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  Chapter One


Deep panic spurred KK through the compound's maze, each thundering heartbeat marking time she couldn't afford to lose. The familiar din of water sloshing mixed with gurgled screams rose over the thundering footfalls that bounced and reverberated down the halls, harmonizing with themselves in a gruesome symphony. 
She skidded to a halt at the edge of the tank, her eyes widening in horror. Three bodies thrashed in the churning water—two human and one dolphin. Blood clouded the water, making it impossible to tell who was injured.
"Help!" A woman's voice pierced through the chaos. "I don't want to die!"
KK's mind reeled. How did this happen? 
"Oh, no! Who’s blood is that? Get her out of there!" A man's voice, thick with dread, shouted from behind her. "Please, she's going to drown! ”
Without thinking, KK hoisted herself onto the platform on the heels of Tim, who crouched, reaching out toward the flailing arms. His fingers brushed against the woman’s desperate fingers, but the contact was fleeting as the dolphin – Jasper, KK realized with a jolt – knocked the woman away.
"Jasper, stop!" KK commanded, her voice cracking. This couldn't be happening. Not Jasper. Not her beloved dolphin.
She stared in stupefaction as Jasper suddenly pivoted toward the man in the water, pushing him toward the edge of the tank. For a moment, it seemed like Jasper was... helping him?
In quick succession, Jasper spun around and charged back at the woman, his normally playful clicks replaced by aggressive chatters.
"No!" KK screamed. This was all wrong. What was Jasper doing? 
The dolphin twins suddenly appeared, circling Jasper in what looked like an attempt to corral him to no avail as Jasper outmaneuvered them. 
"KK!" Someone thrust a rescue pole into her hands. "We have to get her out!"
KK extended the pole toward the resurfacing body. The woman's fingers grasped at it desperately, but Jasper knocked the pole away with a powerful swipe of his tail.
Blood pounded in KK's ears. Every movement seemed to unfold in horrifying slow motion. The woman's struggles weakened. The man Jasper had pushed to safety was now clinging to the edge of the tank, gasping for air, eyes blown wide with fear.
KK squared her shoulders and sucked in a breath. She knew she had no choice. Grabbing a pair of goggles hanging on the nearby railing, she expanded her chest and plunged into the roiling water. The world went silent after all of the commotion above until the muffled sounds of splashing and her own thundering heartbeat registered. That’s when she saw the knife in the woman’s hand. 
A blur broke through fresh strings of crimson as Jasper’s wild and furious attacks appeared graceful and more tranquil beneath the surface. He whirled back around. KK never thought Jasper would turn on her, but then again, she had never thought he would attack someone.
How could I have been so wrong? She wondered as she put herself between the woman and the dolphin.






  
  Chapter Two


Four Weeks Earlier
KK’s bad day began within five minutes of stepping into her office with the simple ring of her cellphone. 
"Hey, KK,” her employee, Tim, mumbled, sounding as if he were on death’s door.
“Oh no,” KK answered, then winced. “Um, sorry. You don’t sound too hot.”
“Normally I’d take offense to that, but right now…” he groaned. “Yeah, I’m pretty sick. I keep throwing up and I’m trying to keep Ginny away from it, but the dog just doesn’t know what’s happening..”
KK's jaw clenched, a silent battle against the sigh threatening to escape while Tim was still on the phone. On the one hand, Tim wasn’t the kind of person to call out sick unless he was truly ill, and she imagined having to contend with Ginny, his new puppy, at the same time wasn’t easy.  On the other hand, this was terrible timing.
“I’m sorry. I know we have that show today for the kids—” he started before he broke off coughing.
“No, Tim, I understand,” she replied, forcing her tone to stay cheerful, belying the silent scream building inside her. “I’m pretty sure all of the parents and teachers coming along will be thrilled you didn’t come to infect everyone. Stay home and rest.”
“I just feel bad. I know I’m leaving you in the lurch a bit.”
“It’s fine. Debbie and I can handle it just fine.” Assuming I can convince her to actually help with the show, she thought but didn’t add. “You rest up. Your health’s more important than any job. Are you alright? Is there anything I can bring you?”
“Nah, Peggi’s got me covered,” he replied. KK rolled her eyes. She wasn’t a fan of his girlfriend, but she was grateful he had someone to take care of him. Tim coughed again. “Thanks. Hopefully it’s only a 24-hour bug. I’ll keep you posted.”
“Sounds good. Rest up and don’t get Ginny sick,” she teased good-naturedly.
She hung up, running her fingers through her hair as her mind immediately switched gears. KK glanced at her watch, anxiety spiking. The show loomed, and its pre-setup tasks were still unfinished. She'd counted on Tim's help with the twins and Jasper, but his absence left a gaping hole in her plans.
KK exhaled slowly, her head panning across the office. Neat stacks of papers lined the desk, at odds with the claustrophobic space. She closed her eyes, willing her scattered thoughts into order. Her initial plan of doing admin work flew out the window the second Tim called. Showtime started in less than an hour, meaning the doors would open in under thirty minutes. KK's mental checklist expanded. The dolphins awaited transfer to the indoor showroom tank. She pictured the room—chairs to straighten, floors to sweep. Her fingers twitched, imagining the feel of crisp flyers and glossy pamphlets as she'd arrange them on the display table. Was it a summer camp group? Or was it individual families? Age range? It changed how she approached the show Tim had worked on for weeks as the lead trainer. She was fairly certain it was 7-12, but everything jumbled together.
Growing up in the rescue and rehabilitation park her family founded, KK always knew she would want to take over one day. Most days, she was thrilled that she was in charge and getting to make decisions that had a real impact on the world around her, as well as keep her staff and animals safe and healthy. What she hadn’t anticipated was how difficult it was to be in charge of both the paperwork and the physical work of keeping everything afloat.
She hurried through the back section of Marine World, past the various dolphin tanks and equipment, then past the door that led deeper into the compound toward her safe space, The Sanctuary. All the while, her brain continued to rattle off all the things she needed to do before the show but lacked the minutes to accomplish.
However, as she entered the large indoor arena, the walls decorated with fun facts about dolphins and photos of children and pictures they’d drawn, she came to an abrupt halt. She was surprised to see that the space was clean, the dolphin toys and buckets of fish were already waiting off to the side of the see-through tank, and Corey and Carey were swimming happily inside. A third dolphin jumped, soaring into the air, water droplets glittering in the light behind him, before he landed back in the water, his tail slapping the surface to create a large splash. Jasper saw KK staring in delighted bewilderment and chattered, swimming up to the side of the tank closest to her as if to say ‘hello.’
“Hey there, bud.” She climbed the metal steps to the fake rock overhang to toss him a fish from the side feeder bucket before stroking his head. “Who got you out of your tank?”
“That would be me,” Deborah Kwon, one of Marine World’s employees, wandered in from the side, carrying a stack of dolphin fact flyers they gave out to kids. “He finally listened.”
“Really?” KK glanced down at Jasper. “I’m impressed.”
Debbie tilted her head back and forth in an almost guilty gesture. “Okay, well, I did have to bribe him with some fish, but I at least got him through the tunnel.”
“Better than nothing.” KK rubbed the dolphin’s head again before turning her attention to Corey and Carey to make sure they got some affection as well. “Thanks so much, by the way. Tim’s out sick, so I was frantically trying to figure out how to get everything done in time. This looks great.”
“Happy to help,” Debbie smiled. “You know I love the kids. They’re going to come in soon, so—” She paused, as something KK said registered. Debbie eyed her boss with suspicion. “Did you say Tim’s sick?” 
KK nodded. “Yup, and Nikki is taking a vacation day, so I’m going to need a partner. Congrats. You just got recruited.”
Debbie's slender frame retreated, her delicate hands fluttering like startled birds. Dark hair swayed across her face, momentarily hiding her fine features. Her gentle, brown eyes darted to the floor, widening slightly as she shook her head. Each backward step was a fluid, graceful motion, as if she were trying to fade into the background without disturbing the air around her. “Uh-uh, no way. I’m not going to help with the show. I’m happy to teach the kids about dolphins and Marine World like I always do, but that’s it. I’m not helping with the show.”
KK pressed her lips into a thin line, trapping the sigh that threatened to escape. Her shoulders tensed; the effort to maintain composure evident in every rigid line of her body. She didn’t have time for this song and dance. “It’s a short show,” she said. “Only thirty minutes.”
“Sure,” Debbie shrugged, not meeting her gaze. “It’s a shame that I’ve forgotten all the moves and, um, I’m positive I’m going to mess it up and ruin the show.”
“You can’t ruin it more than Tim getting sick already has,” KK retorted. “It’ll be far better than if I have to handle it on my own.”
“Oookay, but the kids like to have me in the audience after I give them their lesson. That way they can ask me questions during the show portion.”
“They can ask after the show,” KK pointed out, the slightest edge to her voice emerging.
Debbie hesitated, eyes darting across the floor. “I’ve got a date this evening, and my hair will be all weird if I fall in the water.”
“You can take a shower.”
"I’m allergic to fish.”
“You handle fish all the time.”
"I, uh, just developed this super rare fish allergy. It's called... Ichthyo-crypto-sensitivity. Yeah. My doctor says it's so new, they haven't even published it yet. My left pinky toe goes numb, but only on the inside. Oh, and I get an invisible rash. It's serious stuff, KK. Could be fatal if I, you know, am around fish too much."
KK stared, open-mouthed. Then her jaw clenched shut. “Debbie,” KK snapped. She hated coming off terse or rude, but this was getting ridiculous. “I know you prefer standing off to the side and teaching. That isn’t going to cut it today. You were hired as a trainer and performer, and you’re expected to help train and work in the shows.”
“You know I’m better with the kids,” Debbie retorted, flicking her eyes up to meet KK’s once again.
“You’re great with them. You’re also great with the dolphins. I understand maybe having stage fright, but I need you today. You know that participating in shows is in your contract.”
The sudden crack of the wooden door against the wall sliced through the air, cutting off any further argument. Debbie flinched, her dark hair whipping across her face as she turned. KK's head snapped toward the noise, her eyes narrowing. For a heartbeat, both women stood frozen, their conversation forgotten as they stared at the handsome, dark-haired man strolling in, grinning when his eyes landed on KK. Tony Nalu was her childhood friend turned employee who mostly handled tech and maintenance. 
“Hey, KK. Sorry about barging through the door. Glad I finally found you. Do you know where—?” He cut himself off when he noticed Debbie’s defiant gaze locked on KK and registered his friend’s irritated expression.
“Everything okay?” Tony asked. His head swiveled from side to side as he eyed the two women in a standoff. He peeked behind him, as if he could sense the electricity crackling in the air, and was wondering how easily he could make his escape.
“Just trying to sort something out,” KK replied.
“I can see that…” he coughed, clearly trying to find a way of changing the subject. “Where’s Tim? I needed to ask him about…” he trailed off when he saw the expression on KK’s face.
“He’s sick,” KK explained. “Meaning we’re down a trainer for the show. Debbie and I were discussing how we were going to handle it.”
“Ah,” he said. “So you need someone to take his place?”
“Yes, she does.” Debbie gestured toward KK, answering for her. “I’m busy and hurt my ankle, so I can’t today.”
KK shot Debbie an exasperated look and leaned against the side railing facing him, “Like I said, we’re figuring it out.”
Crimson crept up Tim's neck, flooding his cheeks. “I mean…if you need help, maybe I could give it a shot?” Tony's cheeks tinged a darker pink. His eyes met KK's wide-eyed gaze, her lips parted in surprise. Under her scrutiny, the blush deepened into the rich red of a ripe tomato and bloomed from cheekbone to jaw, betraying every ounce of his discomfort. “I understand that I’m not formally trained, but I know my way around the dolphins and they like me. Plus, it’s one of the routine shows. I’m familiar with all of the commands.”
 KK's eyebrows shot up, her attempt at composure crumbling. A small gasp escaped her lips before she could clamp them shut. Tony's eyes darted away, his Adam's apple bobbing as he swallowed hard. The fiery hue drained from his face, leaving behind an ashen pallor. Seconds ticked by before he uttered, “Oh, man, sorry.” He covered his face with his hand. “I shouldn’t have…it was a stupid idea…sorry…I’ll just—”
“No, no.” She hurried down the steps and over to Tony. “It’s not that. It’s just you’ve always been a bit wary of the dolphins.” It was why he was happy cleaning and taking care of the facilities as opposed to taking a more hands-on role with the show.
He gave a charmingly shy smile. “I’ve watched you and your parents for years,” he said. “I’ve been a regular here since we were kids, and I’ve been around the twins their whole lives. As long as Jasper doesn’t decide to haze me, I should be fine. I know what to do, I promise.”
KK deliberated, chewing on the offer. He was right. He knew the routines as well as any of the other trainers, and he seemed to have a natural stage presence, even if he had refused to use it up until now. The only reason she hadn’t had him participate was because of his anxiety around the animals. If he was offering…
Would he be able to nail the routine without practice? Maybe. Was it wise to bring someone on with that little experience on such short notice? Maybe not.
Still, it was a short show for the kids, and she was still desperate and needed someone immediately. She glanced at her watch and then at the door, where she knew the kids were waiting. The performance was nothing difficult, and she would handle any problems that arose.
She grinned.
“Debbie, you’re in charge of making sure the children get ready and know where to go. Tony—let’s get you suited up.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“As you can see, Corey and Carey are very happy to show off for you today,” KK announced, tossing two fish in the air. The twins arced through the air from opposite sides, snatching one fish each as they reached the crest and landed simultaneously in the water. A burst of applause erupted, small hands colliding with gleeful abandon. 
“We train our dolphins with positive reinforcement.” KK held up a bucket full of fish, and all three dolphins, the twins and Jasper, came to a halt in front of her and waited patiently for a command. She gave a gesture, and all three pushed themselves into the air, water walking backward with their tail in opposite directions. When they had finished and a chorus of excitement and cheers filled the air, she and Tony gave them their reward.
“We treat our dolphins with love and respect. In return, they love and respect us.”
A loud clatter followed by a plunk broke her concentration, pulling her away from her monologue. She pivoted just in time to see the nearly-full bucket of fish tip over. Her eyes grew round as the container sank below the surface, leaving a feast of tasty morsels floating atop the water for the dolphins. Tony's cheeks flushed as he mouthed 'sorry'. He spun on his heel, lunging for the nearby skimming net. His fingers closed around the handle, knuckles whitening with his grip as he hurried back toward the spilled fish.
Jasper vanished beneath the water with a swift, silvery flash. KK waited for him or the twins to emerge around all the fish as her mind worked to manifest a quip to write off the mistake. Suddenly, Jasper burst through the water's surface, the bucket handle draped over his nose. He glided toward KK, dark eyes gleaming with intelligence as he held up the retrieved bucket.
“See?” KK blinked, momentarily stunned by the dolphin's initiative. “It’s all about mutual respect.”
Bucket freed from his snout, Jasper pivoted with startling speed. In a flash of sleek gray, he snagged his prize, whisking the last fish away just as Tony's net passed through the now empty space.
“Though that doesn’t mean they won’t take advantage when we make a mistake,” she joked. A ripple of laughter bubbled through the crowd. The children's joy swelled as their young faces alight with amusement at Jasper's antics.
The remaining performance unfolded with its usual flair, punctuated by a few unexpected moments. Tony's grip slipped during a trick, sending him sliding off Carey's slick back. He plunged into the water with a splash, emerging with a theatrical bow that drew cheers from the crowd. Jasper, ever the showman, seized his moment. His powerful tail slapped the surface, launching a spray of water over the tank's edge. The first two rows disappeared behind a shimmering curtain of droplets. Squeals of surprise melted into delighted giggles as the children found themselves caught in the impromptu shower. Tony, still dripping, flashed a knowing grin at the equally drenched audience. He gestured dramatically at the "Swimming Attire Recommended" signs dotting Marine World's walkways. Parents chuckled, suddenly appreciating the foresight of those ubiquitous warnings.
Afterward, KK strolled up to Tony, tossing him a towel as he grinned from ear to ear.	“Thanks for stepping in, Tony.” KK's fingers combed through her hair, sweeping it away from her face. Her shoulders rolled back, her chest expanding as she drew in a deep breath. Her eyelids fluttered closed for a heartbeat. As they lifted, revealing her steady gaze, she exhaled slowly, tension visibly ebbing from her frame. “You were amazing.”
“I do what I can.”
“You did a lot. I’ve been meaning to hire another trainer now that it’s clear Debbie isn’t
right for the job. I’d officially like to move her into an education coordinator role, but I need someone other than Tim, Nikki, and me to work with the dolphins, especially with all of my other duties.”
Tony nodded along before he shook his hair out. Water cascaded from his dark hair, tracing rivulets down his face. The wetsuit hugged his frame like a second skin, outlining the contours of his broad shoulders and tapered waist. Each movement highlighted the play of muscles beneath the sleek fabric, a testament to years of rigorous training. He gave her one of his crooked grins which, although he wouldn’t believe it, could have dazzled a dozen women. His dark eyes shone with intelligence and a vivacity she had never noticed in him before. At that moment, she didn’t think she had ever seen him look quite that handsome.
“Yeah,” he said. “I get it, though, that a good partner is hard to find.” 
“Hm. true,” she agreed as he stepped past her and headed toward the locker room. To herself, she muttered. “Maybe not as hard as one thinks.”






  
  Chapter Three


Whenever they got the chance, KK and the three women in her cross-stitching group—Nikki Smith, Pamela Schröder, and Reese Cummings—all got together before work. Ostensibly, it was so that they could all work on their latest cross-stitching projects. In reality, their cloths, patterns, and thread spent as much time in their bags as they did in the women’s hands, especially since it had been a while since they’d all been together. The morning following Tony’s premier performance, their hands were covered in sugar instead of nimbly working a needle. 
The trickle of the waterfall off in one corner reverberated and rebounded in the domed room, accompanied by their voices. They lounged in the center of The Sanctuary, an area encircled by a koi pond fed by the waterfall. Stone walkways sat nestled between moss that covered the entire ground.
Tucked away from the public eye, the Sanctuary offered Marine World staff a tranquil escape. Whether seeking coffee and chats before a shift, unwinding after work, or stealing a moment's respite, employees and friends found solace here. Hammocks swayed lazily, strung between trees along the perimeter. A babbling brook cut through the space, its wooden bridges leading to a well-stocked bar nestled among lush greenery. 
At the Sanctuary's heart, where KK and her friends now gathered, plush loveseats and couches formed an intimate circle. They sank into the overstuffed cushions, the softness a welcome change from the rigid postures of their work hours. A low table anchored the arrangement, already collecting an assortment of drinks and snacks. This cozy nucleus served as more than just a meeting spot. Here, tensions melted away, laughter flowed freely, and the mask of professional cheerfulness could finally slip. Surrounded by the comfort of friends and nature's soothing whispers, the true stories of their lives unfolded. It was a place for refuge and escape, and it succeeded on both counts.
Nikki plopped the last of a malasada in her mouth, making a loud mmming sound as she did. “Man, I’ve missed these,” she moaned. “Kauai was amazing, but Justin and I both agreed that few things there compare to Uncle Senior’s malasadas.”
KK smirked. Nikki might be one of her employees turned best friends, but she could make a betting game out of how long she could go without mentioning her husband or giving someone unsolicited dating advice. Still, she and KK had hit it off nearly the second she had started the interview, and her constant needling about KK’s dating life was a small price to pay for Nikki’s company.
“Hmph,” grumbled Pamela. “Yes. It’s a pity we can’t get them more often. He’s closed more than he’s open.”
None of them took her complaints seriously. A handsome, plump woman, Pamela needed something to grumble about or she wasn’t happy (“I’ll bet it’s the German in her,” Reese had whispered to KK once). KK herself wondered if it didn’t have to do with her divorce after her husband, whom she’d come to Maui with, left her for his much younger secretary. He left; Pamela stayed. That said, she had also, perhaps ironically, made a name for herself as the best wedding planner on the island, throwing herself into each wedding with enthusiasm and grousing over each minute detail, desiring everything to be perfect for the couple’s special day. 
“You actually have a problem with Uncle Senior?” Nikki gasped. “I thought he was above all wrongdoing in your eyes.”
 She had a point. Pamela adored Uncle Senior and, more precisely, his malasadas. Nikki had a theory that Uncle Senior had a soft spot for Pamela since one or two extra pieces of the perfectly fried, soft, and fluffy delicacies always seemed to find their way into the box whenever Pamela bought them. KK and Reese had secretly decided that neither of them would be surprised if Pamela found a way to marry Uncle Senior purely for his malasadas.
In Pamela’s defense, they were really, really good malasadas. KK wouldn’t blame her if she did.
“He should be open more hours,” Pamela grumbled. “He’s never open when I’m craving one.”
“Yes, how dare he not be open at two AM,” Reese leaned forward, her dark eyes dancing with mischief. A playful smirk tugged at the corners of her full lips as she spoke, her words laced with good-natured ribbing and the easy familiarity of years of friendship. Her ebony skin seemed to glow in the soft light of the Sanctuary. She reached out, giving KK's knee a light, affectionate squeeze and tucking a stray coil of her natural hair behind her ear. 
Pamela scowled at the women and grumbled but without any real malice. It was hard to stay annoyed with Reese for any stretch of time, especially because she always came armed with the best gossip. Reese's warm smile could melt even the toughest defenses. Her eyes sparkled with genuine interest as she listened, an innate talent that had served her well in the cutthroat world of real estate. KK recalled their first meeting when Marine World's expansion plans had brought the quick-witted agent to their doorstep. Reese's rapid-fire speech and occasional mid-sentence interruptions had initially caught KK off guard. Yet somehow, those very quirks had endeared Reese to her. In the whirlwind of property negotiations, an unexpected friendship had flourished.
“You could always buy extras and keep them at home,” Nikki suggested. “That’s what Justin and I do.”
“Bah. They’re never as good when they aren’t fresh,” Pamela waved off. “I think he could afford to be open longer. Imagine how much more he could make.”
“I get the sense that he’s doing well enough for himself as it is,” KK responded. “Otherwise, he probably would be open more hours.”
“I still think he should set up some sort of shack at the beach or something,” Nikki commented. “Everyone would go wild for something like that.”
“Oh, no, please no,” KK groaned. “Uncle Senior’s is perfect as is. I don’t want to have to fight with tourists to satisfy my sweet tooth cravings.”
“Speaking of,” Reese’s eyes narrowed mischievously. “You wouldn’t be­lieve the client I’m having to deal with right now.”
KK, Nikki, and Pamela leaned in, all eager for Reese’s latest absurd client story.
“So, this guy really wants an oceanfront property,” Reese began. “Like, really oceanfront. I tried to show him one that was tucked back a bit but had one of the most amazing views I’ve seen, and he said it was too far back. So, I started showing him a couple others. The first one was a bit of a rocky area, and he said no rocks. I mean, okay, understandable.” She pursed her lips. “I thought he meant a sand beach. You know, not rocks. So you can sunbathe and what not.”
“He didn’t?” KK asked.
“Nope. Showed him one and he got annoyed because it was up on the rocks. The beach itself was sand, but the house had a bit of elevation. You know, to protect it from erosion and bad storms. Like a sensible person would want.”
“Oh no…” KK grimaced, biting back a laugh as she could see where this disaster was heading.
“Oh yes. He wanted a house on the sand. Guess he never heard that parable about building on sand. So I tried to explain all the dangers that would cause, how there was a chance it wouldn’t be oceanfront in a few years. It would be ocean in the living room.”
Everyone groaned while Reese gave a smug smile.
“So I said, all right, if you want to invest in a boat to get to the road every day in a decade or two, that’s on you. Showed him a few that hit those requirements—including one with a lone rock in the corner I hadn’t noticed. Finally, he found one. Made a huge deal about how cheap it was, too.”
“Gee, I wonder why,” KK mused, putting a finger to her lip.
Reese shrugged. “Some people don’t think ahead. I tried to warn him.”
“Oh! That reminds me of our trip again,” Nikki beamed. “The beaches on Kauai are sooo stunning. Justin and I could lay and cuddle there for hours. It was so romantic.”
 KK and Reese exchanged looks, and in the next heartbeat looked away to avoid laughing. Leave it to Nikki to find a way to tie real estate into a romantic trip with her husband.
A little bit later, the women stood, satisfied and rejuvenated. Empty plates bore silent witness to their morning indulgence. With a flutter of waves and calls of "see you later," they parted ways. KK and Nikki veered towards the back area of Marine World, leaving Reese and Pamela chatting with one another as they went out the side doors.
“Mind working with Corey and Carey for a bit?” KK asked. “Tim apparently had only a 24-hour bug and sent me an email this morning that he's good to train today. I'll have him work with Jasper."
Nikki’s lips curled into a smile, appreciation dancing in her eyes. Corey and Carey adored Nikki. Jasper…not so much. He’d taken a liking to Tim, and he loved KK, but he seemed slow to warm up to the others.
“Thanks, that’s perfect. I’ll catch you later.”
KK headed off, thinking about writing up a job posting as she strolled to her office. She was fairly certain there were some old ones from when her parents ran the aquarium that she could update or at least use as a template.
She entered her office and steered toward the older filing cabinets. She was surprised to realize that her stomach was twisting into a knot. It’d been at least four years since she’d had to hire someone. The dolphin sanctuary had a high retention rate, so there was never a need to keep updated job postings. She forced herself to take a deep breath, recalling all the times she had sat in on interviews her parents conducted, insisting it would be good practice. KK's shoulders relaxed, and a rueful smile tugged at her lips as her parents' long-ago advice echoed in her mind, vindicated at last.
Still, the job posting itself was imperative; she needed to get it right. Finally, she found the folder with previous job listings and sat down to make updates. She had been working for a bit when a high-pitched, enthusiastic barking pierced through her concentration. She glanced up, already knowing what was making that noise.
  A mild flash of irritation rushed over her as she pushed herself from the desk and hurried toward the sound. When she got closer, human voices sounded over the barking.
“You should just tell her,” Tim’s voice, easily distinguishable, said. “What’s the worst case scenario?”
“She says no?” Wait, was that Tony?
"Then you move on." The rising crescendo of barks swallowed Tim's next words. KK rounded the corner, her steps quickening at the commotion. She found Tony standing with Tim. Despite Tony's towering presence, Tim's confident posture made him seem larger than his medium frame might suggest. In his hand, he gripped a leash that led to a small Australian cattle dog puppy, wriggling and running excited circles at his feet.
The Blue Merle puppy yipped and wriggled, her little doggy tongue lolling off to one side as she panted. Her bright, ice blue eyes were alight with excitement and curiosity. Ginny saw KK and tugged on her leash, pulling free and scampering over to her, tail wagging.
“Tim, I’m glad to see that you’re feeling better. Still, I said no dogs.” Her half-hearted scolding didn’t change the fact that she was getting down on her knees. The puppy climbed up her thighs, her cold nose pressing against KK’s cheek as Ginny’s soft tongue slathered her face with doggie kisses. KK's fingers sank into the puppy's plush coat, a mosaic of silvery-gray and charcoal patches. She giggled as she ruffled the soft fur. The puppy's tail wagged in delight, a blur of darker fur tipped with white.“Hey now, that tickles!”
“It’s good for the dolphins,” Tim defended. “She calms them down.”
KK tried to look stern, but it was difficult with Ginny trying to bathe her entire face. “Last time, you said it was because you wanted her to acclimate to different environments. The time before that, you told me you were still bonding with her and she had separation anxiety. And before that—”
“I can’t just leave her at home,” Tim said. At her managerial stare (again marred by the fact that she was currently rubbing Ginny’s tummy), he held up his hands. “All right, all right. I’ll do it less.”
The look on his face told KK he had no intention of leaving the sweet girl behind. Before she could argue further, she noticed Tony out of the corner of her eye as he fidgeted with his shirt, glancing at KK before quickly looking away.
“Everything all right, Tony?” she asked.
The two men looked at one another, and KK got the sneaky suspicion that whatever conversation they’d been having before she arrived had to do with her. Her skin prickled as she tried to read Tony’s expression.
“Yes—I mean, no. I mean—” Hi shoulders hunched, his jaw clenching. He exhaled sharply, the rush of air escaping through pursed lips.  “Sorry, this is stupid.”
Tim nudged him. “Go on, you need to tell her.”
KK stood. “Tell me what exactly?” She glanced between the two men, wondering what on earth the conversation might be about and whether she wanted to know in the first place.
Tony took a deep breath and glanced over at Tim, who nodded before turning back to KK.
“I want to quit.”






  
  Chapter Four  


The world tilted on its axis. Tony? Quitting? KK's breath hitched, a sudden tightness gripping her chest. The intensity of her physical reaction surprised her, revealing just how deeply the news had struck. 
He’d always been part of Marine World, making sure the dolphins were well-cared for, picking up the slack, and doing so much without being asked. He’d been working here for nearly as long as she had, not to mention, growing up together. An unexpected wave of melancholy washed over KK. Her chest tightened as she imagined days without Tony's familiar grin. She pictured the dolphin tanks, the staff meetings, the impromptu lunch breaks - all suddenly Tony-less. The thought of navigating her days without his steady presence, his occasional awful jokes, and his unwavering support left her feeling adrift. He was, in every sense of the word, irreplaceable.
KK blinked, suddenly aware of the silence stretching between them. Her jaw snapped shut, heat creeping up her neck as she noticed Tim's expectant gaze. ”I m-mean,” she stammered. “If that’s what you want to do, then I won’t stop you. It won’t be the same without you, but I’ll respect your—”
Tony waved his hands in front of his face. “No, no. Not quit quit. I meant that since you’re hiring, I think I would be a good candidate to have a sort of managerial role over the shows. It would take a lot off your plate. That way, if there’s ever a call out, you don’t have to stress or deal with it. I can be in charge of schedules and make sure there are always trainers and backups.”
“That’s…” sweet, she thought. “Honestly, a really good idea.”
He straightened. “Really?”
“Yeah. It’s brilliant, actually.” She grinned. “That would be a huge load off my shoulders.”
He bobbed his head. “That’s what I was thinking. You already work harder than anyone else here. I think you need someone in that position as a buffer so you can handle everything else that you have to juggle while running this place.”
Something about the thoughtfulness of the offer took her aback. She knew Tony well enough to know that this had nothing to do with wanting a better job at Marine World or more authority. He’d been here long enough that if that had been an issue for him, he would have brought it up years ago. He might enjoy the new job, but the driving force behind the idea seemed to be his attempt to alleviate her stress levels.
“I mean, I can’t think of a better person to fill that type of role,” she said. Tony beamed as Tim clapped him on the back.
“See? Told you!” he said.
 “You did,” Tony admitted.
“I don’t see any reason why we can’t make this official right now,” she said. “I don’t have a magic scepter or a sword to knight you with, but congratulations. You’re now the show manager.”
“We can have the coronation later,” Tony responded. “Though I want a big ceremony. With a red carpet. And maybe a crown. Definitely trumpets and a massive crowd.”
“I can offer cheesy 2000s music and dolphins as witnesses.” Ginny yipped at her ankles. “Plus a puppy.”
Tony made a big show of contemplating the counteroffer,  then shrugged.
“All right. Deal.”
KK nodded. An unexpected wave of relief swept over her, giving her space to breathe for the first time in what felt like a century. “Come by later and we’ll draw up the paperwork and negotiate a new salary,” she said. “Thanks again, Tony. It’s a great idea.”
“Happy to help,” Tony declared.
“Hey, that means you're my boss now,” Tim said. “Here, hold on.” He fished around in his pocket for his phone. “All right, stay here. Actually…” He moved Tony a few inches to the left and turned his body 45 degrees. “There. Better light.” Then he held his phone up. “Hey, guys, what’s up? Got some cool new Marine World news. Meet my new boss, Tony! I’m sure he’s gonna do great.”
“Umm, hi.” Tony waved, a little bemused, as KK bit back a laugh.
Tim, on top of being an incredibly talented trainer, happened to be an influencer. A fairly popular one, too. Large enough that, if he wanted to, he could quit working altogether. For KK, it was a two-edged sword. On one hand, she couldn’t deny that his posts about his job here had gotten the dolphin rescue a lot of notoriety. She’d gotten more than a handful of donations that mentioned finding Marine World on Tim’s social media.
On the other hand, it meant he would pause halfway through training or some other job to take a photo or video. KK had given up ages ago asking him to stop. As long as he warned her before she was going to be on camera, she had learned to tolerate it.
Sensing Tony’s discomfort, Tim chuckled, cracking his charming grin that won over all his followers, and wrapped an arm around his broad shoulders, giving him a brotherly squeeze. “All right, we’ll let him get back to his new duties. Now, Ginny and I have to go look after the twins, and I’m sure you’re going to want to see how they’re doing. I’m working on a new trick with them…” He strolled off, still talking on his live feed, while the adoring Ginny trotted at his heels, looking up at him with puppy adoration and wagging her tail.
“I don’t know how he does that all the time,” Tony remarked, watching the trainer as he sauntered away.
“He’s a pure extrovert. And a ham.” KK winked. “Thanks again, Tony. I…this is really going to help a lot. It’s a great idea.”
He stood straighter. “I’m glad
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