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​Chapter One: The Last Flight Out
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The Caribbean twilight burned in streaks of orange and violet, the kind of sky that seemed painted by an artist who didn’t know restraint. Jack Marlowe watched it from the cockpit of his battered Grumman seaplane, The Calypso Dream. The old bird rattled as if every gust of wind might be her last, but she was still his lifeline, the only thing between him and the abyss.

The instrument panel flickered with warning lights he’d long since learned to ignore. The oil pressure gauge danced nervously, and the altimeter needle quivered. Jack slapped the dashboard with the flat of his palm.

“Don’t you quit on me now,” he muttered, as if the plane could hear him.

The ocean below stretched endlessly, a darkening sheet of glass broken only by ripples of fading light. Somewhere beyond that horizon lay San Ignacio Cay, his destination for the night—a sleepy fishing island where smugglers, dreamers, and lost souls crossed paths in equal measure. For Jack, it was just another landing strip, another chance to scrape together enough cash to keep flying.

But something felt different tonight. Maybe it was the tension in the air, heavy and electric. Maybe it was the silence between the static bursts on his radio, like a warning waiting to be spoken. Or maybe it was the voice inside him—the same one that whispered in Wall Street boardrooms years ago, before his empire crumbled, before the headlines branded him a failure, before he traded suits for saltwater.

Redemption was a funny thing. Some men found it in prayer, others in drink. Jack searched for it in flight, though he wasn’t sure he’d ever land in one piece.

As the sun dipped lower, shadows stretched across the sea. He glanced out the window. For a heartbeat, he thought he saw movement beneath the waves—a dark shape sliding against the current, too large for a dolphin, too fluid for a submarine. He blinked, and it was gone.

“Saltwater ghosts,” he muttered.

The radio crackled to life. A woman’s voice, urgent, sharp with fear:

“—anyone out there? Mayday, Mayday! This is Artemis. Engines are dead. Taking on water. Coordinates—”

Then static swallowed the signal.

Jack froze. He hadn’t heard that tone in years—the raw edge of someone staring down the edge of death. He grabbed the mic.

“Artemis, this is Calypso Dream. Say again. Repeat your coordinates.”

No reply. Only the hiss of static.

His pulse quickened. Charter jobs paid his bills, but a distress call meant something else: danger, maybe money, maybe both. Salvaging a sinking vessel was risky. People disappeared chasing ghost signals. Still, something about the woman’s voice pulled at him—desperation threaded with defiance.

Jack banked the plane west, ignoring the warning lights screaming at him. The engines groaned as he forced the seaplane lower, skimming the waves. The horizon darkened, a bruise spreading across the sky.

Ten minutes later, he spotted smoke. A thin gray thread rose from the ocean, curling into the clouds. Below, a yacht listed hard to one side, its hull cracked, its deck half-submerged.

The Artemis.

Jack’s stomach clenched.

The deck was empty. No flares, no movement. Just the groan of metal surrendering to the sea.

He circled once, then twice. Still no sign of life.

Then—movement. A figure scrambled across the tilted deck, waving a flare that spat crimson sparks into the night. A woman, her hair plastered against her face by seawater, her arm slicing through the air with urgent strength.

Jack muttered a curse and leveled the plane. He knew he couldn’t land in seas that rough. But he could get close, drop the raft, and pray she reached it.

“Hold on, lady,” he whispered.

He hit the release lever. The inflatable raft tumbled out, smacking the waves and unfolding like a yellow flower. The woman dove in after it, swimming hard, flare still clutched in one hand.

Jack banked low, circling as she pulled herself onto the raft. Lightning forked across the sky, illuminating her face for an instant—fierce eyes, sharp with both terror and resolve.

Then the storm hit.

Winds slammed against the seaplane, shoving it sideways. The wings dipped dangerously close to the water. Jack wrestled the controls, teeth gritted, as rain hammered the cockpit like gravel.

Below, he lost sight of the raft. One second it was there, bobbing on the waves, the woman clinging to it. The next, it was gone, swallowed by shadows and spray.

“Damn it!” Jack shouted.

He climbed for altitude, fighting the storm’s grip. His instruments went haywire—altimeter spinning, compass twitching, warning lights flaring red. Lightning strobed across the ocean, revealing nothing but black water and endless rage.

But in the flashes, he thought he saw her again—clinging to the raft, eyes lifted toward him, a silent plea carved across her face.

The storm roared louder. Jack’s fuel gauge dipped dangerously low. He had a choice: push deeper into the tempest and risk losing everything, or turn back toward San Ignacio Cay and live to fly another day.

The old Jack—the Wall Street shark—would have cut his losses. Survival over sentiment. But this Jack, the man scraping by in the ruins of his past, felt something stir in his chest.

That voice again, softer now: Don’t walk away this time.

He slammed the throttle forward.

The seaplane shuddered, protesting. Rain lashed the windshield, blinding him. But he pushed on, searching the chaos below. Minutes bled into an eternity.

Then—another flare. Red fire tearing through the storm, brighter than before. He banked hard, following the light.

There she was. Still alive. Still fighting.

Jack’s jaw tightened.

“Alright, lady,” he muttered. “Let’s see if fate’s got room for two stubborn souls tonight.”

He adjusted the flaps, preparing for the most dangerous maneuver of his life: a storm landing in open water. The kind of stunt that killed pilots braver than him. The kind of stunt you didn’t walk away from.

But he’d already made his choice.

As the Calypso Dream dipped toward the waves, lightning split the sky, illuminating both man and woman—two strangers, bound by fate, about to be swallowed by the sea.

And somewhere beneath those raging waters, unseen but waiting, something stirred.

Something ancient.

Something hungry.

The last thought in Jack’s mind before the plane touched the storm-churned sea wasn’t fear. It was a single word, echoing like a prayer:

Redemption.
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​Chapter Two: Saltwater Ghosts
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The impact came like a hammer.

The seaplane’s floats smacked the raging surface, and the Calypso Dream shuddered violently, skimming across waves that rose like walls. Jack gripped the yoke until his knuckles whitened. For a terrifying second, he thought the plane would flip, nose-first into the abyss. But somehow, the battered bird steadied, skidding to a halt amidst foaming spray.

The cockpit was a cage of rain and sound. Water slammed against the fuselage, thunder rattled the glass, and the engines coughed in protest before sputtering out entirely. Silence followed—an eerie, suffocating silence broken only by the roar of the storm outside.

Jack exhaled, tasting salt on his lips. He was alive. For now.

But the woman?

He unbuckled his harness, shoved the door open, and nearly got ripped from his seat by the wind. Clinging to the frame, he scanned the chaotic waters. The flare had died, leaving only shadows. Then, through the sheets of rain, he caught sight of her—the raft bobbing dangerously close to the left wing, the woman clinging to its edge, half-submerged.

“Hang on!” Jack bellowed, though the storm devoured his voice.

He grabbed the rope ladder coiled near the hatch and tossed it overboard. It whipped in the wind before slapping the water. The woman lifted her head, eyes locking on him, and with a desperate burst of strength, she lunged for the ladder. Her fingers caught it.
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