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CHAPTER ONE: THE GOLDEN HOUR 

[image: ]


The light was perfect. 

That's what Danny Kellerman thought as he stood on the balcony of their rented apartment, watching the sun descend toward the Pacific. Golden hour, the photographers called it: that brief window when everything glowed honey-warm and shadows stretched long and forgiving. Below, Surfers Paradise Beach spread out like a postcard, the sand still dotted with tourists reluctant to surrender the day. 

"Dad, are we eating soon? I'm starving." 

Danny turned to find his daughter Mia framed in the sliding door, her nose sunburned despite the SPF 50+ he'd made her wear. Fourteen and perpetually hungry, she'd spent the afternoon boogie boarding until her arms ached. 

"Your mum's going out to check out that Thai place we passed this morning," Danny said. "Won't be ready for another hour at least." 

Mia groaned theatrically and disappeared back inside, where he could hear his son Tyler's PlayStation battle sounds punctuating the late afternoon. Twelve years old and already too cool for family beach time, Tyler had opted to stay in and game once they'd returned from their morning at the water park. 

Danny looked back at the ocean. They had three more days on the Gold Coast—three more days of this hard-won vacation before the flight back to Melbourne and the return to real life. Back to the accounting firm, the mortgage, the perpetual juggling act of work and family. Sarah had booked this trip months ago, insisting they needed it. She'd been right, as usual. The stress he'd been carrying in his shoulders had finally begun to melt away. 

The water looked incredible. Glassy. Inviting. He could see a few swimmers still out there, dark heads bobbing in the gentle swell. The flags were still up—the beach was still patrolled. The lifeguards wouldn't pack up for another thirty minutes. 

Why not? 

The thought arrived fully formed. One quick dip before dinner. Nothing strenuous—just a swim out past the break and back. Rinse off the day's sunscreen and dried sweat, feel the ocean's weight against his body. He was a strong swimmer, had been since childhood summers at Lorne. And it would be something to tell the guys at work—swimming in the Pacific at sunset on the Gold Coast. 

"I'm going for a quick swim," he called toward the apartment. 

"What?" Sarah's voice came from the bedroom, muffled. 

"Just a quick swim before dinner. Twenty minutes." 

He didn't wait for her response. Danny grabbed his board shorts from the bathroom rack where they'd been drying and changed quickly. The apartment was on the fourteenth floor, but the elevator deposited him at street level in seconds. He padded across the still-warm concrete, past the pool area where a few guests lounged with evening cocktails, and down the path that led to the beach access. 

The sand was cooler now, pleasant under his bare feet. Danny wove between family encampments in various states of pack-up—collapsed beach umbrellas, sandy towels being shaken out, toddlers protesting the end of beach time. The smell of sunscreen and salt air filled his lungs. God, he loved this. Why didn't they do this more often? 

At the water's edge, he paused. The ocean stretched before him, darkening to deep blue-green in the failing light. Small waves rolled in with rhythmic precision, the kind of gentle surf that made swimming easy. He could see the red and yellow flags perhaps fifty meters to his right, marking the safe swimming area. A handful of people played in the shallows, and further out, he counted maybe four or five swimmers. 

The water was bathwater warm when he waded in. Queensland in February—subtropical perfection. Danny dove under an incoming wave and came up grinning, the salt stinging his eyes in that familiar, cleansing way. He began to swim with easy, practised strokes, heading out past where the waves were breaking. 

This was exactly what he'd needed. 

On the lifeguard tower, Marcus Paul watched the swimmer with the casual attention of someone who'd been doing this job for five years. Mid-thirties guy, reasonably fit, confident in the water. Not showing any signs of struggle. Marcus tracked him almost subconsciously while his eyes continued their constant sweep of the swimming area. 

"Quiet arvo," said Jess, his partner on the tower. She was twenty-two, in her second season as a lifeguard, and spent most of her off-hours training for surf competitions. "Reckon we'll pack up without incident?" 

"Don't jinx it," Marcus said automatically. He'd learned not to make predictions. The ocean didn't care about your statistics or your confidence. 

His radio crackled. "Tower Three, this is Rover. Just pulled a bluebottle off a kid down south end. Nothing major, but heads up there might be more washing in." 

Marcus acknowledged and made a mental note. Bluebottles—Portuguese man o' wars to the tourists—were common enough this time of year. Painful but rarely dangerous. Still, good to know. 

His eyes found the solo swimmer again. The guy had made it out past the break and was treading water, probably catching his breath. Standard behaviour. Marcus watched for another moment, confirming the swimmer looked comfortable, then shifted his gaze to a group of teenagers who were starting to bodysurf despite being outside the flags. 

"Oi!" Jess called out through the megaphone. "Youse lot—back between the flags!" 

The teenagers complied with the grudging slowness of their age group. Marcus grinned. He remembered being that age, thinking he was invincible. Before he'd actually pulled his first drowning victim from the water and learned just how quickly things could go wrong. 

Movement in his peripheral vision. The solo swimmer again. Marcus's attention sharpened instinctively. The man's arms were moving—waving? No, thrashing. And he was shouting something. 

"Jess—" 

But she'd already seen it. "Got him. Westward of the flags, maybe forty meters out." 

Marcus was moving before he'd consciously decided to move, his body running on five years of training and muscle memory. Down the tower stairs, grabbing the rescue tube from its hook, hitting the beach at a run. The sand flew beneath his feet as he sprinted toward the water's edge, his eyes locked on the swimmer. 

The swimmer was still shouting, his voice carrying across the water with a quality Marcus recognized immediately—pure terror. Not the playful shouts of kids or the calls of surfers. This was fear. 

Marcus hit the water in a shallow dive and came up swimming hard, the rescue tube trailing behind him on its cord. His lifeguard training had taught him to assess while approaching: victim's position, condition, potential hazards. But even from twenty meters away, something felt wrong about this situation. The swimmer had stopped thrashing. His arms had dropped. 

"Mate, I'm coming!" Marcus called out, his voice steady despite his racing heart. "Stay calm, I'm almost there!" 

No response. The swimmer was vertical in the water now, head tilted back, mouth open. Not swimming. Not treading water properly. Just... bobbing. 

Fifteen meters. Ten. Marcus could see the man's face now, eyes wide and unfocused. The golden hour light painted everything in warm tones, but something about the water around the swimmer looked wrong. Darker. Cloudy. 

Five meters. 

The smell hit him first—copper and salt, a combination his brain took a moment to process. Then he saw the water properly, saw what he'd thought was shadow. The ocean around the swimmer was blooming with dark tendrils, dispersing in the gentle current. 

Blood. Jesus Christ, that was blood. 

"Mate!" Marcus reached the swimmer and grabbed him under the arms, muscle memory taking over even as his mind struggled to process what he was seeing. The man's head lolled back against Marcus's shoulder. His eyes were open but seeing nothing. "Mate, talk to me! What happened?" 

The man's lips moved but no sound came out. His skin felt cold despite the warm water. Marcus began towing him back toward shore, kicking hard, the rescue tube providing buoyancy for both of them. His eyes scanned the water around them with a new edge of fear. Blood in the water. Blood meant injury. Blood meant— 

He didn't let himself complete the thought. First rule: get the victim to shore. Assess the hazard, but get the victim out. He was a strong swimmer, the shore was close, he could do this. 

But the water around them was getting darker. More blood, spreading in the swimmer's wake. Too much blood. Way too much blood for a bluebottle sting or even a minor laceration. Marcus's professional calm began to fracture at the edges. 

"Hang on, mate. Nearly there. Just hang on." 

The swimmer didn't respond. His body was dead weight now, heavy in Marcus's grip. Marcus kicked harder, his breath coming faster. The shore seemed impossibly far even though he knew it was less than thirty meters. His eyes kept darting down, trying to see beneath the surface, trying to understand what had happened. 

There. Something pale in the water. The swimmer's leg? No—legs. Both of them, visible beneath the surface as Marcus pulled the man through the shallows. Except— 

Marcus's mind skipped like a scratched record. The legs were moving with them, trailing behind, but they weren't attached right. The angle was all wrong. And the water between the man's torso and his legs was thick with blood, a cloud of it dispersing in their wake. 

His feet found the bottom. Knee-deep water. Marcus stood, hauling the swimmer up, and that's when he saw. 

The man had no legs. 

Not injured legs. Not bleeding legs. No legs. 

Where his legs should have been, where Marcus had just seen them trailing in the water, there was nothing. Just torn flesh and exposed bone at mid-thigh, the stumps ragged and— 

Marcus's training took over before his mind could fully process the horror. He dragged the man onto the beach, leaving a trail of blood-dark water. CPR. He needed to do CPR. Check the airways, check breathing, check circulation. His hands moved automatically, tilting the man's head back, checking for breathing. 

Nothing. No breath. No pulse at the carotid. Marcus started compressions, counting aloud, his voice sounding distant to his own ears. 

"One, two, three, four—" 

The man's chest compressed under his palms, but Marcus could feel it was futile. The blood loss. Jesus, the blood loss. The sand beneath them was darkening, soaking up the blood that was still pumping weakly from the stumps of the man's legs with each compression Marcus performed. You couldn't survive losing both legs. The femoral arteries. The shock. The— 

"Marcus!" Jess was running toward him, the first aid kit in her hands, her radio in the other. "Ambos are on their way—two minutes out—what've we—" 

She stopped. Marcus watched her face go from professional concern to horror in the space of a heartbeat. 

"Oh my God. Oh my fucking God." 

"Help me," Marcus said, his voice steady even though his hands were shaking. "Take over compressions. I need to check—I need to—" 

He didn't know what he needed to do. Apply pressure to stop bleeding? The wounds were too massive, too catastrophic. Tourniquets? There was nothing left to tourniquet. The legs were gone at mid-thigh, the stumps already white at the edges from blood loss, the ragged flesh telling a story Marcus's brain refused to read. 

Jess dropped to her knees and took over compressions, her face pale but focused. Marcus sat back on his heels, his hands hovering uselessly over the man's body. Blood covered his arms up to the elbows. It was soaking into his board shorts, warm and sticky. 

"What happened?" Jess asked through gritted teeth, maintaining the rhythm of compressions. "What the fuck happened?" 

Marcus opened his mouth to answer but no words came. He looked at the stumps of the man's legs again, really looked at them. The ragged edges. The way the flesh was torn, not cut. The way muscle and tissue hung in strips. The glimpse of white bone. 

His eyes moved to the ocean behind them. The water was calm. Gentle waves rolled in with the same lazy rhythm they'd had all day. The golden hour light painted everything beautiful. A few swimmers were still out there, maybe a dozen people playing in the shallows. Normal. Everything looked completely normal. 

But it wasn't. Something had been in that water. Something had done this. 

"Shark," Marcus heard himself say. The word felt foreign in his mouth, impossible. They didn't have sharks here. Not like this. Not great whites or bulls that could do... this. "It was a shark." 

"No pulse," Jess said. Her hands had stilled on the man's chest. "Marcus, he's gone. There's no—he's gone." 

She was right. Marcus could see it in the man's face, in the fixed dilation of his pupils, in the absolute stillness of his chest. Dead. The man was dead. Had probably been dead since before Marcus reached him. The amount of blood loss, the severed femoral arteries—he would have had minutes at most. Seconds, maybe. 

Sirens in the distance, getting closer. The ambulance. Too late, but coming anyway because that's what they did. 

Marcus became aware of people gathering. The handful of swimmers who'd been in the water were stumbling onto the beach, their eyes wide. Families who'd been packing up their things were moving closer, drawn by the sirens and the sight of the lifeguards bent over someone on the sand. A semi-circle of people forming, smartphones already coming out. 

"Everyone back!" Jess was on her feet, her voice sharp with authority and barely controlled panic. "Give us space! Get back!" 

The crowd shuffled back a few steps but didn't disperse. Marcus could hear the murmurs starting, the questions spreading like ripples. What happened? Is he okay? What's wrong with his legs? Oh God, are those— 

"We need to clear the water," Marcus said. He was still on his knees next to the body—the victim, the swimmer, the man who'd been alive five minutes ago. "Jess, we need to clear the fucking water right now." 

She stared at him for a moment, her face sheet-white, then nodded. She grabbed her radio with shaking hands. "All units, all units. We need immediate beach closure. Everyone out of the water. Now. Code red. I repeat, code red." 

The words code red would alert every lifeguard on the beach, would trigger the emergency protocols they drilled for but rarely used. Shark attack. Those two words would empty the water faster than anything else. 

Marcus watched as lifeguards at other towers began moving, their voices carrying across the beach through megaphones. "Everyone out of the water! Beach is closed! Out of the water now!" 

The swimmers began moving toward shore, slowly at first, then with increasing urgency as the message spread. Within a minute, the water was empty. Within two minutes, everyone was on the sand, confused and frightened, clustered in groups and staring at the ocean that had suddenly turned hostile. 

The ambulance arrived, paramedics spilling out with their equipment, but Marcus could see from their faces when they reached the victim that they knew it was too late. Still, they went through the motions—checking vitals, attempting to establish IV lines, documenting the injuries. One of the paramedics, a woman in her forties with grey streaks in her dark hair, looked up at Marcus. 

"You pulled him out?" 

Marcus nodded. 

"Did you see what happened?" 

"No. He was shouting, thrashing around. By the time I got to him, he was non-responsive. The water was full of blood." Marcus swallowed hard. "His legs were already gone." 

The paramedic's jaw tightened. She looked down at the stumps, at the ragged trauma, and Marcus saw her professional mask slip for just a moment. "Jesus Christ," she whispered. 

Police were arriving now, and Marcus recognized Senior Constable Kate Morrison from the local station. She'd been at beach emergencies before—nothing like this, but she knew the drill. She began directing the growing crowd, establishing a perimeter, taking initial witness statements from people who claimed to have seen something. 

Marcus stood on shaky legs. His hands were still covered in blood. There was blood on his chest, his shorts, probably his face. He felt cold despite the warm evening air. 

"Marcus." Jess was beside him, her own hands shaking. "Are you okay?" 

"Yeah." It was automatic, the answer you gave when someone asked. But he wasn't okay. He could still feel the dead weight of the man's body, could still see the stumps of his legs, could still smell the copper-salt stink of blood. 

"You need to wash off," Jess said gently. "There's a shower at the tower." 

Marcus looked down at himself, at the blood drying dark on his skin. Somewhere in the distance, he could hear someone crying. A woman's voice, high and sharp with grief. He wondered if it was the dead man's wife, his girlfriend, his sister. Someone who'd been waiting for him to come back from his swim. 

"We need to close all the beaches," Marcus said. "Not just this one. All of them. Southport to Coolangatta. Everything." 

"Surf Life Saving Queensland is on it," Jess said. "Kate already called it in. They're coordinating with the council and water police." 

Water police. They'd send boats out, probably a helicopter. They'd look for the shark, try to track it, warn other beaches. Standard procedure after an attack. Except this wasn't standard. This wasn't a bump and bite, a case of mistaken identity, a territorial display. This was catastrophic. This was feeding. 

Marcus made himself look at the ocean again. The sun was touching the horizon now, the sky streaked with orange and pink. Picture perfect. The water was empty of people, but it was full of something else. Something that had just killed a man in the space of seconds. 

Sarah Kellerman knew something was wrong before anyone told her. 

She'd been walking back from the Thai restaurant, the menu photographed on her phone and a plan forming for dinner, when she noticed the crowd on the beach. The police lights. The ambulance. Her steps had slowed, some animal instinct making her reluctant to get closer. 

Then she'd heard the sirens from other emergency vehicles arriving, had seen people streaming away from the water's edge with frightened faces, and her first thought—the thought every parent has in moments like this—was her children. Were Mia and Tyler still in the apartment? Please God, let them be in the apartment. 

She'd called as she ran, the phone pressed to her ear, and Mia had answered on the second ring. "Mum? What's wrong?" 

"Are you and Tyler in the apartment?" 

"Yeah, we're—Mum, what's happening? There's police lights everywhere and—" 

"Stay there. Lock the door. Don't come out." 

Sarah had pushed through the crowd, her heart hammering, looking for... what? What was she looking for? She didn't know yet, but the cold dread in her stomach was growing with every step. 

She'd seen the body on the sand, covered now with a yellow tarp, and the lifeguards standing nearby, one of them covered in blood. She'd seen the police tape going up, the crowd being pushed back. She'd heard the whispers spreading like wildfire. 

Shark attack. Both legs gone. Dead in the water. 

And then she'd seen the board shorts. Laid out on the sand next to the medical equipment the paramedics had abandoned. Navy blue with a white stripe. She'd bought those board shorts for Danny's birthday last year. She'd watched him pack them for this trip. 

"No." The word came out as a whisper. "No, no, no." 

She'd tried to push forward, tried to get to the tarp, but a police officer had stopped her. A woman, young, with kind eyes that went sad when Sarah started demanding to see, to know, to confirm— 

"Ma'am, I need you to stay back. This is an active scene." 

"Those are my husband's board shorts!" Sarah heard herself screaming, her voice not her own. "Where is he? Where's Danny? He went for a swim—he just went for a swim before dinner—" 

The police officer's expression had changed. She'd called over another officer, an older woman with grey streaks in her dark hair, and Sarah had found herself being led away from the crowd, away from the tarp, to a quiet spot near the lifeguard tower where she couldn't see the body any more but could still hear the ocean, calm and gentle and monstrous. 

"What's your husband's name?" the senior officer asked. 

"Danny. Daniel Kellerman. He's—he went for a swim. He said twenty minutes. He said—" 

"Can you describe what he was wearing?" 

Sarah described the board shorts. Described Danny's build, his height, the mole on his left shoulder blade. Described him with the clinical precision of shock, her voice flat and strange to her own ears. 

The officer had made a radio call, spoken in quiet tones to someone Sarah couldn't see. Then she'd turned back, and Sarah had known from her face before she'd said a word. 

"Mrs. Kellerman, I'm very sorry. We believe your husband was involved in a marine animal incident. Paramedics attempted resuscitation but he—I'm very sorry. He didn't survive." 

Marine animal incident. What a sterile way to say her husband had been eaten by a shark. 

Sarah's legs had given out. She'd found herself sitting on the sand, the world tilting sideways. The officer was talking, saying something about counselling services and victim support and next of kin notification, but the words were just noise under the roaring in Sarah's ears. 

Danny was dead. 

They'd been married sixteen years. They had two children who were currently locked in their holiday apartment, waiting for her to bring home the dinner menu. They had three more days of vacation. Danny had worn those board shorts to the beach that morning and they'd laughed about Tyler's stubbornness and Mia's sunburn and what time they should hit the water park tomorrow. 

Tomorrow. A word that meant nothing now. 

"Mrs. Kellerman? Sarah?" The officer's voice penetrated the fog. "Is there someone we can call? Someone who can be with you?" 

Sarah shook her head. They didn't know anyone in Queensland. They were from Melbourne. This was just a vacation. This wasn't supposed to—this couldn't be— 

"My children," she heard herself say. "They're in the apartment. They don't know. They don't—I have to tell them. Oh God, how do I tell them?" 

By the time the sun set completely, Surfers Paradise Beach was a crime scene. 

Crime scene—that's what the police tape said, though no crime had been committed. Just nature, doing what nature did. Still, the protocols were the same. Secure the perimeter. Document the scene. Collect evidence. Try to understand what had happened. 

Detective Inspector Aaron Torres stood at the water's edge, watching the last of the golden light fade from the sky. Behind him, the beach hummed with activity—forensics photographing the scene, marine biology experts from the university examining the victim's wounds, surf life saving coordinators coordinating with police and council to manage the beach closures. A helicopter circled overhead, its spotlight sweeping the dark water. 

Aaron had been a detective for fifteen years, had seen his share of bodies. Car accidents, domestic violence gone fatal, the occasional murder. But this was different. This wasn't human evil; this was something else entirely. Something that reminded him how small humans were, how fragile. 

"Inspector?" One of the marine biologists approached—Dr. Emma Carlisle, a specialist in shark behaviour from Griffith University. She'd been called in to examine the wounds, to try to determine what species had been responsible. "I've finished my preliminary assessment." 

"And?" 

"Based on the bite radius and the nature of the trauma, we're looking at a large shark. Very large. The spacing of the tooth marks suggests great white or bull shark, but—" She hesitated. 

"But?" 

"The bite pattern is unusual. Typically, shark attacks in this region are investigatory bites. The shark bumps, bites, and releases when it realizes the victim isn't its normal prey. What we're seeing here..." She gestured toward where the victim still lay under the tarp. "This was a feeding attack. Multiple bites, complete severance of both limbs. This shark didn't just bite and release. It consumed." 

Aaron felt a chill run down his spine. "Is that normal behaviour?" 

"For sharks? Yes, when they're hunting their natural prey—seals, sea lions, large fish. For sharks in these waters attacking humans? No. This is highly atypical." Emma pulled out her tablet, showing him a diagram of bite marks. "And there's something else. The spacing of the teeth, the depth of the bites... I'd estimate we're looking at a shark in the four-to-five-meter range. Maybe larger." 

"Thirteen to sixteen feet," Aaron converted automatically. "That's a big shark." 

"It's massive. And it was hunting in shallow water at a patrolled beach in the late afternoon. Every part of that is unusual." Emma looked out at the dark ocean. "Great whites typically hunt in deeper water, ambushing prey from below. Bull sharks are more aggressive and comfortable in shallow water, but attacks of this severity are rare even for bulls. And the time of day—sharks usually feed at dawn and dusk, but this was mid-golden hour. Visibility was excellent. There's no way the shark mistook the victim for anything but what he was." 

"So what are you saying?" 

Emma was quiet for a moment. "I'm saying we might have a problem. If this shark is actively hunting humans, if it's hunting in populated swimming areas in good visibility, then it's behaving outside the normal parameters of shark behaviour in this region. Which makes it unpredictable. Dangerous." 

"More dangerous than a shark that just took both legs off a swimmer?" 

"Yes," Emma said simply. "Because I don't know what it will do next. And neither does anyone else." 

Aaron looked back toward the lights of Surfers Paradise, at the high-rise apartments packed with tourists, at the restaurants and bars and hotels that made up the Gold Coast's multi-billion-dollar tourism economy. He thought about the beaches stretching north and south, about the thousands of people who came to swim in these waters every day. 

"We need to keep the beaches closed," he said. 

"I agree. At least until we can track this animal, understand its behaviour pattern." 

"Water police are putting boats out tonight, and the helicopter will keep searching. If it's still in the area—" 

"It might be," Emma interrupted. "Or it might have moved on. Sharks are nomadic. They cover huge distances. This could have been a transient animal just passing through. Or it could be establishing a territory." 

"How do we tell the difference?" 

Emma met his eyes. "We wait and see if it attacks again." 

In a fourteenth-floor apartment overlooking the beach where her father had died, Mia Kellerman sat on the couch between her brother and her mother and tried to understand words that made no sense. 

Gone. Attack. Shark. Dead. 

Tyler was crying, big heaving sobs that shook his whole body. Mum was holding them both, her face blank and white, her voice when she spoke sounding like it was coming from far away. A police officer was there—the woman from the beach—and a counsellor who'd arrived with her, speaking in soft tones about grief and support services and arrangements that needed to be made. 

Mia felt numb. She kept waiting to cry, kept waiting to feel something other than this strange distant shock, but nothing came. She could see the beach from here. Could see the police lights still flashing, could see the yellow tape cordoning off the section of sand where—where— 

She turned away from the window. 

"Can I see him?" The words surprised her, coming out of her mouth without permission. 

Everyone looked at her. The police officer's expression went soft with pity. "Sweetheart, I don't think that's a good idea." 

"Why not? He's my dad. I should—I should get to say goodbye." 

"Mia," her mother said gently. "The injuries were very severe. I don't think—it wouldn't be good for you to see." 

Injuries. What a small word for what had happened. Mia had heard the whispers from the police officers when they'd first arrived, before they'd realized she could hear. Both legs gone. Bled out in the water. Shark must have been massive. 

Her father had been eaten by a shark. 

The thought should have felt unreal, like something from a movie. But it didn't. It felt horribly, terribly real. Her father had gone for a swim, a normal everyday thing people did on vacation, and he'd been killed by a shark. That was the world now. That was the reality they lived in. 

"I want to go home," Tyler said through his tears. "I want to go home right now." 

Home. Melbourne. Their real life. Except their real life was going to be so different now. Dad wouldn't be there when they got home. Wouldn't be at the breakfast table or watching TV on the couch or asking about Tyler's maths homework or driving Mia to soccer practice. All the small ordinary things that made up a life, a family—all of it gone in the space of twenty minutes. 

Outside, night had fallen completely. The ocean was invisible now, just a dark presence beyond the lights of the city. But Mia could hear it. The endless rhythm of waves on sand, the same sound that had been there when her father had walked into the water and never walked out. 

She wondered if the shark was still out there. Still swimming in the dark. Still hungry. 

Marcus Paul stood in the shower at the lifeguard facility, watching pink-tinged water circle the drain. He'd been standing here for ten minutes, maybe longer, scrubbing at his skin with a roughness that bordered on violence. The blood was gone—had been gone after the first minute—but he kept scrubbing anyway. 

Outside the shower block, he could hear voices. The debrief was happening, emergency protocols being reviewed, incident reports being filed. He should be out there. He was a senior lifeguard; they needed his statement. But he couldn't make himself move. 

Every time he closed his eyes, he saw it. The stumps of the man's legs. The ragged flesh. The blood blooming in the water around them. 

He'd been a lifeguard for five years. Before that, he'd been a competitive swimmer, had spent more time in the ocean than on land. He'd pulled drowning victims from rips, performed CPR on heart attack victims, dealt with bluebottle stings and broken bones and the occasional surfer head injury. He thought he'd seen it all. 

He'd been wrong. 

The shower door opened and Jess stepped in, still fully clothed. She'd been crying; Marcus could see the red around her eyes. "Hey," she said softly. "You okay?" 

"No." There was no point in lying. 

"Me neither." She leaned against the tile wall, her arms wrapped around herself. "I keep thinking about his family. Someone was waiting for him to come back." 

Marcus thought about the woman he'd seen on the beach, the one who'd been screaming about board shorts. The wife, probably. Widow now. 

"We did everything right," Marcus said, though he wasn't sure who he was trying to convince. "We responded immediately, we—" 

"I know. But he still died." 

"He was already dead when I got to him. The blood loss—there was no saving him. Even if I'd reached him thirty seconds sooner, even if—" 

"I know," Jess repeated. "But that doesn't make it easier." 

They were quiet for a moment, the only sound the spray of the shower and the distant murmur of voices outside. 

"They're closing all the beaches," Jess finally said. "Surfers to Coolangatta. Maybe further. The news is going mental—it's going to be the lead story on every network. Social media's already exploding with videos and photos." 

Marcus thought about that—the victim's death turned into content, shared and re-shared, dissected and discussed by millions of people who hadn't been there, hadn't seen, hadn't pulled a dead man from the water with his legs torn away. 

"There's going to be an inquiry," Jess continued. "Standard procedure after a fatal incident. They'll review everything we did, check if protocols were followed." 

"We followed protocols." 

"I know. But they still have to check." She paused. "Marcus, the marine biologists are saying this was unusual. The way it attacked, the severity. They're saying this shark might attack again." 

Marcus turned off the shower and grabbed a towel. "It's already gone. Sharks don't stay in one place." 

"That's what they usually say. But Dr. Carlisle—she thinks this one might be different." 

"Different how?" 

"She wouldn't say. Just that the attack pattern was atypical. That we need to be prepared for the possibility of further incidents." 

Marcus pulled on his clothes—clean ones from his locker, nothing with blood on them. "We can't let people swim until they catch it or confirm it's moved on. The beaches have to stay closed." 

"They will. But you know people. Give it a few days and they'll start to push back. Tourism dollars, people wanting their beach time. There'll be pressure to reopen." 

"Not after what happened today. Not after—" Marcus stopped. He couldn't say it out loud again. The images were bad enough without putting words to them. 

"I'm going to request a few days off," Jess said quietly. "I can't—I need some time." 

"Yeah. Me too." 

They walked out of the shower block together, into the warm night air. The beach facility was lit up like a stadium, police and emergency services vehicles everywhere. The media had arrived—news vans with satellite dishes, reporters doing pieces to camera with the closed beach in the background. This was going to be national news. International, probably. Australian beach tragedy. Shark attack kills Melbourne tourist. All the headlines writing themselves. 

Marcus saw Dr. Emma Carlisle near one of the police vehicles, talking intensely with a detective. She glanced up as he approached, her expression unreadable. 

"You're the lifeguard who pulled him out," she said. Not a question. 

"Yeah." 

"Did you see anything? In the water before or during the rescue? Any sign of the shark?" 

Marcus shook his head. "Nothing. The water was clear. I mean, there was blood everywhere once I got to him, but I didn't see any fish, any movement. Nothing." 

Emma exchanged a glance with the detective. "That fits the pattern." 

"What pattern?" 

"Ambush predation. The shark attacked from below, probably with enough force to take him down initially. Multiple rapid bites, then departure. Classic great white behaviour, except—" 

"Except what?" 

Emma hesitated. "Except great whites don't typically hunt in these waters. We get them occasionally, but they prefer cooler temperatures, deeper water. And they almost never attack in the late afternoon at a patrolled beach." She looked out at the dark ocean. "This shark is behaving in ways we don't typically see. Which makes it very difficult to predict what it might do next." 

"So what do we do?" 

"We keep the beaches closed. We monitor the water. We hope it was a transient animal that's already moved on." Emma paused. "And we prepare for the possibility that it isn't." 

Marcus looked back toward the beach, toward the spot where he'd pulled Danny Kellerman's body from the surf. The yellow tape was still up, the forensics team still working. Soon they'd pack up the body, transport it to the morgue, begin the formal processes of death investigation. The beach would be cleaned, the blood washed away by the tide. In a few days, it would look like nothing had happened here. 

But Marcus would know. Every time he looked at this stretch of sand, he would see it. Every time he heard someone scream in the water, he would remember. Every time he entered the ocean, he would wonder what was swimming beneath him in the dark. 

The ocean he'd loved his entire life had become something else today. Something that held teeth in its depths. Something that could kill you in seconds, no matter how strong a swimmer you were, no matter how close to shore. 

He thought about Danny Kellerman, dead at forty-three because he'd wanted a swim before dinner. Thought about the man's family, about the daughter who'd asked to see her father's body, about the lives permanently shattered by twenty minutes in the water. 

And he looked out at the Pacific, dark and vast and unknowable, and wondered what else was out there. Waiting. 

The beaches would reopen eventually. They always did, after attacks. A few days, maybe a week. The water police would patrol, the helicopters would watch, the lifeguards would be extra vigilant. And slowly, people would convince themselves it was safe again. That it had been a fluke, a one-time incident, lightning that wouldn't strike twice. 

Marcus hoped they were right. 

But in his gut, where instinct lived alongside training, he didn't believe it. 

This wasn't over. 

This was just the beginning. 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE CALM 
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The water police boat cut through the early morning swell, its twin engines rumbling as Senior Constable Dave Patterson made another pass along the Surfers Paradise beach front. It was day three since the attack, and the routine had become numbingly familiar: start at first light, run the patrol from Main Beach to Burleigh Heads, scan the water for any sign of large marine life, report findings, repeat. 

So far, they'd found nothing. 

"Got something at two o'clock," called out Jamie Chen, Dave's partner for the morning shift. He was scanning the water with binoculars, his posture tense despite the early hour. 

Dave adjusted their heading and throttled back. "What've you got?" 

"Dorsal fin. Small. Maybe a meter back from the tip." 

They drifted closer, both men watching the dark shape cutting through the water thirty meters off their starboard side. Dave grabbed his radio. "Water police to shark watch, we have a confirmed sighting approximately two hundred meters north of Elkhorn Avenue." 

The radio crackled back immediately. "Copy that. Species?" 

The fin broke the surface again and Dave relaxed slightly. "Looks like a bronze whaler. Maybe one-point-five meters. Heading south." 

"Copy. Continue monitoring." 

Dave watched the shark disappear into deeper water. Bronze whalers were common in these waters—curious, sometimes aggressive, but not the monster they were looking for. Not the thing that had taken Danny Kellerman's legs. 

"That's the fourth one this morning," Jamie said, lowering his binoculars. "All small coastal species. Nothing bigger than two meters." 

"Same
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