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They survived and ultimately thrived, not by happenstance but by their faith in God and their unyielding determination to protect their families and build a brighter tomorrow.
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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: Welcome Back


[image: ]


0730 Camp Melusine, Corsica

The early morning sun cast a soft glow on the tarmac as the Naval helicopter approached the camp’s helipad. 

* * *
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32 HOURS EARLIER, THEIR journey began in the predawn darkness of New Caledonia as Adélard's team boarded the Naval cargo aircraft, a massive metal giant ready to transport them across the vast distance back to base across half the globe. 

The dimly lit interior revealed rows of seats along the sides, interspersed with boxes of supplies and weapons crates. 

* * *
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“NOTHING BUT THE BEST for us.” Jojo said to Sofia sitting next to him while he curled up in the cargo net.

“You’re lucky the doctor let you come along, Jojo. We tried to bribe him to keep you in the hospital for another week, but we didn’t have enough money.” Graham told him. 

Nobody asked me. I have the Navel American Express card.” Sofia added, kicking Jojo with her foot.

“Be serious, your two.” Noel said, grinning. “We don’t leave our own . . . dead or alive.”

“If anyone is interested, I do prefer option B. The part where I am still alive sounds good to me.” Jojo interrupted.

* * *
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THE FIRST LEG OF THEIR journey took them to a desolate airstrip on the northern coast of South America for a brief stop.

The military transport plane rumbled to a stop on the tarmac, its engines winding down during the refueling stop on the team's journey from New Caledonia to France. 

The Commandos disembarked briefly, the warm air of the South Pacific gradually changing to the cold air of the northern climates. As the airport personnel scurried about the aircraft, Adélard took the opportunity to step outside for some fresh air. He spotted Sofia and Laurent standing near the plane, their breaths forming clouds in the crisp air.

“Sofia, Laurent.” Adélard greeted them with a tired but warm smile on his face. “Mind if I join you?”

“Not at all, Captain.” Laurent responded, smiling.

Sofia handed Adélard a steaming cup of coffee. “It’s airport coffee, thick, black, and bitter, but you are most welcome to share it with us. We were just taking a break from being inside that overgrown sardine can.”

Laurent nodded in agreement, sipping his own coffee. “It's a welcome respite after all those hours in the air.”

Adélard took a grateful sip, the warmth of the coffee seeping through him. “You know, Commandant Gaston did mention that you two could have taken commercial flights back to France. It would have been a hell of a lot faster and much more comfortable.”

Sofia chuckled, exchanging a glance with Laurent. “Yes, he did offer. But we didn’t want to break up the team just yet.”

“Besides, you need me to stuff a sock in Jojo’s mouth every once in a while.” She added, laughing aloud.

“Adélard, we’ve been through a lot together these past four months.” Laurent nodded. “We faced battles and hardships side by side. It only seemed fitting to return together.”

With a coy smile, Sofia turned to Adélard. “Besides, monsieur l'ombre, don't you want my company during the long, sleepless flight?” She added, batting her eyes.

Adélard laughed heartily. “Of course, Sofia. Who could deny such a lovely face?” He added, squeezing her face with one hand like Captain Luigi on the yacht had done many times.

“Touché Adélard.” Laurent added laughing.

* * *
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AS THE TRIO SHARED a moment of camaraderie, the call to reboard echoed across the airstrip. Adélard, Sofia, and Laurent made their way onto the plane, the engines roaring back to life. With the team settled into their seats, the aircraft once again ascended into the vast sky.

* * *
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NAVAL HEADQUARTERS, Toulon France

Finally, as the sun began to rise over the Naval Base, the military cargo aircraft touched down on the runway. The weary commandos disembarked and stood waiting at attention to board the helicopter, eager to finish their journey home to Corsica and Camp Melusine. 

“At ease, gentlemen.” Commandant Gaston greeted the team, offering them a crisp salute, followed by a smile.

Adélard returned the salute. “It’s good to be back, Sir.”

“Walk with me, Adélard.” Gaston ordered. “It will take a few minutes for the ground crew to load your equipment into the Helo, and there are a few things I want to go over with you.”

“First of all, the timeline has changed. I need your team to report for duty at camp on January 8th. Intelligence is still putting together the details, so don’t bother to ask me why. I just need you and your men ready by January 9th.”

“Understood Sir.” Adélard answered, resisting the urge to ask more questions.

“Nickalos has asked to be assigned to your squad as a liaison officer. Frankly, I think he just enjoys being back in the mix rather than being stuck teaching tadpoles as an instructor.” 

“In either case, I have agreed, pending your approval. It is your squad and your decision.” 

Adélard couldn’t help but smile. “I would welcome his company. He is after all a true knuckle dragging Kraken, using your own words, Sir.”

“Good.” Commandant Gaston nodded. “As far as the rest of your time, you are free to return home for Christmas.”

“Sir, what of Sofia and Laurent?” Adélard asked respectfully.

“They have jobs here at Toulon Adélard. I can’t assign you the entire bloody Navy for your personal team.

“Yes Sir.” Adélard answered, his jaw tightening.

“Look Adélard I understand the bonds that form when teams come through a mission together and how close they can become. But don’t be surprised if they show up at your doorstep for a future mission.” Gaston added.

“Yes Sir.” Adélard responded, smiling. “I’ll save a seat at the table for them.”

“Very well.” The commandant chuckled. “Merry Christmas, Adélard, now be on your way . . . you look like shit.”

“Thank you, Sir, and Merry Christmas to you and your family.” Adélard said, snapping a crisp salute.

* * *
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CAMP MELUSINE, CORSICA

The weary Commandos squinted against the sunlight as they disembarked, carrying their heavy bags. 

Commander Ross stood at attention, saluting as the helicopter's blades slowed to a rhythmic halt. “Welcome back to Camp Melusine, gentlemen!” He bellowed, the authority in his voice cutting through the hum of the aircraft.

Adélard, Graham, Jojo, Noel, Julio, and Nickalos, exhausted but grateful for the journey's end, returned the salute. “Thank you, sir.” Adélard replied, his voice firm.

As the squad made their way to CB3, their designated barracks. Commander Ross trailed behind, walking next to Adélard and Jojo. “I have read your mission briefing from New Caledonia and President Roch’s commendation for your efforts. Very impressive, gentlemen.”

“We were ambushed, Commander. Those islands are riddled with traitors . . . It was damn nasty, Sir.” Jojo blurted out.

“I know Jojo, I know. Commander Gérard advised me. Still, you are here to tell the tale. Mission accomplished!”

“Yes Sir.” Adélard answered, his voice low.

Changing the tone, Commander Ross turned to Adélard. “I am mad at you, mister. Somehow you managed to brainwash one of my best instructors to join your motley crew of pirates.” He told him, grinning.

“Motley Sir?” Adélard responded, tilting his head.

“Pirates Sir?” Jojo added, chuckling.

“Yes, and Yes!” Commander Ross answered, grinning. “Transport for your leave is scheduled for tomorrow at 1400; come see me before you leave Adélard.”

“Sir. Yes, Sir.” He answered.

* * *
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DINING HALL, CAMP MELUSINE

“I could eat a horse.” Graham declared, waiting in the buffet line. “Double that order for me.” Jojo added, pushing his tray along. “Look at me.” He added, turning to Noel. “I haven’t eaten in two days. I’m so skinny, I might disappear.”

Without hesitation, Noel grabbed Jojo, lifting him high in the air with both arms. “You’re right, Jojo. You need to put on some weight.” He said laughing aloud.

* * *
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ADÉLARD SAT DOWN AT the head of the table, surrounded by members of his squad, enjoying their first hot meal in two days. “I have news.” He told them between bites.

“Oh, great! Last time you said that, we both ended up in the hospital.” Jojo said, using his breakfast sausage like a pointer.

“Nothing like that, Jojo. This is good news.” Adélard answered, chuckling.

“What's going on?” Graham asked from across the table.

Adélard leaned forward. “Lieutenant Nickalos is joining our squad as a liaison officer.”

“Liaison officer? What does that even mean?” Julio couldn't help but ask. “So, one of us is being transferred?”

Adélard nodded, recognizing the confusion in his team. “No, Julio; no one is leaving. What it means is that Nickalos will be a regular member of our squad. The title of liaison officer is a way to expand our squad to 7 within the regulations. Commandant Gaston himself approved this.”

Jojo, still puzzled, scratched his head. “So, he's one of us now? Ghost Commandos are now the 7 Samuri?” He added grinning. “More like the 7 Krakens.” Noel added grinning. 

Adélard nodded. “Exactly. He's part of the team, but for bureaucratic reasons, they had to give him some sort of official title. Are you still our Captain Adélard, or do we take orders from him now?” Graham asked with some concern.

“Don't worry, Graham. Nothing has changed.” Adélard answered. “Well, then that's great news! We get another badass to add to our legend.” Graham added, grinning.

“Legend? You thinking of writing a book, Graham?” Jojo asked, returning to the table with his second plate of food.

“Maybe, maybe a movie.” Graham answered, smiling. 

“Dwayne Johnson would be perfect to play my role, but where are you going to find a skinny dwarf to play Jojo?” Noel asked, shoving Jojo with his shoulder.

“Watch your mouth, big boy, or I’ll shoot a hole in you.” Jojo said, holding a banana to Noel’s belly.

“Careful Noel. That banana has a hair trigger.” Julio added laughing. “Do I need to break you two jokers apart?” Adélard asked. “I would never hurt my brother.” Jojo answered, feigning offense while pulling back the banana and tucking it into his pants like a pistol. “Besides, I think Tiger Shroff would be perfect in my role.”

“Tiger who?” Graham asked. 

* * *
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THE DINING HALL BUZZED with the residual energy of the squad’s humor as the clatter of utensils gradually subsided. 

Rising from their seats, they followed Adélard towards the exit, their camaraderie evident in the ease with which they moved together.

As they stepped into the crisp Corsican air, Adélard turned to address his squad, his voice carrying the natural authority of a leader. “Alright, bullshit and breakfast are over. We've got some work to do before we leave tomorrow.”

The men nodded in unison, their training kicking in. As they approached the barracks, Adélard pointed to Noel and Julio. “Noel, Julio, I need you two to take charge of the weapons. Every weapon needs to be cleaned thoroughly and checked for any issues. Also, restock the ammo from the base armory. Take everything you can get your hands on. Try to get some more of those rockets. I really liked those.”

“I want everything in perfect order. The converted officers' room we're using as a locker needs to be squared away, understood?”

“Heard.” The men replied in unison, their responses reflecting the seamless teamwork ingrained in the squad.

“Jojo, find Nickalos and go over all our dive gear. I have no idea what our next mission might be, but if we need to get wet, I want us ready.”

Jojo, no longer playing the squad’s joker, was meticulous and disciplined in acknowledging the order. “Got it, Adélard. I'll make sure everything's in tip-top shape.”

* * *
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INSIDE THE CONVERTED officers' room, Adélard watched as Noel and Julio took charge. The room, lined with shelves and lockers, served as the squad's makeshift storage. 

Noel inspected the weapons with a discerning eye, while Julio gathered the cleaning supplies. Adélard, leaning against a nearby locker, observed their methodical approach. 

“Don't worry, Adélard. We've got this covered.” Julio nodded, his hands moving deftly as he disassembled a rifle.

* * *
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THE MELUSINE COMPOUND was a hive of activity as Adélard walked purposefully across the base. Upon reaching Commander Ross's office, Adélard straightened his posture and delivered a sharp salute.

“At ease.” Commander Ross said, reciprocating the salute. “Take a seat.”

Adélard obeyed, settling into a chair in front of Commander Ross's desk. Commander Ross leaned back in his chair, his gaze fixed on Adélard. “I called you in because there are a few matters we need to discuss, Adélard. First of all, how is your squad after New Caledonia?”

Adélard nodded. “We are fine, Sir. If France needed it, we could deploy in under an hour.” He answered pridefully.

Commander Ross nodded in approval. “Good to hear. Now, let's get to the main reason I wanted to see you. As you are aware, tensions are high in the region due to ongoing conflicts in the Middle East. With that in mind, all EU, NATO, and US forces are on high alert. I need your squad ready to deploy at a moment's notice upon your return.”

Adélard's expression remained composed, but he could sense the gravity of the situation. “Understood, Sir.”

Commander Ross continued. “Furthermore, due to the heightened hostilities, many shipping companies are diverting their routes around the Cape of Africa to avoid potential attacks. Intelligence has also alerted us to the possibility of Somali Pirates taking advantage of the situation. While they've never operated that far south before, there are indications that they might be planning to do so.”

“Somali Pirates? Sir, that's a considerable shift in their usual operating zones. What is Intel suggesting?”

Commander Ross leaned back. “Intel indicates that since having been neutered in the Med, they are now adapting to the new shipping routes. The assumption is that they see an opportunity to reestablish their operations where there is little or no military protection.”

“I want your squad to be prepared for any maritime threats. Commander Gérard has assigned Melusine to be responsible for any mission in those waters.” The commander told him.

Adélard nodded, absorbing the information. “Anyone venturing into those waters will find us waiting, Sir.”

Commander Ross leaned back, his gaze fixed on Adélard. “You won’t be alone. Gérard is assigning two additional squads to my command.” 

With a final salute, Adélard rose from his seat. “Thank you, Sir. My squad will be ready for whatever comes our way.”

The prospect of facing pirates added a new dimension to the challenges his squad might encounter. With a determined stride, Adélard made his way back to the barracks, ready to relay the information to his team.

* * *
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COMMANDER ROSS STOOD looking out the window at the bustling activity of his camp. Suddenly, he walked into the outer office. His stern gaze fell upon Ensign Parker, the young officer, nervously awaiting his next command.

“Ensign, find Captain Margo Solitaire and Captain Louis Renault immediately, and tell them to report to my office as soon as possible.” 

“Sir. Yes, Sir.” Ensign Parker briskly saluted and rushed off, jumping into the command car and racing toward the airfield. As he reached Captain Solitaire's hanger, he knocked on the door, and after a moment, it swung open to reveal Captain Margo Solitaire dressed in her jump gear.

“Captain Solitaire, Commander Ross requests your immediate presence in his office.” The young ensign said. 

* * *
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“CAPTAIN MARGO SOLITAIRE reporting as ordered.”

Commander Ross acknowledged her presence with a nod. “At ease, Captain. I have a mission for you. I am assigning three full squads to be under your command beginning  January 9th. You are to conduct advanced halo jump training for a hot LZ. I want them ready to assault a ship at sea.”

Captain Solitaire raised an eyebrow but responded professionally. “Understood, Commander. Three squads for advanced halo jump training. May I inquire why the urgency and the need for three squads?”

“My gut is telling me we might soon be called upon to rescue either a freighter, an oil tanker, or a cruise ship. Maybe more than one at a time that have been taken over by pirates.” 

“Do we currently have a target, Sir?” Margo asked.

“No, not yet. I want at least three squads ready to attack anywhere from the west coast of Africa to the Cape.”

Captain Solitaire nodded. “Understood, Commander. I'll have them ready to hit a postage stamp floating in a bathtub. You can count on me to ensure they will be trained to get there, wherever there is, Sir.” With a final nod, Commander Ross dismissed her. “We don't know when or if we will get the call, but if we do, I want our commandos ready.”

Captain Solitaire saluted once more before turning on her heel and exiting the commander's office, her mind already planning the rigorous training regimen needed to prepare her three squads for the challenges that lay ahead.

* * *
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AS CAPTAIN SOLITAIRE exited Commander Ross's office, she crossed paths with Captain Renault and Lieutenant Patel, who were making their way in. Captain Solitaire nodded an acknowledgment in passing, wondering what Commander Ross might need his submarine commander for.

* * *
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“REPORTING AS ORDERED, Sir.” Captain Renault announced.

“At ease, gentlemen.” Captain, I have a problem that I would like some help with.” Commander Ross started as he motioned for them to take a seat.

The two officers sat down. Captain Renault, a seasoned submariner with a weathered look, spoke first. “Commander, how can the Liberté be of service, Sir?”

“I want your thoughts on how the Submarine Liberté might be useful to interdict pirates at sea, aside from the obvious option of blowing them up.” Commander Ross leaned forward, his hands steepled in front of him. “I want options, Captain. Blowing them up is a last resort. I'm looking for ways to deter or disable without resorting to lethal force.”

Inside the office, a discussion unfolded with Captain Renault and his executive officer, Lieutenant Patel, presenting various non-lethal options, such as disabling engines with targeted underwater ROV Drones, deploying sonar buoys to detect approaching vessels, or using non-lethal acoustic deterrents to ward off pirates, and even the possibility of firing non-lethal shells at the pirate vessels.

Commander Ross nodded. “Excellent, Captain. Our first and best option is not to get into a firefight with any pirates. Work on two or three possible deterrents and get your ship ready to carry out the order if and when it comes.”

“And if the deterrents are not successful? Captain Renault asked. “Then you know what to do.” Ross answered.

After further deliberation, the meeting concluded.

As the submarine officers filed out of his office, the commander was left alone, standing before a large wall map of the world. He sighed and mumbled. “So much water, so many threats . . . “

Unsettled, he decided to take a walk around the Melusine compound. Moving instinctively, his feet led to the vintage WW2 pier, its gun towers still ready to defend the island. The salty sea breeze greeted him as he reached the edge.

Commander Ross gazed out into the horizon, contemplating the vastness of the sea and the unpredictable challenges it held. As he stood on the pier, he couldn't shake the feeling that the calm waters hid unseen dangers beneath the surface, just waiting for the right moment to strike.
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Chapter 2: Christmas
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l’ ombre Home, Saint-Étienne-du-Bois France

The kitchen of the l’ ombre farmhouse exuded the delicious aroma of a home-cooked Christmas dinner underway. Each pot contained the familiar comfort that continued generations of holiday family traditions. “Tu m'as appelé Mère?” Adélard asked, stepping into the kitchen. Noémie bustled about, her hands deftly maneuvering pots and pans like an orchestra leader demanding each instrument to perform.

“Sit down, Adélard,” Noémie answered, her voice gentle yet commanding. “I need to tend to those wounds of yours.”

“They are all healed.” Adélard interrupted. “Maybe so if you are comfortable with having scars on your face and arms. But I am not, so sit down, my handsome son.” She added, pointing to the chair. Adélard complied, taking a seat at the worn kitchen table. Noémie approached with a jar of what Adélard affectionately referred to as 'goop.'

“What's in this stuff? It smells like rotting vegetables and molasses!” Adélard quipped, eyeing the jar skeptically.

Noémie chuckled, a twinkle in her eyes. “Hush, Adélard. You know very well what this is. I have used it on you and your friends all your life. This is our family's secret healing cream. Made from the melons in our own garden, honey from our bees, some clay from the river, and a few secret ingredients, which I will tell your sister before I pass on.”

Adélard wrinkled his nose. “Come ahead.” He smirked.

Noémie dipped her fingers into the jar and began gently applying the healing cream to Adélard's wounds. The cold, sticky goop sent a shiver down his spine, and he winced as his mother’s fingers contacted the more tender areas.

“I have faced hordes of fanatics shooting at me and evil villains at the edge of the world that were more pleasant and welcoming than this mystery goop mother.” Adélard teased, though a glint of affection shimmered in his eyes.

Noémie chuckled again, a sound that held the warmth of countless moments spent together between mother and son. “Some things are better left as mysteries, my dear. This cream has mended your grandfather, your father, and now you. It has a healing that goes beyond the physical.”

As Noémie gently applied the healing cream, Adélard winced occasionally, prompting his mother to scold him gently. “Honestly, Adélard, how is it that you can't avoid running face-first into trouble?”

“Sit still and let the cream work its magic.”

Adélard rolled his eyes playfully. “Oh, so now you’re telling me its magic as well. It smells like the compost pile.” Adélard chuckled, a hint of embarrassment coloring his cheeks. “I may have rushed things a bit on that last mission.” 

Noémie continued her ministrations, her touch firm but caring. “Running into danger headfirst is a trait you've had since you were a child. Do you remember that tree in the backyard? How many times did you bump your bicycle into it before you learned how to go around it?”

Adélard grinned, the memories of childhood mishaps flooding back. “Too many, I suppose. But this time, it was a bomb hiding behind a door, not a tree.”

Noémie sighed, her worry etched in her face. “You have to be more careful. These scars on your face . . . they tell me a more truthful story than your words, Adélard. This cream will prevent scarring, but you have to promise me you'll not run willingly into danger again.”

Adélard nodded, lowering his eyes. “I cannot promise that to you, Mother; I just can’t.”

Noémie pulled up her apron, wiping her eyes. “Shame on you, Adélard; you’re going to make me cry on Christmas Eve. There is a limit to what this cream can do, my son, and how much my heart can take.”

Adélard sighed, his eyes rolling playfully as his mother took out her frustration with him by smearing another extra thick layer of cream across his face. “Must we do this on Christmas, Mother?” He chided her.

Noémie chuckled. “No more complaints. I'll wipe it off in ten minutes.” Noémie declared, a smile playing on her lips. “So, what about the rest of your squad? Where did they go during Christmas?”

“They all took the train from Toulon. Everyone wanted to spend Christmas with their families. Armand and Isabella Bugatti are hosting a welcome home party for us on January 6th in Paris. We figured we'd all reunite then. A belated squad Christmas, you could say.” Adélard answered, smiling.

Noémie, with a final pat on Adélard's shoulder, whispered, “You'll always be my little boy, no matter how old you get or how many battles you fight . . . but you were right about one thing: you do stink, Adélard.” She added laughing. “Get cleaned up while I go change for dinner.”

* * *
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THE LIVING ROOM WAS bathed in the warm glow of the fireplace, its crackling flames creating a serene ambiance. Adélard's father, Bernard, and Noel sat comfortably, each holding a glass of wine. With Noémie and Adélard busy in the kitchen, the two men found themselves alone.

Bernard took a sip of his wine before fixing his gaze on Noel. “Noel, tell me what happened on New Caledonia.” 

Noel hesitated for a moment, as if gauging how much to share. He met Bernard's eyes, finding a sincerity that invited trust. “It was a challenging mission, sir. We were outnumbered. Graham and Laurent counted over 50 rebels with their drones. Early on, Adélard wouldn’t let us attack. He wanted to scare away the wannabe rebels, who were just young people looking for something to belong to. He said he would not go in and wholesale kill a bunch of stupid college kids. And boy did we ever. You should have seen it, Bernard. We rounded up 25 without ever hurting one.”

“When we did attack, the rebels that were left were the real thing and well prepared for us. There was a traitor in the government who told them our plans. Like I said, we were ambushed. They knew how, and when we were coming, it was a shit show of a battle. Those wounds on your son Bernard . . . are his badges of valor.”

Bernard nodded, a mixture of understanding and concern etched on his weathered face. “I know my boy is smart and brave, but I do worry. Sometimes, in war, that is not enough, Noel.” 

Noel agreed; his gaze was thoughtful. “True, although you need not worry about Adélard. He is a remarkable leader.”

“How did he get hurt?” Bernard asked softly.

“He was injured near the end when he and Jojo charged into the rebel’s headquarters only to be blown out by a booby trapped door. Like I said, it was a shitshow all around, but Adélard kept us focused and on point . . . in the end, that camp and those rebels are no more.”

Bernard's eyes softened, a fatherly pride breaking through the stern exterior. “I appreciate you telling me.”

The two men fell into a companionable silence; the crackling of the fireplace and the soft hum of Christmas carols in the background created an atmosphere of shared understanding. 

* * *
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“NOÉMIE, YOU HAVE OUTDONE yourself again.” Bernard bellowed, rubbing his belly. “That was amazing, Mrs. L'ombre. I had to loosen my belt and my shoelaces.” Noel added. “But I wouldn’t mind another helping of that pie.”

As the laughter subsided, Bernard, still reveling in the lighthearted mood, raised his glass. “One more glass of wine, perhaps, to ward off the cold before we make our way to the church for midnight mass?” “Only one?” Noémie asked, winking at her husband.

Adélard grinned, appreciating his parents’ spirit. “A splendid idea, mon Père, I’ll pour. It is Christmas Eve, after all.”

Noémie joined in, lifting her glass in agreement. “To the warmth of love, to laughter, and to the joy of Christmas.”

The clinking of glasses resonated through the room, the taste of the wine holding them like a comforting embrace. 

As they prepared to step out into the crisp night, the timeless magic of Christmas enveloped them, warming their hearts against the chill of the winter air.

* * *
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THE NIGHT SKY DRAPED itself in a velvet cloak as the Adélard family and Noel bundled up in warm coats and scarves, ready for the long walk to the church. The air was crisp, carrying the enchanting scent of pine and the promise of Christmas magic. The path ahead, winding through the snow-dusted village, was illuminated by the soft glow of tea candles nestled inside small paper bags lining the streets. The flickering flames cast a warm, golden hue on the cobblestones, creating a magical pathway that beckoned the villagers towards the heart of the celebration.

As the Adélard family and Noel stepped out of the farmhouse, Noémie held Adélard’s hand, her gaze fixed on the illuminated path. “It's a beautiful night for midnight mass. The whole village is alive with the spirit of Christmas.”

Adélard nodded, the glow from the candles reflecting in his eyes. “This is my favorite tradition, Noel. The walk to the church on Christmas Eve is always something special.”

The village, nestled amidst snow-covered hills, echoed with the soft crunch of their footsteps against the frozen ground. Laughter and hushed conversations mingled with the distant sound of carolers singing joyously in the town square. The flickering candles on the streets whispered of centuries-old traditions and the shared anticipation of a sacred night.

Bernard, his usually stern expression softened by the festive atmosphere, clapped Noel on the shoulder. “Christmas in the village is a unique experience, my friend. You'll see.”

As they approached the village square, the towering silhouette of the church emerged against the night sky, its spire adorned with festive lights. The small paper bags, now creating a constellation of lights, guided them towards the sacred space where the midnight mass awaited.

The church bells began to toll, their resonant echoes ringing out across the village. The Adélard family and Noel joined the stream of villagers, their breath visible in the cold night. The soft glow of the candles transformed the village into a scene reminiscent of a holiday fairy tale.

Upon reaching the church, the heavy wooden doors opened, revealing a warm and inviting interior. The congregation huddled joyfully together; families and friends united in joy. The priest walked down the center aisle, then kneeled before the alter. He stood, turning to face his beloved neighbors, and smiled. Midnight mass began, enveloping the small village in a timeless celebration that connected generations through faith and love.

* * *
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PARIS, FRANCE

Henri and Kristy strolled along the charming side streets of the residential neighborhood, under the glow of twinkling lights adorning every streetlight, window, and door. Their first Christmas together and their honeymoon were all the more magical under the romantic spell of the City of Lights.

As they neared the entrance to the apartment, a cheerful courier approached, bearing a beautifully wrapped Christmas gift. “Monsieur Henri of the Green Berets?” He asked.

“Oui.” Henri answered curiously.

“A special delivery from Monsieur and Madame Bugatti.” The courier announced with a broad smile, holding the gift out in front of him with both hands.

Intrigued, Kristy accepted the gift, exchanging a puzzled glance with Henri. Unwrapping the package revealed an elegant envelope containing tickets to the special Christmas show at the Moulin Rouge, a Parisian institution known for its dazzling performances. Excitement bubbled between the newlyweds as they discovered an additional surprise . . . a Seine River Cruise with a champagne dinner for two.

“Isabella truly has outdone herself. She is so thoughtful and generous. I am amazed by her.” Kristy exclaimed.

“Are you sure it was Isabella and not Armand?” Henri asked, grinning. “Mmmmmm, the show maybe.” Kristy answered. “But the romantic champagne cruise along the Seine . . . that spells Isabella Bugatti all the way.”

The couple, caught in the enchantment of their unexpected gift, decided to be spontaneous and embrace the adventure. 

They hailed a cab and headed to the iconic cabaret. The bustling streets of Paris were aglow with holiday spirit as they sat cuddled in the back seat of the taxi, reveling in the moment and in their love. 

* * *
[image: ]


THE CHRISTMAS SHOW at the Moulin Rouge unfolded before them, a dazzling spectacle of color, music, and dance that transported them into a world of glamour and enchantment. 

After the show, they made their way to the Seine River Cruise, embarking on an elegant dinner boat adorned with the festive lights of the holiday. 

The city of Paris revealed itself in all its splendor as they glided along the tranquil waters. In the distance, the Eiffel Tower highlighting the passage and adding more than a touch of romance to the magical evening.

Henri and Kristy found themselves standing on the deck, savoring the breathtaking views of Paris as the boat approached the dock. The city itself seemed to whisper its own congratulations to the newlyweds. “I never imagined, even in my dreams, that I would be so lucky as to have someone love me the way you do.” Henri told her softly.

Kristy nestled closer to Henri, her eyes reflecting the shimmering lights of the city. “Our first Christmas as a married couple.” She whispered, reaching up to kiss her husband. 

* * *
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1030 NAVAL HEADQUARTERS, Toulon France

The deserted corridors of the Naval offices felt eerily silent compared to the usual hustle and bustle that permeated headquarters. Most of the officers and staff had gone home after the morning briefing to celebrate Christmas, leaving Commandant Gaston alone at his desk.

The glow from the muted desk lamp cast shadows on the stack of papers, including a threat assessment he had just received from Undersecretary Rocher of the DGSE.

The urgency of the document suggested a possible threat to the empire that the undersecretary had deemed important enough to have sent over by special military courier. 

Commandant Gaston scrutinized the intelligence report, lines of concern etching his weathered face. The quiet hum of the office seemed to amplify the gravity of the situation. 

As Gaston dove deeper into the documents, his concentration was abruptly interrupted by the shrill ringing of his office phone. Startled, he reached for the receiver; a smile softened the stern lines of his face as he recognized the caller ID and voice on the other end.

“Hello, my Sylvie.” He greeted her, his voice carrying a warmth that transcended the distance between Toulon and Corsica. “You’re up early?”

Sylvie's voice, tinged with the familiar accent of Corsica, echoed through the receiver. “Not so early, Papa; do you not have clocks at the Toulon?”

“It seems to me there is one around here somewhere.” He answered his daughter, chuckling.

“Papa, when are you coming home? We've been waiting for you. Momma will not be happy if you miss Christmas again.” Sylvie added, trying to imitate his stern voice and failing.

Gaston's gaze softened as he glanced at the clock. “All the reindeer are fed and eager to go. Tell your mother I'll be there soon. I'll be heading to the helipad in ten minutes, my ginger haired elf. I promise.”

The connection ended, and Gaston carefully placed the receiver back on its cradle. Closing the threat assessment folder, he locked it securely in his wall safe. A sigh escaped him, a momentary release of tension, as he contemplated the importance of the precious moments with his family. 

His footsteps echoed in the empty outer office as he made his way to the door, turning off the lights on the way out. Glancing back at the now dim office, Gaston mumbled to himself. “The world can wait another day to be saved.”

Overcast winter clouds greeted him as he stepped outside. In the distance, his military helicopter awaited, its blades slowly turning, cutting through the darkness overhead. 

The lights of the Naval Base faded beneath him as the helicopter ascended quickly in the cold air. Gaston smiled at the thought of seeing his loving wife Genevieve and his daughters, Sylvie and Arlette . . . in that one simple moment, Christmas reclaimed its magic. “The world can definitely wait another day.” He mumbled to himself, smiling.

* * *
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TRAIN STATION, LEON France

The station hummed with the festive atmosphere of the holiday season as passengers disembarked from the train, greeted by their families and loved ones.

Julio and Helena stepped off the train, hand in hand. Waiting on the platform, Pier Luigi and Franca, Julio's parents, stood bundled up against the cold. 

As Julio approached, a broad smile stretched across Pier Luigi's face. He enveloped his son in a hearty hug. 

“Julio! It's good to have you home for Christmas.” Pier Luigi exclaimed, his eyes twinkling with paternal pride.

Julio returned the hug, grinning. “Dad, it's great to be back. And I've brought someone special to meet you both.”

As Helena stepped forward, Julio gestured to his parents. “This is Helena, my girlfriend.”

Pier Luigi extended his hand with a warm smile. “Helena, welcome to Leon. It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”

Franca, more reserved, offered a nod of welcome and offered a small but kind smile. “Welcome, Helena.”

The family car, a sturdy sedan with years of memories, awaited them in the parking area. Julio's mother, Franca, held back slightly, her eyes appraising Helena with a mother's scrutiny. As they settled into the car, the engine roared to life, and they embarked on the journey home.

The car ride, initially filled with chatter about how wonderful the town looked with its holiday preparations, took a turn when Franca, still unsure about this new woman in her son’s life, asked the question that had been lingering in her mind. “Helena, how did you and Julio meet?”

Helena was caught off guard by Franca’s blunt question, but quickly regained her composure and smiled. 

“It was serendipity, pure chance. Or maybe divine intervention.” Helena began.

“We met in the woods. I took a bit of a tumble on the mountain, hurting my ankle, and then, out of nowhere, Julio appeared and came to my rescue.”

Pier Luigi chuckled, nodding in approval. “A knight in shining armor, eh, Julio?”

Julio grinned, but before he could respond, Helena interrupted. “Yes, exactly, and I, his damsel in distress.” She added with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “Oh, but he was much more than just a knight. He expertly treated my ankle and then carried me to my cabin. He was so handsome, so kind, so big, and strong; I couldn't resist. I seduced him!”

The car fell silent for a moment, the weight of Helena's revelation hanging in the air. Then, like a crack in the ice, laughter erupted. Pier Luigi roared jovially, and even Franca, her initial wariness fading, burst into laughter.

“Helena, you certainly do have a knack for making quite an impression.” Pier Luigi exclaimed between laughs.

The tension dissolved in a wash of laughter, wrapping everyone in a blanket of warmth. Pulling into the driveway, the car came to a stop, and Franca turned to Helena, still chuckling. “Helena, my dear, you've brought new excitement and happiness to our home and my son. Welcome to the family.” She said, taking her hand in hers.

The cozy home welcomed them, adorned with decorations and the aroma of a holiday feast. Amidst the laughter and familial camaraderie, Helena felt the warmth of acceptance, a perfect beginning to her first Christmas with Julio's family.

* * *
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BUGATTI ESTATE, PARIS France

The grand Bugatti mansion was adorned with festive decorations, a beacon of luxury and warmth in the heart of the Christmas season. François, the overly arrogant butler, answered the ringing phone. “Bugatti residence, François speaking, how may I assist you?”

“François, it's Adélard. Merry Christmas to you and the Bugatti family!”

Adélard's warm wishes echoed through the phone. François, ever composed, responded with a small smile. “Merry Christmas to you as well, monsieur Adélard. One moment, please wait for Monsieur Bugatti.”

Before François could leave the call, Adélard added. “Don’t be so stiff, François. You can relax with me; we have shared blood together. I will not forget Cavallo.” 

François nodded. “Nor will I, monsieur. Please hold.”

Leaving Adélard, François made his way through the opulent halls. He found Armand Bugatti in the midst of holiday preparations with his family. Armand greeted him with a raised eyebrow. “What is it, François?”

“Monsieur Adélard is on the line, sir. He wishes to extend a holiday greeting to you.” François announced with a knowing smile, handing Armand the phone.

Armand's eyes lit up, and he hastened to the phone. “Adélard! What a delightful surprise.”

The camaraderie between the two men was palpable through the phone lines as they exchanged warm wishes and inquired about each other's well-being. Adélard expressed his gratitude for the invitation and the squad’s anticipation of the upcoming party on January 6th.

Isabella, sensing the joyous conversation, joined the line. “Adélard, darling! Merry Christmas! Give our best to your parents and your men. We can't wait to have you all with us in the New Year.”

Adélard, touched by the warmth of the Bugatti family, replied, “Merry Christmas, Isabella! I'll be sure to pass on your wishes. We are all looking forward to January 6th.”

Armand, with a chuckle in his voice, added. “I have no idea what my dear Isabella has planned for that day, Adélard. But I am sure it will be nothing short of spectacular.”

Laughter echoed on both ends of the line.

“I have complete faith in Isabella's abilities.” Adélard responded, the warmth of friendship evident in his voice.

“As do I.” Armand added, chuckling. “But if I were you, I would have my tuxedo pressed, just in case.”

“Heard.” Adélard answered, laughing.

Armand and Isabella bid Adélard a fond farewell. “Enjoy your Christmas, Adélard. We'll see you soon.”

* * *
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L’ OMBRE HOME, SAINT-Étienne-du-Bois France

Eléa and Jacques Pernod arrived brimming with excitement on Christmas morning. As they stepped out of the taxi onto the snow-dusted street, the charming L’ ombre farmhouse stood before them, adorned with festive decorations.

Eléa, unable to contain her enthusiasm, led the way to the front door. The taxi's engine hummed in the background as she reached for the doorknob. The door swung open, revealing the warm, inviting interior of the l’ ombre home.

Bernard, Noémie, and Adélard were gathered in the living room, sharing freshly baked pastries and hot coffee by the crackling warmth of the fireplace. 

Eléa burst in, her voice echoing throughout the home: “Bonjour, tout le monde!”

Startled, the family turned their attention to the doorway, their eyes widening in surprise. Eléa, with a radiant smile, stepped into the room, her arm linked with Jacques.

“Surprise!” she exclaimed, her eyes sparkling.

The room erupted in joyous exclamations, and Noémie rushed forward, her eyes welling up with tears. “Eléa! Mon chéri, you're home for Christmas!”

Adélard, playing the younger brother, chimed in, “Well, look who decided to grace us with her presence. Did you bring gifts?”

Eléa playfully swatted him. “Gifts are in the car, you big brat. But I have something even better to share.”

She turned to face her parents with a twinkle in her eyes. “I have some news.” The room fell silent as everyone waited for her announcement.

“What is it, ma chérie? Is everything alright?” Noémie asked, her tone instantly shifting to that of a concerned mother.

Eléa beamed, her hand reaching for Jacques. “Everything is more than alright. Jacques and I are engaged!”

A collective gasp filled the room, followed by stunned silence. Bernard's eyes widened, and Noémie, covering her mouth with her hands, stared in disbelief.

Eléa couldn't contain her laughter. “Jacques, please say hello to my wonderful, speechless family.”

Jacques, undeniably comfortable in his own skin, stepped forward with a warm smile. “Bonjour, I am very happy to finally meet you. You are all just as Eléa described. 

The shock turned into elation as the room erupted in cheers and laughter. Hugs and congratulations were exchanged, and the living room transformed into a scene of celebration. Noémie wiped away joyful tears, hugging her daughter, while Bernard shook Jacques' hand warmly.

“You knew of this, Adélard?” Bernard asked, raising an eyebrow. “And didn’t tell us!” Noémie added.

“Forgive me.” Adélard answered, smiling. “I gave my word. I had to . . . Eléa swore me to secrecy under the threat of not being invited to the wedding.” 

* * *
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THE FESTIVE ATMOSPHERE enveloped the L’ ombre home as never before. The spirit of Christmas and the unexpected surprise had turned the family gathering into a double celebration of Christmas and their daughters’ engagement.
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Chapter 3: Once Upon a Honeymoon
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Louvre Museum, Paris France

The newlyweds found themselves standing in front of the largest and most visited art museum in the world.

The grandeur of the magnificent Louvre's glass pyramid entrance beckoned Henri and Kristy to enter into a world of art and history that neither had experienced before.

* * *
[image: ]


“CAN YOU BELIEVE IT, Henri? It’s the Louvre. We're here! On our honeymoon! At the Louvre!” Kristy exclaimed, her eyes wide with excitement.

Henri grinned, seeing the excitement in Kristy’s face. “You know, I’ve only read about this place in magazines. I didn’t realize it was so big.”

“It’s amazing.” Kristy replied, grabbing his arm.

“What do you want to see first?” Henri asked.

“First? Henri, I want to see all of it, everything from the front door to the back door.” She answered, giggling.

Hand in hand, they entered the museum. The vastness of the Louvre unfolded as they wandered through the Denon Wing, their footsteps echoing in the grand hall.

“I never imagined we would spend our honeymoon in a museum mon amour. I never really liked history or art as a boy, but I'm kind of excited about it now.” Henri admitted while scanning the impressive surroundings. 

Kristy squeezed his hand. “Me too. There is something magical about this place. I can't wait to see everything.”

* * *
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THEIR JOURNEY TOOK them through the Louvre's extensive collection, from the Mona Lisa to the Egyptian antiquities. As they marveled at the artifacts, Kristy whispered. “Henri, I never thought history could be this fascinating. It's like each piece has its own story it wants to share with us.”

The couple shared a moment in front of the Winged Victory of Samothrace, captivated by the ethereal beauty of the sculpture. Henri's eyes gleamed with wonder. “This is beyond anything I could have imagined. I'm so glad you convinced me to come here.”

Kristy smiled. “It's like stepping into a world where time stands still. I never thought history could be so romantic.”

As they wandered through the Napoleon III apartments, Henri remarked. “This place has a way of making it all come alive. It's like living in different eras with each step.”

Kristy giggled. “Who knew we'd both fall in love with the history and art during our honeymoon?”

* * *
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THE SOFT GLOW OF THE evening sun painted the courtyard in warm hues as Henri and Kristy found a quiet bench near the Cour Carrée. The Louvre's majestic facade stood tall behind them, a testament to the history and art they had immersed themselves in throughout the day. Seated side by side, they shared a comfortable silence, allowing the echoes of the museum's vast collection to linger in their thoughts.

“I can't believe how much I enjoyed today.” Kristy confessed, leaning her head against Henri's shoulder.

Henri kissed her forehead. “It's been magical, exploring the Louvre with you. 

Kristy nodded, a serene smile playing on her lips. “It's been more than I could have ever hoped for. The art, the stories, and experiencing it all with you . . . it was simply perfect.”

Henri chuckled. “Who would've thought we'd both be so excited by history? I can't believe I'm saying this, but I might become a history buff.”

Kristy laughed. “Well, stranger things have happened. Who would've thought we would end up being married the night you came into the bar trying to hit on me?”

“I wasn’t hitting on you.” Henri quickly answered, putting on his best little boy’s innocent face.

“Stop already, you were trying so hard; my staff was laughing at you . . . it worked, didn’t it?” Kristy said, kissing him softly. 

Henri cleared his throat, trying to change the subject. “So, my sexy, loving wife, what was your favorite part of the Louvre today?”

Kristy pondered for a moment before replying, “I think seeing the Mona Lisa up close was pretty magical, and the Great Sphinx of Tanis was amazing. The Venus de Milo statue was gorgeous. Oh, Henri . . . I can't pick just one favorite. The entire day was extraordinary. I loved it all.”

Kristy's excitement from spending the day at the Louvre sparked a new topic. “Henri, have you ever been to Italy?”

Henri shook his head. “No, I haven't been to Italy. Honestly, aside from my time in the Navy, I haven't traveled much. Growing up dirt poor on the north coast of France, I had never even been to Paris until Graham took me there.” 

Kristy looked at him, intrigued. “Really? That makes our romantic adventures even more special. We get to explore new things and places together.”

Henri smiled. “I am looking forward to discovering a few more with you, mon amant érotique.”

“Later, mon lion affamé.” Kristy purred in his ear.

* * *
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HENRI AND KRISTY ROSE from the bench, reluctant to leave the enchanting embrace of the historical haven. Hand in hand, they embarked on a leisurely stroll along the boulevard, the soft glow of streetlights beginning to replace the fading sunlight. Henri glanced at Kristy, her eyes still reflecting the wonders of the museum. “The Louvre is breathtaking, especially at dusk. I'm glad we had this experience together.”

“Me too, Henri. It's a day I'll always treasure.” As they walked, the air was filled with the sounds of the bustling city, a harmonious symphony of distant laughter, clinking glasses, and the occasional street musician. The Eiffel Tower loomed in the distance, adorned with shimmering lights as it glowed against the darkening sky.

Henri took a moment to wrap his arm around Kristy's shoulders, pulling her closer. “How about we head back to the condo and work on our honeymoon adventure?”

Kristy chuckled. “Patience Henri.” She said, then stopped walking, gazing at the illuminated cityscape. “You know, Henri, while we were at the Louvre, I couldn't help but think of all the other incredible places we could explore together. What do you say we go to Rome?”

Henri's eyes widened in surprise. “Rome? Why Rome?” 

Kristy grinned. “The history, the art, the culture . . . it's like the Louvre but on a grander scale, and as an Italian bonus, we would be making love under a Roman moon.”

Henri chuckled “You never cease to amaze me. Rome it is, then. Let's make it happen.”

* * *
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THE NEXT MORNING, THE aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the Bugatti Condo in the heart of Paris as Henri and Kristy prepared for the next leg of their adventure. Sunlight streamed through the windows, casting a golden glow on the quaint French decor of the condo. The anticipation of exploring Rome together lingered in the air as they gathered their belongings and made their way to the train station.

As they boarded the sleek, high-speed train, Henri found himself stealing glances at Kristy, her eyes gleaming with excitement. The journey from Paris to Rome was a blur of picturesque landscapes and charming villages, with each passing moment bringing them closer to the eternal city.

Arriving in Rome, the couple made their way to a small hotel Kristy had discovered through online searches. The boutique hotel exuded Italian charm with its rustic architecture and warm, welcoming atmosphere. After settling into their room, their eyes locked with a shared sense of anticipation, enveloped in an atmosphere of romance. The room, adorned with elegant Italian furnishings, became a haven for their love. The passionate embrace of their bodies told a story of longing and intimacy, creating a moment that would forever be etched in their memories. As they lay intertwined, the soft hues of the Roman sun filtering through the curtains, Henri's eyes sparkled with a playful idea. “How about we make our Roman adventure even more memorable?”

Kristy arched an eyebrow, pulling the sheets defensively over her shoulder. “What do you have in mind?” She giggled.

Henri grinned mischievously. “You'll see. Come with me. You’d better get dressed first, or we’ll draw a crowd.”

Leaving the cocoon of their hotel room, they strolled through the charming streets until Henri's gaze caught sight of exactly what he was looking for. An ornate carriage being pulled by two majestic white horses. 

Inspired by the whimsical impulse, he turned to Kristy with a twinkle in his eye. “Your carriage awaits, m’lady.”

Kristy's eyes widened in surprise. “A carriage ride? That sounds incredibly romantic. I would love that, Henri. 

With a playful wink, Henri flagged down the carriage. 

The clip-clop of hooves echoed through the storied streets of Rome, the December air crisp and invigorating. Henri and Kristy cuddled together under a blanket, savoring the timeless beauty of the city. The sun dipped lower on the horizon, casting a warm, golden glow over the ancient city of beauty that surrounded them.

As the carriage made its way down the cobblestone streets, lined with historic landmarks, Kristy marveled at the breathtaking scenery. “Henri, this is like a fairy tale. I can't believe we're really here.”

Henri's keen eyes spotted a street vendor ahead, the tantalizing aroma of roasted chestnuts wafting through the chilly air. Henri leaned forward. “Please stop for a moment.” He asked the driver. “There's something I'd like to get.”

The carriage slowed to a halt, and Henri hopped down, the cold Roman air kissing his face. The street vendor's small charcoal grill crackled with the warmth of roasting chestnuts. 

“I'll take a large bag of those roasted chestnuts.” Henri requested, his breath visible in the crisp air.

The vendor deftly scooped up a generous portion of the warm chestnuts, their dark brown shells steaming with the sweet white flesh visible through the cracks. Henri paid with a nod of gratitude and made his way back to the carriage, the aroma of freshly roasted chestnuts preceding him.

Kristy's eyes lit up as he climbed back into the carriage, presenting the bag like a treasure. “What did you get, Henri?”

Henri opened the bag, revealing the warm chestnuts nestled within. “Roasted Roman chestnuts.”

As the carriage continued its leisurely journey through the historic heart of Rome, Henri and Kristy huddled closer under the blanket, nibbling on the sweet treats, their warmth spreading through them. The city unfolded before their eyes, a living tapestry of ancient wonders and timeless beauty. The simple pleasure of roasted chestnuts created a moment that would forever be etched in their hearts . . . a lover’s snapshot of a winter's day in Rome, riding on a horse-drawn carriage.

* * *
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AS THE SUN BEGAN TO set over the eternal city of Rome, Henri and Kristy found themselves at the bustling train station, ready to board the train back to Paris. The past three days had been a whirlwind of romance, history, and exploration. They carried with them the echoes of laughter, the warmth of shared moments, and the timeless beauty of Rome.

The train compartment offered a comfortable haven for the couple on their journey back to Paris. Kristy gazed out the window, the Italian countryside passing by like an ever changing masterpiece painting.

“Can you believe how quickly our time in Rome passed?” Henri asked. “I know, it seems like we just arrived, but the memories we made will last a lifetime.” Kristy answered.

As the train smoothly traversed the landscape, a sudden hush fell over the train car as the familiar voice of the train conductor crackled over the intercom, announcing a breaking news update. 

The couple exchanged puzzled glances, sensing an unusual gravity in the atmosphere.

“In a shocking turn of events.” The conductor's voice echoed. “A small French cargo ship has been attacked in the Red Sea. It is currently limping across the Mediterranean, under escort by NATO military forces. Tragically, four crew members lost their lives during the attack.”

Henri's eyes widened, and he exchanged a concerned look with Kristy. The air in the compartment became tense as the conductor continued. “Despite severe damage, the ship remains afloat and is making headway, thanks to the brave efforts of its crew and the support of an Italian Frigate.”

The horrible news brought a renewed sense of duty and purpose to Henri. Kristy placed a comforting hand on Henri's shoulder, her eyes reflecting empathy. 

“Not yet, my love. Stay with me for just a few more days. Then you have my blessings to hunt those bastards down.”

Henri nodded, his gaze fixed on the passing landscape.

The train continued its journey towards Paris, the news lingering in the compartment like a heavy cloud. Henri and Kristy sat in contemplative silence, their hearts heavy with the knowledge that the tranquility of their world could, in an instant, transform into a battleground. 
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Chapter 4: Family Business
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Hobyo, Somalia

The scorching Somalia sun beat down upon the coastal village of Hobyo as Taban and Burhaan made their way through the labyrinthine alleyways. 

“I hope Uncle Max is not chasing clouds again.” Burhaan said, shaking his head. 

“What the hell do you mean . . . chasing clouds? Maxamed was a successful Pirate before you, and I could put on long pants. Don’t forget, he supported us and Momma after Father died.” Taban answered, a bit annoyed at his brother’s disrespect for their uncle.

“That was a long time ago, brother. I love Max, but he dreams beyond his reach, and we shouldn’t be expected to humor him. We are doing just fine, even better now that the Red Sea has become a combat zone. So don’t get mad at me.” Burhaan answered with a growl.

* * *
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THE AIR WAS THICK WITH the scent of saltwater as the brothers approached Adeer Maxamed’s home, overlooking the Indian Ocean. A modest yet sturdy structure adorned with weathered wooden panels, fishing nets, and randomly stacked crab traps. Taban and Burhaan exchanged glances that hinted at a mix of familiarity and caution. Adeer Maxamed was not only a notorious pirate, well known for his cunning strategies and ruthless manner offshore. He was also a local hero among his people for his legendary generosity, and for better or worse, their uncle as well.

Maxamed, a wiry man with a soft graying beard and hard eyes that betrayed his years of deadly experiences, greeted them warmly. “Taban, Burhaan, welcome. It is good to have my nephews under my roof once again.”

Taban, the older of the two, spoke with respect. “It is a blessing to be welcomed into your home, Adeer. We came as soon as we got your message.”

“You did say it was urgent, Max.” Burhaan added, curbing his other thoughts.

Maxamed motioned for his nephews Taban and Burhaan to take a seat at the table. As they settled into their chairs, Uncle Max leaned forward, his eyes locking onto Taban's. “I have information that a French-flagged super cargo ship has been ordered to sail down the east coast of Africa through the Mozambique Channel.”

Maxamed unfolded a map, tracing the ship's anticipated route. “The ship has been redirected to avoid the Red Sea. It will be sailing along the coast, making it an easy target for us. The French will pay dearly for its release.”

Taban raised an eyebrow, skepticism etching his features. “Uncle Max, times have changed. Those waters are no longer the feral hunting grounds they once were. There are military ships patrolling those routes now. We cannot strike with the same impunity as you did fifteen years ago.”

Burhaan nodded in agreement. “He's right, Adeer. The US and EU forces have tightened their grip all along the sea routes against us. It is foolish to attack against such a force.”

Uncle Max chuckled. “My young nephews, have you mistaken me for a senile old man? The military ships from the EU and the US are concentrating their efforts on protecting the canal and the Cape of Africa, but their forces are stretched thin. There is a gap just south of Maputo, and it is there that we will strike.”

Taban furrowed his brow, considering the plan. “How big of a gap? What about their response time? Won't they be on us before we can control the ship?”

Uncle Max leaned back, laughing heartily. “Ah, Taban, always questioning. Listen carefully. We will attack the ship at night when it reaches Maputo. I have an ace in the hole, which will disable their communications. After we have control of the ship, we will keep it sailing south on course, following its original orders. We will not make any demands or let news of the takeover leak out until after the ship reaches the west coast. Then, and only then, after we divert the ship further out into the Atlantic, will we make our demands. 30 million euros for the safe return of their ship, their cargo, and their crew.”

Taban and Burhaan exchanged glances, then looked at their uncle, silently nodding their approval. 

The best of all, my young nephews, is that we will claim to be Houthi Rebels from Yemen. It is only fair, since they have started impersonating us by hijacking ships, that we return the favor and impersonate them.” Max added, laughing.

“When will this happen, Adeer?” Burhaan asked. 

“The ship will be near Maputo in 4 days’ time. We must be ready to strike by then or lose the opportunity.” He calmly answered, getting up to put the kettle on for tea.

“That is not much time, Max.” Taban commented.

“More than enough time if you two are half the men I think you are. I will be leaving for Maputo in the morning to make arrangements with some old friends for the boats we need.” Max told them, returning to the table.

“And by old friends, I take it you mean washed up old pirates.” Burhaan said, mocking his uncle.

“If I were you, I would watch my mouth, nephew, or one of those old pirates might just shoot you for your share of the ransom.” Max added, winking at Taban. 
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Chapter 5: Three Kings
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Gare du Nord, Paris France

The bustling city of Paris came alive with the vibrant energy of Gare du Nord, the main train station that served as a gateway to the heart of the City of Lights. Graham, behind the wheel of his classic 1964 Citroen 2CV, navigated the lively streets with a sense of familiarity. The iconic Eiffel Tower loomed in the distance as he approached the station, eager to reunite with his friend and squad comrade, Jojo.

Parking near the entrance, Graham stepped out of the car and reached into his pocket, pulling out his cell phone.

The phone rang a few times before Jojo answered. “Hey, Graham! I just got off the train. Where should I meet you?”

Graham leaned against the 2CV, scanning the bustling surroundings. “I'm right by the main entrance. Look for the pearl white classic Citroen and my handsome face.”

Jojo chuckled. “Handsome huh? I'll be there in a minute.”

As Graham waited, he couldn't help but feel a surge of nostalgia. The Citroen held cherished memories of his father and mother and the many hours he had spent riding in the back seat during their family outings. Soon, Jojo appeared through the crowd, a duffel bag slung over his shoulder.

“Hey, Graham! Merry Christmas and Happy New Year.” Jojo shouted as he approached the classic car.

“Dude, where did you get this car?” He asked, grinning.

Graham extended a hand for a firm handshake. “Mon ami! Merry Christmas. It’s good to see
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