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      This book is special to me because it was written for my baby sister, Nanci Goodacre. At a time in my life when few people
         believed I could ever publish a book, not only did she give me encouragement, but she also gave me help, typing up my handwritten
         stories on an old word processor until all hours of the night. She’s a wonderful mother, an excellent nurse, but most of all,
         she’s what these books are really about—love of family, strength, the magic of sisters and absolute support when you need
         it the most!
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      THE wind moaned, a soft pitch that rose slowly into an eerie wailing cry, almost as if a voice summoned him. Waves crashed on
         the jagged rocks, foamed white and sent spray high into the air. The sound was deafening, big thunderous booms echoing along
         the cliffs. Heavy rain had left the cliffs unstable, but Drew Madison ignored the warning signs and climbed over the fence
         to slip and slide his way through the soft, crumbling dirt close to the edge.
      

      
      The water churned and boiled, a dark beckoning brew far below the jutting cliffs. The sight was mesmerizing. As hard as he
         tried, he could not pull his fascinated gaze away or stop listening to the voices murmuring in the thunder—calling— calling.
         He wiped his hand over his face to clear his head. His skin was wet, but he wasn’t certain if it was the drizzling rain or
         his own tears. The waves boomed again, this time the sound hollow to his ears, a lost soul as haunted as he was. A summons.
      

      
      He forced his hands over his ears to drown out the mournful howl, but the wind struck at him, demanding attention, insistent
         that he listen. He stumbled back, shaking his head, slipped, teetering for just a moment. Let go. Let go. The voices in the wind urged him. Freedom was a step or two away.
      

      
      “No!” He shook his head and felt behind him for the security of the fence. His fingers gripped the wood so tight his knuckles
         turned white. He stared down at his hands, forcing his gaze from the roiling water below. He had to tell someone, make them
         understand what was going on. But who was there to tell? They’d lock him up if he told them the tides were dangerous. Something
         lived there, and it was hungry.
      

      
      HANNAH Drake stood on the captain’s walk facing the sea. The wind beat at her with unusual fury, sending her long hair whipping
         across her face. Waves pounded relentlessly, and somewhere in the distance she thought she heard a cry of alarm. Hannah stepped
         closer to the protective railing and turned in the direction she thought the elusive sound had come from. Three times now
         she’d felt uneasy—and three times she’d failed to find the source.
      

      
      She glanced at her home. Her sisters waited for her, their warmth and happiness filling up the cold emptiness, but she couldn’t
         go to them yet. She had to make one more try. She threw her head back and stared up at the sky. Clouds partially obscured
         the moon, casting dark shadows over the light. Her breath lodged in her throat as she caught sight of the double ring around
         the moon—dark red to black.
      

      
      “Hannah!” Libby Drake called. “Come save me. I’m getting picked on!”

      
      Hannah drew her sweater closer around her and hurried back into the safe haven of her home. Trouble was coming very soon,
         but she didn’t know where—or at whom—it would strike. She needed the laughter and camaraderie of her sisters to dispel the
         fear growing inside of her. Sometimes her gifts were a curse.
      

      
      Libby slipped her arm around Hannah as they went down the stairs together. “You okay? You’re shivering with cold.”

      
      “I’m fine. I’m looking forward to our get-together tonight,” Hannah replied, hugging Libby close. Just touching Libby could
         soothe away her fears. She forced a smile as she joined her sisters, throwing herself on the floor in the warm circle. “So
         tell me why you’re all picking on Libby.” She glanced one last time toward a window and then turned away. There was nothing
         she could do, so she turned her attention to her sisters and the enjoyment they always brought her.
      

      
      “All I said was, I’m tired of being Goody Two-shoes. I’m changing my image completely and becoming a bad girl,” Libby announced.

      
      “Libby, you crack me up,” Sarah Drake said to her younger sister. “You don’t have a mean bone in your body. You couldn’t be
         a bad girl if you tried.”
      

      
      Libby scowled at Sarah and then glared at the circle of faces surrounding her. “I am not the Goody Two-shoes you all think
         I am.”
      

      
      “Oh, really?” Joley Drake raised an eyebrow from where she was sprawled out on the floor. “Name one person in this world you’d
         like to see take a flight to Mars. Someone you utterly despise.”
      

      
      Laughter rang through the living room. “No way is that possible.” Hannah leaned over to kiss Libby on her temple. “We all
         adore you, hon, but you really don’t have it in you to be a bad girl. Not like me—or Joley.” She looked at the youngest sister.
         “Or Elle.”
      

      
      The laughter increased and Elle shrugged. “It’s the red hair. I take no responsibility for my … er … interesting personality.”

      
      “It’s way more fun to be bad,” Joley said, unrepentant. “No one expects you to do the right thing and you’re never really
         in trouble. Mom and Dad never expected me to be polite and kind when we were growing up. They spent all their time telling
         me to censor myself.” She reached for a cookie and sat up to drink her tea. “I tried to explain I was censoring, that five things came into my head and I picked the least offensive, but they still weren’t thrilled.”
      

      
      Elle grinned at Joley over her teacup. “They got used to being called into the principal’s office at school. I was really
         glad I came after you. You paved the way for me. I argued with the teachers over everything and the counselor said I had problems
         with authority figures.”
      

      
      “They could never actually catch me at anything,” Hannah said, breathing on her fingernails and polishing them with a satisfied
         air. “One or two of the teachers suspected I had something to do with frogs pouring out of the desks of girls who weren’t
         very nice to me, but no one could actually prove it.”
      

      
      Libby sighed. “I want to be like that. I detest being the good girl.”

      
      “But you are a good girl,” Kate pointed out, patting Libby’s knee. “You can’t help it. Even as a kid you had causes. You couldn’t
         get into trouble because you were too busy saving the world. That’s not a bad thing.”
      

      
      “And you don’t think mean things, Libby,” Abigail added. “It isn’t in you.”

      
      “You’re responsible,” Sarah said. “That’s a good thing.”

      
      Libby, sitting cross-legged on the floor, covered her face with her hands, groaned aloud as she tipped over to land with her
         head in Hannah’s lap. “No. It’s so boring. I’m just plain boring. I want to be bad to the bone. Wild. Unpredictable. Anything
         but good old steady Libby.”
      

      
      “I’ll dye your hair for you, Lib,” Joley offered. “Hot pink tips and streaks of pink and purple.”

      
      Libby peeked out around her fingers. “I cannot possibly have hot pink tips and streaks of pink and purple and be taken seriously
         when I go to the hospital to work. Can you imagine the reaction of my patients?”
      

      
      Joley frowned. “That’s the point, Lib. You want a reaction. Throw caution and good sense to the wind. Changing your hair color
         isn’t going to make you less of a doctor. You’re as respected as any doctor could get.”
      

      
      Libby dropped her hands from her face and reached for an all important cookie. She needed comfort food. “I’m scheduled to
         go on a run with the Doctors Without Borders. I can’t go to Africa with hot pink hair.”
      

      
      “Sure you can. The kids will love it,” Joley insisted.
      

      
      “It’s different with you, Joley. You’re a musician. People expect you to be wild and crazy. I have to look a certain way.”

      
      “Why?” The plate of cookies was empty and Joley waved toward the kitchen. On cue, the plate rose into the air and sailed toward
         the kitchen where the aroma of freshly baked cookies wafted out into the living room.
      

      
      “Joley’s showing off,” Elle said. “It took her forever to learn that.”

      
      Joley swatted at Elle with a rolled-up newspaper. “It did not. I could do that before you were born. Get with the program,
         Hagatha, we’re trying to teach Libby how to be a bad girl.”
      

      
      “Talk about Hagatha,” Elle defended herself. “I tried to wake you up this morning and you made rude noises and threatened
         to toss me off the tower into a sea filled with sharks.”
      

      
      Joley poked Libby. “See, hon? That’s how to be a bad girl. Did I get up and do the vacuuming like her majesty wanted me to
         do? No, I slept in and she did it for me.”
      

      
      “As if.” Elle snorted. “I didn’t do your job. Libby did it so you could catch up on your sleep which you wouldn’t need if
         you weren’t up at all hours of the night.”
      

      
      A collective groan went up. “Libby, you didn’t.” Joley tried to sound disappointed but she only managed to choke on laughter.

      
      Libby ducked her head so that her black hair fell in a cloud around her face and shoulders. “I thought you might need a few
         extra hours. It wasn’t a big deal.”
      

      
      Sarah hugged Libby. “You are incredible and don’t even realize it.”

      
      “No, I’m not,” Libby insisted. “I want to be a Hagatha. I just don’t want to color my hair. Sorry, Joley, thanks for trying,
         but seriously, pink hair isn’t for me.”
      

      
      Joley grinned at her. “There you go, trying not to hurt my feelings. We need a school for bad girls. It would be the only
         time in your life you got less than an A.”
      

      
      Libby lifted her chin and glared at her younger sister. “I could get an A in bad girl class. I always get A’s.”
      

      
      Joley shrugged. “I tried not to get good grades. Once you start, the mom and pop want it to continue. Then you’re stuck.”

      
      Hannah nudged Joley with her foot. “Good philosophy. Wish I’d thought of it.” She waved her hand toward the kitchen. “And
         you never stay on task. We might all perish without cookies.”
      

      
      “Did you do the ones with that butter frosting you make, Hannah?” Kate asked. “I love those.”

      
      “For you.” Hannah smiled at Kate but turned to give Sarah a hard look. “But not for you. You sided with Jonas Harrington over the movie the other night. You’re in the dog house so no frosting on your cookies.”
      

      
      “Hannah,” Sarah protested. “You can’t deprive me for liking a movie you didn’t like.”

      
      “I’m not depriving you because you liked the movie, you treacherous wench, I’m depriving you because you admitted it in front
         of the caveman and inflated his ego.”
      

      
      “I’m sure Sarah didn’t mean to side with Jonas,” Libby said.

      
      Another round of laughter went up. “You’re hopeless, Lib,” Hannah said. “I’m showing you how to be Hagatha and you just can’t
         grasp the concept.”
      

      
      A gust of wind blew through the house as the living room door opened, admitting a tall man with broad shoulders. Jonas Harrington,
         the local sheriff, slammed the door behind him and strode in as if he owned the place.
      

      
      Hannah’s gaze jumped to the huge window overlooking the sea, her heart pounding in sudden alarm. The fury of the wind whipped
         the dark clouds around, but failed to hide the blood-red circle slowly seeping into the blackened ring around the moon. Her
         hand went to her throat—a purely defensive gesture—as her gaze met her youngest sister’s. Elle had the same knowledge of impending
         danger in her eyes.
      

      
      “Hannah?” Libby ran her hand down Hannah’s arm to comfort her. “Is something wrong?”

      
      To distract her sisters, Hannah gestured toward the sheriff and groaned. “Speak of the devil. I swear, it’s like you whisper
         his name and it conjures him up, just like a demon from hell.”
      

      
      Joley nudged Libby. “See, that’s censoring. She was thinking way worse than that, right, Hannah?”

      
      Hannah nodded. “You’d better believe it.” She felt the instant shift of power in the room, the subtle flow of her sisters
         automatically helping her, keeping her from the curse of stammering or worse, having one of her panic attacks simply because
         someone other than a family member was with them.
      

      
      “Baby doll,” Jonas greeted Hannah, deliberately provoking her with a hated nickname. “It’s impossible for you to teach Libby
         how to be a Hagatha. You were born that way. She, however, is nothing but goodness.” He grabbed a handful of cookies as the
         plate floated by and expertly tossed his jacket on the couch without looking.
      

      
      “Why don’t your obnoxious guard dogs bite him?” Hannah asked Sarah. “The next time either of them wants food I’m going to
         remind them they failed in their most important job.”
      

      
      Sarah shrugged. “They like Jonas.”

      
      “They have good taste,” Jonas said, smirking. He sat on the floor, wedging himself between Hannah and Elle. “Move over cupcake.”
         He pushed his leg hard against Hannah’s thigh. “I’m joining the family powwow tonight.”
      

      
      Hannah opened her mouth, then closed it abruptly, studying the grim lines etched around Jonas’s mouth, noting the smile didn’t
         quite reach his eyes. She knew, as did all her sisters, that when something went terribly wrong at work, Jonas sought the
         comfort of the people and the one place he called family and home. Hannah waved her hands in a graceful, complicated pattern
         toward the kitchen and at once the tea kettle whistled.
      

      
      “Libby wants to be a bad girl,” Sarah announced. Jonas’s eyebrow shot up. A slow smile spread across his face. “Libby, hon,
         there is no way you can be corrupted by the rest of your sisters. You’re just too sweet.”
      

      
      Libby glared at him, totally exasperated. “I am not. Come on! You could help out a little, Jonas. I have the ability to be
         just as wicked as the rest of my family.”
      

      
      “Hear, hear,” Elle said. “Well said, sister.”

      
      Joley nodded her head in agreement. “Not true, but well said,” she agreed.

      
      Hannah lifted her hand palm out and a mug of steaming tea floated out of the kitchen toward the circle of sisters. She caught
         it carefully, blew on it until the bubbles quieted and handed it to Jonas.
      

      
      “So why do you want to be a bad girl?” Jonas asked.

      
      “My life is boring. Borrrr-iing,” Libby said, drawing the word out. “I want to have fun. I don’t want to be the responsible
         one anymore.”
      

      
      “Then you’re dropping your Doctors Without Borders and your Save the Whales and Support Big Cat Rescue causes?” Jonas asked.
         He snapped his fingers. “And you definitely have to stop recycling and your save the environment thing you do every year.”
      

      
      “Wait,” Joley added. “You can throw out the save the rain forest as well. That should give you plenty of time to be a bad
         girl.”
      

      
      Libby kicked her sister with remarkable gentleness. “You’re not being nice and neither is Jonas. You’re laughing at me.”

      
      “No, I’m not,” Joley replied immediately. “I love you just the way you are. You just have to accept that you don’t have a
         mean bone in your body. It’s why you can’t think of anyone you’d like to put in a rocket and send to Mars.”
      

      
      “Jonas,” Hannah said. “Because he’s so bossy.”

      
      “Hannah,” Jonas said simultaneously, “because she craves so much attention she’s always showing her bod to every Tom, Dick
         and Harry who wants to see it.”
      

      
      “I’m a model, you toad,” Hannah said. “I don’t show off my body, I show off the clothes.”

      
      “And brilliantly, too,” Kate said, blowing her a kiss. “I’ll second Jonas for being mean to Hannah.”

      
      “It isn’t fair to gang up on me,” Jonas protested. “She was mean to me first.”
      

      
      “You said it at the same time,” Kate pointed out.

      
      “Only because I knew what she was going to say.”

      
      “Jackson Deveau.” Elle named a deputy sheriff. “Because he annoys me no end.”

      
      “Illya Prakenskii,” Joley added a heartbeat behind. “Because he needs to be off planet and he’s just plain spooky.” She rubbed
         the palm of her hand as if she had an itch.
      

      
      “Frank Warner for breaking Inez’s heart,” Sarah said.

      
      “I can’t very well say Sylvia Fredrickson because she’s turned over a new leaf,” Abigail said, “so I’ll just have to say I’m
         going with Joley on this one.”
      

      
      Everyone looked at Libby. She sighed, feeling the weight of their stares. “Not Jonas. He’s bossy but really has our best interests
         at heart.”
      

      
      Hannah rolled her eyes when Jonas poked her.

      
      “Certainly not Jackson. Honestly, Elle, how can he be annoying? He never talks, poor man. Illya Prakenskii helped us, Joley,
         and Frank’s in jail paying for his crimes. Inez is hurt, yes, but she’s a strong woman and understands that people make mistakes.”
      

      
      “So who would you send on a rocket to Mars?” Joley prompted.

      
      “I’m thinking.” Libby sipped at her tea, frowning. “There was one nurse who always made fun of me. She said I was flat-chested
         and not in the least attractive.”
      

      
      Hannah sat up straight. “Who is she? I’ll have a thing or two to say to her.”

      
      The room thickened with sudden tension. Tea boiled in the cups.

      
      Libby shook her head. “No, poor thing, she had such a horrible life. She has so many problems, it’s really no wonder she isn’t
         very nice. I felt sorry for her.”
      

      
      The Drake sisters blew on their tea before exchanging looks, but Libby was frowning in concentration. “I’ll think of someone.”

      
      “Face it, Lib, you can’t think of anyone because you just aren’t mean.”
      

      
      Libby ducked her head. “I can think of someone. He went to school with me on and off and was in all the accelerated programs.
         He even attended Harvard when I did.” She looked up at her sisters. “His grades were better than mine.”
      

      
      Jonas grinned at her. “I’ll bet that really set your teeth on edge.”

      
      “It wasn’t just that, Jonas, he doesn’t believe in magic. He thinks we lie about our gifts and that my family members are
         charlatans and con artists. He’s very arrogant and opinionated.”
      

      
      “Well, put his name on the rocket to Mars, sister,” Elle insisted.

      
      Libby sighed. “It’s just that he has an incredible brain. The world really needs him. He won a Nobel Prize in medicine already.
         He’s very gifted. Not that he does it for the right reasons.”
      

      
      “He’s a glory hound?” Kate asked.

      
      “No, he could care less about publicity. He’s totally a lab rat. All he cares about is the science. Well, science and adrenaline.”

      
      “You’re talking about Tyson Derrick,” Jonas guessed. “He’s crazy. When he isn’t working in the laboratory, he’s working for
         the forestry. He’s a total adrenaline junkie. Skydiving, racing, motorcycles, white-water rafting, whatever is available,
         he’s the man.”
      

      
      “He has no right to risk his genius,” Libby said.

      
      “You haven’t put him on the rocket,” Joley pointed out.

      
      Libby blushed. Color swept up her neck and into her face, turning her skin bright red. Scarlet. Crimson. It was the bane of
         her existence, that and being flat-chested.
      

      
      “Uh, oh,” Joley said. “I think your Tyson Derrick is a hottie. He is, isn’t he, Jonas?”

      
      “How the hell would I know?” Jonas objected. “I don’t look at the man unless I’m stopping him for speeding and giving him
         a ticket.”
      

      
      “He speeds?” Libby asked, fanning herself and trying to be subtle about it.
      

      
      “On his motorcycle or in his car. The man doesn’t know the meaning of the words ‘slow down.’”

      
      “He looks good,” Sarah admitted, “but he’s a pain. The man can’t do polite conversation. I’ve seen him get up abruptly in
         the middle of a double date with his cousin, and just walk out, no explanation at all, leaving Sam sitting there with two
         very angry women. He just doesn’t care.”
      

      
      “If he didn’t talk, he’d be hot,” Libby admitted. She wasn’t admitting anything else. She didn’t seem to have a normal sex
         drive. The only time it kicked in was when Tyson Derrick was around and then her libido was stuck in overdrive. She’d never
         live that one down. So no way was she putting him on a rocket to Mars, not until she had the chance to sleep with him. And
         that would never happen because he was an obnoxious jerk who thought too much of himself. She would never ever admit to anyone she dreamt of him. It was humiliating to be attracted to a man who treated her so poorly. He was the complete
         opposite of everything she stood for and valued.
      

      
      “So what happened tonight, Jonas?” Elle changed the subject abruptly. “You’re upset about something.”

      
      The smile faded from the sheriff’s face. “You don’t want me to talk about work.”

      
      “This is the best place for it.”

      
      He sighed and took a drink of tea. It always seemed to soothe him, or maybe it was just being around the seven sisters. “We
         went out on a call this evening. A neighbor said she heard screaming. A forty-year-old man was taking care of his mother,
         who obviously is ill. He’s been collecting her checks as they come in, but he was starving her and he certainly was beating
         her if she bothered him. He had a complete home theater set up, top of the line, and his mother is in the back room with dirty
         shirts and no food or water. I wanted to …” He broke off, glancing around the room. “I’m sorry. I know you’re all able to
         feel what I’m feeling and I try to keep it under wraps but …” He trailed off with a small shrug.
      

      
      Hannah and Elle both put a hand on his knee. Libby leaned in and did the same. Sarah and Kate touched his shoulders while
         Abigail and Joley wrapped their fingers around his arm. At once he felt the flood of warmth, of family stealing into him.
      

      
      “You don’t have to do that,” he insisted. “I didn’t come here to have you expend energy on me. I just needed to be with you.
         I was hoping your parents and Aunt Carol were back.”
      

      
      “No, they decided to take a few days and tour the wine country. The Napa valley is so beautiful this time of year and they
         thought they’d take advantage and do a little sightseeing,” Kate explained.
      

      
      “More likely they needed a break from us,” Joley said. “Aunt Carol brought home a couple of magazines, you know the ones with
         the latest scoop on the wild singer, Joley Drake. I think I’m supposed to be in a rehab this week.”
      

      
      “That was last week,” Elle corrected. “This week you were arrested for tearing up a hotel room.”

      
      “I did?” Joley looked pleased.

      
      “I want to tear up a hotel room,” Libby said. “Well. Maybe not. I don’t really want to destroy someone’s property.”

      
      “Am I still in jail?” Joley asked hopefully.

      
      “No. Your latest lover bailed you out. In case you don’t remember him, he’s got longer hair than you do, a scruffy beard and
         he plays for some heavy metal band.”
      

      
      “I haven’t actually met him,” Joley said, “but we were in the same hotel for about five minutes. He must be quick on action
         with no foreplay.”
      

      
      “The mags are really after you lately, Joley,” Sarah said.

      
      Joley sighed. “I know. Hopefully it will blow over soon.”

      
      “I’ve never understood why you don’t sue those writers when they make up so many lies about you, Joley,” Jonas said. “It makes
         me angry.”
      

      
      “In the beginning I was angry and hurt, and worried about my family having to read really ugly lies, or maybe even get interviewed and be asked questions about me, but I’ve learned to live with it. There are so many crazies out there, Jonas,
         but I guess you already know that.”
      

      
      “Unfortunately. I talked to Douglas about your security with this last concert,” Jonas added. “They let someone rush the stage.
         I couldn’t believe it. If that had been someone out to hurt you, it would have been all over.” His voice had gone grim again.
      

      
      “It was an overzealous fan, Jonas.” Joley tried to soothe him. “Security carried him off and I was just fine.” It had shaken
         her, but she wasn’t going to admit it to him. Singing in front of thirty thousand people was easy. Dealing with stalkers and
         crazed fans and the paparazzi could be nerve-wracking.
      

      
      “Well …” Elle hesitated, biting at her lower lip. “There was more in that magazine.” She looked at Libby. “Do you remember
         that incident a couple of months back when you healed that child and the parents told their miraculous story?”
      

      
      Libby nodded. The magazine had run a full-page picture of her. Fortunately, the article was so theatrical, she was certain
         most people would dismiss it.
      

      
      “Another reporter interviewed the parents and did a little digging. He turned up a few other former patients willing to sing
         your praises. One of them was Irene Madison.”
      

      
      “No way,” Sarah said. “Irene would never betray Libby.”

      
      “She was very upset the last time we went to see her son, Sarah,” Hannah pointed out. “She kept insisting that Libby cure
         Drew’s leukemia. Libby bought him time, but Irene wants a cure.”
      

      
      “The magazine paid her,” Elle said.

      
      “How do you know that?” Jonas asked.

      
      Elle simply looked at him.

      
      Jonas put up his hands in surrender. “Sorry I asked.”

      
      Libby rubbed her suddenly pounding temples. “I should have known. At work today someone came to see me. He was well-dressed,
         a suit, definitely from out of town and he wanted to arrange a meeting between me and his boss.”
      

      
      The faint smile was gone from Jonas’s face and he shifted closer. “Who was he?”
      

      
      “That’s just it. I don’t know, but I recognized the name of his boss. Edward Martinelli. He’s a big name in pharmaceuticals,
         but he has a certain reputation. There are always rumors flying about him and the people who back his company. I told his
         representative that I was too busy. The man didn’t threaten me, but I felt threatened. He mentioned my family, specifically Hannah, that she was beautiful and high profile.”
      

      
      “Damn it, Libby, just when were you going to mention this little chat to me?” Jonas snapped. “You should have reported it
         immediately.”
      

      
      “I reported the incident to the hospital security—and to my sisters,” Libby said. “It wasn’t like he threatened me—or Hannah.
         What was I going to say to the police?”
      

      
      “Not the police, me,” Jonas corrected. “You tell me.”

      
      “It isn’t like this doesn’t happen all the time.” Libby defended herself. “The gossip rags love to come out with the ‘faith
         healer’ and ‘miracle worker’ articles when they have a slow day.” She pushed a hand through the cloud of dark hair falling
         around her face. “I just hoped it wouldn’t happen again for a long while.”
      

      
      “Martinelli has ties to a crime family out of Chicago. He’s been in San Francisco with his company for a few years and has
         been supposedly squeaky clean, but his family’s been under investigation numerous times.”
      

      
      “Maybe he really is legit,” Libby said. “If no one’s been able to find anything on him, maybe he’s just a businessman with
         unfortunate family ties. We all have skeletons in the closet.”
      

      
      “Then why would he send someone to threaten Hannah if you don’t cooperate with him?”

      
      “He didn’t threaten her,” Libby repeated. “I was tired, Jonas. I pulled an eighteen-hour shift and I wasn’t happy having a
         stranger come up demanding a meeting with his boss. He wouldn’t tell me what Martinelli wanted, but when I said I didn’t conduct
         test trials, he did say it had nothing to do with his company. Maybe I was so tired I misunderstood.”
      

      
      “I’m going to be looking at Martinelli very closely. There was no reason for him to mention Hannah. Have you ever seen the
         list of wackjobs writing her threatening letters? She has as many or more crazies after her than Joley.”
      

      
      “Lucky me. And just how are you seeing these letters?” Hannah asked.

      
      “Since I know you’re too stubborn to turn them over to me, I have an agreement with your security and your agent.”

      
      “Great. Have you ever heard of privacy?”

      
      “Get over it, doll face. I’m never going to be politically correct. When I think it’s necessary to protect any of you, you’re
         getting protection whether you like it or not.”
      

      
      The Drake sisters exchanged small smiles.

      
      “You’re so good at beating your manly chest,” Joley said. “I swear, Jonas, I’m about to swoon.”

      
      “No one would blame you.” Jonas closed his eyes, not in the least intimidated by the women around him.

      
      Hannah waved her hand to turn off the lights and set the candles flickering. “You’re so arrogant and bossy, Jonas, don’t you
         ever get tired of it?”
      

      
      “No. I’m stuck with the seven of you and someone has to be the brains.”

      
      Sarah hit him with a pillow. “You’re lucky we love you, otherwise we’d let Hannah turn you into a toad.”

      
      “She tried that already, it didn’t work. My mojo’s too strong. Where are the doomed men tonight?” Jonas asked, lying back,
         hands linked behind his head. “Did they run for the hills?”
      

      
      “We’re having a girls’ night,” Sarah said with a small smirk. “No fiancés. Only sisters.”

      
      Jonas groaned, opening his eyes just enough to glare. “You could have told me. I won’t live this one down for a while. They’ll
         be merciless.”
      

      
      “And it will be so deserving,” Hannah said. “You really only came tonight to harass us and eat cookies.”

      
      “Too true,” he agreed. “It always makes me feel better. But Kate nabbed the last cookie with frosting. When is this wedding? I’m beginning to think you aren’t really going to have
         one, you just want to stay in Sea Haven to annoy me.”
      

      
      “It’s my life’s work,” Hannah agreed.

      
      “Aleksandr wants to elope,” Abigail confessed. “He doesn’t want to wait for the wedding of the century. He thinks it’s crazy
         and we should just quietly marry.”
      

      
      “Quietly?” Jonas made a rude, derisive sound. “The wedding of the century is going to be a circus. Doesn’t he realize the
         entire town has to be invited or there’s going to be hurt feelings?”
      

      
      “Hence the elopement.”

      
      “I think you want to elope,” Sarah remarked. “You’ve never liked crowds, Abbey.”

      
      Abigail ducked her head. “Mom and Dad would be so disappointed. All the relatives are flying in and it’s going to be such
         a huge event.”
      

      
      Kate placed a hand on Abigail’s arm. “That doesn’t matter. It’s your wedding. If you want something very small, we can sneak in a minister and have it right here with only Mom, Dad, Aunt Carol
         and us.”
      

      
      Jonas raised his hand. “I’ll kick Aleksandr’s ass if you don’t include me, Abbey, but I’m all for it. He is just as uncomfortable
         with a big wedding as you are.”
      

      
      Abigail let out her breath. “How upset do you think Mom and Dad will be?”

      
      Elle turned on her stomach and stretched out beside Jonas. “Mom already knows you don’t want a big wedding. I’m certain she’s
         mentioned it to Dad. They want you happy, Abbey, not miserable on such an important day. You should know that.”
      

      
      “It’s just that Mom seems so happy planning the weddings.”

      
      “I’m torturing Damon,” Sarah said. “He’s going to have to do this because I’ve always wanted a big wedding and he needs to
         realize the people in Sea Haven are important to me.”
      

      
      “You just like to torture him on principal,” Jonas commented. “What about Matt, Kate? Is he fine with the big wedding?”
      

      
      Kate flashed a small smile. “His mother is in seventh heaven. And she wants babies immediately. She told us to go out and
         multiply. Quickly. I’ve never seen anyone so eager for grandchildren. She’s already had a play yard built at her house. I
         wouldn’t want to take her moment away from her and neither would Matt. It’s different with you, Abbey, you don’t have anyone
         else to please. I say you should have a small private ceremony right here. We can keep it under wraps.”
      

      
      “I’ll do the music for you,” Joley offered.

      
      “I can do all the baking, including a wedding cake,” Hannah said. “That way no one outside the family will realize anything
         is going on.”
      

      
      “I’ll do the decorations in the house,” Kate said. “Matt will help.”

      
      Abigail’s face brightened. “Are you sure Mom and Dad won’t be upset?” She looked at Elle when she asked the question.

      
      The youngest Drake sister shrugged. “They’re expecting you to tell them you want a small private ceremony. Mom and Aunt Carol
         have gifts, too. You all need to remember that.”
      

      
      “Mom has all the gifts,” Elle reminded them in a low voice.
      

      
      Joley made a face. “I’ll say. Mom always knew I was going to sneak out of the house before I tried it. Sarah, you’re going
         to be so lucky when you have children. They’ll never get away with anything. Mine will turn out to be like me, so no way am
         I reproducing. The world, and especially me, couldn’t take it.”
      

      
      “You’ll have children, Joley,” Sarah said.

      
      “How? I’m not about to let some idiot of a man tie me to him.” Joley shook her head adamantly. “I can’t take the bossiness.
         And if they’re yes men I’m so bored I want to scream. There just isn’t a middle ground for me. I’m doomed to be alone.”
      

      
      Jonas snorted derisively. “You don’t sound very unhappy about it.”
      

      
      “Would you want to live with you?” Joley demanded.

      
      “I’m perfect,” Jonas declared.

      
      “A manly man,” Sarah teased.

      
      “You got it babe.”

      
      “I am turning you into a toad,” Hannah said. “No one could ever live with your arrogance or your bossiness. Your poor wife
         would be browbeaten and your kids would run away.”
      

      
      “My poor wife would keep her clothes on around other men and the world in general and only take them off for me,” he said.

      
      “Why do you insist I take my clothes off? I wear clothes, that’s my job.”
      

      
      “Inez carries all the magazines if you’re on the front cover, baby doll. I’m not sure I’d call what you’re wearing most of
         the time, actual clothes. When are you getting a real job?”
      

      
      Hannah turned her face away from Jonas. Elle and Libby instantly put a hand on her, warmth and energy flowing into her. Sarah
         kicked Jonas. “Go home. You’re annoying all of us now. You know you don’t want us all angry with you.”
      

      
      Jonas made it smoothly to his feet. “Protecting the Barbie Doll again. You aren’t doing her any favors. She can’t live off
         her looks forever.”
      

      
      Hannah winced visibly. Her hands trembled so that she curled her fingers into fists.

      
      Elle stood up, her small, petite frame dwarfed by Jonas’s much larger one. “You know, Jonas, if I didn’t know the things I
         do about you, that your intentions are really the best, I’d kick your ass myself. Go away. And do it now.” Her red hair crackled
         with electricity and in the darkened room, her body seemed to throw off light, as if all the energy inside of her was seeking
         a way to get out. The walls of the house expanded and contracted and the floor shifted slightly under their feet.
      

      
      Jonas scowled at her, not in the least intimidated. “I don’t care what you know, Elle. And don’t threaten me.”

      
      “I’m not threatening you. If I did, you wouldn’t be standing there, you’d be running for your life. In case you haven’t figured it out yet, it isn’t easy being me. You think I want to know what everyone is thinking or feeling at any given moment?
         You think it’s easy to have a normal temper like the rest of the world, but be so dangerous I don’t dare express anger?”
      

      
      “You’re expressing it right now.”

      
      “That’s because I love you and I’d never accidentally hurt you. I don’t love everyone else, you idiot. Go away before the
         house shakes apart and Mom and Dad are royally pissed at me.”
      

      
      “Can you do that? Shake the house apart?”

      
      “Does it look like I can do that?” Elle countered, gesturing toward the walls.

      
      Her sisters were up, surrounding her, Libby putting her hands on her younger sister’s shoulders so that her healing warmth
         flowed into the mass of boiling energy. Elle sagged back against her so that Libby slipped her arms around her.
      

      
      “It’s getting harder for you, isn’t it?” Libby whispered.

      
      Elle nodded and turned to bury her face against Libby’s shoulder. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      
      Jonas stepped closer and swept both sisters into his arms. “I’m sorry, Elle. I’d never make your life harder if I can help
         it. I can’t stop being who I am, as much as I want to for you.”
      

      
      Elle shot him a small smile. “I know you would, Jonas. I feel very lucky to have you in my family.”

      
      Libby rubbed her sister’s back as she watched Jonas slip out the door. The wind rushed in when he opened it so that the flames
         on the candles danced and flickered wildly, casting shadows along the walls. Libby didn’t like the way the shadows leapt as
         if reaching for the Drakes, stretching clawed hands for them. She glanced uneasily at Sarah, the eldest, and saw the same
         recognition in her eyes. Hannah and Elle exchanged another long look of apprehension as Libby tightened her arms around Elle,
         holding her close to comfort them both.
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      SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD Pete Granger glanced toward the ocean and caught a glimpse through the drizzling rain of something—or someone—moving on the rising cliffs above Sea Lion Cove. His heart lurched in his chest as he slammed on the brakes to his old battered
         truck. Fortunately there wasn’t anyone behind him and he peered at the sheer wall of rock rising above the churning ocean,
         swallowing the sudden lump of fear clogging his throat.
      

      
      Instinctively, he reached for his cell phone, remembering, as he put it to his ear, that there was only limited service on
         the coastline and he wasn’t on the one bluff that allowed him to make a call. The figure moved, and even at a distance Pete
         was certain he recognized his boyhood friend, Drew Madison. Frustrated, heart pumping, he set the truck in motion, racing
         through the series of hairpin turns before turning onto the dirt road leading to the cliffs. He nearly forgot to put on the
         brakes as he parked.
      

      
      The wind hit him hard as he threw open the door and ran across the muddy ground to the top of the bluff. His cap blew off
         and the wind tugged at his shirt. Ignoring the small fence and the warning signs to keep away from the crumbling edge, he dropped to the ground, stretching his body out flat as he crawled
         to the edge and peered over.
      

      
      “Drew!” The name was lost in the boom of the boiling sea. Pete cupped his hands together and tried again, putting everything
         he had into it. “Drew! Are you all right?” He doubted if his friend could hear the words, but then something alerted him,
         maybe the small trickling of dirt he’d displaced, because Drew turned his face upward toward Pete.
      

      
      Drew Madison was several feet down the muddy cliff face. Nearly one hundred feet below him the waves crashed over large, jagged
         rocks, throwing white spray high into the air. The boom of the ocean was loud, reverberating off the sheer rock wall. The
         rain appeared a dank silver-gray, the steady drizzle making it much more difficult for Pete to catch a glimpse of Drew’s stark
         white face.
      

      
      Drew appeared small and helpless, his face streaked with mud. He shook his head and waved Pete off, hunching against a spray
         of ocean water as a wave dashed against the large rock formation directly below him. Pete could see skid marks in the mud,
         where Drew’s body had gone over, sliding down the cliff face until he hit the small outcropping where he now clung.
      

      
      Pete held up his cell phone and made the motion of throwing a rope. To his astonishment, Drew shook his head harder. The rain
         beat down steadily getting in Pete’s eyes so that he had to use his knuckles to wipe the water away, for a moment cutting
         off his view of Drew’s white, desperate face. When his vision returned, Pete’s heart leapt to his throat. Drew was gone.
      

      
      “Drew!” Pete screamed the name until he was hoarse. He inched forward until he actually slid in the mud and had to anchor
         his own body by hooking his boots into the fence. Frightened, he peered below to the raging water, the white caps of foam
         and the spray blasting over the rocks and churning up the cliff face, searching for a body. It seemed impossible for anyone
         to survive the fall. Even if Drew had avoided the rocks he would have fallen into the roiling sea.
      

      
      Tears blurred his vision. He stared at the top of the rock formation so long it appeared as if something was moving in slow
         motion. He wiped at his eyes with his knuckles and looked again. There were several outcroppings making the angle more difficult
         so he slithered back and repositioned himself. At once he could see on the rocks rising to meet the cliff that Drew lay in
         a crumbled heap and he was moving! Excited, Pete cupped his hands around his mouth.
      

      
      “Drew!”

      
      There was no answer, but he knew Drew was alive. He looked to be wedged between two boulders jutting up out of the sea, a
         part of the formation of the caves below the waterline. It seemed impossible that he could still be alive, but he definitely
         moved.
      

      
      “I’m getting help. They’ll be coming for you, Drew!”

      
      Pete scuttled backwards like a crab until he crawled under the fence to safety and rushed back to his truck. He needed to
         get out a little farther on the other side of the cove where the cell phone service actually worked. It was tricky; he had
         to stay in one place when his body was flooded with adrenaline and wanted to move, but he gave the details to the sheriff’s
         office.
      

      
      He was almost back to the cliffs when he heard the wail of sirens and knew Jonas Harrington and Jackson Deveau, the sheriff
         and his deputy, were on the way. He sagged with relief and waited for the patrol car.
      

      
      “TY’S tuning us out,” Sam Chapman announced to the ring of firefighters sitting around the table playing cards. “This is his vacation,
         you know. He spends weeks, even months locked up in his lab at BioLab Industries. He doesn’t eat or sleep and forgets everything
         but staring into a microscope. He doesn’t talk to a soul, just stares at little wormy things dancing on a slide.”
      

      
      “He doesn’t talk much here, either,” Doug Higgens said.

      
      “He manages to recertify for helicopter rescue every ninety days,” Sam said, “but that’s because he likes the rush, not us.”
      

      
      “I don’t like you all that much either, Sam,” Jim Brannigan, the helicopter pilot, announced. “You took all my money the last
         card game.”
      

      
      Tyson Derrick barely registered the continuous ribbing of the other firefighters at the Helitack station. It was true, he
         often forgot to eat and went days without sleeping, so focused on his research he forgot the world around him. Working the
         fire season provided him with a small respite, an opportunity for interaction with others as well as the adrenaline rush he
         needed outside the lab. Yet even that no longer seemed to be working for him. Something was missing. He had to get a life.
      

      
      “Wake up, Ty.” Sam Chapman slapped him on the back. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said.”

      
      “I heard,” Tyson replied. “It just didn’t merit a response. And by the way, Sam, I keep telling you odds are always against
         you in cards. Right now you’re looking at two-hundred-and-twenty-to-one odds. That’s just not that good. Sean has a much better
         chance at forty-three-point-two to one.”
      

      
      “Thanks so much for that little lesson,” Sam said, tossing his cards on the table. He grinned at the circle of faces surrounding
         them as he ribbed his cousin. “Ty told me last night he’s ready to settle down with the perfect woman. He just needs to find
         himself a woman who doesn’t mind him disappearing for weeks or months on end while he works in his lab, or goes skydiving
         or parasailing or mountain climbing. You know, a saint.”
      

      
      A roar of laughter went up at Ty’s expense. He wasn’t easygoing and comfortable like his cousin, Sam. Sam just fit in anywhere
         and he had a natural ability to make others laugh. Ty forced a faint grin. “That’s what I should be thinking about,” he agreed.
         “I can’t seem to get my mind off one of the projects at BioLab.”
      

      
      Sam groaned. “I thought you completed all your projects and whatever you were working on …”

      
      “Not exactly, I’m currently working on an ongoing project to identify a series of compounds that are potent in vitro inhibitors
         …”
      

      
      “Stop, Ty.” Sam shoved his hand through his hair. “You’re going to give us all a headache. No wonder you’re thinking of settling
         down. No one could live full-time worrying about things like that. I probably can’t pronounce half the things you work on.”
      

      
      Ty shrugged, a frown settling over his face. “It isn’t my Hepatitis C project I was thinking about. Some time ago the company
         began developing a new drug using the basic findings of the cellular regeneration study for external wounds I did a few years
         ago. They believe they have a potential internal drug to fight cancer, but I just have this hunch that something’s not right
         with it. I’ve been doing a little moonlighting …”
      

      
      “Ty …” Sam shook his head. “You’re supposed to be putting all that behind you when you come here. You looked like hell when
         you showed up for training. You might as well be in prison the way you get so wrapped up in all that.”
      

      
      “It’s just that this drug has the very real potential to help a lot of cancer patients if they get it right. Harry Jenkins
         is heading up the project and he isn’t as thorough as he should be. He tends to take shortcuts because he wants recognition
         more than he wants to get it right.” He was suddenly all too aware of the silence of the others around him. That was the way
         it was with him. He didn’t fit in, no matter how hard he tried. Most conversations seemed trivial to him when his mind was
         always working on unlocking some key and preferred to keep working no matter how hard he tried to shut it off.
      

      
      “This internal drug isn’t even your department,” Sam said. “I’ll bet old Harry doesn’t like you much, does he?”

      
      “Well, no,” Ty admitted reluctantly. Harry didn’t like him at all. He doubted if many people did. He wished it mattered to
         him, but only Sam really counted. He didn’t like letting Sam down. “But it isn’t a popularity contest. This drug could save lives. And the new drug is based on my earlier work in cell regeneration. If they get it wrong, I’d feel responsible.”
      

      
      “Great. You’re going to spend your off time in that makeshift lab in our basement, aren’t you?” Sam asked. “I planned white-water
         rafting and a couple of rock climbing trips as well as parasailing. You’d better not back out on me again.”
      

      
      Ty sat back in his chair and studied his cousin’s handsome face. Sam managed to look petulant at times. He was the only man
         Ty knew who could pull off the look and still appeal to women. He’d seen it a million times. Sam had charm. Ty often wished
         he had just a little of whatever it was that Sam had. Sam got along with people. He could bullshit with the best of them and
         everyone liked him.
      

      
      Ty knew he had embarrassed Sam more than once through the years with his abrupt, abrasive manner. How many times had he missed
         some trip or outing Sam had planned because time got away from him and fun with the boys wasn’t nearly as exciting as working
         in the lab, following the trail of an inhibitor that might work on T-cells? The bottom line was, it didn’t matter that he
         had an enormous IQ; he felt awkward in the company of others—and he probably always would— but he just didn’t care enough
         to make time to improve his social skills.
      

      
      It was always an adjustment, living with Sam for three months out of the year. Ida Chapman had left her son, Sam, and her
         nephew, Tyson, her house when she’d passed away five years earlier. Ty always looked forward to visiting Sam, but that first
         month was difficult. Ty was used to being alone and not speaking to anyone, and Sam liked conversation. “I don’t back out
         of our trips,” Ty said. His frown deepened as Sam remained silent. “Do I?” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. He probably had,
         more than once. Disappointing Sam yet again.
      

      
      Sam shrugged. “It doesn’t matter, Ty. I’m just giving you a hard time. You’re a biochemist. They’re all crazy.”

      
      “And helicopter crews aren’t?”

      
      A roar of laughter went up. Sam held out his hands, palms up. “All right, you’ve got me there.”
      

      
      “I want to hear more about Ty’s saint. Is she blond and built?” Rory Smith asked. He rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get
         to the good stuff.”
      

      
      “That’s your idea of the perfect woman, Rory,” Doug Higgens observed, jabbing the firefighter in the arm. “And you definitely
         don’t want a saint. What does she look like, Ty? You found her yet?”
      

      
      Sam’s mouth tightened. “He thinks he’s found her.”

      
      An image flashed in his mind before Ty could suppress it. Her face. Pale. Midnight black hair. Large green eyes. A mouth to
         kill for. Ty shook his head. “She has to be intelligent. I can’t spend more than a couple of minutes with someone who’s an
         idiot.” And that was the problem, would always be the problem. He wanted to talk about things he was enthusiastic about. He
         wanted to share problems at work with someone. Not even Sam had a clue what he was talking about and Sam actually tolerated
         him. Most women’s eyes just glazed over when he started talking. And God help him if a date started talking about hair and
         nails and makeup.
      

      
      “Geez, Ty. What the hell is wrong with you? Who gives a damn if they have brains? You’re just doing the wrong things with
         her,” Rory said. “Stop trying to talk and get on with the action. You need help, man.”
      

      
      Another round of laughter went up.

      
      Three tones blasted through the air and the men went instantly silent. The three tones chimed again and they were on their
         feet. The radio crackled and command central announced an injured climber on the cliffs of Sea Lion Cove just south of Fort
         Bragg.
      

      
      Ty and the others grabbed the rescue gear, loading it into the Huey as fast and as systematically as possible.

      
      “Ben, go to the Fort Bragg command center first, but I’ll want you to get as close as possible,” Brannigan, the helicopter
         pilot, told the fire apparatus engineer. Ben would drive the helitender carrying the fuel for the helicopter as well as extra
         stokes—the baskets they put the victim in—and everything else needed in emergencies. He would have to take the large truck
         over the mountainous route to reach Fort Bragg and it would take him at least an hour or more. The helicopter would be there
         in fourteen minutes.
      

      
      Ben nodded and ran for his vehicle. The helicopter devoured fuel and they never went anywhere without the helitender.

      
      The familiar rush of adrenaline coursed through Ty’s body, making him feel alive again after living in his cave of a laboratory
         for so long. He needed this—the wild slam of his pulse, the adventure, even the camaraderie of the other firefighters. He
         took his place in the back of the helicopter with the other four firefighters, the captain and pilot up front. His helmet
         was fitted with a radio and the familiar checklist settled everyone down.
      

      
      “Commo check,” Brannigan said into his mike.

      
      The crew chief answered, followed by each member of the team.

      
      “ICS isolation,” Brannigan announced.

      
      In the back, Ty, along with the others, checked their communication box and turned off all radios to isolate themselves from
         all unnecessary chatter. During the rescue operation it was necessary nothing distracted them.
      

      
      Sean Fortune, the crew chief, answered. “Isolated.”

      
      “Pilot is isolated except for channel twenty. All loose items in cabin.”

      
      “Secured,” Sean answered.

      
      Ty felt the familiar tightness in his stomach. He loved the danger and he craved the excitement. In a few minutes they would
         be airborne.
      

      
      “Doors.”

      
      Sean inspected the doors. “Right door open and pinned. Left door is closed and latched.”

      
      “Seat belts.”

      
      “Fastened,” Sean confirmed.

      
      “Rescue supervisor and crew chief safety harnesses.”

      
      Sam and Sean checked the harnesses very thoroughly. “Crew chief secured. Rescue supervisor secured.”
      

      
      “Rescuer rigging.”

      
      Sam stepped forward to inspect the rigging, giving Sean the thumbs-up. “Secured.”

      
      “PFDs.” Brannigan continued with the checklist.

      
      Tension rose in the helicopter perceptibly. They were going over water and the pilot and crew chief were required to wear
         personal floatation devices or PFDs, as the pilot was more apt to be trapped in the helicopter should it go down over water.
      

      
      “Donned,” came the response. “H.E.E.D.S. and pressure. Pilot’s H.E.E.D.S. is on and pressure is three thousand.”

      
      The H.E.E.D.S. was the Helicopter Emergency Evacuation Device, which was a mini–scuba tank with a two-stage regulator.

      
      “Crew chief’s H.E.E.D.S. is on and pressure is good.”

      
      Sam answered as well. “Rescue supervisor’s H.E.E.D.S. is turned on and pressure is good.”

      
      “Carabineers.”

      
      Ty gripped the edge of the seat. This was it. They were going up and he hadn’t done a short haul over water other than in
         training in two years. He’d kept up the training and was confident he wouldn’t let the others down, but the rescuer was determined
         by rotation and today he had the short straw. He was going out on the rope.
      

      
      Sean responded to the pilot. “Unlocked.” Over water they always flew with the carabineers unlocked as it would take too long
         to unlock them in the event the helicopter went down.
      

      
      “Airborne,” Brannigan announced calmly to command center as he took the Huey into the air.

      
      The adrenaline poured into Ty’s veins, a rush unlike any other. Nothing compared to it, not even the time when he unlocked
         the key to cellular regeneration and won a Nobel Prize in medicine. Nothing felt like this, soaring into the air inside a
         helicopter, surrounded by the other men as determined as he was to do whatever needed to be done.
      

      
      Command responded with latitude and longitude, distance and asmith, the compass bearing. Brannigan loaded the information
         into the GPS and plotted a route directly to the victim.
      

      
      Ty listened to the fire captain on scene giving details. There was a short conversation about the victim and whether the on-scene
         firefighters believed they’d have to do a short-haul rescue. A high-angle cliff rescue had already failed. Ty’s heart jumped
         in his chest. Short-haul rescue was one of the most dangerous of maneuvers and they only performed the rescue if every single
         member of the team agreed it was necessary to save a life and they could perform it safely. He knew the flight crew would
         decide for themselves whether or not to perform the rescue, but Ty was already gearing up for it.
      

      
      They could fly in the rain and even steady winds of up to sixty miles an hour, but not in gusts over twenty. It was raining
         on the coast, but the wind was steady with no sign of fog. This was exactly why he chose to join every year. It was why he
         went skydiving and parasailing. He needed something that required his full attention. The adrenaline rush was the only thing
         he found that cleared his mind of biochemistry and DNA strands and allowed his thoughts to be consumed completely by whatever
         was at hand.
      

      
      He felt Sam’s gaze and smiled at him in reassurance. With Aunt Ida gone, Sam was the only person he had left that gave a damn.
         He didn’t want his cousin worrying he wasn’t up to this. His nerves were already settling down and his hands were steady.
         Even his heart had resumed a rhythmic beat. Yeah. He was ready. The rigorous training had been well worth it to get him back
         in shape.
      

      
      It was surprisingly fast flying over the mountains to the coast and Brannigan brought the helicopter in to hover over the
         victim to assess the chances of a safe rescue. As always they went over their short-haul analysis list to determine if the
         rescue was needed and justified the danger to the crew. They had the trained personnel available. Flight conditions were favorable.
         The load calculations were within limits. The firefighters had tried an alternative rescue plan and it had proved hazardous. The flight crew agreed trying a high-angle cliff rescue might jeopardize the safety of the victim.
      

      
      Brannigan set the helicopter down after they had studied the victim’s position from every angle. As always, they conserved
         fuel while they discussed the possibilities and came up with a viable plan to retrieve the victim.
      

      
      Ty could feel his body humming now. Every cell alive, alert. Ready. They asked each member of the rescue team to confirm go
         or no-go. It was now or never. One dissenting vote and it was off. They would all go home and stay alive. No one was going
         to dissent, least of all, Ty. He gave the thumbs-up and Sean radioed his affirmation to the pilot. It was a go.
      

      
      The coastal geography always determined which side of the helicopter the rescue was done out of. The coast ran southeast to
         northwest so typically they performed the rescues out of the right side, unless they had an unusual southern wind, which,
         thankfully, there wasn’t. Helicopters liked to fly into the wind and they didn’t like wind in the left door. The craft wasn’t
         aerodynamically stable with wind through the left door.
      

      
      Brannigan confirmed the medical helicopter was on its way and instructed them to set down in the clearing above the old mill
         on the far side away from the cliff. He took to the air again, wanting to do a power check. They needed to be able to hover
         with enough power margin to execute the rescue safely. They had the charts, but helicopter crews were notoriously skeptical
         and preferred to check everything for themselves.
      

      
      “Power check complete, our power is good,” Brannigan said.

      
      Colors glittered with amazing vivid brightness. Ty watched the clouds and water sparkle, the rain looking like diamonds. He
         inhaled the scent of the coast, of the ocean. Beside him, Sam smelled of spicy aftershave and garlic. Doug needed a new deodorant
         and Sean was wearing cologne. Ty caught the faint whiff of chloroform and shook his head with a smile to clear his mind of
         his other life once and for all. He concentrated on the pilot’s skill as he entered his flight pattern.
      

      
      “Turning downwind. I’m abeam of the target. I’ll let you know when I lose sight.”

      
      Ty had a great deal of respect for Brannigan. The man had been flying helicopters for over twenty years and he worked a kind
         of magic with them. He “felt” them. The closer he got to the cliffs, the more it brought out his skill. The Huey slowed significantly.
         Ty’s gut knotted.
      

      
      “Speed is back, you’re cleared to the skid.”

      
      Sean unhooked his secondary securing strap as he replied, “Crew chief moving to skid.” He stepped out onto the tank and then
         onto the skid, securing himself with careful precision. “O.K. crew chief is all secured and on the skid.”
      

      
      The traffic pattern was downwind, leg, base leg and final leg. Brannigan turned into base leg and cleared first rescuer to
         the skid.
      

      
      Ty’s heart leapt in his chest. He was hooked up to the rescue rope and the crew chief, with hand signals, told Ty to disconnect
         the seat belt.
      

      
      “Rescuer one is moving to the skid.” There would be a significant weight shift as Ty moved to the right side and the pilot
         had to compensate. Sam, as rescue supervisor, took a position where he could observe and double-check everything. Ty waited
         as the two men inspected everything a third time, from the ropes to his safety harness.
      

      
      “Crew chief is performing a final rigging and safety inspection. Does the rescue supervisor concur?”

      
      Sam’s voice was hoarse. “Rescue supervisor concurs.”

      
      “Does the pilot concur with the mission?”

      
      “Pilot concurs. Pilot has lost contact.”

      
      “Crew chief has the target, continue to move forward fifty, forty, thirty, twenty. Tail and main rotor are clear, you can
         come down ten.” Move was horizontal and come was vertical. Sean directed the pilot as close to the target as possible while
         keeping them all safe.
      

      
      Ty waited, his heart pounding in his ears nearly as loud as the helicopter. It was moments now. The helicopter went stationary, hovering above the target.
      

      
      “Rescuer will now be lowered out the door.”

      
      Sam began to feed the rope through to the breaker bar to lower Ty. Ty swung beneath the skid in a smooth, practiced move,
         the bottom of his boots snug against it to prevent oscillation.
      

      
      “Rescuer one is going inverted,” Sean reported to the pilot as Ty went upside down.

      
      From that point the ball was in Ty’s court. He signaled with exaggerated arm movements to the crew chief who relayed instructions
         to the pilot. Everything would depend on what he found when he reached the victim. Blood rushed through his body and his heart
         pounded almost as loudly as the violent waves below. Time seemed to slow, to tunnel, as he narrowed his focus to the waiting
         victim.
      

      
      As he descended, he could see the waves breaking over the more jagged rocks farther below where the victim—a teenage boy—appeared
         to be conscious, but was writhing in pain. As Ty drew near, he could hear the boy screaming.
      

      
      “Rescuer is four feet, three, two, one. Rescuer is on the ground. Come down five for slack.”

      
      Ty disconnected the moment he was stable on the huge rock formation.

      
      “Rescuer is D.C.ing. Rescuer is moving left-front.”

      
      The rope began to retract as Ty made his way to the victim. The rocks were slippery and he had to use extreme caution.

      
      “Rope is coming back into cabin. Rescue supervisor is into cabin. Crew chief coming into cabin. Crew chief in cabin. You are
         cleared for forward flight.”
      

      
      Ty took a deep breath as Brannigan took the helicopter back to the clearing and shut down to give him time to assess the patient
         without distraction. The boy’s face was twisted with pain, but he tracked his rescuer with his gaze as Ty eased his way over
         the outcropping and around loose rock. To his astonishment, he recognized the kid.
      

      
      Drew Madison was a leukemia patient. What in the world would he be doing climbing the cliffs of Sea Lion Cove?
      

      
      “Drew. You’ve got yourself in a bit of a mess, but I’m here now. We’ll get you out of this.” He kept his voice soothing and
         calm. “Work with me. I know it hurts, but we’re giving you a ride in the helicopter. How many people can say that?” As he
         talked, he quickly checked vitals and looked for places the blood was coming from. “Do you know where you are?”
      

      
      Drew nodded, his eyes a little wild. “On the rocks.”

      
      “Good, good. And your name?”

      
      “Drew Madison.”

      
      Ty grinned at him. “You appear to have fallen off the cliff, Drew, and you have a couple of broken bones. I want you to lie
         quietly and be very still for me. It’s slippery up here.”
      

      
      Drew had a bump on his forehead. His legs had taken the brunt of the fall. He’d landed on his feet, gone to his knees and
         had fallen forward, facedown, which wasn’t consistent with most falls. Most victims of a fall had massive head trauma from
         landing on their heads.
      

      
      Drew had multiple fractures for certain on the left leg, and at least one clean break on the right. He had numerous scrapes
         and a couple of deep cuts, a possible broken rib where his elbow drove into his side on impact, but most importantly, his
         head had escaped with no more than a few bumps and bruises. He had signs of shock, his skin was cold and clammy, his pulse
         rapid.
      

      
      “Copter one hundred and one, this is rescuer one hundred and one.”

      
      “Rescuer one hundred and one, this is copter one hundred and one, go ahead.” Brannigan’s voice came back very clear.

      
      “I need second rescuer and stokes.”

      
      “Okay. We’re about two minutes out, see you in two.”

      
      Drew grabbed at Ty’s arm. “Don’t leave me here. I shouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It hurts. It hurts so bad.”

      
      “I’m not leaving you, kid. We’re taking a ride together.” Ty’s brain worked at rapid speed, assimilating data, and nothing about this fall was adding up. Drew Madison was a seventeen-year-old boy who had battled leukemia most of his life.
         He had no business climbing a cliff on any day, let alone one when it was pouring down rain and certainly not alone. Had there
         been some kind of dare? The boy that called it in, had he been a part of a stupid prank gone wrong?
      

      
      Ty worked on Drew’s wounds, stabilizing his legs for traveling in the stokes. The kid was in terrible pain, yet he fought
         back his need to scream and tried to cooperate with Ty. Shock was setting in and the boy shivered continually.
      

      
      Ty kept talking to him. “It won’t be long. You’ll like the helicopter. And the medics are waiting and can give you something
         for pain right away.”
      

      
      “You won’t leave me?” Drew kept a death grip on his shirt.

      
      “No, we’ll ride up together. Here’s the helicopter now. They’re sending down the stokes with another rescuer.” The boy was
         shaking so hard Ty feared he might slide off the rock. He kept talking to distract him from the pain. “The stokes is a basket
         we put you in for the ride and then we’ll hook both you and the basket to the collection ring and up we go. We’ll be out of
         here in no time.”
      

      
      Doug Higgens was rescuer two and he dropped carefully to the rocks with the stokes in tow.

      
      The pilot moved the helicopter. “Rescuer one, how long do you think?”

      
      “About fifteen minutes,” Ty answered. “Okay, we’re going back to the meadow and shutting down.”

      
      Doug and Ty worked quickly to package Drew in the stokes, doing their best to keep from jarring him as they immobilized his
         legs and double-checked his safety lines. They had done this before and, other than the rock being extremely slippery and
         the ocean pounding around them, the process was smooth. Ty kept up a running dialogue with the boy, his tone soothing and
         calm, noticing when he quit speaking the teenager became more agitated.
      

      
      “We’re ready,” he announced to Brannigan.

      
      “Okay, be there in five,” Brannigan answered immediately.
      

      
      “What if I fall out of the basket?” Drew asked.

      
      Ty noted the boy’s voice was beginning to get thready. He frowned at Doug over the kid’s head. “You’re connected to a collection
         ring separate from the stokes, Drew. Even if the stokes should fall, if something fails, you’d still be connected. Not to
         worry, I’ll be riding with you all the way. It’s like taking a ride in the clouds.”
      

      
      The helicopter was overhead, Brannigan maneuvering beneath the rim of the cliff with his usual precision. The rope dropped
         almost in Ty’s lap. He connected his line to the collection ring first, then Drew’s line and finally the stokes. He signaled
         to the crew chief to come up.
      

      
      “Come up ten for slack,” Sean instructed Brannigan. “Rope is taut. Stokes is coming off the ground, hold for rescuer adjustment.”

      
      Ty adjusted the prussic knots so that the stokes was in position with his body for the ride. The rescuer always rode with
         the stokes waist level so he could reassure the victim and keep them calm. He signaled ready.
      

      
      Sean’s voice in his ear relayed the signal to Brannigan and the helicopter began to continue to climb. Drew cried out, closing
         his eyes tightly.
      

      
      “You’re fine,” Ty said. “You might want to take a look around you …”

      
      Abruptly Ty’s voice faded as terror gripped him. Utter shock. He was suddenly free-falling. No warning whatsoever, simply
         tumbling away from the stokes, away from Drew and down onto the jagged rocks below. Time slowed. He felt as if he were falling
         in slow motion. He heard the roar of the ocean and realized it was the sound of his own heart thundering in his ears. He saw
         the horror in Sean’s face and then his vision blurred as his body tumbled and the rocks grew larger.
      

      
      “Fuck! Oh, shit. Hold! Hold! Hold! Rescuer just fell,” Sean blurted. “Damn it, rescuer just fell.”

      
      There was a moment of stunned, horrified silence. Of comprehension.

      
      Brannigan came back all business in an attempt to stay calm, to keep everyone focused. “What about the vic?”
      

      
      Sean stared down to the rocks below. At the blood seeping everywhere. At the still body crumpled practically at the feet of
         the second rescuer who stared back at him with horror on his face.
      

      
      “Say again. What about the vic?”

      
      Sean swallowed the fear in his throat and forced his gaze— and his mind—away from the broken body below. “Victim is still
         there. Stokes is swinging. Move left.”
      

      
      “Hang on. I’m stopping the swing.”

      
      Automatically the rescue crew gripped whatever was closest as Brannigan maneuvered quickly over the victim in mid-swing.

      
      “Stokes is stable,” Sean reported.

      
      “Do I put the victim down?”

      
      Sean took a deep breath. “No, let’s just move him over to the clearing.”

      
      Doug broke radio silence. “Rescuer one is in bad shape. He’s bad.”

      
      “Do what you can, rescue two,” Brannigan said. “We’ll be right back. Command, are you getting all this? We need a firefighter
         to disconnect our victim for us. We’ll need another stokes and another med helicopter. Ben, how far out are you?”
      

      
      “Ten minutes.”

      
      “Ground crew standing by. Will D.C. vic in clearing.”

      
      No one looked at Sam. He sat in silence, his face grim, shock and horror in his eyes. No one spoke as they waited for the
         victim to be disconnected so they could get back to their fallen crew member.
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      “THAT’S my last patient, Evelyn,” Libby told the nurse with a faint smile. “It’s home for me.”
      

      
      “Did you hear all the commotion in the ER, doctor?” Evelyn asked.

      
      “I heard two helicopters arrive,” Libby replied, “but I was too busy to check out what was going on.” Two helicopters were
         unusual, so she’d guessed there was an accident on the highway.
      

      
      “I’ve only managed to hear a word here and there, but it sounds like Drew Madison was climbing the cliffs out by Sea Lion
         Cove and fell. They called in the rescue helicopter and something went wrong.”
      

      
      Libby drew in her breath. “Drew? Are you certain? What on earth would he be doing out in this kind of weather? And what would
         he be doing on the cliffs? He knows how dangerous they are.” The cliffs were extremely hazardous, fractured by huge cracks,
         weakened by the ever-eroding sea, rock crumbling away without warning. Even without the signs posted up and down the coastline,
         all the locals knew better than to risk their lives climbing the treacherous, unstable rock faces. “How bad is he hurt, do you know?”
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