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Prologue


[image: ]


Eight-year-old Lauren vomited into the toilet. Her father listened with a wrenching heart. He stared out the window, fought to quiet his own roiling stomach. His heart flushed down the commode with whatever Lauren had sent along with it. Over and over again, the disease attacking her poor body ripped his chest open and shredded his heart, discarding the pieces down the drain.

In the two months since treatment began, most of the child’s blond hair had fallen out. Ten pounds had been shed from a slight frame which required every single ounce lost. Her muscles were depleted; her stomach caved in from a lack of nutrition. A living skeleton covered only in skin.

Chemo. An ugly, cruel monster.

He turned and watched from the kitchen as his wife carried Lauren from the bathroom into the living room. His wife—the best mother any child could hope for, in his humble opinion—eased their little girl onto the couch and covered her in two layers of comforters despite the eighty-degree heat outside. No air conditioner and Lauren was cold. Normal, that's what the doctors called all these symptoms. They’d stated all the expected side effects before treatment even began—all business and routine in their minds. At the time, he attempted to be unemotional and prepared.

But warnings and standing witness to the disease lie far apart on the spectrum of reality. Both the lack of emotion he attempted to convey and the wealth of preparation he and his family had taken in careful steps since the moment of Lauren’s diagnosis were now irrelevant.

He pounded his fist on the table, the marred wood trembling from the assault. His wife shot a hot glare across the room that he ignored as he stomped across the floor. Opening the refrigerator door, he retrieved a bottle of water and opened it, gulped down some of the clear liquid. Stopped. He lifted the bottle and glared at the water, then threw the bottle in the sink.

His wife ran into the room. "What are you doing? You're going to upset Lauren."

He grumbled incoherently and stormed into the master bedroom of the three-bedroom ranch, ignoring the string of complaints his wife threw at his back. They'd been at each other's throats for weeks now.

It wasn't her fault. Wasn't his either.

It was the big man's fault.

He blamed the big man. And Corey Huntley.

Lauren's father slammed the door. The hot head screwed things up. But not beyond repair. Everyone could still be appropriately dealt with.

The plane crash was just child's play.
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Chapter One
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The plane touched the tarmac with a soft bump, and Lillian Reed opened her eyes to glance out the window. The visit to L.A. for some time with her older sister, Paige, served as more than a simple three-week vacation. Paige just didn't know that yet.

Lil pinched her lower lip with an elbow propped on the armrest. Outside, the sun shone in a robin's egg blue sky as the plane passed by rows of buildings, the sky tower, and other jets of all sizes in the distance. She yawned, her internal clock still set to Eastern Standard Time, despite the glaring sunshine outside the window. The five-hour flight left her in a time warp. Time changes this drastic were bound to be brutal.  

She leaned back against the seat. Confirmation of Paige’s claims to being "okay" since the attack at Kellen’s apartment was the main purpose of the visit though Lil would never tell her older sister as much. But all the phone calls, texts, and even Facetime weren't enough. After all Paige had been through—after everything they had all been through—the trip couldn't be better timed. Stiffening her back into a stretch, Lil nodded as the plane taxied to the gate, the timeline rushing through her thoughts. 

A little over a year since the car accident nearly took her life. 

Slightly less since the plane crash that nearly stole Paige and took half of her leg. 

Lil flicked her red curls over one shoulder and crossed both arms as people scurried with belongings and children. It'd been a long, hard year for the Reed sisters. An understatement of titanic proportions. 

The lights overhead went off with a celebratory ding and Lil waited for other passengers to disembark before gathering her bag from an overhead compartment. Chatter and laughter seemed to echo from every corner while shouts and voices boomed through loudspeakers that grew progressively louder as Lil passed through the airbridge. 

She crossed the threshold into the terminal and was greeted with the smells of fast food, perfume, and perspiration as they mingled and filtered through the airport. Noise and excitement wove together into a thrilling electricity. Her step lightened. Before leaving Detroit, she knew she was excited to see Paige again. It hadn't been more than a month or two, but still much too long. Now the excitement pulsated through her every vein. She hadn't realized how much the break was needed. 

Lil stopped at a nearby newsstand and paid for a pop. She stood off to the side and unscrewed the cap, took a good long drink. She passed on refreshments on board the flight, like she always did. In-flight restrooms were disgusting. Small, smelly things. 

She screwed the cap back on and followed the signs to baggage claim. Paige's fiancé, Kellen Richards, offered to send the private jet. As she wove through the crowds, Lil scolded herself for not taking him up on the offer. At the time, she couldn't wrap her mind around flying on his brother's plane. Not Grey Richards. The Grey Richards—Hollywood superstar, sexiest man on the planet. Award-winning, breathtaking, ovary-crippling, crazily handsome man. The man she'd harbored the worst kind of crush for since middle school when he starred in all the best teeny-bopper movies. His movies improved and grew up while her crush remained foolishly intact for a man out of reach. 

Now the man was destined to be her brother-in-law. 

Lil almost stumbled on the first step of the escalator just thinking about it. She'd always known Paige sold herself short when she married that ex-husband of hers. The older of the two sisters never believed in herself enough. Lil doubted Paige had that problem now. She was engaged to Kellen, after all, and the younger Richards was doing a good job lighting up Hollywood himself. The fact that he was just as easy on the eyes as that brother of his couldn't hurt. 

She tightened the grip on the strap of her purse as the escalator neared the first floor. The Richards brothers may be taking Hollywood, and the world, by storm, but they were family now. Since when did she feel shy around anyone?

She stepped onto the thin navy carpeting as the metal step sank beneath the floor. She stopped at a cluster of monitors, searching for her flight number as she absently wondered if the pilot or attendant announced during the flight which carousal passengers would find their luggage. She couldn’t recall. But then, that was what monitors and signs were for. 

"First time to L.A.?" 

Lil turned to the man next to her. Early twenties, jeans and t-shirt, long hair, eyebrow marred by a thin scar. The grin intended to be disarming but missed the mark. At thirty-four, smiles rarely sent Lil for the same loops they did in her younger years. She liked men. Loved the way they smelled, how their hands were tough enough to get dirty with sweat and grime, then turn around and touch with a feather-like caress. She liked men, enjoyed their company a great deal. But no one ever made her melt inside. Relationships started and ended the same way—without fireworks or fanfare. No broken hearts, no tears. 

Maybe she was lucky in that way. 

"First time in L.A.?" he repeated, in a voice Lil suspected was deepened for her benefit. 

She smirked. If he wanted to chat and be friendly, she wouldn’t be rude. If he thought he'd walk out of the airport with her phone number, he wouldn’t be successful.

"Yes. Yours?"

He shook his head. "Nope. Coming home. I'm a beach boy at heart."

She wagered 'beach boy' meant jobless. "I bet you are."

Before he had a chance to respond, a voice called Lil's name she easily recognized. She nodded a dismissal to the man, who moved on to another group of women, and turned to see Paige standing without crutch or cane. To see her, healthy and able, took Lil's breath away. 

She ran to Paige's side, wrapped her sister in a swallowing embrace. The two women squealed as tears rode down Lil's face. 

"You look amazing!" Lil stepped back, holding tight to Paige's hands. "L.A. agrees with you, or is it that sexy man of yours?"

Paige giggled. "Mostly Kellen, but L.A.'s growing on me. There is so much to see and do. And just a short trip away are even more options. We haven't even scratched the surface."

Lil threw an arm over her shoulder as they headed to the baggage carousel. "How can you? With someone like Kellen, and Grey as an in-law along with this lifestyle, I bet you have a party every night."

"You have issues, you know that, right?" Paige nudged her with an elbow. "Since when have I ever partied?"

The conveyor began to turn with luggage and Lil stepped closer as she watched the bags pass by while other passengers crowded in. "Please. A drop-dead gorgeous man at your side, money to waste, famous brother-in-law. I know how you Hollywood types live."

"Do you now? It hurts me to hear how little my sister understands me."

"As if." She stepped back and looked Paige up and down. She stood confident and easy on the prosthetic leg hidden beneath jeans. That alone was amazing. The last time Lil had seen Paige, her older sister was doing everything to hide the amputated limb. Now, those insecurities didn't appear to be a factor. Lil grinned. "You look amazing."

Paige looked over a shoulder as a man brushed against her shoulder, then took a step closer to Lil to allow for the growing crowd. "You said that already." 

"Bears repeating."

"What about you? Anything new and exciting?"

"The same ol', same ol'. Oh! That's one of mine." Lil leaned for a large black bag and heaved it from the carousal to rest it at her side. "I have one more."

"That doesn't sound much like my sister. No new man in your life, nothing exciting on the job? You're getting boring in your old age."

"Well," Lil said, watching bags pass by, "there's this thing with a relative of mine. She keeps finding herself in trouble lately. It's been keeping me busy." 

"Thanks. Appreciate the added guilt." 

"Naw. It's just ... with everything going on, I haven't had time for men. And the job, well, they've been good to me. The boss didn't blink an eye when I requested three weeks off. Said I deserved it. Who can beat that?" Lil leaned over, grabbed the smaller of the two bags from the turnstile, and nodded to Paige. "All set." 

The ebb and tide of passengers shifted, and the two women moved with the wave outside into the hot California sun. No snow, no biting wind, no winter. In fact, the late February sun was sweltering. Lil also understood something more. Paige wasn't quite comfortable in her new skin as she first thought. In this heat, she should be in shorts, not jeans. 

But everything took time. 

Lil followed Paige to a waiting black Porsche. She dodged a couple dragging their bags and glanced at her sister with a raised brow. "Nice wheels, Paige. What is that, a two-hundred-thousand-dollar vehicle?"

She flushed a pretty pink. "It’ll be mine, eventually. Right now, I'm more of a passenger." Paige wrinkled her nose. "I haven't reached a comfort zone for driving, at least not in this city."

"It's a city, how hard can it be? After driving in Detroit most of your life, I would think you had city-driving under control."

"You'll see." 

Kellen walked around and pulled Lil into a friendly hug. Aviator glasses shielded his heterochromatic eyes, his brown hair brushed back. "It's nice to see you again." He reached for the luggage and hoisted it to the back of the Cayenne, biceps bulging beneath the light cotton shirt. 

She crossed her arms and leaned closer to Paige, fingertips grazing her sister's arm. "What a gentleman."

"You have no idea."

"You sure are lucky, sister."

The smile shone brighter than the California sun. "Don't I know it?"

Kellen poked his head around the vehicle. "Ladies, are we ready?"

Lil climbed into the back seat, unable to wipe the grin from her face. Despite the jeans, Paige looked better than she had in years. Everything the family wanted for Paige, she found. 

I was worried for nothing, Lil thought as Kellen pulled away from the curb. The trip was going to be a vacation after all. Not a rescue mission at all. 

She could live with that.

As the SUV entered L.A. traffic, Lil gawked through the window at the sea of drivers deadlocked in six lanes of traffic. "You were right, Paige. This is insane! I thought Detroit traffic was monstrous."

Kellen chuckled. "Detroit doesn't hold a candle to the craziness here. Buckle your seatbelt, it tends to get wild."
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Lil stepped into Kellen's apartment with eyes wide. Contemporary lines and shades of blacks and whites screamed modern and money. Attractive, manly with a touch of Paige's femininity hinted at by fresh flowers and candles. Her eyes followed the stepped ceiling and lines of the windows peering across the hills beyond then froze on the man sitting in the center of the couch. 

No one told her he'd be there. Paige could have at least warned her—Hey, Lil, Sexy is going to be at Kellen's when we get there, don't forget how to talk. She swallowed hard. There'd be paybacks for that little omission later. 

Lil struggled to lift her gaze, to look anywhere else in the room. Waste of effort. Grey Richards impressed no matter where he was—on screen, in the hospital where she'd seen him months earlier, or sitting casually on Kellen's furniture now. He didn't even have to turn around to pump the blood faster through her veins. 

As he stood and met her with a smile, Lil forgot a speeding heart. Her knees weakened. 

"Hi, Lil. It's nice to see you again." Grey walked to stand before her. He stood a few inches taller than his younger brother, famous charcoal eyes intense as they regarded her. 

"Hi, Grey," she whispered and wanted to kick herself. What was wrong with her? She couldn't come up with something better than "Hi, Grey". She was losing her touch at flirting. Or maybe it was just the beautiful man in front her, dubbed by the world as the Sexist Man Alive. The title didn't do him justice. 

He smiled the brilliant smile dressed by perfect white teeth then turned to Kellen. "I had to come up this way for an appearance and thought I'd let you know Trin will be here in a few weeks. Looks like she's moving to L.A." 

Trin. Lillian glanced to her sister. The youngest Richards sibling caused some misunderstandings between Paige and Kellen. Now Paige grinned, the confusion long forgotten. 

She wrapped her hands around his arm. "I finally get to meet your sister."

"Looks like." Kellen's cock-eyed smile met Grey's. "Momma and Daddy aren't thrilled about that, I'm sure."

"We’ve been ordered to watch out for her. Like we wouldn't anyway."

Paige released Kellen’s arm and reached for Lil’s hand. "Why don't you follow me, and we can get you settled in while they do the guy thing." 

Anything to get away from Grey. She was having a hard time breathing just sharing the air with him. "Sounds like a plan."

"This way."

Paige led her to a long hall dressed by contemporary paintings into an impressive bedroom. More clean lines, contemporary black furniture, a tremendous amount of space—the queen bed, large TV, and dresser looked lost in the tastefully decorated area. 

"Good grief, woman, this is the guest room?"

"The space takes some getting used to,” Paige admitted, “but mostly it feels like home now."

Lil dropped to the edge of the mattress. "The real question is, how do you live with all that man in the apartment all the time? Kellen is ... wow. But then Grey comes over all the time? How do you stand it?"

Paige laughed. "They are just men, Lil."

"Sure, just men. Drop dead, sexy, make-a-woman-crazy men."

"Well," Paige winked. "They do this modeling thing once a while and..."

Lil jumped up, eyes wide. "Really? Sign me up."

"I'm kidding."

She punched Paige in the shoulder. "Shut up. That's mean." Her sister giggled and rubbed her shoulder. "Mean, Paige. Truly. And you’re lucky Grey said you all weren't expecting him to be here. I was going to hang you out to dry somewhere."

"You're being silly. Truly, they are just guys. Relax, and get to know them. I think you'll be surprised." 

"I'm already surprised I'm in L.A., with my big sister, at Kellen Richards apartment with Grey Richards in the living room. That impresses me."

"Yeah, I bet it does. Although I guess I can't fault you for it. Without you and your obsession with my brother-in-law, I wouldn't have met Kellen."

"See? And don't you forget it."

Paige chuckled. "Somehow I doubt you'll ever let me." She motioned to the dresser and closet. "Want me to help you get settled?"

"Hey, I'd be crazy not to, right?" She flung the suitcase on the bed and unzipped the lid. "We have so much to get caught up on. How's the physical therapy coming? Looks like you're really doing a great job moving around."

Paige shrugged as she took a small pile of jeans from the suitcase and walked them to the dresser to slide them in a bottom drawer. "Actually, there's very little therapy needed anymore. I use crutches at night so I can take a break from fake leg. Sometimes I still get tired, but, you know, doing better."

"That is awesome." She opened another drawer and slid in underwear. "And that other stuff—how are the visits with the head shrink going?"

She leaned against the dresser with an elbow. "That's going pretty good too. There are times I don't feel like I should be alive. The whole, why-did-I-survive-when-all-those-other-people-didn't-thing. But it's better than it was, and I think I'm ready to look at volunteering my time with other amputees."

Lil squealed and wrapped Paige into a tight hug. "I love that idea. That is just wonderful! You’d be perfect for the job."

She laughed as Lil let go and walked back to the bed. "Well, I hope so." Paige bobbed her head back and forth in consideration. "I don't want to do office work again, and with Kellen's career starting off, we want to travel together as much as possible. Volunteering will allow me to do that."

Lil moved to the closet and slid a shirt onto a hanger. "You have such an amazing life out here. I am so happy for you."

"It's a work in progress," she admitted, "but Kellen is patient and supportive. I can't tell you how wonderful he is. I'm really lucky."

Lil shook her head. "I wish I could find a man like that."

Paige met her sister with a wide-eyed stare. "Wait. What was that? You? Ready to settle down?"

Lil chuckled. "Alright, alright. Poke fun if you want. But the car accident, the plane crash, almost losing you. It's made me look at things a little closer. And maybe having someone to share your life with—the rest of your life with—isn't such a bad thing."
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Palm trees, ferns, and flowers lined the street as Bugattis and Lamborghinis drove past Versace, Dior, and Louis Vuitton. Lil walked alongside Paige among more tourists than she pictured visiting elite Rodeo Drive. Some carried bags from the overpriced shops but more walked with phones in hand, snapping pictures here and there, texting and talking as they walked. People posed next to expensive cars they didn't own parked along the curb and outside shops to take home memories of a lifestyle far removed from their own. Perfume wafted outside from the boutique shops. Mannequins dressed in high fashion stared blankly through a select few display windows. Other stores kept the doors closed, windows tinted, the treasures inside a secret from the foot traffic. 

Lil stepped away from one of the windows and shook her head. "Rodeo Drive sure is different from walking in the malls back home where everything is on display, including the customers."

Paige shrugged. "Everyone is friendly enough. Most of the stores will treat you like royalty. Occasionally, celebrities sneak in a back door, and when they do, the store will close to everyone else so they can shop without being hounded. Tinted windows protect the clientele; closed doors keep the air conditioning inside on hot South Cali days."

"You're part of that clientele now. You know that, right? These are your people," Lil said with a wink. "Do you shop here a lot?"

"You have serious issues, Lil. And no, I've come here once." Paige laughed as they dodged a group of twenty-somethings snapping selfies. "Kellen brought me on the first visit to California."

Lil stopped and peered into a showcase window at Winston. The diamond wreath necklace sparkled with rocks clear as glass.

Definitely not glass, definitely not in her price range. She smirked and turned away. "I had this idea you came down once a week and bought up the stores."

"Oh, yeah, right. The stores know me by name." Paige smirked and Lil rolled her eyes. "No. I'm still me, Lil, and I don't need this."

"Kellen would buy the shop for you every day if you asked him to."

"Maybe." She gestured to the crosswalk. "Let's cross here. The sidewalk winds off the street into an outdoor plaza. It's cute and very Paree."

Lil giggled at the mock French accent and followed along. They walked past a couple of more stores, then stopped at an outdoor café, ordered waters and two paninis, and settled at a black metal table beneath a ruby red awning. "So tell me. Does Grey come by often?"

Paige chuckled as she bit into the sandwich. "You are really stuck on him, aren't you?"

"Who isn't? Besides you?"

"Well, he is single."

Lil smiled wide, the legs of the chair rocking slightly in the grout surrounding the black tiles. "You don't say."

"And I wouldn't set my baby sister up with him."

"You're going to say that about your brother-in-law?"

Paige nodded. "Yeah, I am. Listen, he's a great guy. But you don't want to date him, Lil."

She watched people pass by with bags in hand. "You're probably right. Hurt has been running rampant in our family over the past year, why add more, right? You don't have to worry. No one gets to me."

Paige smiled and nodded, picked a small piece of ciabatta, and tossed it to the ground where a sparrow quickly pecked at the Italian bread before flying away. "Something like that. So how's your leg?"

"Well, the doctors are surprised. Sometimes I limp, other times I don't, and the limp isn't too noticeable—I like to think—unless I get downright exhausted. Maybe it'll continue to get better, maybe it won't, but I walk. Sometimes I even run a few steps. That's the more important thing, right?" 

Paige nodded. 

"Yeah, that's what I think too." Lil laid her napkin on the table and leaned forward. "Although, sometimes, at night, I lie in bed and wonder, why? What was Drew doing that day, and how in the world did he manage to hit me? Not that I'd want anyone else hurt like I was, but, you know? Why me? It's a pretty big coincidence."

Paige smirked. "I wonder the same thing, more often than I'd like to admit. With you in the hospital, being up there all the time, I didn’t even go to his funeral."

Lil nodded, took a last bite of the sandwich. "I wondered about that—if you went, if you ever talk to his parents or anyone else in the family."

"Never. I talked to the police a few times, but they never told me very much. I don't think anyone knew why or where his head was that day." She shrugged. "I've considered calling his mom a time or two. We were as close as Drew permitted. But again, with you in the hospital, it was one of those meant-to things that never got done. And then Kellen and the crash and... "

"Yeah," Lil rolled her eyes and sighed. "The crash. I've never been more frightened than when Kellen called and said your flight went down. Until then, Mom, Dad, and I hoped another flight had crashed—although, looking back, I’m pretty sure we knew. Not that we wanted to admit it." She sipped the water through the straw and grinned. "Now, I think you were just getting back at me for the car accident. Admit it—that's what you were doing."

Paige smiled and Lil patted her hand. "It seems improbable the crash was caused by someone trying to get to Grey, doesn’t it?"

They stood, gathered their trash, and threw it out as they headed back to the sidewalk. "Something doesn’t seem to fit just right. The guy took down my flight to get to Kellen and Grey? I mean, Grey's got his own plane."

"Does Kellen know you feel that way?"

"Kellen's uncomfortable with it all too. Especially since the arrest."

"Well, he came into Kellen's home and attacked you. That's gotta seal the deal."

"You'd think, wouldn't you?" Paige shrugged and stopped in front of a window, staring at a dress Lil was sure her sister would never be interested in. Paige was silent for a moment, shook her head, and faced Lil. "But Grey's house is still being broken into with no explanation. If Corey Huntley was responsible for bringing down the plane and breaking into Grey's house, why are there still problems?"

The two women fell in step, Lil’s gaze locked on the sidewalk at their feet. "That’s the first time I’ve heard you say his name."

"Really?" She smirked. "I think about his name every day. There are very few times it's not on my mind."

"Well, you're right. If Huntley is responsible, why haven't the break-ins stopped?"

"Because there's more to it, right? Except no one, not Kellen, not Grey, no one can figure out what that 'more' is. Did I ever tell you the FBI has taken the lead on the case from the NTSB?" Lil shook her head. "Once the NTSB figured out the crash was caused by a crime—by Corey Huntley—they turned the lead to the FBI."

"Seems like a slam dunk case now with Corey Huntley in jail."

Paige nodded slowly with clouded eyes. "You would think so." She shrugged. "I guess. Except for that ‘more’. And no one talks about it. They all want some semblance of a normal life. But, honestly, the idea’s scary. If Huntley could bring down a plane and kill all those people, and if whoever is breaking into Grey's house is tied to him, what else can they do? Or is it just a wild coincidence both happened at the same time?"

Lil stopped outside a store, peered in the window, then turned back to her sister. What Paige was saying was washing away all the assurances she felt when she first arrived. So much remained under the thin veneer of appearances. "But surely the FBI is continuing to look into things? Surely they aren't letting the investigation go."

"No, they aren't. But from all we can see, from all we're being told, the trail has gone cold and whatever is happening with the break-ins, they can't say for sure the crash and the trespassing are connected."

The women walked for a few minutes, glanced through store windows, and marveled at the cars zipping in and out of traffic. Questions ran through Lil's mind, the unease trembling in her stomach. "Did this Huntley character ever confess to breaking into Grey's house?"

Paige nodded. "He confessed when he attacked me at home that night. Said getting into Grey's was easy."

Lil shook her head. She didn't like the sound of any of it. Her older sister was still in danger. But the look on Paige's face said she didn't want to discuss it anymore, and Lil wasn't about to overstep. "What about the child you saved? Do you ever hear anything about him?"

Paige shook her head, the sadness in her eyes unmistakable. "No. I told Kellen to leave it alone. I want to find out how the little guy is doing, but I don't want to bother the family." 

"I'm sure it won't be a bother. Good grief, Paige, you saved the child's life. Why wouldn't they want to hear from you?"

"I don't know. It wouldn't be against me, I know that. Bad memories, maybe?" She paused. "The nightmares are still frequent. Not every night but nearly. I still even have flashbacks during the day. And I'm an adult. I can't imagine what it's like for a child who lost his mother. Seeing me," she shook her head. "I wonder if seeing me would only make him feel worse. That's not a chance I want to take."

"Well, when you say it like that, it makes sense. I guess." Lil reached for her sister's hand. "Is the PTSD and Survivor's Guilt still bad?" 

Paige shrugged. "I have to live with both—some days are good, some are bad. Some days I'm merely surviving. Kellen is supportive and helps the best he can when it's at its worst."

Lil heaved a sigh. "As if what Drew did wasn't enough..."

"He’s in the past. So is the crash. I've just got to deal with what’s in front of me now." Paige grinned. "And besides, with the wedding, I have other things to focus on."

A smile crept across Lil’s lips as she glanced through the parades of people. The possibility of someone remaining out there, terrorizing her sister, sent a chill through her bones, and she shuddered in the sweltering midday sun. Maybe not everything was quite as over as she had hoped.
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Chapter Three
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Lil opened her eyes and stared into the night glow of the nearby city lights. She rolled over and stared at the clock through the blur of sleep, blinked once, rubbed her eyes until she could focus. Three-thirty. With a sigh, she closed her eyes once more and waited for sleep to claim her again in an effort to fight her body's internal clock. 

As the lull of sleep crept back in, movement in the hallway outside her door shocked Lil back awake. She sat up and listened to the hushed voices whispering back and forth, then growing louder and more urgent. 

Only one thought dominated her thoughts. Paige. 

Lil jumped from the bed and grabbed the nearby robe, wrapped it around the t-shirt she slept in. If something was wrong ...

She crossed the floor and opened the door to see Kellen, eyes drawn red with sleep and worry. The look was one Lil saw before—in the hospital after the car accident, during the special report about the plane crash, during the news report on the attack in his apartment. 

She'd seen the same expression many times on her parents' faces and in the reflection in the mirror. 

"Kellen? Is it Paige?"

He shook his head and the weight in Lil's chest lessened. "Everything is okay then?"

"No, not exactly." He braved a tight, odd smile and hurried to the living room. 

Lil glanced down the hall towards Paige's room. The door opened, Paige dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, wrestling with her soft red curls as her fingers wrapped a restraining tie around them. "What's wrong?"

"Grey's house is on fire."

Lil turned back into the room, ready to throw on a pair of jeans. "I'll come with you."

"No, stay here. We're not sure how bad it is yet, or if anyone has been hurt. Go get some sleep. I'll let you know when we get back."

"You shouldn't go alone. Kellen will be busy with Grey. What if you have a panic attack or—"

Kellen rushed up the hallway. "Paige?"

She nodded and turned back to Lil. "I’ll be fine. We'll be back soon."

Lil squeezed Paige's hand and let go as her sister rushed off with Kellen. She heard the front door close. The lights from the Hollywood Hills outside the windows cast a low glow across the living room and lit the mouth of an otherwise black hallway. 

"Go to sleep. Sure. Like that's going to happen," she muttered.

With a heavy sigh, Lil returned to the bedroom and closed the door behind her. Grey's house on fire. Something new to add to the list or an odd coincidence? She’d put her money on the former. A wager which didn’t make her feel good about Paige going out there. Or Kellen, for that matter. If something happened to him, Lil couldn't imagine Paige would be any good for herself or anyone else. Lil closed her eyes as she dropped to the edge of the bed, sitting in the darkness. Paige said to go to sleep, but she wouldn't. Not until Paige and Kellen were safely home. Not until the fire department made the announcement that a candle or an accident in the kitchen caused the fire.  

However long it meant, she would wait.
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The sun rose high over Hollywood Hills as Lil woke. Sometime in the early morning hours, despite her resolve, sleep claimed her. Now, frustrated, she lay still, listening to the apartment for sounds of Paige or Kellen while wondering how long she’d been out. Lil stretched out the tension in her neck and listened. Nothing. Paige and Kellen must still be at Grey’s house. Maybe it was worse than they’d let on. 

"Kellen did look frantic." Her mind raced over possibilities that left her stomach roiling. Lil shook her head. Made-up scenarios wouldn’t get her anywhere. 

With a sigh, she surveyed a room still foreign to her. The expensive furnishings lacked the ostentatiousness Lil would expect for Hollywood elite. Kellen had good taste, but she also found a certain amount of anchoring in the pieces. A black dresser with simple handles decorated with a vase of fresh tulips and a couple candles—sure to be Paige’s touch. The contrasting white triangular lamps and simple black sheers brushing against an eggshell carpet. All real world, real anchoring. 

Her eyes carried up to the silent television hanging on the wall across from the bed. "Of course," she grumbled. With the fire being at Grey's house, the local news must be reporting the flames. If not, the weather and local events might serve as a viable distraction. Either way, it’d be better than lying in wonder and assumptions. 

She considered for a moment longer and then decided to watch in the living room. As she crossed the room, dulled voices elsewhere in the apartment caught Lil's attention. Someone was home after all. She rose, wrapped a robe around herself, and eased out into the hallway. Hushed voices carried down the hall from the living or dining rooms. Sounded like Kellen and Paige. Lil paused, considered the simple robe brushing across bare feet covering a tank top and shorts. Her sister and brother-in-law. For them, the casual wear should be sufficient.  

She strolled into an empty living room and glanced across the wide-open space. Sitting at the dining room table were Paige and Kellen ... and Grey. 

She wasn't expecting that. A robe was not good enough to see Grey. Lil spun around, hoping to make a quiet retreat to the bedroom. 

Kellen's voice stopped her. 

"Good morning, Lil. Sorry if we woke you."

With her arms crossed tight against her chest, Lil fought to remain calm. "You didn't wake me. I'm going to," she pointed over a shoulder, focused on Paige's grin as she fought to keep from locking eyes with Grey. "I'll just go change into something else."

Returning quietly to her room, Lil opened
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