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Chapter 1: A New Beginning and an Old Friend
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The Tahoe Tranquility

Rhys Taylor stood on the deck of his cabin, gazing out at the serene expanse of Lake Tahoe. The morning mist clung to the water's surface, slowly dissipating under the rising sun. It had been a year since he and Katherine, his beloved wife, had moved to this tranquil corner of the world. Their lives had shifted dramatically, yet some things remained unchanged – their love for adventure and their unwavering bond.

Inside the cozy cabin, Kat was preparing breakfast, her movements graceful and purposeful. Ted, their loyal yellow Labrador, lay by her feet, eyes half-closed in contentment. And then there was Eddie, their new joy. At just six months old, Eddie had brought an immeasurable amount of happiness into their lives. His laughter filled the cabin, a sweet melody that made every day brighter.

While his first name, Rhys, was known by most people who had met him, almost nobody used it. He'd been called by his surname since his high school football days. Taylor walked back inside, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee welcoming him. He picked up Eddie, who giggled and reached for his father's face. Kat looked up from the stove, her eyes shining with love and contentment.

"Morning, love," she said, her voice warm and soothing. "Breakfast is almost ready."

"Morning, Kat," Taylor replied, kissing her cheek. "And good morning to you, little man," he added, nuzzling Eddie's soft hair.

Life had found a rhythm here in Tahoe. Taylor had left his days of sailing and merchant marine missions behind, embracing a quieter, more peaceful existence. But as he looked into Eddie's innocent eyes, he couldn't shake the feeling that their tranquil life was about to be disrupted.

A Mysterious Message

It was later that afternoon when the first sign of trouble appeared. Taylor was in his shed, sorting through some old tools and saved auto parts, when his phone buzzed with a message. It was from an unknown number, but the content made his heart skip a beat.

"Taylor, it's Red. Need your help in N.O. Urgent. Seawind Shipping. Dark secrets. Can't trust anyone. –  'Red' Hawkins." 

Taylor shot back a text, asking for details but received no reply.

Taylor stared at the message, a sense of foreboding creeping over him. Jack "Red" Hawkins was an old shipmate, a man Taylor had trusted with his life on more than one occasion. They had shared many adventures and faced countless dangers in ports flung far and wide, together. For Red to reach out like this meant something was terribly wrong.

"Kat," Taylor called, his voice tense, as he came back in the cabin.

She looked up from the changing table, a naked burbling Eddie laying there before her, concern etched on her face. "What is it, Taylor?"

He handed her the phone, watching as she read the message. Her eyes widened, and she looked up at him, worry evident in her gaze.

"You've mentioned Red. I'm thinking that he wouldn't contact you like this unless it was something  serious," she said quietly.

Seawind Shipping was known well by sailors, the world over. The corporation had a reputation for shady dealings, with whispers of illegal arms trades and even worse. Taylor had hoped to leave that world behind, but it seemed fate had other plans.

"We need to find Red and figure out what's going on," Taylor said, determination hardening his voice.

Kat nodded, her resolve matching his. "We'll do whatever it takes."

Setting the Course

The next few days were a whirlwind of preparations. Taylor contacted Digger, his old merchant marine buddy, explaining the situation. Digger, ever the loyal friend, agreed to join them without hesitation.

"You can be at our house in an hour," Digger said over the phone. "We can start tracking down Red from here."

As Taylor packed their bags, he couldn't help but feel a pang of guilt. They had just settled into their peaceful life, and now they were diving back into the unknown. But he knew there was no other choice. Red needed help, and he couldn't turn his back on an old friend who'd pulled Taylor's ass out of more dark situations than he could remember.
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