
 

Prologue 
 

The small paper airplane floated past the balcony, flipping into a graceful 
somersault, and landing on the balcony railing for just a breath before being 
whisked away again into a great spiral and disappearing into the quiet morning 
sunrise. 

That was odd. The older woman looked up, wondering what child might have 
tossed it into the winds of Grayson, but saw no one. The morning had brought 
grey clouds to the horizon promising rain later. She stood watching the golden 
rays of the sun stretch across the water in contrast with the dark clouds above. She 
listened for children playing but only the distant rumble of an morning 
thunderstorm met her ears. 

“We’re going to get some of that.” She told herself, taking  another sip of tea and 
turning back to the warmth and comfort of her apartment. 

Below the balcony, the Seaside Grill wafted aromas of coffees and homemade 
pastries onto the sidewalk, pulling in sleepy passersby from the sidewalk. A few 
overachievers in business suits sat in ornate iron chairs on the deck and discussed 
the day’s tasks in quiet tones. Sipping a variety of caffeine-laced coffees, they 
listened more to the waves crashing on the beach than to each other. At another 
table, a young couple leaned close to each other, whispering in private 
conversation and occasionally lifting their lips to steal quick kisses, oblivious to 
the world outside or the movements of the waitress as she came and went with 
food and drink. 

Lauren Pierce reflected on her fifth year of teaching third grade. She’d gotten her 
students’ scores back yesterday and they were exemplary. Again. At the last 
assembly of the year, she’d been honored with the youngest ever Teacher of the 
Year award. She loved her students and her entire life revolved around them. 
Their joy at playing simple games of tag. Their soul-crushing stories of poor 
home situations and overly stressed parents. Small voices in a huge world. 

“Miss Pierce, you gave me an A!” 

“No, Jonah, I just recorded it. You made it happen. Great job!” 

Remembering the young face, exhilarated with a job well done, she smiled and, 
head leaned close over her laptop, entering the last of the homework grades she’d 
collected. The breeze was picking up and she considered moving indoors as she 
held down the last of the papers. She still had to plan next week’s activities, clean 



 

out the cubbies that inevitably gathered partially eaten lunches and lost jackets, 
and… 

The small paper airplane wafted back and forth in the wind above the café and 
slowly, gently, drifted onto her keyboard. She sat up straight, leaving a hand on 
the pile of papers beside her to prevent them from taking flight as well. Tucking 
the papers beneath her laptop, she sat looking at the paper airplane as if it was a 
lovely butterfly that had graced her with its beauty. Reaching out, she lifted it into 
her hand and studied the precise folds and small paperclip attached to the front of 
it. That’s odd, she thought and turned her eyes to the sky in search of its origin.  

Suddenly, a chill rushed through her. Must be the change in the weather. Brushing 
her hair back as the wind whipped it into her face, she felt another chill and turned 
to look at the dune grasses that waved back and forth in the wind.  

She frowned. Something sinister about the way the grass waved sent her the 
image of a lion silently crouched among tall grass with his eyes focused on his 
prey. She realized that she no longer heard the sounds of the storm, no longer felt 
the moist wind that tossed her hair back and forth. Reaching again to push her hair 
out of her eyes, she felt a sudden surge of fear. A knowing. Her eyes widened with 
realization and she started to stand. 

Her head jerked to the side, lifting her weight from the chair and pushing her 
entire body off balance. Something had hit her left temple and she felt the sting of 
it. She didn’t know why she was falling but she fell, watching the world tilt in 
front of her and wondering why she hadn’t seen the lion as it leapt. Already too 
far gone to save, she saw darkness bleeding across her view until it had covered 
everything. Sound had softened but she still heard the distant clanging of her iron 
chair on the deck as it spilled her to the bricks. Bright red blood swirled into 
spilled coffee. She didn’t know when she had gone. Didn’t see the blood as it ran 
the lengths of her hair to the bricks where it built an ugly brownish-red pool with 
small bubbles where the remnants of her breath escaped. 

“Oh dear God!” 

“She’s been shot!” 

“Get down! Everyone get down!” 

Nearby guests screamed and ran, skidding through the bloody mix as they 
searched for cover, panic fueling their rush as they toppled tables and chairs. 

One man stumbled over her body and fell to the floor catching himself with his 
hands. When he realized his hands were covered in blood, he scrambled up 
screaming “I’ve been hit!” No one noticed.  



 

Through the screaming and pushing of patrons, the shell of Lauren’s young life 
lay shattered in one second by the force of a single bullet. Vacant eyes stared 
without seeing as blood slowly ebbed from the small hole in her left temple and 
the larger exit in her right. 

A waitress fumbled with a phone, most likely dialing 911, as she hid behind the 
counter. The cops would be here soon. 

 


