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Chapter 1: A Routine Mission

The sun hung low over the azure Mediterranean waters as Rhys Taylor stood on the deck of the Odysseus, an aging but sturdy cargo vessel refitted for training exercises.

"Taylor" as almost everyone ever called him, is a seasoned commercial maritime seaman with more than a decade of experience as both crew and officer on commercial vessels of all sizes. This assignment includes a simple short cargo trip between ports on the Mediterranean Sea, but more importantly, he has accepted the role of trainer for the next generation of merchant seamen. Before he would accept such a role, however, he required in his contract, the approval and inclusion of two of the best seafarers he has ever had join him on a ship: Harold Graves and Angus MacIntosh. Graves a more than capable chief engineer and MaciIntosh a hearty and boisterous deck hand.

The ship creaked beneath his feet, a reminder of its long history on the seas. Smaller than the modern behemoths that dominated the shipping lanes, the Odysseus was a relic of an earlier time, no longer as profitable due to its reduced cargo volume. Still, it had found new life as a training vessel—where the pressures of commerce and time-sensitive cargo didn’t weigh as heavily on its crew.

The warm sea breeze rustled Taylor’s shirt, carrying with it the scent of salt, diesel, and the faint whiff of oil that seemed to always cling to the ship’s aging frame. It was a day like many others in Taylor’s life at sea, yet today had a different purpose. He wasn’t just a sailor anymore—he was a mentor.

Taylor’s sharp eyes surveyed the group of young merchant marines gathered on the foredeck, their faces a mixture of excitement and anxiety. These were men and women fresh out of maritime school, brimming with knowledge but green when it came to the harsh realities of life on the sea. They had been placed on the Odysseus to learn from seasoned officers like Taylor and his old shipmate, MacIntosh. This environment, with its occasional breakdowns and manageable challenges, was a safer space to teach these novices how to handle the unpredictable nature of seafaring life.

Beside him stood MacIntosh, an old friend whose easy-going manner belied the depth of his experience. His presence was a comfort, a reminder that Taylor wasn’t alone in guiding these trainees. Together with a skeleton crew of experienced officers, they were tasked with shaping the young mariners into capable seamen.

“A fine-looking bunch of lads, aren’t they?” MacIntosh said, grinning as he gave the group a once-over. His eyes caught the lone female among the group. "Oi! Lads AND a lassie, I see!"

Taylor grunted in agreement, though he wasn’t as optimistic. “We’ll see how fine they are when the seas get rough.”

On the far side of the deck, Harold "Digger" Graves stood with arms crossed, watching the group with a different kind of intensity. A former gunnery sergeant, Digger had seen combat in Desert Storm and Kuait. His years in the military and then the merchant marines had shaped him into a no-nonsense instructor who didn’t tolerate slack. Still, beneath the rough exterior, Taylor knew Digger cared as much about the mission as anyone, though he showed it in his own gruff way.
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