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Chapter 1: Shadows of the Sun
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L'ombre Farm, Saint-Étienne-du-Bois 

The sun slowly rose over the quaint village of Saint-Étienne-du-Bois. Birds crisscrossed the sky, their songs echoing through the narrow cobblestone streets lined with colorful houses. Amongst this idyllic setting, Adélard L'ombre took his first breath of morning air, his heart filled with anticipation.

With raven-black hair framing his piercing blue eyes and a strong build sculpted from years of working on his family's farm, he possessed a quiet strength and maturity that belied his youthful appearance.

Born and raised in a family of humble means, he had watched his father toil under the scorching sun, sweat glistening on his brow, as he tilled the earth day in and day out. Stories of his grandfather, a decorated soldier who fought in the Great War, had ignited a flicker of yearning within Adélard for distant lands and the allure of adventure.

As the only son, the weight of responsibility had always rested on Adélard's shoulders. The farm whispered promises of stability and familiarity, but his heart yearned for the unknown, beyond the fields and village he knew so well.

His eighteenth birthday would set him on a new path and change his life forever more. On that fateful morning, the distant sound of marching boots reached Adélard's ears, their rhythm resonating with the beat of his eager heart.

The French military had come to town, seeking young men and women willing to serve their country.

Leaving the comforting embrace of his family's farmhouse, Adélard set off towards the bustling town square. The air crackled with anticipation, as if the very essence of his dreams were within his reach. The sun cast long shadows across the road as he hurried along the way, a subtle reminder of the challenges he would face.

As Adélard approached the recruitment center, he was greeted by a sight that both excited and intimidated him. The courtyard was abuzz with activity with young men and women from all walks of life, each seeking their own path to opportunity and adventure.

Military officers, wearing crisp white uniforms, stood observing the eager candidates, searching for that certain spark of potential that would help build the future of France.

* * *
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NEXT IN LINE, ADÉLARD stepped forward, taking a deep breath. The officer behind the desk raised an eyebrow, studying the determined young man standing before him.

“Name?” He asked, his voice clearly one of authority.

“Adélard L'ombre.” He said bravely, every syllable spoken with desire and determination.

The officer glanced at a list before him; a nod of approval followed as he extended a hand towards Adélard.

“Welcome, Mr. L'ombre. You are indeed eligible to serve France. Today is for you to look over your military career choices. Go home and think about it. If or when you return, we will discuss how you might serve our nation.” 

Adélard's heart swelled with a mixture of excitement and apprehension as he clasped the officer's hand.

* * *
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AFTER BIDDING FAREWELL to his family that morning, Adélard's steps had felt lighter, fueled by the promise of adventure. But as the day wore on, his anticipation mingled with a pang of guilt. He knew his decision would weigh heavily on his parents, especially his mother, Noémie, who had always held him close to her heart.

Returning home, Adélard found her tending to the vegetable garden at the back of their home. Noémie’s hands were calloused from years of gently cradling the soil, nurturing life from the earth. Adélard approached her cautiously, his footsteps barely making a sound.

“Moman.” He called out softly to his mother, his voice filled with a mixture of warmth and hesitation.

Startled, his mother looked up, a hint of worry etched upon her brow until her eyes, the same deep blue as Adélard's, met his, and she smiled warmly. “Ah, mon cher, you've returned. How was your day?”

Adélard took a deep breath, steeling himself for the conversation that lay before him. “It was . . . eventful. Moman, I have something important to tell you.”

Noémie's smile faltered, replaced by a flicker of concern. She rose from her kneeling position and wiped her hands on her apron, her gaze never leaving her son's face. “What is it, Adélard? You look troubled.”

Adélard hesitated for a moment, his words catching in his throat. Finally, he found the strength to speak the truth that had burned within him all day.

“Mother, I have made a decision. Today, I went to the recruitment center in town. I want to join the military.”

Noémie's eyes widened in shock. She reached out, her trembling hand coming to rest on Adélard's arm. “Mon fils, the military? But that path is fraught with danger and uncertainty. You know the stories of your grandfather, of the friends he lost, of how he fought and suffered.”

Adélard nodded, understanding the weight of her words. “Yes, mother, I know. But I also know that within me there is a burning fire and a desire to serve France. I want to honor our family's legacy and follow in Grandpère's footsteps.”

Noémie's gaze softened; a mixture of sadness and pride flickered in her eyes. “Adélard, my dear boy, you have always possessed a spirit that longs for more than this quiet village can offer. But promise me this: before you decide in earnest, wait until your father returns from the fields. Let us talk to him together about your thoughts.”

Adélard nodded, grateful for his mother's understanding. “Of course, Mother. I will wait until dinner. I respect Father's wisdom, and it is right that he hears of my choice from my own lips.”

“I have lived in fear of a day such as this.” Noémie whispered aloud, a sad sigh escaping her lips. “My son, it is hard to imagine life here without you.”

She wrapped her arms around Adélard in a tight embrace, holding him close. “Your father and I love you, mon cher; no matter the path you choose, we will support you.” 

They stood there, mother and son, in the fading light of the day; they both understood that the unknown path Adélard would follow could just as easily be filled with joy or sorrow.
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Chapter 2: A Father's Dream
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The setting sun painted the sky in vibrant hues of orange and gold as Bernard L'ombre, a weathered man with strong hands and a rugged face, made his way slowly towards his family's farmhouse. The day had been long, the toil unrelenting, but beneath his fatigue, a flicker of anticipation filled his heart with joy. Soon he would be home to rest his weary body in the embrace of his family.

As Bernard pushed open the creaking wooden door, the inviting aroma of a home-cooked meal filled his senses. Noémie had prepared a simple yet hearty dinner; their table adorned with steaming bowls and freshly baked bread.

The sound of Bernard's footsteps resonated as he stepped through the front door, a symphony of weariness and toil. Adélard rose to greet his father, his pulse quickening as he met Bernard's tired gaze. The lines on his father's face spoke of countless hours spent under the sun, cultivating the land.

“Bernard, you're home!” Noémie greeted him with a happy smile, wiping her hands while rushing to kiss her husband.

“Dinner is almost ready.”

Adélard took his place at the family table, his heart filled with determination, battling his thoughts and nervousness.

Bernard smiled, kissing his loving wife. Weary from the day he sat down, he noticed something was not quite normal. He looked at his son a little closer. Seeing Adélard’s jerky actions it was obvious that something was going on with his son. He had seen this look before with Adélard.

Long ago, Bernard had learned not to press his son; if he just waited, sooner or later, Adélard's brain would erupt, and he would share what was on his mind.

With her husband focused on eating his dinner, Noémie tried to inspire Adélard with her eyes rapidly glancing back and forth between her husband and her son, silently urging him to speak to his father.

Adélard shook his head no, hesitant to confront his father. Noémie tilted her head, giving Adélard a stern look. Unable to stop his mother from insisting, he finally gave in. Putting his knife and fork down, Adélard folded his hands together and waited to catch his father's attention between bites.

* * *
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“FATHER, I HAVE SOMETHING important to discuss with you. It concerns my future.”

“Adélard, mon garçon, you seem troubled. What is it? What is it that straps your tongue and makes you so itchy?” Bernard asked, his eyes holding a small smile since he had just watched the drama between his son and his wife.

Adélard glanced at his mother, drawing strength from her support, before meeting his father's gaze once again.

“Father, today I went to the recruitment center. I have made the decision to join the French military.”

Silence hung heavy in the room, the weight of Adélard's words sinking into the depths of Bernard's heart. 

Bernard's eyes narrowed; all humor in his demeanor evaporated. The muscles on his temples began flexing, and his grip on his utensils tightened. For years, he had envisioned Adélard taking over the farm. Joining the military was not part of Bernard’s dreams for his one and only son.

* * *
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“JOIN THE MILITARY?” Bernard's voice held a mix of disbelief, anger, and disappointment.

“Yes, mon père.”

Bernard's face tightened further, his features betraying the mix of emotions racing through his thoughts. He set down his fork and folded his weathered hands upon the table, his voice tinged with sadness.

“Adélard, my son, you know very well that I had a dream for you. The dream of you taking over the farm and continuing the legacy we have built together. Everything I have done has been for you and your sister.”

“I know, father.”

“This farm has been our family's heritage and our pride. I had hoped one day you would continue that legacy and that you would cultivate the land with the same love and dedication as your mother and I have.”

Silence enveloped the room. Even the wind outside seemed to hold its breath, waiting. Bernard picked up his fork and poked at his food, contemplating his next words.

“That was my dream, my son; I do realize it is not yours.”

“I have always known you had a longing for something beyond these fields, beyond our humble village. Once upon a time, I had those same feelings, but that was not my destiny. This farm and your mother were my destiny.” Bernard added his voice, tapering to a whisper.

Silence descended again upon the room, the air heavy with unspoken emotions.

Bernard's stern gaze softened. He reached across the table, placing a hand on Adélard's, a silent gesture of acceptance and support.

“Then go, my son. Chase your dreams, but never forget the importance of honor and duty. Make your mark on this world and make us proud.”

A weight lifted from Adélard's shoulders as he absorbed his father's last words. Gratitude swelled within him, mingled with a hint of sadness at the prospect of leaving his family behind. But he knew this was his path to walk, a journey he had to undertake to discover his true purpose.

In a moment,the arena Noémie’s concern shifted from son to husband. Her heart was heavy with a mixture of worry and pride as she watched the exchange between her husband and son. She saw the burden etched on Bernard's face and understood the depth of his emotions.

Sensing the tension, Bernard cleared his throat, breaking the silence that had settled over the room. His eyes met Noémie's, and his voice was tinged with a hint of humor. 

“L'amour de ma vie, did you know about Adélard's plan? Did he discuss it with you beforehand?” He asked, smiling.

Noémie's gaze shifted to her husband, her gentle smile dressed in love and understanding. “No, Bernard.” She replied softly, her voice barely above a whisper. “I only found out this afternoon, just before Adélard told you.”

Bernard's brow furrowed once again. His demeanor instantly changed from loving husband to patriarch and protector of the L'ombre clan. He turned his attention back to Adélard.

“And what about Eléa, Adélard? Have you spoken to her about this? She is your sister, after all. Are we not still a family, or do your future plans not include her or us with any measure of importance?”

Adélard's joyful expression faltered, then crashed. His father’s words stung far worse than any discipline he had earned behind the barn when he had been younger. Regret tugged at his heart as he realized he had neglected to share his thoughts with his beloved sister, caught up in his own aspirations. “No, Father.” He admitted, his voice filled with a touch of remorse. “I haven't spoken to Eléa about this. I was so worried about telling you and momma that I didn't consider how it would affect her.”

Adélard's admission following his father’s stern inquisition reminded him of the family he would be leaving behind and the impact his choice would have on them all.

Bernard fell silent, his gaze fixed on his plate as he pushed the food absentmindedly around, lost in contemplation. 

The weight of his responsibilities as a father and a provider bore down upon him, but he also recognized the importance of supporting his son's dreams.

Finally, Bernard looked up, his eyes meeting Adélard's with a mixture of resolve and affection.

“Adélard, your decision is yours to make. But remember, as you embark on this journey, you carry the hopes and dreams of your sister and all the family as well. Talk to Eléa, share your aspirations, and give her the chance to understand and support you. We are a family, and even in your absence, our family bond will remain unbreakable.”

Adélard exhaled and swallowed hard, a mixture of gratitude and guilt washing over him. He nodded, knowing that his father's words held wisdom and truth. “You're right, Father. I should have spoken to Eléa. But I do not want to do it on the phone. I will go to Paris and tell her in person.”

Noémie reached across the table, holding both her husband's and her son’s hands with her own, her touch conveying a silent reassurance. In that moment, the L'ombre family embraced Adélard's path as one.

With the dream of farmer Adélard no longer a possibility, Bernard accepted the new reality. He realized that he needed to show his support for his son’s dream, just as he had supported and taught him how to nurture the land.

“Since you are set on this path, my son, I want you to know without hesitation that your mother and I will stand behind you 100%. You are not alone, and you never will be!”

He moved a little closer, placing a hand firmly on his son’s shoulder. “But hear me well, my son: once you take this path, you must set your mind to become a true French warrior, a man of honor and courage, a man others have faith in, and a man that does not know the meaning of failure.”

“Yes, mon père.”

“There is more, my son; you must train your body and your mind to rise above even your military brothers to become the warrior that swings the blade of strength and compassion with equal force. You must dedicate yourself to becoming the pride of France, as your grandfather was.”

Adélard's heart swelled with gratitude and a renewed sense of purpose. He squeezed his father's hand hard, an unspoken sign that they shared the same understanding and the same dream now, just as they shared the same blood.

“I will.”

Noémie rose from the table, uncomfortable with the conversation about her son becoming a warrior.

“If you two are done beating your chests like gorillas and dreaming that either of you is going to be the next Bonaparte, I have baked a wonderful cherry tart.”

Bernard and Adélard looked at each other and then broke out laughing. “Forgive us, mon amour; you know we boys never truly grow up. Please, I would love some of your desert.” Bernard said with a loving smile.

* * *
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ADÉLARD'S JOURNEY WAS no longer just a young man’s dream. It was a reality pulling him forward at breakneck speed. 

Echoes of an unknown future whispered through the L'ombre home, filling his thoughts with a thousand questions and few real answers as he laid his head on his pillow, hoping he was making the right choice for himself and for his family. 
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Chapter 3: Siblings and Destiny
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Train Station, Saint-Étienne-du-Bois

Adélard boarded the train bound for Paris, his heart brimming with excitement. The rhythmic clack clack clack of the tracks seemed to echo his own thoughts as he contemplated the conversation ahead with his sister, Eléa.

As the train pulled into the station, Adélard disembarked and found himself enveloped by the vibrant energy of Paris. The city teemed with life, a tapestry of diverse cultures and ambitions filling the crowded streets. Adélard marveled at the grandeur and the constant motion of its people.

* * *
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ADÉLARD’S DESTINATION was the university where Eléa was pursuing her degree in computer sciences. She had always been the intellectual one, with a keen mind that seemed to absorb knowledge effortlessly. Adélard admired his sister's intelligence and was immensely proud of the full scholarship she had earned, a testament to her hard work and dedication.

The walk to the university was not long, and it gave Adélard some time to bring his thoughts into focus. During the train ride, he had played and replayed in his mind all the events that led him to this day and to this moment.

Adélard knew that once he told his sister his plans, the die would be cast, and there would be no turning back. 

The recruiting office, his parents, his father’s dream of the farm . . . over and over he went through his own reasons for his decision; painfully, now he had to admit he felt unsure.

Adélard stood in the midst of the bustling university campus, his eyes scanning the sea of students rushing by, their faces filled with hurried purpose, each with varying expressions of joy and stress. The vibrant atmosphere of academia surrounding him was in stark contrast to the peaceful countryside he and his sister had grown up in! 

This was the vast world of knowledge that his sister Eléa belonged to. She had found her place.

* * *
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ADÉLARD MADE HIS WAY towards the computer science building, where he imagined Eléa had spent countless hours immersed in her studies. As he approached the entrance, his heart quickened with nervousness. It had been several years since they last spent any one on one time together other than her visits home for Christmas holidays. He missed Eléa and couldn't wait to embrace his older sister once again.

Inside the building, Adélard navigated the maze-like corridors until he reached Eléa's work study office. As he approached the door, his heart raced in anticipation.

Upon entering, he was greeted not by his sister but by an attractive young girl. “Hello, excuse me; I am looking for Eléa l'ombre.” Adélard stated gently.

“Oh, monsieur, she is not here. Today is the fencing tournament. Eléa has advanced to the championship round. Her match is very soon; you should hurry.”

Not wasting a moment, Adélard made his way back through the maze of halls. Looking out upon the scrawling university grounds, Adélard realized he did not know where to go. 

Regretting that he had not asked the girl for directions, he passed a student sitting on a bench and inquired about the fencing tournament. He learned that it was being held in the University Arena, at the edge of campus, although not far.

Adélard broke into an easy run, his backpack bouncing on his shoulder, determined to get there as quickly as possible.

* * *
[image: ]


THE ARENA BUZZED WITH spectators filling the stands. Adélard found a seat near the front, eagerly scanning the competition area for his sister. On a side mat, he caught a glimpse of her. Eléa was there, clad in her white fencing uniform, her eyes focused and determined. Adélard's heart swelled with pride as he watched his sister warm up, her graceful movements a testament to her skill and years of lessons.

The match began, and Eléa faced off, charging forward with a fierce demeanor that surprised both Adélard and her opponent. Adélard cheered her on, his voice mingling with the cheers and applause that echoed through the arena. 

Adélard had never seen fencing at this level . . . It was a sight to behold . . . the clash of blades and the strike. Point after point. Eléa's fluid movements made him smile as she displayed her prowess on the fencing strip. She fought with the same tenacity and spirit that Adélard knew she possessed in all aspects of her life, yet with the added aspect of a warrior that made his own blood race watching her.

Eléa emerged victorious; as the medal was awarded and hung around her neck, she raised her arms to raucous cheers from the spectators and her fellow competitors. 

Adélard rushed to embrace her. Eléa, her face flushed with exertion and happiness from her win, pushed through the crowd upon seeing her brother. Adélard approached her smiling from ear to ear, and they embraced before speaking, their bond as always transcending words.

* * *
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“ADÉLARD!” ELÉA EXCLAIMED, enveloping him in her arms. “I can't believe you are here! This is wonderful!”

“You were amazing, Eléa.” Adélard said, his voice filled with genuine admiration. “I couldn't be prouder of you.”

Eléa beamed, her eyes sparkling with a mix of happiness and exhaustion. “Thank you, Adélard. It means the world to me to have you here. The best surprise ever, little brother.”

Eléa's eyes sparkled with excitement. “You came at the perfect time, Adélard. I have a surprise for you as well.” She said, a mischievous smile playing on her lips.

Adélard raised an eyebrow. “A surprise?”

“The most wonderful surprise.” Eléa leaned closer, her voice filled with anticipation. “I want to take you to my home to introduce you to someone very special. He's the love of my life . . . I can't wait for you to meet him.”

Adélard's heart skipped a beat. His sister had always been a source of inspiration, but he had no idea she had found love. His mind raced with questions and excitement as he followed Eléa out of the university grounds and through the labyrinthine streets of Paris towards her home.

* * *
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SOON THEY ARRIVED AT a quaint apartment building, adorned with flower boxes and a rustic charm. As Eléa opened the door, a wave of familiar scents enveloped Adélard, the inside of the apartment reflecting his sister’s warm personality.

Adélard's eyes were drawn to a tall figure standing near the window, his features handsome and his eyes filled with kindness. “Adélard, meet Jacques Pernod.” Eléa introduced him with a soft smile.

* * *
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JACQUES EXTENDED HIS hand. “It's a pleasure to finally meet you, Adélard. Eléa has spoken so highly of you.”

Adélard shook Jacques' hand, feeling an instant connection. “I wish I could say likewise, Jacques, but I only learned about you 20 minutes ago. It seems my sister has kept you as a deep, dark secret.”

“Not a secret, Adélard!” Eléa interrupted him. “I just wanted to make sure Jacques would make the cut before I introduced him to the family.”

“Make the cut?” Adélard and Jacques asked almost in unison. The usual tensions of meeting family instantly shattering like broken glass as laughter enveloped them all.

As they settled into the living room, Adélard listened intently as Jacques regaled him with stories of the adventures he and Eléa had shared together, the way they met, and how they supported each other's dreams and passions. It was clear to Adélard that Jacques loved his sister without limitations and was not only Eléa's partner but also her champion.

As the evening wore on, Eléa's gaze turned to Adélard, her smile soft and her voice gentle and loving.

“Adélard, I see that look in your eyes. There is something you want to tell me, isn't there?”

“I never could hide anything from you, ma chère soeur.”

Adélard took a deep breath, his heart pounding in his chest. 

“Eléa, there's something important I need to discuss with you. It's about my future and the decision I have made.”

Eléa's eyes widened in worry.

Adélard looked at his sister . . . his words blurted out like machine gun fire without taking a breath. “I have decided to join the military. It is a path I feel called to. A way for me to serve our country. A way to honor the legacy of our family and our grandfather. A way for me to find my destiny.”

Silence settled between them as Eléa absorbed Adélard's words. A cascade of emotions danced across her face. Finally, she spoke, her voice filled with love and concern.

“Adélard, I understand your desire to serve and to make a difference. But have you thought about the challenges and the sacrifices they will entail? And what about Father? He has always dreamed of you taking over the farm.”

Adélard nodded. “I have considered the consequences, Eléa. It weighs heavily on my mind. 

“Father agreed to support me 100%, not at first, but then he did, and of course afterwards he did one of his famous speeches during which he told me that I should work to become a great warrior, not just a regular soldier.”

Eléa sighed, her voice tinged with sadness. “Our parents love us so much. Adélard, we are their hopes and their dreams.” 

“I know, Eléa. I will do my best to make you all proud of me, no matter where I go or what I do.” Adélard answered.

“Adélard, I have always been proud of you, even when you were the skinniest boy on the soccer team and kept tripping over your own feet.”

“Hey, I wasn’t that skinny.” Adélard objected.

“Or when, at 13, you borrowed the farm truck to go buy momma a Christmas present and ran over every mailbox along the way.” Eléa reminded him.

“It was only two mailboxes.” Adélard told Jacques, defending himself.

* * *
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ELÉA REACHED OUT, HER hand finding Adélard's. In that moment, their sibling bond again transcended words, a testament to the unbreakable connection they shared.

“We'll get through this, Adélard.” Eléa said, her voice filled with strength and love. “Father, mother, the farm . . . our love for each other will carry us through the challenges ahead of that. I have no double little brother.” 

Adélard looked at his sister, feeling a deep sense of gratitude for her love and support. As the night grew long, the three of them sat together, sharing stories and laughter. Adélard was happy and felt at home with his sister and with Jacques.

* * *
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THE MOON HUNG HIGH in the night sky, casting a gentle glow upon the streets of Paris as Adélard wandered through its winding paths. Sleep had eluded him throughout the night; after four amazing days, this was his last night in Paris.

As he strolled through the deserted streets, a sense of serenity washed over Adélard. The city lights painted a kaleidoscope of colors, dancing upon the ancient buildings and cobblestone streets. It was a magical backdrop, one that filled him with a deep sense of pride for his nation.

Catching his reflection in a shop window, he paused. His thoughts turned to his family, to Eléa and to Jacques, and the unbridled love and support they had shown him. 

The weight of his decision to join the military still pressed on him. The night air whispered through Adélard's hair, filling his lungs with a renewed sense of purpose. He had always been aware of the sacrifices his parents had made and their tireless efforts to provide a better life for their children. And now, as he stood on the cusp of his own journey, he couldn't help but feel a profound sense of responsibility to make their sacrifices worthwhile.

As Adélard made his way back to Eléa's apartment, he could feel the change in himself . . . a sense of quiet calm. 

Sleep may have evaded him that night, but in its place, an even brighter fire had been ignited . . . a sense of destiny and duty that would guide him forever more.

Called to it, as if by name, Adélard diverted his path, taking side street after side street until he reached La Fontaine Saint-Michel and kneeled before the statue. Bowing his head, he gave thanks to God for the strength and courage to pursue his dreams and asked Mary to look over and protect his family in his absence.

As the first rays of sunlight bathed the streets of Paris, Adélard entered the apartment, his heart content. Watching his sister pour coffee while Jacques sliced a loaf of bread, he knew he was ready to embrace his future.
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Chapter 4: Testing the Sea
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The rhythmic chugging of the train matched the steady beat of Adélard's heart as he journeyed back home from Paris. As he sat watching the bustling cityscape fade into the distance, he found himself immersed in the beauty of the countryside. The rolling hills and expansive fields whispered to Adélard, reminding him of his home and all that he loved.

Adélard's thoughts swirled in a maelstrom of possibilities. Yes, he had decided to join, and yes, he was ready to prove himself, but specifically in what uniform he had yet to decide. Each branch offered its own unique path. Army, Air Force, and Navy. The choices presented themselves like diverging roads, each leading to a different, distinct destiny.

Adélard had always been captivated by tales of maritime adventures, inspired by the bravery and camaraderie of sailors who ventured into the unknown. The vast expanse of the ocean, with its ever-changing tides and powerful currents, held an irresistible allure for him. And so, amidst the quiet solitude of the train compartment, he made up his mind. He decided the French Navy could use his help, “Sailor First Class Adélard l'ombre.” He said it aloud to himself, chuckling as he did.

His thoughts immediately turned to becoming part of the legendary Marine Commandos. Those elite warriors were renowned for their exceptional skills, unwavering courage, and ability to excel in the most challenging of circumstances.

With only 500 members, the Green Berets were France’s finest and revered amongst special forces worldwide. 

For Adélard to join their ranks would be an honor beyond measure, a chance to prove himself. Iron sharpens iron, as his father would say, and what better place than the Commandos to test his metal?

With each passing mile, Adélard's determination grew, fueling his vision of the future. He imagined himself standing tall on the deck of a mighty naval vessel, the wind whipping through his hair and the scent of saltwater filling his nostrils. He envisioned himself alongside fellow comrades surging from the sea in underwater gear.

The train ride seemed both eternal and fleeting. For Adélard, it was a literal journey through space and time, from the life he had known to the one he was about to embark upon.

In the hushed solitude of the compartment after the euphoria of dreaming to join the elite Marine Commandos, Adélard again reflected on the personal sacrifices he would need to make . . . his friends, his family, everything he had known and loved. 

As the train approached his town, Adélard's thoughts turned again to his mother and father, to the familiar sanctuary of the family farm, to his beloved home, and the memories that would forever linger within its walls.

Stepping off the train, Adélard inhaled the familiar scent of the countryside, his gaze fixated on the distant horizon.

Adélard had not informed his friends and family of the time of his arrival. As for a reason, even he was not certain why, so he picked up his bag and started walking.

As he made his way back to the farmhouse, the sun cast familiar long shadows across the fields. Adélard stopped; home could wait another hour; his destiny was waiting.

Adélard's footsteps echoed through the corridors of the navy recruitment center as he made his way towards the reception desk. The air hummed with a palpable sense of purpose. The walls were adorned with posters depicting ships cutting through turbulent seas and sailors donning the distinguished uniform of the French Navy.

Adélard approached the desk and was greeted by an older naval officer in crisp military attire. “Good day, sir.” The officer said, his voice deep and resonating with authority. “How may I assist you?”

Adélard straightened his posture, meeting the officer's unwavering gaze with his own. “Sir, I wish to enlist in the French Navy, and I wish to be considered for the Marine Commandos.”

The officer regarded Adélard with a discerning eye, assessing the young man's determination. “The Marine Commandos, you say? That is an elite unit, demanding both physical and mental fortitude. They are the best of the best young man. Have you considered what it takes to be a commando? Do you think you are man enough for the job?”

Adélard nodded, his voice steady. “Yes, sir, I am aware. I am ready to prove my worth to the Navy and to France.”

Impressed by Adélard's bold words and confidence, the officer nodded.

“Very well, my petit chiot. I will enroll you in the Commandos, pending testing to determine if you meet the qualifications. We will see if you are a big enough dog to become a Green Beret.” 

Handing Adélard a pile of papers, the officer continued. “Complete these forms in the next room and await further instructions.”

Accepting the forms with gratitude, Adélard filled them out meticulously, his anticipation mounting with each pen stroke. He could barely hide the excitement burning inside.

* * *
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MILITARY TESTING GROUNDS, Provence

Testing day has arrived. Adélard stood among a group of other aspiring naval recruits, their hearts pounding with a mix of nervousness and anticipation.

The trials were arduous, pushing the candidate’s physical and mental capabilities to the brink. Endurance tests, obstacle courses, marksmanship assessments . . . each test a filter designed to separate the ordinary from the extraordinary.

The field testing proved to be a formidable challenge, pushing Adélard and the others’ physical limits to the extreme. They scaled towering obstacles, their muscles straining with exertion. 

Adélard's determination fueled his every move, propelling him forward as he conquered each obstacle with strength and agility. Unknown to him at the time, the farm and its physical demands had been a good training ground.

Swimming long distances in the ice-cold river evaluated the commando candidate’s endurance in a vastly different manner. Their bodies pushed to their limits, slicing through the freezing water, fighting with equal force against the current and hyperthermia. Adélard's strokes were powerful, propelled by a combination of physical strength and mental fortitude. The freezing water became his friend, his ally, as he surged forward, ignoring the cold and focusing only on the bobbing red buoy flags of the finish line.

Early the next morning brought another test . . . a 20-kilometer run with loaded backpacks before sunrise. Added to the daily challenges and the lack of sleep, the candidates struggled to keep up with their instructor. 

Adélard's breath burned in his lungs, his legs aching with each stride. Sweat dripped down his face, the salt from his perspiration stinging his eyes. Shaking his head and blinking it away, Adélard ignored the annoyance and continued to push through the pain, fueled by his desire to finish first.

* * * *
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ADÉLARD EXCELLED IN all the physical challenges, surpassing both the expectations required and his own, which reinforced and added another layer to his confidence.

However, the physical trials were not the only challenges Adélard and his fellow candidates had to endure. The mental examinations were equally demanding, albeit in a vastly different manner. Inkblots, associations, and congruent concept questions sought to uncover the depths of his psyche, probing the recesses of his mind. 

The ethical training sessions were perhaps the most arduous of all. The candidates were confronted with moral dilemmas and challenged to make tough decisions that tested the very fabric of their character. In the 10-passenger lifeboat exercise, Adélard was forced to confront the harsh reality of life and death and the responsibility of deciding who would be abandoned in the water and who would survive. It was a test that forced him to confront his own understanding of right and wrong, of logic and emotions, and how thin the difference between them actually was.

* * *
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THROUGH IT ALL, ADÉLARD did his best. He faced each test with unwavering resolve, even though the mental examinations proved to be less enjoyable for him than the physical challenges. He accepted them with equal respect. He knew that the Navy sought not only physical prowess but also strength of character and the ability to make complex decisions quickly and with integrity.

* * *
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WITH EACH PASSING DAY, the number of candidates participating grew smaller. At first, it went unnoticed, but as the numbers began to increase, the empty beds could not be ignored. Adélard began to understand the real purpose of the testing. It wasn’t about strength, or skills, or coping with the environment. The test, and everything the candidates experienced, was about filtering out who was worthy to go on to Commando training and who was not. 

During it all, Adélard had drawn upon the reserves of strength and resilience his parents had helped him cultivate throughout his life. His focus narrowed, his sights set on only one goal: to prove himself worthy of putting on the Marine Commando uniform and wearing a Green Beret.

* * *
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WITH THE CANDIDATE training completed Days turned into weeks as Adélard sat at home waiting for the results of his tests. The tension in his soul was almost unbearable, his mind consumed by thoughts of how he had performed and what might lay ahead. 

In the interim, he immersed himself in the familiar routine of the farm, working alongside his father, Bernard, under the warm sun. Together, they meticulously planted the annual new crop, their hands tending to the soil with care and expertise that had been passed down through generations.

As they toiled in the fields, the air was filled with a mixture of earthy scents and the sounds of nature. Amidst the rhythmic movement of their labor, a silence hung between father and son, pregnant with unspoken thoughts.

As the sun began to dip below the horizon, casting a soft glow over the L'ombre fields, Bernard paused for a moment, leaning on his shovel. His weathered face was happy to see his son next to him. Adélard also paused to catch his breath. Looking up, he met his father's gaze.

“Father.” Adélard began, breaking the silence. “I have been thinking about what it means to be a soldier and the ethics that guide us. I want to be a commando, but I also want to hold onto the values you taught me.”

Bernard's eyes softened, and his voice carried a tone of wisdom. “My son, war is a realm of complexity and moral dilemmas. The strength of a warrior lies not only in his skill with a weapon but in the depth of his character.”

Adélard listened intently, his heart open to his father's words. Bernard continued, his voice laced with memories of his own father's teachings. “Your grandfather, may he rest in peace, taught me that true courage is not only found on the battlefield but in the choices we make when faced with adversity. Even in the heat of war, we must never lose sight of our humanity.” Clearing his throat, he continued, although his voice softened with atone of sorrow.

“Your grandfather fought in two wars; he saw cruelty and horror beyond imagination. Through it all, he never lost his humanity. I should not tell you this on the eve of you becoming a Commando, but your grandfather at times disobeyed his orders when they conflicted with his morality and his sense of justice. He was chastised more than once for that; once he even faced the possibility of being forcibly discharged . . . That is true, but what saved him was that he always found a way to complete the mission. For that, they honored him and called him Hero.”

“I didn’t know.” Adélard responded surprised, yet happy to be gaining a new understanding of the legacy he inherited.

His father’s words resonated deeply with Adélard. He understood now more than ever that the future might force him to confront difficult decisions. But he also knew that the values instilled in him would serve as his moral compass. 

As the last of the plants found their place in the earth, Adélard and Bernard stood side by side; the air was heavy with the scent of fresh soil and the promise of growth. In that moment, Adélard felt a profound connection to his father, the land, and to the nation he loved . . . France.

“Thank you, Father.” Adélard said, his voice filled with gratitude and determination. “I will uphold the principles that you and mother have taught me always.”

Bernard placed a weathered hand on his son's shoulder, his touch brimming with paternal pride. “Don’t be dramatic, my son. You are no longer a puppy with too big paws, but the real dog in you has yet to come out.”

“Things have a way of working out, and I am sure you will do just fine. I have faith in you, Adélard.” On the other hand, it wouldn’t hurt my feelings in the least if you changed your mind six months from now and came asking for your old dirt digger job back.” Bernard added, slapping Adélard on the back and laughing. 

“I think we have earned a glass of last year’s wine. Yes?”

“Yes, sir, mon père.”

As the day faded into twilight, father and son walked back to the farmhouse, their hearts filled with love and unity.

* * *
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IN ALL THE DAYS AND years that followed, Adélard carried his father's words in his heart, the teachings of his grandfather echoing through his mind. He understood that the true path of a warrior was built on the integrity of one's character. 

* * *
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FINALLY, THE MOMENT arrived. Adélard received the notice summoning him to the recruitment center. With the lump in his throat all but equal to his confidence, he entered the room where the same naval officer awaited him.

The officer's facial expression held a hint of admiration in his eyes. “Welcome back, Mr. L'ombre; your performance during the tests was exceptional. You have displayed the qualities the Navy seeks in her Marine Commando recruits. Congratulations, young man, you have been accepted into the French Navy as a member of the elite Marine Commandos unit.”

A surge of pride and relief washed over Adélard, his heart pounding with exhilaration. His dreams were becoming a reality. Adélard thanked the officer. He knew that this was just the beginning of the long and demanding journey ahead. 

As Adélard left the recruitment center, his heart swelled with anticipation. He had earned the opportunity to train with the Marine Commandos to prove himself among some of the world’s most elite warriors. Warriors that would become his comrades, his brothers. He was more than ready!

* * *
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HALF RUNNING AND HALF walking home, Adélard remembered a plaque in the recruitment center. Somehow, the words carried more meaning for him now.

“Smooth seas do not make skilled sailors.

A sailor is an artist whose medium is the wind.

Live well, live
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