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  Chapter 1


Saltwater spray sparkled in the afternoon sun streaming through the windows as Majestique propelled herself skyward, slicing a perfect arc through KK's suspended hoop. The dolphin's high-pitched chatter echoed off the concrete walls of the arena, a sound that blended laughter and song. 
"As you can see, ladies and gentlemen," Katerina's voice rang through the microphone, "our girl has quite the flair for dramatics."
As if to prove the point, Majestique skirted backward across the water's surface, her powerful tail propelling her in a move that belonged more on Broadway than in an aquarium. With a fluid twist, she executed a backflip, sending a cascade of water—KK would have sworn intentionally—over the front rows. Delighted screams erupted from the soaked children as KK wiped the spray from her face, grinning despite herself.
"And Simon," Katerina added, "well, he's never met a spotlight he didn't love." Right on cue, the two bottlenose dolphins burst from the water, twisting through the air like Olympic divers in perfect sync.
The audience erupted in cheers as KK exchanged a subtle nod with her father. They guided Majestique and Simon through their repertoire of jumps, flips, and aerial ballet. When KK tossed a ball into the tank, Majestique caught it and bounced it off her snout once, twice, then launched it skyward. In a move that drew gasps from the crowd, she leaped to snatch it mid-flip, her sleek body pivoting with incredible grace.
From his position on the rocky ledge at the far end of the tank, Joseph tossed fish rewards as the dolphins glided past the underwater viewing panels. Simon shot by like a torpedo, sending a wave of water over the first three rows.  Children pressed their hands against the panels, their faces alight with joy as both dolphins rolled and spun beneath the surface. The delighted squeals only encouraged the pair, who responded with a series of tail slaps that sent more spray into the crowd.
For their grand finale, Majestique and Simon soared over KK's perch in perfect synchronization, their bodies threading through suspended hoops like silver needles through loops of yarn. Once. Twice. Five times they flew, each pass drawing louder cheers than the last.
"Thank you all for being part of Simon and Majestique's farewell performance," Katerina's voice softened as the dolphins transitioned into languid loops and the applause faded. "They've been family to us, and we know how much they love you all. In a few days, they will begin their journey back to open waters. Thank you for making their last show so magical."

      [image: image-placeholder]Mist stung KK's face as she leaned over the boat's railing, scanning the endless expanse of ocean before her. The afternoon sun painted the water in shades of azure and gold. 
"This spot should work," Katerina called from the helm. The motor's growl faded to silence, leaving only the gentle slap of waves against the hull. "Help your father with the slings before he throws out his back being stubborn."
The wind snatched at her mother's words, but KK caught them. She made her way to the stern, where two dolphins rested in custom slings, their bodies cradled just above the waterline. Her father stood watch, his salt-and-pepper hair ruffled by the breeze.
"Now remember, the key to releasing them is—"
"Dad," KK interrupted with an affectionate smirk. "I might have done this once or a dozen times before."
"I know." His hazel eyes crinkled with amusement. "But what kind of father would I be if I didn't dispense wisdom until I turned blue in the face?"
KK shook her head, unable to suppress a smile. "Why do I have a feeling you'll still be dropping by the aquarium every day even after you're officially retired?"
He responded with a wink, his grin saying it all.
"I thought you gave me the business so you two could relax," she teased. "Hovering and giving constant advice doesn’t count as relaxing."
"I have no idea what you're talking about," Joseph replied with mock innocence. "This isn’t advice."
KK sighed, but fondness softened her exasperation. There was no use debating. Marine World had been her parents' life—their privately owned aquarium specializing in dolphin rescue, rehabilitation, and education through daily shows that delighted visitors. Now in their sixties, they'd decided it was time for KK to take the reins. Though she'd spent years learning every aspect of the business, from caring for injured dolphins to performing in shows, her father still couldn't resist sharing his expertise at every opportunity. It would be irksome if it weren't so endearing.
Joseph patted her on the shoulder, limping toward the other sling, his usual slight favoring of one leg more pronounced on the rolling deck. "Going to miss these two," he murmured. "But it's time."
"We still have Corey and Carey," KK reminded him. The twin dolphins, born in captivity to Majestique and Simon, would inherit the spotlight their parents were leaving behind.
"True enough." Her father crouched down beside her mother at the sling's edge. "Now when you start working with them in the show, remember to—"
The wind whisked his words away. KK turned, mentally finishing his familiar advice. After two years of preparation for this transition, she could recite his tips from memory. Her gaze drifted across the waves before catching sight of something that quickened her pulse.
Another boat sat motionless on the water. Its weathered hull suggested nothing unusual, yet the hairs on her neck prickled. The vessel showed no signs of moving toward shore despite the descending sun, as if it were settling in to fish. Unease prickled along her spine. The timing, the location—it all set her instincts on edge.
"KK, we need you," her mother called from the slings. 
She wrenched her attention from the distant boat and headed back to the stern.
The release took only minutes. Majestique and Simon chattered their farewell before diving beneath the surface. Moments later, their dorsal fins glided through the water toward the horizon before disappearing into the depths.
"I'll miss them," Katerina sighed, leaning over the rail to watch their departure.
"Me too," Joseph replied, wrapping an arm around her waist.
They stood in silence, waves lapping against the hull as the sun sank behind the watery horizon.
"We should head back before it gets much darker," Joseph suggested, glancing at his watch.
KK's eyes wandered back to the mysterious boat. Even from a distance, she could tell it was large for a fishing vessel, matching their own size.
"Does that boat look odd to either of you?" she asked, nodding toward it.
Her father shrugged, but KK's mother stiffened. Chocolate-colored eyes narrowed as Katerina scrutinized the vessel, her lips twisting into a suspicious frown. "Not exactly prime fishing hours," she remarked, echoing KK's concerns.
"Maybe some folks are just enjoying the sunset," Joseph replied with another shrug.
"Joseph." Katerina's tone sliced through the air, leaving no room for argument. "Get me the binoculars."
Joseph retrieved the binoculars from a storage container near the helm and handed them to Katerina. She raised them to her eyes and inhaled sharply.
"What? Mom, what do you see?" KK's chest tightened.
Katerina thrust the binoculars at her daughter. KK snatched them, pressing them so hard against her eyes she worried that she might have caused a bruise.
"Poachers," her mother hissed.






  
  Chapter 2


"Are you certain?" Joseph asked, skepticism evident in his voice. 
"It's the only explanation that fits." Katerina's tone was resolute. "That size boat, at this hour, with no running lights—they’re trying to remain hidden."
KK focused on the vessel through the lenses. Her mother's assessment was spot on—no identifying marks on the hull. She watched the dark-clad figures huddling near the port bow. Her knuckles whitened against the binoculars. "Let's go." The words grated against her throat as she lunged for the anchor. Pain shot through her bicep when she felt her father's grip tighten around her arm.
"That's reckless, KK," he warned, concern flickering in his dark eyes. "We're losing daylight, they could be armed, and we have no way to stop them. It's too dangerous."
"They're taking something right now—I saw them struggling. If we don't act, we'll lose them."
"We can alert the Coast Guard—"
"They'll take an hour to arrive, and you know it." She all but shrieked at her father. "The poachers will be long gone by then."
Before her father could respond, she twisted free of his grip and sprinted toward the anchor rope. Adrenaline coursed through her, fueled by a mix of panic and fury.
"KK—"
"Don't, Joseph." Her mother's voice cut off his protest. "She's right, and you know it."
A grumbled objection died in her father's throat, likely silenced by one of her mother's signature looks. His resigned sigh carried across the deck.
KK heaved the anchor onto the deck and bolted for the wheel. Years of experience guided her as she brought the engine roaring to life. The boat lurched forward, cleaving through waves darkening with the fading light.
Beside her, her mother wrestled with the radio, muttering curses under her breath as static crackled through the speaker. After several attempts, Katerina slammed the handset down. "Nothing but interference," she called over the engine’s growl.
Her words floated right past KK, her focus locked on the vessel ahead. A firm hand pressed against her shoulder, and she spun to face her father.
"They'll get spooked with us coming at this speed," he cautioned, his expression shifting from reluctant to determined. "I hate that you're pushing this. But if we're doing it, we do it right—otherwise, they'll vanish before we get close. Ease back."
Every instinct screamed to press forward, but she knew he was right. Grimacing, she reduced their speed until the boat glided through the water at a casual pace.
"That's my girl," Joseph approved quietly.
As they drew closer, she could see the impact of her father's strategy. The four men on the other boat had stopped whatever they were doing and were watching their approach. Two of them conferred while a third—tall and lean—stalked toward their cockpit.
"Hey there!" Joseph called out with manufactured cheer once they were within range. "Hoping you might help us out. We're running low on fuel and not sure we'll make it back to dock."
One of the men glowered through his black ski mask, teeth bared in a snarl that sent ice rippling over her skin. He jerked his head toward the shore—it was too close for them to claim they needed gas; the tide would eventually pull in any boat. "Nope." The man's voice emerged unnaturally deep and gravelly—as if disguised. "Now get lost. You're spooking the fish."
Something thrashed in the water, accompanied by desperate clicks and squeaks that twisted KK's stomach into knots. Her eyes darted to the sound, and the horror of what she saw next made her blood boil.
A tarp shifted and fluttered in the northern breeze, revealing two dolphin carcasses—full-grown, motionless—a grim contrast to the terrified calf thrashing in the net—its desperate struggle to break free wrenching at her heart. The mesh pulled too tight. KK knew that wasn't proper capture gear at all. If they didn't act fast, the calf would die. As if their actions weren’t already glaringly obvious, one of the men scrambled to drape a tarp over the distressed calf.
"Dad," KK's voice was sharp as a blade. "The net."
Joseph's head snapped toward the poacher's gear and then to the gruesome scene on the boat’s deck. His usually warm eyes widened in shock. "I think it would be best for everyone if you released that calf immediately." The command in his voice barely masked his anger.
The poachers stiffened, exchanging glances that spoke of desperate calculation.
"Now!" their leader barked, abandoning his disguise.
Before KK could react, the poachers' boat roared to life, sending a wake that rocked their vessel. Without hesitation, she gunned their engine in pursuit. Now she understood why her parents had invested in superior horsepower, though she doubted they had anticipated having to chase down poachers. The only satisfaction she would gain from this would be in bringing these murderers to justice.
"KK, let them go!" her father shouted—too late.
KK lurched the boat forward. "That calf dies if we don't cut it free!" She kept her eyes locked on the struggling baby dolphin, whose fight was weakening. "I won't let that happen!"
Joseph muttered something lost to the wind before moving to her side. "This is dangerous," he warned, reaching for the wheel.
"Take this wheel from me, and I'll jump overboard to swim after them." The firmness in her voice mirrored her mother's earlier stance.
"I'm better at high-speed maneuvering than you are," he countered, nudging her aside. "And you know it."
KK pursed her lips but yielded the wheel. She headed toward the bow, scanning the water ahead. Her father was already closing the gap, and the calf's desperate thrashing tore at her heart. "C'mon, c'mon, c'mon," KK pleaded, willing the boat to go faster.
As they drew closer, she knew she couldn't wait any longer. Snatching a utility knife from her belt, she clenched it between her teeth, climbed up and over the railing, and
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