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  Welcome to the Lagoon


Hello there! 
I'm so glad you're here! And where is here, exactly? It's not simply a location; it's a moment in time. Welcome to this Caribbean island, bathed in sun, at the conclusion of the 1990s. The water is impossibly blue; the dolphins are playful and grey, and love is swirling in the undercurrents.
Before diving in, let's introduce the people at the heart of this story. These characters have my whole heart, and I hope you fall in love with them too.
Riley–a sassy, fiery, and fiercely loyal Canadian who's been training dolphins for over a decade. She loves books, research, adventure, and protecting the people (and animals) she holds dear.
Dr. Gray Whittal — the youngest researcher to land a full-time position at a prestigious California lab, but he’s dreaming of more—both professionally and personally. 
Cam–He’s the boss, but not a bossy one. More like the glue that holds the team together, keeping everyone moving forward with his steady leadership.
Marta–the second in Riley's "ride or die" crew. Originally from upstate New York (but not a New Yorker), she’s practical, quiet, and the best confidante you could ask for. Need a push in the right direction, she’s the one to do it.
Cici–the third part of the "ride or die" trio. Fearless and fun-loving, she thrives on adventure, getting the job done, and—occasionally—stirring up a little trouble.
Declan–with his Irish charm and quick wit, he keeps everyone laughing. Beneath the humour, he’s got an old soul and a heart of gold.
Daniel–effortlessly cool, a main secret-keeper, born and raised on the island, and the guy you always want in your corner.
Shelley–calculating, relentless, and never one to take no for an answer. She’s up to no good—and someone's going to pay the price.
Come on in; the water is perfect!
xx
Colleen
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  Prologue



Her heart slams against her ribs as the boat slices through the water, the roar of the engine vibrating through her bones. In front of her, the other boat looms, just within reach, its outline blurred by the spray.
Where is she going? 
There's nothing but open ocean stretching in every direction, no land, no escape. 
What's her plan?
She glances at the man beside her. He clenches his jaw, his knuckles white as he grips the wheel. His focus is absolute, eyes locked on the boat ahead. He's not giving up—nor can she.
Adrenaline surges through her veins, tightening her chest. They have to catch her. They have to get the dry bag. But how had it spiralled to this?
Suddenly, the other boat jerks to a halt. The woman at the helm screams, but the wind snatches away her words. 
What is she saying? 
None of it makes sense. The woman's wild eyes dart between them and the small bag she's now holding, dangling it over the edge of her boat.
The man shouts something—a plea—but it's too late. The woman drops the small bag, and the ocean swallows it.
Without thinking, she dives.
The cold ocean engulfs her in an instant, and she kicks hard, pushing herself deeper, faster. The bag is sinking, plummeting through the darkening water. 
No, no, no...
Her lungs burn; the surface feels impossibly far above her. The ocean, once her sanctuary, now feels like an enemy—cold, thick, pressing in from all sides. The water is wrong here, darker, heavier, suffocating her.
With a desperate surge, her fingers close around the bag. But the weight is dragging her down, pulling her deeper, her strength slipping away. Panic claws at her chest. She fights it. 
Swim.
Her arms feel slow, like she's moving through molasses. The surface ripples in the distance, the light above flickering, teasing her. He's there; she can see him, a blurry figure leaning over the side of the boat. His eyes are wide, pleading.
Her lungs scream for air. 
Kick. Kick. 
Her legs are leaden, her body sinking, her strength gone. The surface is slipping further away. She stretches a hand toward him. 
Almost there.
Their eyes lock for a fraction of a second.
Blackness rushes in; there's a faint clicking in the distance.
She's falling—deeper, colder, into an endless ocean.
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  Chapter 1
The trainer



3 years earlier
1994
Riley steps off the plane and breathes deeply, savouring the new air. The island breeze, the palm trees, the ocean—everything feels surreal. Riley is not in Canada anymore.
Someone pinch me, she thinks.
Beyond the boundary stanchions, she spots her new boss, Cam, scanning the tarmac. He's one of the smartest and funniest people she's ever met, and when he sees her, he gives a wave and a big smile.
Riley never expected she'd end up on a Caribbean island, but here she is. The ocean's the limit on what she can achieve. With a Bachelor of Science degree in her backpack and seven years of training Atlantic bottlenose dolphins under her belt, had all led her here, maybe she was dreaming?
"Cam! Thanks so much for picking me up from the airport. I knew it was beautiful here, but I never imagined how beautiful. And that air—whoa! Did you arrange for the island breeze to blow the smell of salt and coconut oil for us newcomers?"
He smiles, ready for a handshake, but Riley goes for a hug. The gesture turns into an awkward mix of Cam jabbing her in the belly and her falling onto his shoulder.
"Let's try to make this more embarrassing!" Cam chuckles, moving his arm back. Riley, swept up in the moment, giggles, suggesting they chest bump to end things. Tears of joy brim, but she covers them up.
"Shoot, I didn't want to make you cry," Cam blushes, but Riley's too happy to care and gets that hug, and she's happy Cam hugs her back. She didn't grow up in a family of huggers, but since she's been on her own working away from home, she's realized how much that human contact can mean when you're homesick.
"Cam, you have no idea how much this opportunity means to me. This is my dream job! I can't wait to get started!" Riley puts a hand over her mouth to stop more nervous chatter from escaping.  
"Let's settle you first, before you start at the Lagoon. I planned a quick tour of the key spots you'll need to know on the island. After that, we can check out your temporary staff housing. I've booked a few places for you to see on Friday, but you can stay in the temporary housing for a while. No new hires are coming for a few months, and no TV or movie crews need the place. It's not perfect; but it's free."
Riley looks at Cam. They met at a conference, and as soon as someone introduced them, she knew she wanted to work for him one day. His Navy career was impressive, but it was his passion for the Lagoon that sealed it for her. He was handsome in a low-key way. It seemed so cliché, but he was tall, dark, and handsome with the best tan she'd ever seen. His hazel eyes were a contrast to his dark hair that she could tell would get unruly fast if he let it grow out longer than it was. Not quite military cut but a smidge past and some waves in it that made her wonder if he had longer hair when he was younger.
"I appreciate all your help. I did not know how to find a place that would be available?"
"There's plenty available, but everything here is word of mouth. It's all about who you know, and I know everyone, so you're in excellent hands!"
"Well, I better keep you smiling then! I'm partial to bribing with baked goods. Anything you miss eating?" Riley knew from her decade in the industry that almost every dolphin trainer who moved away from home missed simple things like favourite foods, restaurants, or meals with family. Once settled, she had already asked her family to send her Nanaimo bars, her favourite sweet treat and a truly Canadian dessert.
"Oh, I haven't had a good chewy chocolate brownie in years. Can you make them with nuts?"
"Of course! Brownies without nuts are rude!"
"Sold! No one else on the team bakes, but you're going to be spoiled by Daniel and his BBQ skills. And Declan with his international cuisine. I think we're the best-fed team anywhere."
As they walk to Cam's jeep, Riley can't help but smile. She hadn't met her new co-workers yet, but any mention of food was a bonus in her books—this is going to be great.






  
  Chapter 2
The researcher


1994, California 
Dr. Gray Whittal...
It did not seem real, but it was happening.
Dr. Gray Whittal. He looked at himself in the mirror while saying it slowly. 
His studies were intense these past few years as he neared the end of his PhD. program. He'd landed the top advisor in his field, Dr. Terry, and had a spot at the best marine studies program in California. The extra hours, sacrifices involving friends and family, plus extra assignments, finally proved worthwhile. In one more year, he would officially have the "Doctor." attached to his name.
Gray took in his reflection again: athletic, thick brown hair, blue eyes, a well-groomed beard. The beard had become a fixture during his first year of his Master's program. His young-looking face made him feel like an impostor at conferences and meetings. It helped him look the part—more experienced, more serious. It also helped him hide. 
He quietly completed tasks, dealing with diagnostics or tidying equipment areas when others sought recognition. But he wasn't seeking recognition; he kept his focus on the goal. Deep down, he wanted to be the youngest researcher on staff—an ambitious dream, but one he was determined to achieve. He'd pushed through his Bachelor of Science degree, finishing it in three years by doing summer sessions. Now, at 24 years old, his final year would be the test.
Growing up, his parents hadn't pushed him. He'd been good at team sports, earned decent grades, and had a core group of friends. The only nudging he got was his mom's occasional comments, "When are you going to bring someone home?" But there had been no one. 
With relationships, Gray knew he was a long-term kind of guy; he wanted something serious. Regardless, whenever he proposed a committed relationship or cohabitating, he received the same response: "We're young!" Oh, of course he enjoyed having fun, but he craved someone who could appreciate quiet evenings and share in adventures. Someone who understood his craft or, ideally, understood its value to him.
Within the department, dating was risky. Too often, couples who swore they'd never bring drama into the lab did exactly that. Inevitably, one or both would leave, and there'd be tension and the lingering resentment of colleagues who felt caught in the crossfire. No, Gray would steer clear of that. He had gone out with his lab coworkers a few times. And one of his coworkers had gotten tipsy, trying to convince him they should be a couple. He had cut off that notion immediately. Maybe meeting someone in his field, not too close to his everyday work life, was the answer. But a long-distance relationship wasn't his goal either; he wanted someone nearby, someone to spend time with.
He sighed, turning back to his reflection. Focus on this final year, he told himself. The rest will fall into place.
Switching off the bathroom light, Gray crawled into bed, his thoughts drifting to the future. He had big goals, and in a year’s time, he would make them happen.






  
  Chapter 3
The island


1994 
Riley had visited the island before, years earlier with her family on a Caribbean cruise. The cruise ship dropped them off at each harbour, only for all the passengers to be bombarded by locals trying to sell trinkets or braid their hair, before being shuffled back onto the cruise ship. They were unimpressed with the experience. Her family enjoyed seeing a new country, and the weather offered the serene perfection they wanted on vacation, but island life did not appeal to them. Honestly, they had only glimpsed what the cruise ships allowed them to see; she didn't even know there was a dolphin facility. So, when she told her family she was moving to that same island, the consensus was, "Really?" 
When she'd started researching moving to the island to work at the Lagoon, her head couldn't quite wrap around the idea of the open ocean facility. The trainers took the dolphins out to swim in the ocean every day, and they came back every time. She wanted to see them in action and learn why the dolphins didn't swim away. She'd only ever worked with dolphins at facilities that were landlocked: aquariums and such. No need to worry about anyone swimming out to sea. Riley knew she'd have a big learning curve ahead of her, and she was ready to tackle new things, and this would be an incredible skill to learn. Along with figuring out how everything worked on the island, there were 16 precious dolphins to get to know. As she pulled herself out of her reverie, she took a proper look at her surroundings as Cam was driving.
Their first stop was a bank, although it was not like any bank she knew.
"Things work differently here," Cam explained. "It says Royal Bank of Canada, but it's not quite the same as on the mainland. Honestly, get an account, cash your pay cheques and keep your money in a mattress. You'll have time this week to get your account set up."
Riley stared at Cam, slightly horrified, but nodded anyway. She needed to stay calm; it would take time to get her bearings. Also, they were driving North American vehicles on the wrong side of the road, a leftover from when the island was a British Colony and it was freaking her out. Maybe she'd reconsider buying a vehicle because navigating this strange system might be a later skill to learn. 
They then went past the grocery store. "It says Winn-Dixie, but don't expect it to be the same," Cam said, rolling his eyes as he pointed it out.
"Why use that name if it's not a Winn-Dixie?" she inquired.
"You'll learn quickly that there's a lot of cachet in saying one thing and doing something else. There's only one bank and only one place to buy groceries. The service might not be great, but it's what we've got. Now, don't think I'm ungrateful—I want to make sure everyone who comes here to join our team knows the reality. Island life isn't the same as living on the mainland. Our dive team, for example, hires dozens of new employees every year. Divers come from all over the world, eager to explore the Caribbean islands. But when they get here, they're totally unprepared for the reality of the island and end up breaking their contracts and leaving. Our dolphin team has been together for three years now, and everyone I've brought on is still here. There's a lot to love here, but if you don't have the right mindset, you'll be gone by six months."
Cam regarded Riley. She didn't know it, but when he had received her resume, he had been over the moon. People knew her reputation in the field; she was ambitious but protective of the animals she worked with. Her peers adored her, and all had glowing reviews about working with her. Plus, she was a talented, taking hard scientific papers and making them easily understood. Having a gifted writer on staff, and one that was featured in an internationally published magazine—that was going to be a big bonus for his team. She was a former competitive swimmer, so she had the physical strength to get through the more rigorous parts of the job. Even having her in the Jeep, with her wild auburn hair blowing around, it felt like she'd been here for years already.
Riley pondered what Cam had told her as they drove to her temporary housing. She felt like she had been aiming to be here forever, but she had only begun the hiring process six months before. The job offer had come four months ago, and she had packed right away, not knowing it would take the whole four months for her work permit to be approved. Cam had stayed in touch and reassured her that the process would take time, and they couldn't rush it. "Border and customs work on their own time. Not even on a schedule—whenever they get to it, they'll approve the permit." This was not what she wanted to hear, and the doubts haunted her during those months. Her family had given up on the idea that she was even leaving, and her friends rolled their eyes whenever someone asked what she was doing, and she'd tell them, "I'm moving to the Caribbean!"
Now she was here. Even though her family and friends could have supported her more, she understood they worried she had been sold a pipe dream and that no actual job existed.
"Can I ask you something?"
"You bet; you can always ask me anything. Whether I answer is up for debate." Cam smiled as he said this, and Riley knew he was trying to lighten the mood.
"If so many ex-pats come here and then leave, breaking their contracts, why do they even hire them?"
"Fair question. More people will always want to come here. And while some don't work out, the ones that do are dedicated. You'll meet a lot of them, especially on our dolphin team. Sometimes, island life isn't for someone, and that doesn't make them a terrible person—it means they need more than what we can offer. You don't have to search far to find something beautiful or amazing, but if you're focused on what you don't have, you'll miss it all. We work hard with the dolphin team to make sure everyone feels like they're part of the team without smothering them. But we also need to know when someone is having a tough time. Simple things like wanting to talk to your family, but the only phone that works is a pay phone outside your apartment—and it's not working that day. There's nowhere else to go to make a call, so you don't get to speak with them. Some people can't deal with that and get so homesick they leave. Does that make sense?"
It really did. Riley wouldn't say she already missed her family, but if she went months without being able to talk to them, it would affect her. She was also trying to figure out why everyone didn't have a landline in their house or apartment. That seemed weird, but she'd file it away for now.
"How long have you been here, Cam?"
"Surprisingly, I've been here eight years. I was hired straight from the Navy to set up the Lagoon, train the dolphins, and start the research programs. You'll meet them later, but Abaco, Anejo, Shiloh, and Amara also worked at the Navy, and those dolphins moved with me to create everything. My official job as the director of the facility didn't start until six years ago, when the former director got an incredible opportunity to work at the Smithsonian and, of course, left. I've been here since the beginning, and the current team is the team I've built. It took a few years, but we take care of each other and support each other. You'd think after working all day together, you'd want to not spend any time with your coworkers, but honestly, we all get along so well that the other teams and islanders joke that we're the island's resident colony—I won't say the rest." Cam laughed his big laugh, and Riley smiled.
"What about introverts?" Riley asked, half-joking but also curious because she excelled at being an extroverted introvert—great in public, but definitely needed to recharge after socializing.
"Oh, them? We fire them for lack of participation." Cam deadpanned.
Riley's eyes went wide, but then she realized he was pulling her leg.
"We all need breaks, but the funniest thing is we still enjoy time with each other. It's not uncommon for us all to go to Seven Mile Beach and each do our own thing. We're together, but apart. Everyone respects our need for alone time, but there's something comforting about knowing someone who cares about you is not that far away."
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  Chapter 4
Featured


1996 
Riley stood backstage; her hands clasped tightly as she paced the small space. Speaking in front of enormous crowds was usually her favourite thing. The bigger the audience, the better. But today felt different—this wasn't any crowd. These were her peers, gathered at the annual marine animal training conference, and she wasn't just giving a talk. She was doing a full-feature presentation.
She smiled to herself; the nerves fading slightly as she thought about the topic that had brought her here today: Phoenix, her best friend. Of course, Phoenix wasn't a person—he was a young bottlenose dolphin. Since Riley had stood on the docks with Cam two years ago, she and Phoenix had been inseparable.
Her smile deepened as a memory from that first day Cam took her to her new job resurfaced.

      [image: ]"You can see, the Lagoon stretches a long way back into the canal," Cam said, his arms spread wide as if he could encompass the sheer size of it. "We've got over ten acres here, with all the pens with floating docks in the front section. That leaves over six acres of open water in the back."
Riley tried to take it all in. She had seen pictures in training magazines and conference presentations, but standing on the docks and staring out over the vast expanse was overwhelming. It felt as though she'd need eyes on the back of her head to keep track of it all.
Cam pointed toward the jetty. "Each pen along this canal gives the dolphins access to the open ocean through an underwater gate. You're going to love taking the dolphins out every day. Let's go to the back quadrant and meet the grey ones." 
Cam described the design features as they walked; a grid of docks with a canal that was definitely man-made. It looked like a massive machine had come and dug out 10 acres of watery paradise. She hadn't gone out on a boat yet to the ocean, so she assumed that what he was calling the jetty was the waterway running just outside their watery cul-de-sac. And where the last dock disappeared around the corner, that must lead out to the ocean.
A seawall secured the canal's docks. The vast area beyond the grid resembled a massive lake because it lacked docks to divide the space, unlike the front half where she stood with Cam. In the distance, a few dorsal fins broke the surface of the water and dove back underwater.  
Riley imagined the seaplane's aerial shot of the Lagoon taken right after they drove all the docks into the lagoon. She knew it had taken almost a year to create the entire grid with one long dock running north to south, divided in between by smaller pens with floating docks. It wrinkled her brain to think about how the architects had mapped it out. She was glad they'd left the giant open area in the back for the dolphins to enjoy. 
Cam beamed at Riley, knowing exactly what she was feeling right now. A mix of awe, overwhelm, and giddy excitement at learning the ropes of this new facility. He hadn't slept for weeks before arriving on the island in anticipation of starting his new job, and he'd been so nervous for the Navy dolphins that were coming with him. Abaco, Anejo, Shiloh, and Amara were used to travelling by boat, plane, cargo van, and even giant battleships as their work had involved travel to different places around the world. 
This time, their trip was the dolphins' retirement from service to a beautiful new Caribbean facility, and Cam had only met them the year before. And though his nerves had been a mess, praying nothing went wrong during their trip to the island, all 4 of the dolphins had chattered endlessly to each other the whole time. Totally unfazed by another trip to parts unknown and looking slightly comical, all had their backs covered in diaper cream so they wouldn't dry out during the trip. 
After half a day of flying, he was pretty sure he recognized each dolphin's signature whistle, basically their names for each other in their own dolphin language. That trip confirmed what he suspected; dolphins were a bunch of gossips! When they landed on the island, the temporary facility housed both humans and dolphins until the Lagoon's construction was complete, and when he finally saw the Lagoon for the first time just like Riley was now, it was better than he imagined.
As they walked along the docks, something caught Riley's eye. A tiny dolphin calf swam close to its mother. Riley let out an excited coo.
"Cam!" She grabbed his arm, her voice a squeal of delight. "When was this calf born? I read through all the dolphins' profiles and no one was pregnant!" She crouched down, but something about the scene made her pause.
Cam frowned as he joined her at the edge. "Yeah... that's not a newborn calf. That's Phoenix."
Riley jumped up so quickly that she nearly fell into the enclosure. "Wait—Phoenix? He's two years old! That dolphin doesn't look two; he looks new. Is he okay?"
Looking at the small dolphin, her heart clenched. She hadn't even met him yet, and already she felt a connection. It was common for new dolphin moms to lose their first calf, but Luna wasn't a new mom; Phoenix was her third calf. From reading the bios, Riley knew Willow was his older sister and that her first pregnancy back when she'd been a movie dolphin had resulted in a stillbirth.
Cam's expression softened. "Honestly, Riley, we're hoping your experience with calves can help. Luna is still nursing him, which isn't unusual, especially for a potential last calf, which, given Luna's age, we figure this might be her last one. But Phoenix has shown no interest in eating fish. He only nurses and sticks close to her. Doc—our vet, and yes, we all call him Doc—will meet with the entire team tomorrow. Lately, Phoenix has lost weight, so we need a plan."
Riley's eyes followed Phoenix as he swam alongside Luna. The little dolphin seemed content but way too small. As the pair made another lap past them, she could see him gently nudge Luna's mammary slits near her tail and he latched onto the teat that she presented. Riley marvelled at how the dolphin calf's tongues had tiny feathery fringes that curled to create a waterproof straw that helped keep saltwater out while they nursed underwater. Her mind was already racing with questions and theories. Why wasn't he eating? Could they help him?

      [image: ]The memory faded as Riley refocused on the moment at hand. The timer on her screen showed five minutes to go before her presentation began. Months of hard work had led to this moment. Phoenix had been an enormous challenge, but they had done it—they had trained him to eat on his own. It had taken 6 months, but that hard work and dedication had saved his young life.
Her goal today was simple: to share their experience so that other trainers could recognize the signs early and help dolphins like Phoenix thrive.
Scanning the back of the room, Riley spotted Cam standing by the tech booth. He met her gaze, grinned, and gave her a thumbs-up. She couldn't have done this without him—his unwavering faith in her, especially during the toughest moments, had made all the difference. Phoenix's success had brought the team closer, and it had reignited Riley's passion to make the Lagoon a hub for research, but that had been 2 years ago and now...
She took a deep breath, then another. Slowly unclenching her fists, she stepped onto the stage, her nerves falling away as she faced the audience.
This was her moment.






  
  Chapter 5
Conference


Gray was going to get whiplash. He had arrived at the annual marine animal trainers conference that morning, and already, trying to soak it all in, he felt overwhelmed. Achieving his goal of becoming the youngest researcher on staff had been a dream come true, but the reality of his meagre salary often brought him back down to earth. 
"It'll get better. Put in your time, the raises will come," he muttered to himself for the third time that day. His yearly review was coming up soon, and he crossed his fingers for even a modest financial boost.
The conference had been on his radar all year, and he'd saved every spare penny to make the trip. He could only afford to stay for two days, but when he realized it was being held one state over, within driving distance, he knew he couldn't pass up the opportunity. The chance to network with actual marine mammal trainers and pitch his ideas was too good to ignore.
Gray knew how hard it was to break into the research scene working with cetaceans, because of course everyone wanted to work with dolphins, whales, and porpoises. He didn't know a single person, trainer or researcher alike, that when he said he wanted to work as a dolphin researcher, all they heard was dolphin. Then, a protective barrier went up, and Gray felt there was some force pushing him away from the path he had chosen. Though he was new to this specialized field, he hoped face-time with the people working with cetaceans was a perfect reason to stretch his budget. And making more professional acquaintances would be a good thing for his career.
As he hurried into the main lecture theatre, he glanced at the program in his hand. The next presentation was about to start. Spotting an empty chair in the back row, he made a beeline for it. But then his attention snapped to the stage.
A woman stepped into view, her auburn hair pulled into a high ponytail that shimmered under the lights. Her flowing blue dress swayed as she adjusted the microphone. Gray froze mid-stride, his gaze locked on her. She was radiant, confident, and captivating.
Someone abruptly shattered his reverie when they plowed into him from behind. The impact sent him stumbling forward into a tall man who was fiddling with a projector.
"Oof!" all three exclaimed.
"Sorry!" Gray whispered, backing away as the woman who'd bumped into him dropped into the very chair he'd been aiming for. He crouched down and slid into a different seat, grateful the commotion went unnoticed by the speaker.
Settling in, Gray focused on the presentation. Checking his program, he saw the speaker was Riley Byrne from the Lagoon, a dolphin facility in the Caribbean. She was presenting an unusual case involving a young dolphin that wasn't eating. The problem wasn't a disinterest in food, but the dolphin's inability to swallow. Riley explained how her team had worked tirelessly to retrain the animal, and Gray found himself enthralled.
This was the work he dreamt about—practical, problem-solving, and meaningful. For now, he was stuck assisting senior researchers on their projects, but one day he'd have his own work, and someone else would be in his shoes. He didn't resent the process, but he longed for the day he'd take the lead. 
Gray had always found it disheartening that there was such a status divide when working with marine mammals, trainers working with pinnipeds–seals and sea lions, were on the lowest rung, dolphin trainers in the middle, and anyone that got the nod to work with killer whales was top tier. He understood the animals were loved, but as the newest researcher at the lab, he also knew that getting his own dolphin projects would be a tremendous leap, and this conference would put him on the first big step he'd need to take.
As Riley spoke with poise and enthusiasm, Gray's thoughts wandered. Was there an opportunity to work alongside her? She made it all seem so effortless. Gray wondered if he could ever be in the same orbit as this remarkable woman, collaborating on projects that would make a difference.

      [image: ]"Amazing job, Riley!"
As Riley navigated through the bustling crowd toward Cam, who waited with her slide deck, she grinned. The moment she'd stepped on stage and started speaking about Phoenix, everything else had faded. She didn't need her cue cards as she spoke from the heart, and Phoenix had her heart. That little dolphin with the mischievous grin was her pride and joy.
As people filtered out for the lunch break, the glowing compliments she received buoyed her steps.
"Riley, you made us all so proud!" Cam said, wrapping her in a bear hug.
"Thanks, Cam! Without your trust in us, this wouldn't have worked out."
She remembered her first few days at the Lagoon, brainstorming with the team as they raced against time to save Phoenix. It had bonded them all. The moment they discovered his swallowing problem, everything fell into place. Now, Phoenix wasn't quite the size he should be for a five-year-old, but he made up for it with personality and attitude. 
Riley never liked to be away from him, but she was sure he was enjoying his vacation. She marvelled that when the dolphin's primary trainer was on a day off or vacation, their dolphin was also on vacation. 
"I wish we could contact the Lagoon and share how the presentation went." 
Cam laughed. "Perhaps a direct call to Phoenix?"
"You know me too well," Riley grinned.
"How about we grab lunch? The hotel restaurant's a madhouse, but one of the local aquarium curators told me about a place nearby with the best brisket sandwiches in town."
"I'm in. Let's take everything to the room first."
As they made their way toward the elevator, a man in a too-formal suit approached, fidgeting nervously.
"Hi, um, Riley," he said, his voice catching. "I wanted to say I loved your presentation." He extended a hand, then abruptly pulled it back, wiping it on his pants before awkwardly offering it again. "I'm Gray. Dr. Gray Whittal, but just Gray is fine." 
Up close, she was even more stunning. There was a pattern of freckles across her nose and cheeks, and she had hazel brown eyes; he wasn't expecting that. Gray looked at Cam like he needed help, but Cam and Riley were staring at him.
Riley blinked, taken aback by the flustered introduction. Beside her, Cam raised an eyebrow.
"Hi, Just Gray, I'm Cam, and as you've mentioned, this is Riley."
"Right, of course." Gray's cheeks flushed. "I, uh, feel like I know you, Cam! I did some work for Dr. Miranda Sanger, and she told me about the Lagoon. She said if I ever got a research project funded, I should try to work with your team."
Cam and Riley exchanged glances as Gray continued to babble, his enthusiasm both endearing and slightly overwhelming.
"Miranda's great," Cam said, cutting in. "Good to know she's spreading the word about our team and the extensive work we do."
Gray was now regretting the suit. He wanted to look professional, but he was at a conference with people who spent their day in bikinis, shorts, and flip-flops. Yes, the suit was the wrong choice.
Before Gray could respond, an exuberant voice interrupted.
"Riley, dear! You've got to come with us!" Mary-Jo burst onto the scene, grabbing Riley's arm. "Jake got us a backstage tour with the belugas, and we have an extra spot with your name on it."
"Mary-Jo," Cam said, pretending to be offended, "you're always taking my best trainers!"
Mary-Jo laughed and kissed Cam on the cheek. "You can't fault me for wanting the best. Besides, Riley sees you too much, and who can pass up the belugas!"
Cam turned to Riley. "New plan. Go see the belugas—it's not every day you get that opportunity. I'll take Dr. Gray-but-just-Gray for a sandwich and let him keep telling me how amazing I am."
Riley hesitated for a moment. "Fine, but you have to bring me back a sandwich."
"Deal," Cam said with a grin. "Come on, Just Gray. Let's leave the ladies to their whale whispering, and you can tell me about your research ideas. Also, did you want to ditch that suit jacket? You must be baking in it?"
As Cam and Gray headed off, Mary-Jo leaned in closer to Riley. "I feel bad about the ruse."
"Me too," Riley sighed. "And when Cam joked about you stealing his trainers..."
"Oof, yeah," Mary-Jo said, wincing.
The two women shared a look before Mary-Jo took Riley's arm. "No time to overthink. Let's go before we lose our nerve."
Riley nodded, her heart heavy with the weight of the decision ahead. Mary-Jo wasn't taking her to see the belugas, but she was interviewing for a job with them. She loved the Lagoon, but they hadn't been able to get researchers to come to the island in the two years she'd worked there. Her entire goal had been to start a research program, but circumstances out of her control had stopped every project. 
Could she leave her life at the Lagoon—the friends, the dolphins, the family she'd built? There was no use in worrying about it now. Shaking off her doubts, she straightened her shoulders, held on to Mary-Jo's arm and left the hotel for what might be her new life.
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  Chapter 6
Research project



6 months earlier
"Cam, this is great!" Gray's excitement spilled over the speakerphone. "I think this proposal is the best one." He glanced across the small conference room at Dr. Terry, his boss, who nodded back with a knowing smile.
Gray had been eager to meet Cam and head trainer, Riley, at the conference a few months ago. He knew Riley had pushed hard to get a research project going at the Lagoon, but it was that first awkward lunch with Cam at the conference that had made them friends. Cam's back-and-forth support had helped shape the proposal into its ultimate form.
"Gray, I couldn't agree more. We can train the dolphins right away, so by the time you get here, you'll hit the ground running. What else do you need from me?" Cam's voice crackled, a common occurrence on the unreliable island phone lines. Sometimes mid-conversation, the line would drop, and Gray wouldn't hear from Cam for days. He was worried at first, but Cam reassured him with a casual, "I'll call back when I can when it happens again."
"Cam, you've been a pleasure to work with," Dr. Terry said. "The proposal's submitted, so now we wait for the funding committee. The deadline's just a few days away, but we got ours in early. We should know within a few weeks. Now, all we need is a little pixie dust." She laughed at her own joke, and Gray couldn't help but smile. Even though Gray was thankful every day for Dr. Terry's guidance and eventual employment. As the youngest researcher on staff, he still felt a need to prove himself, despite her constant reassurances.
"Okay, you two. As soon as you hear something, give me a shout." Cam wrapped up the call, and then Gray and Dr. Terry were alone again.
"You've got a knot there, Gray," Dr. Terry said, tapping his eyebrows as she examined him. "Relax. There's nothing more to do; your proposal is top-notch. I don't see any reason they'd turn it down. Now go home and enjoy your weekend. Next week, we'll start building the gear you'll need." Her reassuring smile made Gray's tension ease, even if just a little.
"A weekend of fun and sand? Is that my official directive?" Gray chuckled as he stood up, though he suspected a quiet weekend in his tiny apartment was more likely. His bank account still hadn't recovered from his trip to the conference, but it had been worth it to meet Cam and Riley, and if he got this project approved and funded, it was going to be a game changer for his career.
"Gray, I know you too well. You need someone to pull you out of the house--" a familiar voice cut Dr. Terry off mid-sentence.
"Why, Gray, do you need someone to help you have fun this weekend?" Shelley purred from the doorway; her southern accent thick with playful intent. She leant casually against the frame; her gaze fixed on him in a predatory way.
Gray forced a polite smile. Shelley was not his favourite person. From Tennessee, she was tall, blond, and undeniably attractive, with sun-kissed skin from her time in California and a toned, athletic build that many in the department admired. But there was something about her—something he couldn't quite put his finger on—that kept him at a distance. She was brilliant at her job, especially with statistics, but he had no interest in any relationship with her, friendly or otherwise. She had tried to start something, but he'd put a stop to it before it went anywhere.  
When Gray had first started at the lab, Shelley had asked him out, and to be polite, he had said yes. He had been under the impression it was a group thing; however, when he got to the bar, Shelley was alone waiting for him, already beyond tipsy. She'd pulled Gray onto her barstool, wrapped her legs around his waist, and giggled that he was just so nice and wouldn't it be fun to be bad for a night with her. Before he could untangle himself and push her away, she'd grabbed his shirt, trying desperately to kiss him and whispering to him that she knew he liked her, which he definitely did not. After that, he'd made a firm rule never to accept an invitation to any staff function that Shelley would be attending. The invites along with his unease around her had made things awkward for him but he would not give her even a hint of encouragement, Gray knew she'd take it the wrong way and even after that awkward night, Shelley never stopped pursuing him, he couldn't understand why she wanted to keep putting herself in his path when the trail had ended after the first mishap. Her desperation to go beyond coworkers didn't match her confidence in working the statistics for each project. How could she be both things, one that was undesirable to him and one that was so competent and yet ultimately, lonely?
"No, Shelley," Dr. Terry interjected smoothly, "I've already made plans for Gray this weekend. My husband's taking him out on the boat. Just the guys, you know how they like to protect their 'guy time.'"
Gray shot her a look, his confusion flashing across his face for a moment before he went along with it. His boss knew how he felt about Shelley, and it was clear she was throwing him a lifeline.
"Well, that's a shame. I was hoping to be the fun in your weekend, Gray. But I guess a boat trip sounds like you'll be in excellent hands." Shelley let out a huff and pushed off the door frame, heading back to her office.
"Thank you," Gray whispered once she was gone. He'd narrowly dodged what could have been a very awkward situation.
"You know I've got your back. Shelley can be a handful, but there's no one who works magic with numbers like she does."
As they walked toward the exit, Gray felt a mix of relief and anticipation. He wanted this proposal to get approved, to show the university they had made the right choice in hiring him, and to get a month away from Shelley. He hoped some distance would curb her enthusiasm for pursuing him. Being on the other side of the continent should be enough, but Shelley was resourceful, so he couldn't be sure if the distance would be enough.
Unbeknownst to them, Shelley sat at her desk, her eyes following them through the glass window. As Gray and Dr. Terry disappeared down the hallway, a frown tugged at her lips. If Gray's proposal got approved, it would mean a month away on the island—a month too long for her liking.






  
  Chapter 7
Girls trip


"Iswear, if we go to one more swim store that doesn't have a decent selection of bikinis, I'm flying home today!" Cici threw her hands up in frustration. She had been searching for a new bikini, but nothing had impressed her. 
Riley smiled at Cici, part of her "ride or die" group of women that she worked with. Cici was definitely the just say what you mean one of the group. Riley knew it was because Cici was the youngest sister in a family of 5 girls and had to stick up for herself or get left behind. She was tall, with ridiculously long sandy blond hair and gorgeous brown eyes. Riley envied how everything fit Cici perfectly, and her taste in clothes was something to behold; bold colours and patterns were Cici's first choices.
"How about a new game plan? Let's eat! I'm getting hangry, and if that happens, we're all going to be unhappy. Then, we'll check out that new shopping area. You can hunt down the perfect bikini, and Marta and I can hit Barnes & Noble."
Marta was the tri in their friend triangle. Quiet but firm when she spoke, everyone listened. Unlike Cici, Marta was an only child from New York state though everyone just assumed she was from the Big Apple. Was there anywhere else in New York? She'd grown up in a small town in the northern part of the state and loved how close she was to her cousins, who were like the siblings she never had. Marta kept her black curls short and sweet because, "who has time to mess with hair!" Every summer her light brown skin darkened and she complained about her tan lines but secretly loved that feeling of being sun-kissed for most of the year.
Cici's expression softened. "Agreed. I need food right now. Cheesecake Factory?"
"Absolutely," Marta said, looping her arms through Riley and Cici's, steering them expertly toward the restaurant. "Who doesn't love a giant slice of cheesecake?"
As they walked, Riley glanced around Marta to Cici. "What's wrong with the bikinis? You've found at least four you liked but didn't buy."
Cici shrugged as they approached the cafe's entrance. "Let's just order." As she said this, Cici twisted the ring on her finger that everyone was curious about. No one asked since it wasn't on her wedding ring finger, but it seemed too sparkly and too formal to wear all the time.
Once they had a table and the server had taken their order, Marta and Riley both turned to Cici, raising their eyebrows in expectation.
"Oh, stop it," Cici said, waving them off. "I'm just in a funk and need some retail therapy."
"We all need retail therapy," Marta teased, "but you seem extra down. Honestly, I'm fine if you find nothing, because then I can use the space in your luggage for all the books I'm buying."
"The audacity!" Cici feigned outrage, but her grin gave her away. She turned to Riley. "I bet you're hoping I don't buy a thing, right?"
"Oh, no," Riley said, her eyes sparkling with amusement. "I'm sure you'll find something. Bikinis don't take up space, and I wouldn't want you to think I wasn't sharing the burden of my own purchases."
"Nerds!" Cici shook her head. "You go buy your books, and your best friend Cici will carry your literary haul." Cici was in a funk, but it stemmed from long ago. Though they were all close, she didn't want to drag them down her memory lane, not when they were on a girls' trip.
As they settled in with their food, Marta looked at Riley. "How's the research project coming along? You haven't mentioned it much lately."
Riley sighed, taking a sip of her milkshake. "It's better than good. Cam and Dr. Gray worked hard on the last proposal, and it's incredible. Now we're just waiting to hear about funding. I'm trying not to get my hopes up. Every time we're supposed to get a project off the ground, the waiting kills it."
Marta and Cici exchanged glances. They'd heard this before—Riley's frustrations with the endless red tape and bureaucratic delays were all too familiar. For years, Riley had worked tirelessly on a dozen potential projects, all of which failed to happen. Her friends knew the toll it had taken and, in their own private conversations, they worried one day Riley's work at the Lagoon wouldn't be enough.
"I have faith that this will be the
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Dive in The Lagoon Lounge
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The Lagoon has 16 amazing dolphins, and
you'll get to know them all throughout the
series. Here are a few fun facts about them.

Navy Dolphins
Abaco - male, 20 years old, best friends with..

Anejo - male, 20 years old, loves to cause trouble
with Abaco

Shiloh - female, 20 years old, solving problems is
her super skill

Amara - female, 20 years, steady as she goes

Movie Dolphins

Luna - female, ~30 years old, not scared of
metal

Misty - female, ~30 years old, mistaken for a
youngster because of her small size

Cooper - male, ~30 years old, a charmer and
father of most of the kids
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Facility Dolphins

Breeze - female, 25 years old, missing a few
teeth

Orion - male, 30 years old, constellation of
white spots on his head

Shadow - male, 30 years old, relies on Orion
for human to dolphin translations

Born in the Lagoon

Willow - female, 8 years old, mom is Luna

Bella - female, 7 years old, gets to work with the
big girls

Nemo - male, 7 years old, is a punk

Maverick - male, 5 years old, working in the
ocean is easy

Sable - female, 5 years old, loves hanging out on
the programs

Phoenix - male, 5 years old, small size from
childhood illness
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