofficial intermediary for smuggling cultural assets out of the warzones in Texas. The envelope had contained, as she later stated, “documents of no consequence,” which was a phrase that immediately drew the attention of every intelligence officer within six hundred nautical miles.

Ganimard did not sleep.

Instead, he moved through the corridors of the L’Atlantique like a ghost haunting its own unfinished crime scene. He interviewed stewards, scanned doorframes, sniffed for sulphur, glared at the biometric logs which remained obstinately unchanged. Whoever the thief was, they were not merely skilled. They were disciplined. Surgical. Every theft precise, timed between security patrol rotations, with no overlap in victim profile except one: each was connected, some obviously, others obscurely, to the inner circles of either the FRUSA regime or its international enablers.

And yet, no alarms had sounded. No footage had been erased. No prints, no fibres, no fingerprints smeared on champagne flutes.

It was not theft. It was performance.

On the evening of the 29th, the salon once again came alive under golden chandeliers, the piano breathing out Ravel, and laughter painting the air in clumsy strokes. But the mood had shifted. There was something brittle in the voices. Too many smiles lasted a second too long. Too many glances slid sideways, searching.

And there, reclining with the confidence of a panther that knew it had already eaten the canary, was Louis Valmont.

He had introduced himself the previous evening in a cloud of charm and cologne, wearing a dark three-piece suit tailored so precisely it might have been grown on him. His eyes, grey, flickering like mercury in motion, were warm when they wanted to be, and cold only when no one was watching.

He had become fast companions with a woman named Maya Levine, a Canadian AI ethicist traveling under diplomatic protection from Ottawa. She was young, fierce-eyed, and kept a neural interface pen tucked into her hair like a blade. Valmont, apparently oblivious to the mild scandal of it, had spent hours in her company, reading over her shoulder, passing judgment on the poetry of twenty-first century resistance movements, and charming her into teaching him Québécois idioms.

“Tu veux que je te dise?” he murmured now, swirling a glass of port.

Maya raised a brow. “I dread to imagine.”

Valmont grinned. “You’ve got the look of someone who knows too much and says too little. The kind of woman the world only notices when it’s too late.”

“That sounds almost like a compliment.”

“I meant it to be a threat.”

She laughed. “You’re terrible.”

“I’m French.”

Across the room, Ganimard sat stiffly in a high-backed armchair, watching the scene with the twitch of a predator forced to remain seated during the hunt.

He had already reviewed Valmont’s ID, clean, certified by the French Foreign Ministry, with travel history tracing back to Paris, a brief stay in Casablanca, then onto Marseille. A real background. A real passport. A real career in... antiques. Of course
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