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A note to readers


Prologue

There may be no place on Earth lonelier than the ocean at night. The wind whistles its soulless song, drifting over the constantly moving waves. The swells have nothing to break against, so things stay fairly quiet unless a storm blows through the area.

No storms that night.

Not even a cloud in the sky.

For miles in all directions, the sea looked like black volcanic glass shimmering in the soft, bluish light from the moon. It was not full but provided enough light to see tiny foam caps blossoming on top of the waves, endlessly blooming, then swirling away into the darkness. It was such a clear night every star in the heavens twinkled so clearly, one could even see that they were unique shapes and colors.

To the east, a strip of lights clung to the horizon like a scattering of diamonds. That entire edge glittered for miles up and down the coast, providing proof of a large metropolis clinging to the shore. Cities tend to look magical at night, and that one was no exception.

The oily black ocean heaved slightly. The water pushed upwards, then the whole mass quickly dropped away. Whatever was under the waves was exceptionally large but did not break through the surface.

Small eddies of water swirled around the edges of the anomaly, then rapidly dispersed and leveled out.

All was as before. The gentle rise and fall of the little waves neatly blended together forming the surface of the sea between the continents.

That slight disturbance in the water had attracted the attention of a flock of shearwaters flying low over the wavelets, heading for shore, and hoping to snatch a few more morsels before they returned to land. Whatever had disturbed the water forced small fish toward the surface, and the birds targeted them, grateful for such an easy meal. Without a doubt, it was their favorite way to feed, when large animals came up through the surface of the water, pulling those smaller, tasty creatures along with them.

The birds came in so low that the tips of their wings cut right through the tops of the little waves, hence the origin of their elegant names.

The flock had about sixty birds, darting gracefully through the air, taking advantage of what the sea had to offer them on that clear night. As they glided forward, the water began to boil ahead of them, and the surface heaved upward again, but much higher this time. Without missing a beat, the birds, moving as if they were one, targeted the new disturbance, hoping to score an even larger bonanza.

Below them, from a literal bird’s eye view, small fish flipped up and over the surface of the turbulent water. Their small, silvery bodies reflected the moonlight, making them look like tumbling silver coins.

Suddenly, a humpback whale threw herself up and out of the water, crying out frantically as she rolled and twisted violently before crashing back into the sea. She was in distress, terrified, and clearly fighting for her life, as evidenced by the huge amount of blood trailing after her that changed the white foamy caps of water to a bright carnelian.

As if on cue, all the birds immediately raced upward, avoiding the area. Whatever was happening, they instinctively knew to avoid it at all costs.

The humpback blasted a stream of red-tinged air from her blowhole. The whale was in trouble and doing the only thing she could do to try to save her own life. She was heading toward shore, to the shallower water, attempting to elude the animal chasing her, that had already torn into the thick veins in her tail.

The more she swam, the faster blood pumped out of her body.

Other humpback whales from her pod swam along with her but at a distance. She cried for help, and they responded, trying to ease her fear and encourage her to keep moving. That was all they could do.

The lights from the city along the shore were getting larger and brighter. She could tell the water was getting shallower, so she kicked in the last reserves of energy she had to get away. Whatever was chasing her had stopped its attack, so she fought on.

The damage, though, had been done.

The wounds in her tail were so severe that, with every thrust, more of her precious lifeblood poured out, gallons of it every second.

She was losing the race and, despite her best efforts, started to slow down. The other whales from her family called out to her one last time before they turned away.

The loss of blood made her feel euphoric, and her vision was shutting down. She slowed and stopped trying to swim toward the shore, then ceased all movement and floated on the surface, buffeted by the churning water. She glided forward a few more yards, then gently rolled over onto her back, her white belly in stark contrast to the surrounding water.

A few fins of large sharks showed up, drawn to the blood and the promise of an easy meal. As they approached her body, though, each and every one exited the area quickly.

Whatever had killed the enormous whale, was right underneath her.


Chapter 1

Misty struggled through the sawgrass and shifting sand, dragging a beat-up lawn chair and a large canvas bag behind her. The chair bucked wildly in her hands, like a frantic kite, as it danced in the stiff breeze pelting her from the ocean. Misty’s honey-blonde hair, cropped in a ragged style, whipped about her face. She was pretty, slender, and had a dusting of freckles across her nose. A pair of shades—tiny, rhinestone apples decorating the rims—clung precariously to the end of the slightly turned-up nose that made her look younger than her twenty-two years.

Her bag, skating along behind her, bumped up and over a small, pitted, metal sign that read “Private Road.” She saw it but didn’t care. Looking around, it was clear she had the entire area to herself, unlike the public beach a bit further down the shore that was packed with enough humans to populate a small town.

Misty’s silver SUV, parked behind her on the private road, bore some dings, dents, and rust spots along with a cracked and peeling sticker of the Canadian flag. The vehicle looked like it hadn’t been washed in years, which was about right. Misty preferred to let Mother Nature take care of that boring chore, instead choosing to drive through Los Angeles when it poured to at least get some of the dirt off.

The city would endure an actual monsoon through the winter months, washing dust from the cars and grime and grit off the high-rise windows. The rains were usually very heavy, like someone had a giant, endless bucket they upended over the city. It would saturate the hills near the coast until the ground couldn’t hold any more water, then it would sluice whole houses off the hills. Living in the area could be challenging.

That day, though, the sun was shining. As she slogged her way through the grass toward a flat rock outcropping right near the water’s edge, she looked off to the left, toward the public beach known as Merrill Point. It was jam packed with hundreds of people lying in the sand, splashing about in the surf, and of course, sailing countless Frisbees and Beach Balls in all directions. It looked like a cheap flea circus.

“Peasants,” Misty muttered contemptuously.

Finally, she arrived at the outcropping and dropped everything on the ground with a satisfied “Phew!”

Misty grabbed one leg of the chair and shook it furiously until the sad-looking thing reluctantly snapped open. She plopped it down onto the ground where it canted a bit to one side; however, that didn’t seem to bother her as she dropped into the worn, nylon seat and released a sigh of contentment. So far, the tedious part of her mission was done, and she looked forward to what she had planned next.

Misty set her bag on the rocks and pulled out a lightweight tripod. While she stabilized the legs and attached her little digital camera, which was a bright pink color, securely to the top, she was enjoying the sound of the waves breaking against the rocks. Every time she looked at the tiny pink camera she had to laugh because it looked like something a little girl would have. That certainly made sense, since it was a gift from her mom, who would forever think of Misty as her little girl.

That was just fine with her. She loved her mom and missed her, and was looking forward to making her movie today.

Misty gazed out over the ocean. Every time she looked at it, the size just took her breath away. She had heard the word “vast” used to describe how huge the Pacific really was, but it seemed inadequate to her—cold and unfeeling—and the ocean was anything but that.

She viewed the water as an enormous, majestic being, constantly in motion. She had spent some days just watching the waves form and race toward the shore. She swore they were alive and could hear them exhaling as the spent water washed delicately across the rocks and sand, then trickled back to Mother Ocean.

Another time, she promised herself.

She was on a mission and needed to stay focused. Another time, she could sit on the shore and watch those waves for hours and hours, but not today.

When the camera was ready to go, Misty fiddled with the settings and made sure the shot of herself in the chair in front of those frothy, living waves was framed perfectly.

Before she started the camera, Misty pulled from her bag a small Bluetooth speaker and turned on some music from her cell phone. Soon she was caught up in the beat of one of her favorite Bob Marley tunes. She found a nice, flat rock right near the water’s edge to place the speaker, then she pulled a joint out of her big canvas bag and lit it. A calming rush wash over her as she inhaled deeply. The heavy, bottle-green water, topped with lacy bits of foam, slapped hard into the rocks, sending a cooling spray over her legs.

“Thank you,” she called out to the wave that had cooled her off.

After inhaling one more deep toke, she pinched the end off to extinguish it and tossed it toward her bag. The half-used joint hit the edge, did a neat little flip in the air, and landed on the ground.

Ready for her close-up, she made sure her shades were securely in place to hide her glassy eyes and, flashing her most adorable smile, faced the lens. She looked down and scanned her attire for any bits of the joint sticking to her top.

Nope. Nothing there. All things in the universe were lining up for her.

“Better do this thaaang. Thank God for sunglasses. And now…for a little touch of Spielberg.”

Misty turned the camera on and double-checked how the shot was framed, making sure she and the stunning ocean with its dancing waves were clearly visible. Satisfied with her efforts, she was ready.

“Hi, Mom!” she shouted cheerfully into the lens. “How you doing up there in the frozen north? I know it’s only August in Canada. Well, here too, but is it snowing there yet?”

She giggled at her own joke a bit more than she intended. She’d have to rethink smoking a joint next time she did a monologue. Usually, it just calmed her down and helped with her focus, but that one was making her pretty giddy. After regaining her composure, Misty continued.

“I gotta tell ya, I don’t miss the snow at all, but I sure miss you!”

That was certainly true, and again, she was grateful for her dark glasses that now masked a hint of tears in her eyes.

Misty felt herself getting swept up in the emotion of the moment until a larger wave slammed up against the rocks behind her, sending cold fingers of icy water down her back. She yelped and snapped back into the moment, then turned to address the camera again.

“Things are good for me, though. Working here and there, making the bills, seeing a few guys now and then. No! Not anyone special, but I did get a cat. His name is Dave. Don’t ask me why I named him that. Just seemed to fit. He’s black and white and super sweet. I know you would love him.”

Movement in the water caught Misty’s eye. She turned to look out over the ocean but didn’t see anything unusual, just the endless pirouetting waves. She turned back to continue recording for her mom.

“So, let’s see. Where was I? Oh yeah! I’m at day 284 of my quest to be the next great actress to grace the silver screen, any screen, I guess. Today, I’m gracing my own little screen out here next to the blue, errrr, green Pacific Ocean…”

Misty froze mid-sentence and pivoted rapidly in her chair to watch a large torpedo shape glide past her, just below the surface.

“Wow! What the…what is…!”

She jumped up and ran to the edge of the rocky outcropping that hung over the water, straining to get a better look. She could just make out something large, still going by, down in the deeper water under the rocky lip. The choppiness of the waves made it difficult to make out any detail.

“Oh my God! It’s a submarine or a…no! That’s stupid! It’s a whale, or a really big seal!”

Misty looked back at the camera. “Mom! Wow! Maybe it is a whale! Maybe it’ll come back.”

She ran over to the tripod and popped the camera from its mooring, then dashed back to the water and looked to her left where the shape had disappeared. Several moments later, the torpedo-like form reappeared, gliding toward her. The rocky edge she stood on hung out over a steep drop-off to deep water, where the coast started its gradual curve west before turning north, toward Santa Barbara.

She made sure her camera was still recording and juggled to get herself—and the shape—into the same shot.

“Mom! Mom! Watch this! This is going to be so cool. A whale! I’ve been out here nearly a year and haven’t seen one yet. I see them on the news all the time, though. They’re supposed to swim up and down this way all the time, but they’re always further out. This should really be something. They’re supposed to be super friendly.”

Misty pulled her sunglasses off, faced the camera she had balanced in her hand, and watched what was happening behind her on the playback monitor. She had pivoted the screen around so that she could see her own image recording along with whatever was out there in the water behind her. In the tiny monitor, she watched the shape coming toward her at an angle from the south. Waves formed about it as it got closer to the surface, and then, incredibly, she watched an enormous triangular fin break the surface of the water.

Misty stopped looking into the monitor and turned to watch the fin approach. As it came nearer, she had to look up to see the top of it, which towered above her. The enormous sail cut a large and frothy wake as the fish that owned it turned to pass by her again and then disappeared below the water.

Whatever that was, it wasn’t a whale…and she had a feeling it wasn’t super friendly either.

“Oh, Mom. Mommy…” she cried.

Her lower lip quivered, and Misty’s heart pounded so fast and so loud she irrationally feared that the beast out there in the water would be able to sense it and find her.

Misty turned to face the water, her camera now dangling in her hand but still recording. She watched and waited, stunned by what she had seen. What had she seen? What was that thing?

A hundred feet or more out in the water, Misty saw the fin break the surface again and then turn as it moved toward her. It was heading right toward her, but why? What was it doing? Could it see her?

She backed away from the water’s edge as it came closer. Just as the large form gliding under the water neared the rocky edge, Misty grabbed her old lawn chair in her free hand and held it out in front of her like an old-fashioned lion tamer. Every instinct in her body screamed at her to run, but she couldn’t. She was frozen, unable to look away, like the way a baby bird will stare at the snake entering its nest, mesmerized by its presence.

Quietly, without even stirring the water, the giant fin slipped out of sight.

“Where…where are you? Where’d you go?”

The level of her fear dropped dramatically once she could not see the giant beast, and she inched a tiny bit closer to the water’s edge, trying desperately to see if whatever it was might make another appearance. She understood why people can’t look away from a train wreck—the improbable size of the train, the damage it could cause, how insignificant people were in the presence of such an out-of-control situation. It all made sense to her now.

She took another step closer to the edge.

A massive shark’s head popped out of the water right in front of her, and the open jaws, large enough to swallow her battered SUV whole, bit into the edge of the rocky outcropping. Shocked at the massive size and speed of the animal, Misty staggered backwards, her arm windmilling while she tried desperately to keep her balance. The water displaced by the shark shot up and over onto the rocks, pushing Misty off her feet. She fell to the ground, slamming hard onto the rock surface, and panicked when she felt the cold water seep into her clothes.

The salty water rushed back toward its home in the ocean, dragging Misty along with it. She dug her glittery nails into the rock, feeling several snap off as she fought to keep from being swept into the ring of teeth that ground relentlessly in front of her. The lawn chair flipped over a couple of times, then landed right side up, directly in front of the shark’s maw.

Misty was mesmerized with the thing in front of her—bigger than an eighteen-wheel truck. The beast released the rocks for a moment and snagged the chair, pulverizing it in less than a second. Bits of frayed nylon and pieces of aluminum went flying.

“My mom gave me that!” she screamed at the shark.

In shock, not yet giving way to full terror, Misty saw the beast start to slide back, letting the water drag its enormous weight under the waves. Just before it disappeared, she saw one of its teeth get caught in a crevice between the rocks. The tooth, which appeared to be the size of a dinner plate, tore free from the shark’s mouth with a gush of blood just before the shark slid below the surface. It bounced once, then twice on the slick rock surface, and plopped into the water.

Misty was startled when she heard someone screaming and then realized that it was her. Stifling the next scream in her throat, she jumped up and watched the water as the huge shape appeared under the surface again, heading toward the public beach to the south. The fin broke the surface of the water, then gradually slid out of sight as it continued moving toward Merrill Point.

She looked in the direction the huge shark was headed and saw waves of humanity scattered all over the public beach less than a mile away. Comparing that herd of people to a flea circus was a pretty good analogy. Hundreds of them, moving in giddy clumps and small streams, threaded through each other, totally oblivious that something much bigger and far more dangerous than anything they could possibly imagine was coming to pay a visit.

“Oh my God!” she cried out.

She could still see the dark shape just under the water’s surface of the massive beast moving away until it slid too deeply under the waves. What should she do? What could she do?

She could warn them.

Galvanized now, she started to run toward Merrill Point and immediately lost her footing on the rocks and clumps of thick grass hiding them. Her knees hurt as she fell a second, then a third time.

This is insane.

Frantic, she looked back over her shoulder, realized what to do, and did her best not to feel like an idiot. She ran back to where her canvas bag was and grabbed it up, then raced back to her SUV.

Her little portable speaker still spewed music from where she had left it behind on the rocks. The Marley tune had ended, and Willie Nelson’s soft voice began crooning a soulful song about cowboys.

Misty’s legs screamed in pain from struggling to run as fast as she could over the sand and grasses that clearly were working together to slow her down. In her mind, she was crying out, right on the edge of a full-blown panic.

Finally, she reached the SUV and quickly opened the driver’s door, tossed her bag across to the passenger side, and leapt inside. She started the vehicle, and instead of heading back up to the main road to access the beach, she drove across the rock-strewn sand toward the hundreds of people who had no idea what was in the water with them.

Her SUV bounced up and over rocks that smashed into the bumpers and tore holes into the undercarriage. Misty drove as fast as she could, feeling the SUV bucking wildly beneath her. Numerous times, the wheel nearly tore free from her fingers as the vehicle slammed first this way, then that way, over terrain that even an SUV couldn’t handle at such high speeds. Nearing the edge of the beach, she laid on the horn and drove right onto the sand, sending people running in all directions. Having left the rockier terrain and now skating along on smooth, wet sand, her SUV really picked up speed. She saw a lifeguard station and drove straight for it.

She very nearly careened into the base of the station but was able to stop just in time, her brakes locking badly. A sheet of fine sand flew over dozens of people in the area, temporarily blinding them. Misty turned off her SUV and leapt out, stumbling over a blinking sunbather who grabbed her ankle.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” the sunbather yelled at her.

Misty shook herself free and screamed at him, “Shark! Shark!”

She jumped over him, then stomped toward the lifeguard shack.

Another woman, wearing a bikini that was too small for her, snapped, “What did she say?”

“Shark!” Misty screamed again as she windmilled her arms about and ran through the sunbathers, kicking sand into their faces. Frustrated, she pointed out to the water and screamed again. “Out there! Shark!”

Two male lifeguards—young, tanned, and wearing bright orange bathing suits—ran down the steps of the shack.

“What do you think you’re doing?” one of the lifeguards yelled at her.

“You can’t drive here!” his partner shouted.

“Oh my God! You idiots!” Misty screamed at them. “There’s a shark out there!”

“Where?” another beachgoer asked.

She looked at him as if he were a moron. Where did he think a shark might be? At the ice cream stand?

“A shark?” an overweight woman in a bright red suit cried out. “Get the kids out of the water. Harry! Harry! Get the kids out!”

A chorus of screaming people fanned out from around the guard shack. People slammed into each other, tripping and falling over towels, boom boxes, and coolers filled with beer not allowed on the beach. Most didn’t even know why they were running. They were caught up in the group mentality that something was going on, and getting the hell out of the area was of
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