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The Earth does not belong to man; man belongs to the Earth. This we know.

	All things are connected like the blood which unites one family. All things are connected.

	Whatever befalls the Earth befalls the sons of the Earth.

	Man did not weave the web of life: he is merely a strand in it.

	Whatever he does to the web, he does to himself.

	Words by Ted Perry, attributed to Chief Seattle

	 

	


Chapter 1

	When Donna Rigden and Jared Thundercloud parted ways, she moved out of his colonial mansion and back to her comfortable apartment at Shreve City Towers. She, Gary Browne, her cousin, and Richard Triplet, a close friend and colleague visited while they shared morning coffee.

	Morning for Donna and Richard, unfortunately, meant early afternoon for Gary. Despite constantly reminding them, he needed something called sleep, they called him all hours of the night. The six-hour UK time difference always caught him out.

	~ ~ ~

	Donna put two mugs of steaming coffee and a stack of napkins on her coffee table. She glanced at the time and smirked. Richard was late - again. She liked him, but he had a problem with punctuality. She started Skype on her TV and thumbed through a stack of mail while she waited. Focused on the all-important letter, she yawned and fumbled for her coffee.

	“Wake up!” Gary shouted when he came online.

	Her breath caught; she grabbed several napkins. “Gary, you’re evil! I’ve been waiting for this letter, and now, look at it!”

	“Oops! Sorry.” He returned a white lab rat to its cage and tossed his nitrile gloves in the bin. “What was it?”

	Donna smiled. “A letter about my new job.”

	“New job? I thought you were coming over here to work.”

	“Not if I get this one in New York.” She paused; the gleam in her eyes faded. “I keep hoping Jared might,” her voice trailed off.

	There was a knock. “Never mind,” she sighed and perked up. “That’s probably you know who with breakfast. I’ll be right back.”

	“You sent Richard for breakfast? You must not be hungry.”

	Donna unfastened the chain and glared at him. “You’re late!” she said with a smirk.

	Richard held out a windowed box and grinned. “Clever clogs! You’re in a better mood today.”

	“My letter came. I’m goin’ to the Big Apple.”

	He followed Donna to the lounge. “Still letting me fly you in the Cessna?”

	“No, she won’t,” Gary said. “She’ll chicken out like she always does. I’m surprised you got her in the chopper!”

	“Nobody asked for your two cents, Mr. Nosey,” Donna said.

	“Where are you going?”

	“To get plates, and thanks to you, more napkins.”

	“Well, hurry up!” Gary said and glanced at Richard. “Some of us poor folk gotta work for a livin’.”

	“I work for a living,” Richard said defensively, picked up his mug and sat back. 

	“You might work, occasionally, when you’re not on extended holiday romancing my cousin.” Gary watched raindrops drip down the window at the Center and sighed. “Still enjoying your time off? Weather not too humid for you?”

	Richard glanced toward the kitchen and smiled. “Yes, I am, and the weather is not a problem. I have air conditioning and something better than your ugly face to look at now.” He sipped his coffee and frowned. “Anyway, I can work on the project over Internet, as before.”

	“Yeah, right,” Gary laughed. “Honestly, if you weren’t the boss’s son.”

	“Here,” Donna said and handed Richard a glazed donut and a napkin. She picked up her coffee-stained letter.

	“Well, go on,” Richard said. “What does it say?”

	“Dear Dr. Rigden. Thank you for your application, seeking a position as head of our cardiac research center. Blah, blah, blah.” Her shoulders sagged. “We are sorry to inform you,” she broke off.

	“What’s wrong?” Gary asked.

	“When I applied for this, I had less than a month on my contract!” Donna’s eyes blazed through the rest. “The sorry son of a bitch!” she enunciated.

	Richard slid closer. “Let me see.” She thrust the letter to him. He continued where she’d left off. “We were unable to obtain adequate references from your employer, who stated they would not release you from your contract at D’Netics Research Facility, in Shreveport, Louisiana.” He paused briefly, glanced at the screen and tossed the letter on the coffee table. “If you want the job, I can fix this.”

	“I don’t want you involved with Forrest,” Donna said.

	Richard chuckled. “Too late, pet. I’ve been involved with G.W. Forrest for years.”

	She shook her head in dismay. “Because Kim Gentry blew up the new genetics lab, herself in the process, I have nowhere to work. I have no idea when or if that’ll change. Forrest is waiting for the insurance company to complete their investigation. Or so he says. Will he build another lab? Who knows! Does he need the money from the insurance company to build it? No! That’s it, I’m done!” She bolted from the sofa and headed down the hall.

	“Now, where are you going?” Gary asked.

	“To get outta these jeans. I’m goin’ to see the bastard. I typed out my resignation months ago. All it needs is a date and my signature.” Donna turned the corner to her bedroom.

	“If she goes in Forrest’s office with that gung-ho attitude,” Gary broke off.

	Richard glanced at the screen. “Talk to my dad. We might have to make a hasty escape.”

	------------

	Insistent that she not go alone, Richard and his bodyguard, John Sherriff, drove Donna to D’Netics and waited in the visitor’s parking lot.

	“OK, this is it,” she said under her breath. “Today, I get answers, or I walk!” She took a slow breath, opened the door and frowned. A familiar hazy cloud swirled overhead. She coughed and fanned the air. “You’re killing yourself, and everyone else, with those things,” Donna said and coughed again. “I thought you quit.”

	“Old habits die hard, Donna. We all die, sooner or later.” Forrest pointed to a chair. “I’m a little disappointed. Despite what I’ve done for you….”

	Donna held up a hand and cocked her head. “What you’ve done for me?”

	“I rearranged your schedule and gave you fewer hours. I increased your salary and gave you additional benefits. I built you a new state-of-the-art research facility. While it was under construction, I gave you and your assistant, Dr. Walton, time off - with pay. You were ill, and I gave you time to recover from your appendectomy when you didn’t need it.” He arched an eyebrow. “Considering that you’re dying, how did you recover so quickly?”

	Her lips parted. “Dying?”

	“I was concerned. My doctor ran some tests to find out why you collapsed. Your leukocyte count is abnormally high. You have a rare blood disease, Donna. According to his findings, you have six months, a year at the most, if you can’t find a donor match. Unfortunately, with you being an only child,” his voice trailed off.

	 “You took blood from me that day!” Fire swirled in her eyes.

	“You’re a doctor,” he said impassively. “With your leukemia in its final stages, I assumed you knew.”

	“I don’t care what your doctor said, Mr. Forrest. Either he’s one hell of a quack or his wires are severely crossed. I am not dying, and even if I were, I’m not here to discuss my health.”

	Forrest lodged his cigar in the corner of his mouth and examined his fingernails. “What shall we discuss then? How you applied for another job while under contract with Forrest Enterprises? How you and Jared planned to cheat me out of my insurance money, for the building, Kim Gentry blew up? Or how you conspired to get rid of me?”

	Donna stared at him. “How did Jared and I cheat you out of your insurance money? We had nothing to do with the building or what happened.”

	He sneered, pulled hard on his cigar and propped it in a crystal ashtray. He exhaled smoke in her face and pushed a contract across the desk. “Read it, Donna. Pay close attention to the signature on the last page.”

	Donna sighed and scanned through the information. A lump formed in her throat. She blinked and pushed it back.

	“From the shocked expression on your face, I guess you didn’t know ‘Baying Wolf’ bought stock in your research. Jared was responsible for the construction, of that building.”

	She shook her head. “No, I didn’t.”

	Forrest smirked. “Jared Thundercloud and Kim Gentry were as thick as thieves. I wouldn’t be surprised if he killed Kim, to keep her from telling you.”

	“Telling me what?”

	“Of their ongoing affair.”

	Donna slowly clenched a fist. “You are a liar!” she enunciated. “Jared did not murder Kim. He was not having an affair with her, and he sure as hell did not blow-up your fuckin’ building!”

	Forrest flicked ashes with his pinkie and lodged his cigar between his teeth again. “Things are going back to the way they were, Miss Rigden.”

	She snorted. “You mean you’re turnin’ back into the arrogant prick we all love?”

	He glared at her; she held his gaze. “I’m through being reasonable,” he said. “I’m through trying to help you. I expect you back at work in the morning. From now on, you will do as you’re told, regardless of how you feel about your assignments.”

	Donna smiled smugly. “And just what equipment do you expect me to use? Everything I’ve done since I came here is gone. I have nothing to show. Despite the fact I sent proof that my research was more important to the world, you changed my project and refused to explain why. After all the time I’ve devoted to this company, I believe you owe me some kind of explanation.”

	“I owe you nothing, Donna! I own this company. You are my employee. Are we clear?”

	She stood and squared her shoulders. “We’re clear alright!” She threw an envelope in front of Forrest. “That clear enough?”

	Forrest sent the letter through the shredder and leaned across the desk. “Attempt to leave and I will destroy you!”

	Donna’s eyebrows shot up. “And how do you hope to achieve that, Mr. Forrest?”

	“Easy! For the duration of your contract, you and your research are the property of Forrest Enterprises!”

	“I guess you didn’t know, then,” she said and laughed disdainfully. “My contract expired last month, I checked. I’m not signing a new one.” She smirked and shook her head. “What a shame, you overlooked that. You might’ve had me over a barrel. You’ve been buried so deep up Kim Gentry, you didn’t think about renewing my contract. Oh well,” she said and exhaled. “I’m sure you’ll find someone, who’ll kiss your ass, but it won’t be me.”

	“Money is not the only resource at my disposal, Donna. If you leave now, you leave with nothing. I will see you in court for breach of contract. In fact, I’m thinking of charging both you and Jared with murder and destruction of property.”

	Donna laughed again. “You arrogant SOB! I expected you to do something like this. I mailed your head of personnel copies of my letter of resignation, the one you just shredded. You wanna take me to court? Fine – bring it on!”

	“Unexplained accidents happen all the time, Donna! It would be tragic if any should befall someone else close to you.”

	“What in the hell does that mean?

	“If you try hard enough, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

	She glowered at Forrest. “I’m not scared of your money. I’m not scared of your resources. And, most of all, I’m not scared of you. You’re nothing but a wrinkly bag of hot air!” She jerked the cigar from his mouth and stubbed it out in the ashtray. “I asked you not to smoke around me.” She took a slow breath. “I’m leaving before I say something I might regret.”

	“You’ve already said something you’ll regret, Miss Rigden!”

	Grabbing the handle, Donna turned up her middle finger and slammed the door.

	------------

	John glanced in the rearview mirror. “She’s coming,” he said and got out of the car.

	Richard sighed. “From the look on her face, it didn’t go well.”

	“Did you expect it to?”

	“No. I’ll ride in back with her.”

	John shook his head. “I wish we could talk her out of this trip to Hornbeck.”

	“Well, we can’t. Just be on your guard.”

	John arched an indignant eyebrow. “I always am.”

	Richard took Donna’s hand, slid in beside her and put an arm around her shoulders. “Back to your apartment?”

	She pressed her face to the side of his neck. “No,” she exhaled. 

	 



Chapter 2


	Richard and John talked and discussed their plans, for when they got back to Shreveport. Donna said precious little and pretended to sleep through most of the two-hour journey. Shocked by Jared’s hypocrisy, she couldn’t think clearly. True, she’d shared his Dine'é Kay-Yah secret with Gary, but to save lives. Jared went behind her back and used his company, ‘Baying Wolf’, to buy control of her research project. Why? she wondered. And he left me for keeping things from him?

	Donna didn’t want to believe what Forrest said about Jared and Kim, but every time she thought of them together, her stomach churned. She kept that revelation to herself. She came to her senses when they parked in front of the two-story brick house. A killer wave of memories hit her and threatened to drag her under. She pushed hard against the pain and relied on what Nadine taught her, about warning barriers and blocking things out.

	She’d been doing it for years, with old pain, but this was fresh. Despite her outward appearance, deep inside, the ache was there. Her eyes glossed; the dam threatened to burst. Then, like a light, Donna blinked and shut it off.

	Richard pulled her close and kissed the top of her head; concern creased his brow. “Pet, are you OK? We can do this another time. It doesn’t have to be today.”

	She softly smiled. “I’m fine,” she said and led the way.

	John grabbed her elbow and pulled her behind him. “Wait!” he said firmly. “Stay with Ricky while I check inside.”

	Donna groaned. “What do you expect to find?”

	“Depends on whether Forrest was bluffing.”

	“It doesn’t hurt to be safe,” Richard said.

	“Fine. You’ll need this,” she said and handed John a key.

	~ ~ ~

	John worked through a mass of weeds and bull nettles, which had overtaken the front yard. He remembered the nettle’s sting, from years ago; vicious, but not as unforgiving as nettles in the UK. His alert eyes noted broken windows on the ground floor. Avoiding scattered shards of glass, he crossed the weathered porch. He put the key in the lock and froze. Slowly, he withdrew a Glock 19 from a shoulder holster under his jacket. He turned his head, held a finger to his lips and pointed.

	Richard pulled Donna to his side. “What is it?”

	“We’re waiting in the car,” he said.

	Donna’s eyes widened. Memories of her and Jared being chased, a few months ago, flashed through her mind.

	Richard helped her to the passenger side and got behind the wheel. The locks clicked. He tapped his earbud. “Talk to me.”

	“The door was ajar,” John said and disappeared inside the house.

	------------

	She held a finger to her lips and pointed. While John explored the front part of the house, they circled around him and slipped out the back. They ran across the yard to the edge of the trees and crouched behind a thick briar patch. Woody talons hooked the skin on her forearm. She held her breath and gradually pulled it free.

	“You’re bleeding!” he said.

	She winced. “I’m fine. Pain and I are old companions.” She motioned over her shoulder. They sprinted to the back of the field, crawled between strands of barbed wire and hopped in the solace of their Jeep. Keeping an eye on the house, she ripped open an alcohol packet with her teeth and wiped the scratch. “Put this on it,” she said and handed him a Band-Aid.

	He pulled a face. “What? What are you smiling at?” he asked and covered the scratch.

	“Nothing,” she said and shook her head. “When they’re gone, we’re leaving. We can’t do this again. It’s too risky!”

	------------

	John dipped his head, emerged from under the porch and beckoned to them. “We can get out, now,” Richard said. He rested a palm on the small of Donna’s back and guided her up the concrete walkway. “Find anything?”

	“Nothing but mice and black widows,” John said.

	Donna shivered and rubbed her arm. They stepped inside the house and stopped at the stairs. She looked up. “This won’t take long.” She grasped the handrail; dust particles danced in a beam of sunlight.

	Richard squinted and jerked a handkerchief from his shirt pocket. His sneeze reverberated throughout the house.

	“Gesundheit!” She softly smiled. “Dust gettin’ ya?”

	He sniffed and wiped his nose. “Why aren’t you sneezing? I thought you were allergic to breathing.”

	She shrugged and smirked. “Lucky, I guess.”

	They stepped onto the landing. Donna grasped a door handle and gestured with her head. “That’s my bedroom, at the end of the hall, but I need to go in my grandparents’ room first.” She opened the closet door, squealed and crashed into Richard’s arms.

	His blue eyes sparkled; he kissed her forehead. “Guess we need to work on that phobia.”

	“I can think of someone who could help,” John said.

	Richard scowled at him. “Get rid of that thing.”

	John’s eyebrows shot up. “Me?” He coaxed the brown recluse into an empty Mason jar and screwed the lid on. “You know… sometimes, you abuse your authority around me.”

	Donna suppressed a grin. “Afraid of spiders, John?”

	“No, but I don’t keep them as pets, either.” He observed the trapped arachnid through the cloudy pint jar. “I’ll put it outside and wait in the car. Ricky, we need to get back to Shreveport.”

	Donna narrowed her eyes. “Not until we’ve been to the cemetery!”

	“What do you need out of the closet?” Richard asked. “Incy Wincy might have a family.”

	“The boxes on the floor,” she said.

	“The sealed ones?”

	“Yeah, but I don’t know which one. After my grandmother’s funeral, I just boxed things away. I was gonna label them and give the things to the Salvation Army, but I couldn’t finish.”

	Richard peeled back the silver duct tape. “This one is full of clothes,” he said and piled them on the bed. “Go through that one. I’ve checked for pests. What are you looking for? John’s right. We need to hurry.”

	“Old photo albums and a metal cracker box, where my grandmother kept important documents,” Donna said.

	“There’s something solid in the bottom of this one.”

	“I found the albums.” She sat on the edge of the bed and flipped through the pages. She paused when she came across pictures of her and Gary as children. She took a slow breath. “I’m looking forward to seeing Gary, again.”

	Richard pulled out a tall metal box. He cocked his head. “Altine Cracers?”

	“No,” Donna chuckled. “It’s Saltine Crackers. That’s the one.” She thumbed through more pages of the album and frowned. “Some of the pictures are missing.”

	There was a pop in the loft. Richard jumped and examined the half-lit room with wary eyes. Donna chuckled again. “Relax, Richard. It’s the house. Haven’t you ever heard wood popping as it cools down?”

	“Houses in the UK are made of stone or brick,” he said. “Except for a creaking radiator, they don’t usually make noises.” He cleared his throat. “Is this all we came for?”

	Donna shook her head. “Bring those two boxes. If you’re afraid of spirits, wait in the car with John. I’ll finish this.”

	“I’m fine,” he exhaled. “I can’t shake the feeling we’re being watched.”

	“It’s probably bats.”

	Richard’s eyes widened. “Bats?”

	 


Chapter 3

	John parked in front of the main gate to Prewitt’s Chapel Cemetery. Donna visited her parents’ and grandparents’ graves. Helplessly, John and Richard watched and waited while she said goodbye. She hadn’t agreed to a permanent move to the UK, but wherever she went, she wouldn’t be back in Louisiana for a long time. She propped her back against a tall magnolia and mindlessly plucked petals from a daisy.

	~ ~ ~

	John exhaled. “Donna reminds me of Jared on the night he left.”

	Richard folded his arms across his chest and regarded her. “Yeah. I know what you mean. Strong on the surface, but soft in the center, as though she’s lost touch with reality.”

	“Think she’ll change when we get back to the UK?”

	Richard shrugged. “Who knows?”

	~ ~ ~

	Donna pushed away from the tree and wandered around the other gravesites. She considered how much less it would hurt to lie among the dead. The final solace of the cold ground was an enticing solution. She thought of Sarabeth, Jared’s daughter. She hugged herself and closed her eyes. She could feel the little girl’s warmth in her arms. She thought of Myra, his sister, and of Tom and Nadine, his parents. Lastly, she thought of Jared. Terrible mistake. She could barely breathe.

	~ ~ ~

	John’s phone rang. “It’s your dad,” he said to Richard. “Hello, sir.”

	“Where are you, John?” Sir Richard asked.

	“Prewitt Chapel Cemetery.”

	“What in the hell are you doing in Hornbeck?”

	“Donna wanted some things from the house. She wouldn’t leave without coming here first, to, um… to say goodbye, sir.”

	Sir Richard’s voice softened. “How is she? Has she mentioned Jared?”

	“No, sir, but he’s on her mind. You can see it in her eyes.”

	“Damn that fucking bastard. I’ll make Forrest pay for this!”

	“I’ll enjoy carrying out that order. Should I do it now?”

	“No! I wouldn’t be surprised if Jared took care of him.”

	“Hang on, sir.” He tapped his earbud and drew his gun. “Ricky, get Donna. Someone is behind the church. Get behind the tallest monuments and stay low. If you can, work your way round to the other gate. I’m going for the car. I knew this was a stupid idea! If anything happens to me, you and Donna head for the nearest house and call the police. Go – now!”

	“What is it John?” Sir Richard asked tightly.

	“Rifle barrel, sir, behind the church.”

	~ ~ ~

	Donna glanced up. Richard grabbed her hand. “Come on! Keep your head down!”

	~ ~ ~

	A bullet ricocheted off the magnolia, inches from John’s right shoulder. “Shit!” He crouched behind one of the concrete gate posts.

	“Get out of there, John!”

	“I will when I can, sir. They’re between me and the car!”

	~ ~ ~

	Another shot ricocheted off the edge of the monument, Richard was crouched behind, missing his shoulder by microns. “Bastard!”

	“Richard!” Donna said and reached out.

	“No - stay there! I’m fine. They missed.”

	~ ~ ~

	John dropped to one knee, leaned out and fired a few rounds.

	~ ~ ~

	A shot hit the ground in front of the monument Donna was hunkered behind. “Where’s John?”

	“I don’t know,” Richard said. “It would help if I could talk to him, but he’s on the mobile with Dad. Stay there. I’m going to see if I can do something.” He put in his earbud. “Gary, it’s Richard. Where’s Dad?”

	“In his office. You sound out of breath. Where are you? Where’s Donna?”

	“Hiding behind a monument across from me.”

	“Hiding behind a,” Gary broke off; his voice rose in pitch, “What’s wrong?”

	“Get in there, so you can relay a message to John. He’s on his mobile with Dad. Tell John, when I give you the signal, I’m going to try and draw fire, so he can get to the car.”

	------------

	Gary ran down the corridor. “What the fuck’s goin’ on, Richard?”

	“Just do what I said!”

	He beat on the door with his fist. “Sir Richard!”

	“Not now, Gary!”

	“Sir, please. Open the door. I’ve got Richard on my phone. He needs you to get a message to….”

	The door flew open; Sir Richard grabbed the phone. “I’m here, Ricky. Are you and Donna OK?”

	“We’re hemmed behind some monuments a few yards from the side gate. They’re taking potshots at us, but so far, we haven’t been hit. I don’t know about John.”

	Sir Richard pressed speaker on his and Gary’s phones. “Can you both hear me, now?”

	“Yeah, Dad.”

	“I hear you, sir,” John said. “Are Ricky and Donna OK?”

	“Yeah,” Richard answered.

	“I’m sorry, sir. When I go for the car, they drive me back behind the gate post.”

	------------

	“Get ready, John!” Richard said.

	“Ricky don’t do anything reckless.”

	“I have to do something, Dad or one of us is going to get killed! Get ready!”

	“I’m ready, Ricky,” John said. “Be careful. Run to the next monument. That should get their attention.”

	Richard scanned several possible barricades. “Not far enough. Now, John!” He darted behind another monument. A shot grazed the granite vase between a double gravesite next to Richard. He dodged more bullets and ducked behind several other monuments.

	~ ~ ~

	“I’m here!” John said and spun the car around. “Get back to Donna! I’ll be there in a second.” He shoved the car into drive. The tires gained purchase, spraying loose gravel behind them.

	~ ~ ~

	Richard made a run and ducked behind a monument beside Donna. Her breath caught. “Are you OK?”

	“I’m fine,” he said. “Either they’re a crap shot or they’re not trying to hit us.”

	~ ~ ~

	John shoved the car into park and flung the door open. He jerked the gate back and ducked behind a monument across from Richard and Donna. “I’ll fire off some rounds! Ricky, get her to the car. If I’m not right behind you, get out of here!”

	“We’re not leaving you!” she protested.

	John clenched his teeth and forced his breath out. “Do as you’re told!” he enunciated. “Now!” He repeatedly fired toward the back corner of the church.

	Richard and Donna took off. A shot rang out. She yelped, grabbed her arm and dropped to her knees. “She’s hit!” Richard said, scooped her up into his arms and ran for the car. He set her on her feet, yanked the door open and pushed her on the back seat. Blood dripped between her fingers as she scrambled for the seatbelt.

	“Get in!” John said and jumped behind the wheel.

	Richard fastened in the passenger seat. “Pet! Are you buckled in? How bad is it?”

	“Yeah,” Donna groaned. “I don’t know how bad it is.” She winced, afraid to look at her arm. “It hurts like hell!”

	John fishtailed when he hit the blacktop and put his foot down. “Donna, we need another way out of here,” he said.

	“When you hit Plainview Road, instead of going back toward Hornbeck, turn right,” she said. “When you see a red brick church on your left, take the next blacktop to the left! Watch out. It’s full of potholes.”

	“John, find a place to stop, so I can check her arm.”

	John swerved right, onto Plainview Road, and put his foot down again. Richard unbuckled. John glanced at him sidelong. “What are you doing, Ricky? Get your seatbelt on!”

	“I’m getting back there with her!” He jumped next to Donna and fastened the seatbelt. He laid a hand over hers. “Here, let me see.”

	Donna closed her eyes and moved her hand; her stomach flipped. She tasted sour at the back of her throat. “Ow!”

	“Sorry, pet. I think it went straight through, but I’m not the doctor.”

	John fumbled in his pocket and tossed a handkerchief over his shoulder. “Fold that and use it as a dressing for the entry wound. Use yours to cover the exit wound. Tear off a strip of your shirt and tie them firmly in place. I’ll get to Many as quickly as I can, but Donna’s right. This road is full of potholes.

	“Hold these, pet. There. That will do until we get you to the emergency room.”

	She looked at the blood on her hand. “No emergency room,” she said in a small voice.

	Richard pulled her close. Her head drooped onto his shoulder. “Pet, are you with me?”

	Her teeth chattered. “I’m going… into shock, Richard.”

	“John, change the climate control. Turn up the heat. Donna, stay with me!”

	“I’m trying. It hurts. I’m so tired.” She blinked. “Never been… shot… before,” she murmured.

	“If you’d listened to me, you wouldn’t have been this time!” Richard grumbled.

	“Ricky, I’m coming up on 171. Did they follow us?” John asked.

	Richard glanced over his shoulder. “No - there’s nothing behind us. Donna? Pet?” His phone rang; he accepted the video call.

	“Richard, what the bloody hell is going on?” Sam Kaliea, the Center’s head physician, asked. “Your dad said Donna got shot!”

	“Yeah, Sam.”

	“Where?”

	“In the upper part of her right arm.”

	“Is the bullet still in her?”

	“No. It went straight through.”

	“Can you tell if it hit a bone or a main artery? How bad is the bleeding?”

	“There’s blood on my makeshift dressing, but it has stopped running down her arm.”

	“How long ago did it happen?” Sam asked.

	“Quarter of an hour – give or take,” Richard said.

	“Is she conscious?”

	Richard sighed. “I don’t think so, Sam.”

	“Is she breathing alright? How’s her pulse?”

	“Strong and steady. Her breathing seems alright, but her skin is cold and clammy.”

	“She’s probably in shock. Keep her warm. Do you have a blanket?”

	“We’ve turned the heat up.”

	“That should help. Hold your mobile so I can see her face.” One side of Sam’s mouth turned up. “Wow!”

	“Sam!” Richard groaned.

	“Sorry,” he snorted. “She’s a little pale. Untie the dressing but do it slowly. If it seeps, put it back on and get her to the nearest hospital. If you don’t see fresh blood, hold the camera, so I can see the wound.”

	“How’s that? Can you see OK?”

	“Yeah,” Sam frowned. “Oddly enough, it doesn’t look that serious. It’s still seeping, though. Put the padding back on, but don’t tie the strip as tight this time. Only enough to keep it in place.”

	“I’m coming into Many,” John said. “Sabine Medical Center is up ahead, on the right. What’s the verdict, Sam?”

	“How far do you have to go?”

	“By the time we get to the airport, eighty, maybe 85 miles,” John said. “Sir, a gunshot won’t be easy to explain.”

	“Can Donna make it to Barksdale, Sam?” Sir Richard asked.

	“Yes, sir, assuming nothing else happens and you can keep the bleeding under control.”

	“Go, John!” Sir Richard said. “If you see a cop, don’t slow down. I’ll deal with it later.”

	------------

	Jared’s eyes turned crimson. The head of a silver fork in his hand slowly bent forward as he pushed it with his thumb. He growled low in his throat. “They let her… get shot!”

	Nadine placed a hand on his. “Easy, Jared.”

	“She’ll be alright, son,” Tom said. “You can connect with her telepathically. No one would know.”

	Jared swallowed the lump in his throat. “Donna would. She’s reaching for me now.” Tears pooled at the corners of his eyes; he blinked. “I wanna reach out to her, but I can’t!”

	“You can help Donna with her pain.”

	Jared’s head jerked up. “How? Tell me! Don’t hold anything back.”

	Tom glanced at Nadine, nodded and pointed to Mother’s Mountain. “Get your things. I’ll explain when we get there.”

	 


Chapter 4

	Forrest stood on the balcony of his penthouse apartment above D’Netics and stared at Cross Lake in the distance. He glanced over his shoulder. His luggage waited by the door. His phone rang. 

	“It’s done. You were right. Dr. Rigden is gone, and so are most of her things.”

	“Good,” Forrest sighed and locked the sliding glass doors. He selected a number on his phone and waited.

	“For your sake, I hope you have good news.”

	“Jared Thundercloud is in Arizona. Donna is on a plane to the UK. I assume that is what you wanted to hear.”

	“Yes. You have done well.”

	He snorted. “I did my part. You do yours. They are your problem now.” He headed for the door.

	------------

	Donna roused to the sound of a strong, steady heartbeat. She nuzzled closer, inhaling, expecting the familiar scent of his cologne. Her eyes popped open. Blood thrummed in her ears. It wasn’t Jared’s smell. Where am I? How did I get there? Whose arms are around me? She couldn’t get her bearings. Then she remembered, Jared was gone. Her eyes glossed. Her throat ached. Since he’d left, despite Richard and Gary’s help, Donna’s life had been an internal living hell; over and over, an endless nightmare she couldn’t wake up from.

	Richard brushed her cheek with the back of his fingers. She stiffened, sighed and moved away from his neck. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

	She stared at the sling on her arm and fought her way through layers of fog. “Groggy,” she murmured. “Where am I?”

	“On your way to the UK,” Richard said. “The paramedics at Barksdale gave you something for the pain. You can have more, in a couple of hours, if you need it. How’s your arm?”

	Donna flexed it and winced. “Sore,” she said and cleared her throat. “Where are we?”

	“Not far from St. John’s. Are you thirsty or hungry?”

	“I’d love a Dr Pepper.”

	“I’ll get you one when we land to refuel. We have ginger ale, sparkling water, champagne, and scotch.”

	“Ginger ale, please.”

	“Are you sure you don’t want something stronger?” Richard asked.

	Donna sighed. “I’m sure,” she said and moved off Richard’s shoulder. “Why aren’t you helping John fly the plane?”

	“I didn’t want you to wake up alone.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“Guess our helicopter rides conquered that phobia.”

	“I guess so.” She exhaled and leaned back in her seat.

	~ ~ ~

	Richard came back with two chilled ginger ales. He tipped his bottle to his lips. Donna sipped hers and closed the lid. “I thought you liked scotch?”

	“Not when I’m driving or flying. If you’re sure you’ll be OK, I’ll go back to the cockpit, or,” he broke off and stared into her eyes, “I could stay here with you.”

	“It doesn’t matter. Where’s my purse and laptop?”

	He pointed to a compartment above their heads. “Do you want them?”

	“Yes, please. I might read or do some research.”

	Richard arched an eyebrow and motioned to her sling. “How?” He softly smiled. “I’ll stay here, and we can watch a movie, instead.”

	Donna gave him an unswerving look. “Fly the plane. I’ll manage.”

	“Here, pet.” He sighed and handed her the purse. “I’ll set your laptop up on the table. If you need anything, use the intercom.” He caressed her face. “It’s nice to have you here.”

	She gave Richard a roguish smile. She glanced at her laptop, pursed her lips and shook her head. She didn’t want to wrestle with it. She selected George Thundercloud’s book on her tablet. She couldn’t be with Jared, but she could be close to him by better understanding his ways of life.

	Richard shook his head, snorted and walked away.

	Donna’s smile turned downcast; heartbreak rose to the surface. Silent tears tangled in her dark lashes. She blinked to clear her vision. She fought hard to stay awake, but soon lost the fight. Without Jared to protect her, the dream was back, the man with dancing aqua eyes. His face was clearer, but his eyes were different, now. Still aqua, but greener than before. His accent vaguely reminded her of Mel Gibson, the actor. It didn’t matter to Donna. If this man was her future, she didn’t care. What mattered was who he wasn’t, Jared Thundercloud.

	~ ~ ~

	A couple of hours later, Richard found Donna on her side with her legs slightly curled. Loosely grasped in her hand, resting on the seat next to her, was her tablet. He put it away and threw a blanket over her. Their one night together might not have meant anything to Donna, but he couldn’t forget. The need in her dark eyes. The silky softness of her skin. The way she moved her hot sticky body, against his, hungry and urgent. The smell of her perfume. The bite of her nails on his shoulders when she reached her peak. He took a slow breath and brushed a knuckle across her cheek.

	“Someday, pet,” he whispered and tenderly kissed her forehead.

	~ ~ ~

	During the flight Richard checked on Donna several times. As they neared Newcastle airport, he fastened in the seat next to her. He leaned closer, admiring her. She was asleep but restless.

	“Donna? Wake up, pet. We’re landing. Need help with your seatbelt?”

	She made a purposive attempt and snorted derisively at her arm. “I guess so.”

	Richard smiled and leaned across her, hesitating, inquiring her eyes. Donna stiffened. Her heart began to pound. Before their lips touched, she lowered her head. “No,” she whispered. “What happened between us… was a mistake. I shouldn’t have… let it happen.”

	“It’s OK,” Richard sighed and pulled back. 

	She touched his hand. “Please, don’t let this spoil our friendship. I desperately need that.”

	He kissed the back of her hand. “It won’t, pet, I promise. But you know how I feel.”

	Donna nodded. “I’m sorry, but I don’t feel that way… about you.”

	Richard leaned back in his seat and curled his fingers around hers. “The next bit might get a little bumpy.”

	“You’re not helping John land?”

	“The plane is so automated, with a little help, you could land it.”

	She snorted. “I doubt that.”

	He chuckled. “At least you’re over your fear of flying.”

	“Yeah.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. Amazing what a broken heart can make you do.

	~ ~ ~

	Donna grabbed her purse and reached for her laptop. Richard closed the lid, zipped the case and frowned. “What do you think you’re doing? The handbag you can have, John and I will get the rest.”

	“I’m not helpless.”

	“You are right now. Sit tight. I’ll come and collect you.”

	Donna forced the air from her lungs and sat on the edge of her seat. She took out her tablet and focused on the top edge of the device. Glancing up, she waited for a window of opportunity.

	Richard and John exited the plane.

	Donna eased her arm out of the sling and flexed her fingers, testing for soreness. It was hardly noticeable. Keeping an eye on the door, she rolled her shoulder and gently squeezed the bandage. She smiled knowingly. Her eyes widened. Richard would expect her to see a doctor; probably the one at the Center. “I gotta do something!”

	She tapped her earbud and hurried to the back of the plane. “Gary, I have a problem. We have a problem!”

	------------

	“Donna,” he said, relieved but surprised to hear from her. “Where are you? Have you landed yet? Where’s Richard and John?”

	“I’m in the restroom on the plane. They’re unloading our luggage. I gotta talk fast. What am I gonna do about my arm? Richard will expect me to see a doctor.”

	“You should.”

	“Think, Gary! By tomorrow, my arm will be healed.”

	“Oh, yes! The antibodies in your system, forgot about that.”

	“Duh – you think! What do I tell Richard?”

	“The truth?”

	“I won’t… betray Jared.”

	“After what he did to you?”

	“It doesn’t change the way I feel. Nothing can.”

	Gary cocked his head. “I thought you were warming up to Richard.”

	“So, did I. And I was, at least, I thought I was. I can’t explain. It’s… complicated, Gary. I need to decide something about my,” she broke off. “Wait! Can we trust Sam?”

	“Sam Kaliea? I suppose,” Gary drew out.

	“That’s it! If I confide in Sam, as his patient, he’ll be forced to keep it to himself. He won’t have a choice, doctor-patient confidentiality.”

	“Donna… we should talk to Sir Richard, first.”

	“Why?”

	“There are issues to be considered,” Gary said.

	“Such as?”

	“Well, for one thing, Sam works in a different department. The genetics lab is… secluded.”

	“Don’t start with the vague answers, Gary! I got enough of that from Jared. Look. It’s my body and my choice.”

	“Why do I get the feeling you’re already putting me in the middle of something I’m gonna regret?”

	------------

	“When I was in Arizona, you asked me to trust you,” Donna said. “I confided in you. I told you how Jared’s magic potion, and being with him, changed me. As a result, I lost him.”

	“Yeah, I know, but….”

	“You asked me to trust Sir Richard, which I did.”

	“Right, but….”

	“There are no buts!” Donna said. “Assuming I can figure this out, the antibodies in my blood could change the world.”

	“OK – right. I buy that, but….”

	“Oops - hang on!” Donna peeped out the door.

	“What is it?”

	“Dammit!” she groaned. “They’re back. Talk to Sam. We’ll finish this when I get to the Center.”

	------------

	Gary took a slow breath and tapped on Sam’s office door. Sam glanced up from his laptop. “What can I do for you, Gary?” he asked and continued working.

	“I need to speak to you in strictest confidence.”

	Sam sat back. “This sounds… serious.”

	“It is. It concerns my cousin, Donna. She needs your help, and she needs to be able to trust you. I need to be able to trust you.”

	Sam laced his fingers behind his head. “OK… Will Donna and I be working together?”

	“No, Sam,” Gary frowned. “You’ll be working with me and Donna.”

	“But not Richard?”

	Gary shook his head. “Unless things change, not on this research project.”

	“Does Sir Richard know the nature of this secret project?”

	“Yes, Sam!” Gary sighed in exasperation. “Sir Richard doesn’t know, Donna requested that you be included. I haven’t told him that part.”

	“She requested I be included?”

	“No, Sam,” Gary said with a touch of sarcasm. “She insisted.”

	Sam remembered Donna’s face from the video call with Richard. A sly grin turned up the corners of his mouth. “What do I need to do?”

	“Before I tell you, do I have your word this won’t go any further?”

	“Yes.”

	“You need to examine Donna,” Gary said.

	Sam’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s the big secret! Considering I treated her, via video call, technically Donna is my patient. I expected to examine her at some point.”

	“Yes, she’s your patient, but, she’s different,” Gary said and exhaled. “She’ll explain. They’re on their way here, now. Sam… what Donna shares with you cannot be repeated to Richard or anyone. One other thing,” he trailed off.

	“Man, she’s putting a lot of trust in a stranger,” Sam said.

	“You’re not strangers,” Gary said.

	“Oh? Donna knows more about me?”

	“You share a few things in common.”

	“Really?” Sam leaned forward. “Do tell.”

	“Well, there’s music, and you’re both doctors. She’s read your book, and she agrees with your methods.”

	Sam’s eyes twinkled. “Donna likes music?”

	“Not likes, Sam. She’s, well, a star.”

	“I’m up with the music scene. If she’s a star, why don’t I know about her?”

	“Donna’s career was short-lived. Not because she lacked talent, but because her band split up, for personal reasons.”

	“She had a band? What genre?”

	“Country,” Gary said. “She was the lead female vocalist for Raging Storm. But the band kinda had her. They split. Donna came over here.”

	“I guess I better see what this Raging Storm sounds like, then.”

	“Just don’t say anything to her. I’m not sure she wanted anyone to know, but, since you both like music, I thought….”

	“You haven’t told me anything,” Sam said. “Does Donna know you’re talking to me about this?”

	“The part about examining her, but not the rest.”

	Sam smiled smugly. “OK. I’ll handle Donna’s case, personally.”

	“I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” he muttered.

	“I’m not all bad, Gary,” Sam said and chuckled.

	Gary stood and smiled condescendingly. “I’ll soon find out. Because… if you’re working under me, you’ll do as I say.”



	


Chapter 5

	Sir Richard stared at Gary. “Donna wants Sam on the project instead of Ricky? Why?”

	“Because of the doctor-patient confidentiality,” Gary said. “Donna knows if Sam has any honor, what she tells him stays between them. I’m sorry, but I agree with her. Sam might be an arrogant flirt, but he’s an excellent doctor, the best, and we both know this. If he wasn’t, he wouldn’t be part of Triplet International.”

	“I assume you’re referring to yours and Ricky’s project.”

	“No, sir, Donna’s. She might not help us on ours.”

	“I don’t see there’s a difference between the two.”

	“I understand, sir, but Donna doesn’t see it that way. In the end, this is her research and her call. I believe we should respect her decision. We can’t force her to work on our project.”

	“Well, technically, I can,” Sir Richard said and exhaled.

	“Yes, sir, but not if you want Donna’s help. She’ll do most anything if you ask her. That’s where Forrest failed. He forced her on his CML project. If you do the same, with our project, Donna might fight you as hard as she fought him. One thing I know about my cousin, you can’t force her into anything.”

	“And what does Ricky do while you three work on Donna’s project?” Sir Richard asked with a touch of sarcasm.

	“He’ll still work with us, but… he won’t know the nature of the discovery or where the antibodies came from. He can’t. Donna made a promise to Jared, and whether they’re together or not, she has every intention of keeping that promise.”

	Sir Richard groaned. “This whole situation between her and Jared bothers me. Listening to him, Jared believes Donna would leave anyone for him. Is his hold that strong on her?”

	“Sir, there’s something you need to remember. Donna has as strong a hold on Jared as he has on her. I don’t know all the details, but it has something to do with their Dine'é Kay-Yah genes.”

	“As a genetic engineer, you can’t figure this out?”

	“No, but Donna might be able to.”

	“Your aunt Marie didn’t often speak of her Native American ancestry. She wasn’t bothered about it, but Donna seems keen on genealogy. Do you suppose it’s because of Jared?”

	“Probably,” Gary chuckled, “but she’s always been interested in it. So… are you OK with this?”

	Sir Richard rested his elbows on the desk. “I’ll humor her, for now.”

	------------

	“Hi, Dr. Rigden. I’m Joyce Stephens, Dr. Kaliea’s nurse.” She offered a hand. “Sam had to go to the medical lab. He’ll be with you, shortly. How’s your arm? Sore, I would imagine.”

	“It’s… uncomfortable,” Donna said, which wasn’t a lie. It itched.

	Joyce reached to unfasten the sling. “Do you mind if I…?”

	“I’d rather you didn’t,” Donna said with a determined expression in her eyes.

	Joyce arched an eyebrow. “Do you mind if I take your vitals?”

	Donna cleared her throat. “Um… I’ll wait for Sam.”

	“Of course. As you prefer,” Joyce snorted and stepped back.

	“You’re Australian – right?”

	“Yes,” Joyce said slowly.

	Donna cocked her head. “Is Sam Australian?”

	“Yes, Dr. Rigden.”

	“What color are his eyes?”

	Joyce frowned. “Greenish blue – why?”

	“Just curious.”

	After a couple of taps, a man in green scrubs entered the room. Donna’s eyes widened. Her heart began to pound; she held her breath. “Hi, sweetheart,” he said and flashed a mischievous smile. “I’m Dr. Kaliea, but you can call me Sam.”

	Donna’s heart sank. Oh no! He’s real. She slowly let her breath out. If he’s real, the little girl will be too. This changes everything! She held his gaze and shook his hand. “I thought you might be.”

	Sam turned. “You can go now, Joyce,” he said with a dismissive wave.

	Joyce stared at Donna. “You don’t want a nurse present?”

	“No,” she sighed and glanced at her feet.

	Joyce glared at Sam and left. He locked the door and leaned against it. “OK. What’s our big secret?”

	Donna pulled her arm out of the sling. Sam’s eyes widened. “What are you doing? Are you crazy?”

	She picked at the end of the tape. “Before you see this… you might wanna sit down.”

	Sam held up a pair of surgical scissors. “Let’s do this the easy way.” He carefully cut a strip down the gauze dressing and peeled it back. He locked eyes with Donna. “This your idea of a joke?”

	“I warned you to sit down,” she said smugly.

	“That is not the gunshot wound I saw on Richard’s mobile!”

	“I assure you. It is. I’m not normal, Sam.”

	He closely examined the wound. “So, I can see. What’s your explanation?”

	Donna forced her breath out. “Don’t have one. At least not yet. I’m hoping we can figure that out.”

	Sam arched an eyebrow and danced aqua eyes over hers. “So, you haven’t always healed this fast?”

	She shook her head. “No.”

	“How long?”

	She shrugged. “Eight weeks, give or take.”

	Sam’s eyebrows shot up. He sank to a stool and exhaled. “And you’ve waited until now to try and figure this out?”

	Donna swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. “It’s complicated, Sam. I don’t wanna discuss it, but I need your help.” She took a breath. “Richard doesn’t know about this,” she said and motioned to her arm, “but his father does. He helped get blood samples and a cheek scraping to Gary.”

	“And Gary’s analyzing this himself? Richard’s not helping him?”

	“No.”

	Sam propped an elbow on his knee and rested his chin on his fist. “Let me guess. I’m supposed to fake my report.”

	Donna captured his gaze again. “Sam… you and I know how long this should take to heal. That’s why this can’t get out.”

	“Do you know whether it’s viral? Contagious?”

	She shrugged again. “I don’t even know if it’s permanent.”

	“And I can’t ask what brought on this miraculous change?” She slowly shook her head. Sam exhaled. “Can I… take your vitals? Run a few tests - anything?”

	“Do you trust your lab techs?” Donna asked.

	“Yes,” he answered slowly.

	She leaned forward. “Really trust them?”

	“They wouldn’t be working under me if I didn’t. Newcastle Stem Cell Research Center is not an average research facility, Donna. It’s not easy to get a job with Triplet International. If I hadn’t had some pull, I doubt I’d be here. What can you tell me?”

	“My leukocyte count is above normal, way above normal.”

	“I can imagine!” Sam said.

	“My metabolic rate is the same.”

	“Considering the implications… that’s not a lot to go on.”

	“I know. But if I can isolate these antibodies, I might be able to figure out how to transcribe them, so they integrate into our DNA.”

	He chuckled. “Talk about a universal Band-Aid! It could put an end to the common cold virus!”

	Donna nodded. “And a lotta other medical conditions.”

	Sam searched her eyes. “I could put you in patient care for a while.”

	“As if!” she warned. “I wanna get started on this as soon as possible.”

	He laughed. “I figured you might. You don’t strike me as the sit-around type. Your other choice is to wear this arm bracelet for two to three weeks and do a lot of faking.” One side of his mouth turned up. “Even though… you clearly don’t need the bandage or the sling. I’d say, by tomorrow your arm will be healed. I don’t believe it’s necessary, but to be on the safe side, do you want some antibiotics to ward off infection?”

	“No!” Donna paused and thought how surreal this must sound to Sam. She groaned and shook her head. “This won’t be easy, will it?”

	“No, sweetheart, but those are your choices. Unless,” he drew out.

	She arched an eyebrow. “Unless what?”

	“You move in with me.”

	“That’s not a good idea.”

	“Probably not,” he said and smirked.

	She sighed. “I guess I’ll fake it, then.”

	“Can I ask a question?”

	“Sure,” she smiled sweetly.

	“Why do you want me to help with your research and not Richard? We’ve chatted, once or twice, on IM, but you don’t know me, Donna. How do you know you can trust me?”

	“I just know,” she said.

	Sam exhaled and shook his head. “There’s not a lot I can say to that, is there?”

	“Not really.”

	He laced his fingers and tapped his thumbs together. “OK…when do we start?”

	Donna took a slow breath. “Unfortunately, if people think I’m helpless, I can’t do a lot – in public.”

	There was a knock. Sam held up a hand. “Excuse me.”

	“How is she?” Gary glanced at Donna sidelong and leaned close to Sam. “Did you two talk?”

	“Yes.” Sam winked at Donna and closed the door. “She’s moving in with me,” he said straight-faced.

	“She’s what?” Gary slowly arched an eyebrow, hugged her and stepped back. “Donna, are you?”

	Sam put a finger to his lips.

	Donna suppressed a grin and glanced at the floor. “It’s either that or go around with this damn sling for two weeks,” she said seriously. “This seemed logical.”

	“You don’t even know the man, Donna!”

	She snorted and shook her head. “Gary, you’re so gullible. Where’s Richard?”

	“Culturing stem cells, but he’s getting restless. He’s concerned about you.”

	“Donna’s fine,” Sam said. “She’s more than fine.”

	“I wanna work, but what do we tell people about my injury?”

	“Or, lack of,” Sam said and chuckled.

	Gary frowned. “You could save us a lotta trouble by telling Richard.”

	She glared at him. “You know why I won’t tell him. And I’m not gonna discuss this.”

	“Look at it this way, D. It’s not like it happened in public. You were in a secluded cemetery in a little hick town most people don’t even know exists. Four people witnessed the shooting - you, John, Richard and the shooter.”

	“Or shooters,” Donna threw in.

	“True, but… remember, you were on the other side of the Atlantic,” Gary said.

	Donna glared at him again. “Distance has nothing to do with it!”

	Sam arched an eyebrow. “Feisty little thing, isn’t she?”

	Gary snorted. “You have no idea. She likes things her way.” Donna gave Gary a stolid look.

	Sam folded his arms across his chest and leaned his back against the wall. He regarded them while he mulled things over. Donna caught a peripheral glimpse of Sam. “You’ve known Richard for several years,” he said. “Technically, you’ve known me for a few minutes, but I think Gary is right. There were no witnesses. No cameras. No reporters. Barring Joyce, and I’ll deal with her, no one here even knows you were shot.”

	“Besides, if Richard is on the project, Sam wouldn’t have to be,” Gary said.

	Sam pushed away from the wall. “Oh no! You’re not excluding me. This is going to be big, and I want in.”

	“As far as I’m concerned, you are in,” Donna said and shot Gary a look of warning. “This is my research project. Don’t try to hijack it.”

	Gary frowned. “I’m not, but what do we do about Richard?”

	Donna glanced at Sam. “If you believe he can be trusted, then tell him, but remember what I said. I haven’t changed my mind.”

	Sam scratched the back of his neck and glanced at the floor. In his opinion, Richard couldn’t be trusted. In Gary’s, neither of them could. “I’ll talk to Sir Richard, then I’ll take you home,” Gary said and stood. “You’re probably starving, and you’ll no doubt wanna get settled.”

	“I’m a little hungry,” Donna said, “but it’s too late for breakfast and too early for lunch, so, I guess I’ll wait.”

	“Let me treat you to a snack and a coffee in the cafeteria,” Sam said.

	A slow smile spread across her mouth. “I’d like that.”

	“I’ll come get you when I’m done,” Gary said.

	Sam placed Donna’s hand in the crook of his arm and led her down the corridor. They approached the elevator; Donna stiffened. He studied her wide eyes. “Something wrong, sweetheart?”

	She took a slow breath. “No. I’m fine.”

	~ ~ ~

	“Gary tells me you’re a musician,” Sam said, making conversation while they waited at the buffet counter.

	“I was lead female vocalist for a country rock band for a while.”

	“Donuts alright with you?”

	“Yes.”

	Sam grinned and turned to the woman behind the counter. “Two ridiculously unhealthy high-cholesterol glazed donuts and two coffees, please.”

	Donna laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone describe a donut, so accurately,” she said and picked up two packets of Coffee-mate.

	“Grab a couple more, if you don’t mind.” He collected their tray and motioned with his head. “I usually sit over there, in the corner next to the window.”

	She smiled and followed him to a table. “I read your book,” she said and stirred her coffee. “There was no picture of you anywhere on it. Why?” She glanced up.

	Sam smirked. “Cameras don’t do me justice.”

	Donna narrowed her eyes; his remark unarmed her. “You’re a little arrogant, aren’t you?”

	“Ouch!” He frowned. “Not quite the response, I expected,” he said and cleared his throat.

	“I’m sorry, Sam,” she said and rested a hand on his. “I didn’t mean it that way.” She sighed and slowly pulled her hand back. “I’m not good company, right now.”

	“You’ll be in a better mood, when we have dinner, tonight.”

	Donna impassively stared at him. “Who said we were having dinner, together? You haven’t asked.”

	Sam lowered his head and chuckled. “OK. Let me start over. Pretty lady, will you have dinner with me tonight?”

	“Where are you taking me?”

	“To my place.”

	She arched an eyebrow. “Your place?”

	“We can have a meal. Go for a walk along the beach and take it from there. If we feel like talking about the project, we will. If we don’t,” he broke off and finished his coffee.

	Donna looked down at her hands, laced around her cup. The dream of the little girl flashed through her memory. She swallowed and nodded. “OK, but I can’t meet you. I don’t have a car, yet.”

	“I’ll collect you. Where do you live?”

	“The only address I have is Triplet Hall.”

	Gary entered the cafeteria. Sam looked up and grinned. “I think I can find it.” He stood. “I’ll pick you up at six.”

	“Ready to go home?” Gary asked.

	“Yes,” Donna said and smiled. “Thanks for the coffee and donut, Sam.”

	“See you later,” he tossed over his shoulder.

	Gary arched an eyebrow. “See you later?”

	“Sam’s taking me to dinner. Is there a problem?”

	“I guess I expected you to go out with Richard,” he said and exhaled.

	Donna locked eyes with him. “Don’t start, Gary.”

	 


Chapter 6

	Gary waited by the passenger door. “What are you grinning at?” Donna asked. “Unlock the door!”

	“Um, D, unless you wanna drive, try the other door.”

	She groaned and rolled her eyes. “Not a word. It was an innocent mistake. Anyone could’ve made it.”

	He smiled. “You looked as if you were enjoying yourself.”

	“I was. It’s the first time I’ve really laughed since,” she broke off. “Well, you know.”

	“D, I’m sorry things turned out the way they did for you and Jared,” he said, exhaled and pulled onto the main road.

	“Yeah, well. It’s my fault. I knew I was taking a risk when I sent you the samples. Can we change the subject?”

	“Sorry. It’s just, well, you bottle things up.”

	“What choice do I have, Gary? He left without letting me explain.” Donna sighed. “He didn’t want to try. It’s for the best.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“Sometimes when you think you’ve got everything figured out life throws you a curve. Now, please, Gary. Dealing with this is hard enough. Change the damn subject!”

	“OK, geez!” he snorted. “We used to talk about everything.”

	She groaned again. “I’m sorry – it’s just that,” she broke off and shook her head. She looked at her phone and put in her earbud. “I’m sorry, Gary,” she said in a small voice, closed her eyes and fought bitter tears; Jared started singing. “I miss you,” she said under her breath. At least you’ll hear my side of the story, the next time you read your dream diary.

	Gary stopped for a traffic light at the A1 roundabout and glanced at Donna’s phone screen. Poor baby. You’re not over him, are you?

	~ ~ ~

	He parked in the circle drive and shut off the engine. “We’re here.”

	“You don’t park in the garage?” she asked.

	“I’ll move the car later,” Gary said. “I thought you might wanna see the house from the front. It’s bigger than you’re accustomed to.”

	Donna stepped out, slung her purse strap over her shoulder and absorbed the sights with curious eyes. Triplet Hall was massive; adorned like a palace with fountains, landscaped gardens and well-manicured lawns. For all she cared, it could’ve been a palace. It wasn’t where she wanted to be, Wisteria Hall.

	Gary guided her up a set of steps and across a marble porch. They entered the house through tall double doors. Crossing through a foyer, Alan, Sir Richard’s butler, greeted them in the entrance hall. “Good morning, Dr. Browne.”

	“Morning, Alan. This is Donna Rigden, my cousin, from America.”

	“Good morning, Miss Donna. I’ll have your things taken to the Queen’s room.”

	She cocked her head. “The Queen’s room? I’m staying in a real queen’s room.”

	“Yes, Miss Donna. Her Majesty Queen Alexandria stayed here in 1908, in that very room.”

	Gary leaned close to her ear. “Told you living here would be a little different.”

	While Gary and Alan talked, Donna took in the surroundings. The heels of their shoes clicked when they crossed the gleaming chessboard marble tiles. She inhaled deeply; a light fragrance of roses lingered in the air. She tilted her head back. The massive room was brightly lit; sparkling clean crystal chandeliers hung from an ornate ceiling. Stretched out before them, curving around to the first floor, was a finely polished, double grand mahogany staircase.

	“Will there be anything else, Dr. Browne?” Alan asked.

	“Ask Alice to prepare a light lunch. Donna skipped breakfast.”

	“I will attend to it at once, sir.”

	“Where’s my room? I’d like to shower and change.”

	“Come on,” Gary said. “I’ll show you.”

	~ ~ ~

	He opened the door, stepped aside and bowed. “Your room, milady,” Gary said with a courtly wave and grinned. “Try not to drool on the carpet. You wouldn’t believe how expensive it was.”

	Donna glared at him. “Smart-ass!” She ambled past him into the handsomely decorated room and stood next to an intricately carved four-poster bed. She smoothed a palm over the peach satin duvet and matching throw pillows. She marveled at the size of the walk-in dressing closet and put her laptop on the foot of the bed.

	“There’s more,” he said. “This is a sitting room, where you can entertain guests.” He opened another door. “Through here is the en suite.”

	She stepped inside a bathroom, with more floor area than her lounge at Shreve City Towers. The corner tub and separate shower stall were big enough for at least two people.

	“Lela, the upstairs maid, will see to your needs,” Gary said. “To get her attention or any member of the house staff, pick up the phone, press the number key, and then press six.”

	Engrossed in her new bedroom, Donna didn’t respond. Gary cleared his throat. “Do you think you can manage?”

	Donna chuckled. “You’ve been living here since you moved to the UK?”

	“If you think this is impressive, wait ’til you see the grounds.”

	“Richard mentioned a horse stable.”

	“There’s a lot to Triplet Hall.” Gary hesitated. “I thought maybe Richard could give you the rest of the tour.”

	“Depends on what time he gets here. I’m goin’ out, remember?”

	“Oh, he’ll be here before six. Trust me. If Richard can get out of it, he won’t work late.”

	“Does he know Sam’s taking me out?”

	“Yes.”

	“How did he react?”

	“He seemed a little disappointed, but he was OK with it. He knows you’re going through a tough time, D. We all do.”

	Donna frowned. “I might not be going through such a tough time if everyone would stop reminding me! I can deal with disappointment. I’ve blocked out painful memories all my life. Stop treating me like I’m a little girl!”

	A helicopter flew over the house.

	“Sounds like Richard and his father are home,” Gary said. “Get a shower. Your things should be in your room by the time you’re finished.”

	There was a tap on the door. “Excuse me, Dr. Browne. I have Miss Donna’s things.”

	~ ~ ~

	Richard and his father crossed the back portico and entered the conservatory. “Why are you so nervous, Dad?”

	“I haven’t seen Donna since she was a little girl,” Sir Richard said.

	“We were at her grandmother’s funeral.”

	“Yes, but Donna didn’t see us, and that was at least ten years ago.”

	Richard dipped his chin. “You said we should keep our distance.”

	“It was for the best, Ricky. If Forrest knew my connection to Donna,” he broke off. “It was the only way to protect her.”

	Gary met them in the entrance hall. Richard glanced behind him. “Where’s Donna?”

	“Changing.”

	“How is she?” Sir Richard asked.

	“Bottling things up, like I said she would,” Gary said.

	“Maybe Sam’s devil-may-care attitude is what Donna needs right now,” Sir Richard said and exhaled.

	“Or not,” Richard said with a touch of sarcasm. “Sam thinks he’s God’s gift to women.”

	Gary chuckled. “Well, there’s the pot calling the kettle black. You don’t?”

	Richard glared at his best friend. “I’m going to change.”

	“Wait! I told Donna you’d give her the rest of the tour,” Gary said. “You might wanna show her where the kitchen is. Alice is preparing a light lunch.”

	“It’s such a nice day, tell her to serve it on the portico,” Sir Richard said. “I’ll see you in a few minutes, Gary. After lunch, we need to talk to Donna.”

	“I’m curious how she’ll react when you tell her,” Gary said.

	Sir Richard exhaled. “Me too.” 

	“Where’s John?”

	“Running errands. He’ll be here later.”

	~ ~ ~

	Donna came out of the en suite into the sitting room, wrapped in a fluffy white bath sheet. “Richard!” she gasped when she saw him on the small sofa.

	He stood and smiled approvingly.

	She cleared her throat and tucked the end of the towel. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

	He followed her to the bedroom and leaned against a bedpost; watching while she tossed clothes across the bed. She arched her eyebrows and motioned to the door. “You wanna… wait outside?”

	Richard gave her a roguish smile. “No, but I will,” he said and chuckled. “It’s not like I haven’t seen you,” he said through the door.

	~ ~ ~

	Donna stepped out. Richard led her down the landing and to the ground floor. “What do you think so far?” he asked.

	“What? About the house? It’s overwhelming.”

	“I assume you’ve seen the music room and the library?”

	“All I’ve seen is the front entrance and my bedroom.”

	They approached the doorway to the kitchen. Richard chuckled. “If you have time, before your date, I’ll show you around. What time is Sam picking you up?”

	“Six.” She hesitated. “I hope that doesn’t bother you.”

	The corners of Richard’s mouth turned up. He motioned to her arm. “I was a little shocked that you didn’t tell me.”

	Donna wet her lips and sighed. “Sorry. I promised Jared I wouldn’t tell anyone. I guess it doesn’t make much of a difference now, though, does it?”

	Richard didn’t respond. Gary and Sir Richard stood. “Donna, this is my father, Sir Richard Triplet. Dad, this is Donna.”

	She frowned and shook his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Sir Richard,” she said in a soft voice.

	Sir Richard nodded, trying to accept the woman in front of him, and not see the little girl he knew. He swallowed the lump in his throat and pulled out a chair. “Likewise, petal. Please, have something to eat.”

	Richard smiled and motioned to the spread of food: assorted finger sandwiches, pâtés and cheeses, sliced vegetable sticks with homemade crackers and three types of caviar canapés. “This is Alice’s idea of a small snack.”

	“I wanted to make sure there was something Miss Donna might enjoy,” she said defensively.

	Richard picked up a plate. “What would you like?”

	“Anything but the caviar canapés.”

	Gary snickered. “Donna hates raw fish eggs.”

	Richard frowned. “When you put it that way, I’m not surprised. It’s an acquired taste, for some.”

	Sir Richard lifted his glass. “To new beginnings,” he said.

	“To new beginnings,” Gary echoed.

	Donna smiled humorlessly and touched her glass to theirs. She sipped her drink and frowned at Gary. “Alcoholic,” she said.

	“Only slightly,” Sir Richard said. “It’s cider. There’s not enough alcohol in it to make a midgie tipsy.”

	She put it down and picked up a glass of water. “To someone whose alcohol intolerant,” she paused and glanced at Gary, again, “any amount makes a huge difference.”

	 


Chapter 7

	After lunch, they retired to Sir Richard’s study. He slid a document and an ink pen across his desk. “Donna, you need to read over this, and then sign it if you agree with the terms of the contract.”

	Donna read the title, scanned through the first few paragraphs and rolled her eyes. “It’s a standard nondisclosure agreement. I sign one every year with D’Netics. Well, apart from this year.” She flipped through the rest. “Forrest’s secretary, Melissa Hart, used these little red flags, too.” She signed it with a flourish.

	Sir Richard arched an eyebrow. “You agree to everything on it, even though you haven’t read it?”

	She sat back in her chair. “They all say the same thing.”

	“And you’re sure you don’t want to read the rest?”

	Donna folded her arms across her chest. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t trust you, Sir Richard.” The look in her eyes reminded him of an event that happened years ago. A slow smile spread across his mouth.

	Richard suppressed a grin. “I told you she wouldn’t notice,” Gary whispered.

	Sir Richard glanced at them and dropped the contract in the shredder. Donna’s lips parted. “What are you doing?”

	He slid another contract across the desk. “Read it this time, all of it,” he said. “There’s no rush.” He motioned Gary and Richard to a window, where they talked quietly while they waited.

	~ ~ ~

	Donna twisted in her chair. “I can’t sign this. My signature is already here, dated a year ago. It’s witnessed by Melissa Hart. How did you…?”

	Sir Richard turned. “You really should learn to read the fine print, petal.”

	“This is a joke – right? This can’t be legal!”

	“Oh, it’s legal,” he said. “The fact that you didn’t read it doesn’t make it any less binding. You’ve been under contract with Triplet International for a year, Donna.”

	She frowned. “There were no signatures on the contract I signed. That much I would’ve noticed!”

	Sir Richard smiled smugly. “Mine was. Missy works for me.”

	Donna snorted. “Jared thought it was convenient, how she showed up, not long after Gary left.”

	“D, you didn’t think I’d leave you over there all alone, did you?”

	“So, you’ve been spying on me, all this time. Were you responsible for the bugs in my apartment?”

	“No, Donna,” Sir Richard said. “Those weren’t down to me.”

	“Then, how did you pull this off?”

	“A couple of years ago, Missy noticed you didn’t read through the contract before you signed it. When Forrest changed your research, she took a huge risk, but it paid off. She’s been keeping tabs on you for me. Missy could tell you were becoming increasingly dissatisfied with your job. As you can see, my signature is smaller than Forrest’s.”

	“Yes,” Donna nodded. “He does it so everyone can see it.”

	“Let me show you how Missy did it,” Sir Richard said.

	“Be my guest,” she shrugged.

	Sir Richard turned the markers around, completely covering his signature. He placed a stack of papers across the top, concealing the Triplet International header. “Does this look familiar?”

	Donna blushed at her lack of caution. “I can only imagine what Forrest would’ve done to Missy if he’d seen this.”

	“Forrest signed a photocopy, Donna. He doesn’t read contracts, either. He has people who do that for him. When he saw your signature, he scribbled his without question. You didn’t know it, but the contract he intended you to sign had different terms.”

	“What do you mean by different? What was I agreeing to?”

	“To abandon your research and find a cure for him, regardless of the ethics. That bit was cleverly disguised in the fine print. I have a copy if you’d like to see it.”

	“That’s alright. I’ll… take your word for it. Find a cure for what? Is Forrest ill?”

	“Not ill, pet, he’s dying,” Richard said. “Forrest is in the final stage of CML.”

	Donna’s eyebrows shot up; her lips parted. “That explains why he changed my research.”

	“He was hoping you’d find a cure in time,” Sir Richard said.

	She glanced at Gary. “Did you know this before you left?”

	“He didn’t have any of the symptoms when I was there,” Gary said. “We found out later. According to the data we’ve collected, Forrest has tried drugs and alternative treatments, but nothing worked. He’s been in remission for a couple of months. We believe he found a marrow donor, but we’re not sure. He’s very secretive about his condition.”

	“Why in the hell didn’t he ask me? I would’ve helped him if I could.”

	“You wouldn’t have done the world a favor,” Richard said.

	“Petal, you don’t know George Forrest as well as I do,” Sir Richard said. “There is no way he would’ve obligated himself to anyone, much less, a woman.”

	“If he thought he was in remission that would explain his uncharacteristic behavior. Overnight, he went from an arrogant prick to being my best friend. I didn’t buy into the new George Forrest,” Donna said and chuckled, “but I wasn’t gonna turn down what he was offering, either. For all the hell he put me through, I figured I deserved it. It doesn’t matter, he won in the end. Everything I worked for was destroyed when Kim blew up the new building.”

	Gary cleared his throat. “Not exactly.”

	She glared at him. “What do you mean?”

	“I downloaded everything to our database. Your research wasn’t lost.”

	“And the stuff on D’Netics mainframe? I can’t imagine Forrest gave you access.”

	“Up until a little while ago, I could access anything in the building, including Forrest’s office and penthouse apartment,” Gary said.

	“What do you mean until a while ago? What happened?”

	Gary glanced at Sir Richard. “We don’t know, Donna,” Sir Richard said.

	“What parts can’t you access?”

	“Your old department, the floor where Forrest’s office is, his private car park and lift, the top floor, and his penthouse apartment. Oh, and the new building, which got blown up.”

	Donna frowned. “I can understand his office and penthouse apartment, but why my department and the new building?”

	Gary’s phone rang. “I’ll call you right back, babe,” he said.

	“How long? I’m headed to the cafeteria for a short break.”

	“Not much longer.” He ended the call.

	“Was that Tina?” Sir Richard asked.

	“Yes, sir.”

	“As far as I’m concerned, we’re done,” Sir Richard said. “Donna, is there anything you wanted to ask?”

	“Not right now. I assume I’ll start work on Monday.”

	“Yes, if you’re up to it. Gary and Ricky, sometimes work here, at the Hall. I had a high-speed fiber-optic network installed.”

	“Gary did something similar for me at D’Netics.”

	Sir Richard glanced at Gary and smiled. “Your cousin has many useful talents.”

	“Especially with computers and nanotechnology,” she said.

	“We’re done, Gary,” Sir Richard said. “Ricky, give Donna a quick tour. I have a few things to finish up here. I think she’d especially like to see the horses. Since she’ll be living here, introduce her to the dogs, as well.”

	Donna cocked her head. “Dogs? I didn’t hear any when we got out of the car.”

	“They’re trained not to bark,” Sir Richard said. “We let them out at night and when we’re away.”

	“They know us,” Richard said. “They tolerate Gary because he gives them treats.”

	“Beats tryin’ to outrun the buggers,” Gary said. “I’ll see you later. Don’t forget about the dogs, tonight, when you and Sam get back.”

	“Did you have to tell her that?” Richard frowned. He imagined Sam as a cute chew toy and smirked. “Come on, pet. Time for some fun.”

	~ ~ ~

	After showing her the house, Richard took Donna riding. The tour along the riverside took near an hour. White roses, blue forget-me-nots, and other colorful wildflowers waved in the breeze. They tethered the horses to a wild azalea, took off their shoes and went for a paddle at the edge of the water. Donna sat on a flat rock and wrapped her arms around her legs. She rested her cheek on her knees and turned her face toward him. “It’s not so bad, here,” she said and smiled. “The water’s a little chilly, though.”

	“I enjoyed our water fights, in Louisiana,” Richard said, “but I wouldn’t repeat them here.”

	“No kidding,” she laughed. “It would be more like throwing ice water on each other.” She glanced at her watch and put on her socks and cowgirl boots. “If you’re gonna show me the rest of the grounds, we better go. It’s getting late.”

	“Right… your date with Sam,” Richard muttered and finished putting on his shoes. He pulled Donna to her feet and helped her onto her horse. “We’ll make one more stop. Then we’ll tour the rest of the grounds unless you’d rather skip the duck pond.”

	Her eyes lit. “I’d love to see it!”

	~ ~ ~

	Richard grasped the sides of Donna’s waist and lowered her to the ground. He locked eyes with her. She cleared her throat and stepped back. He softly smiled. Sooner or later you’ll give in, again. He took some stale bread from his saddlebag.

	“Where did that come from?” she asked.

	“The house,” he said and led her to a bench. He tethered the horses to it. They talked for a while and tossed bread to the ducks and swans swimming around the edge of the water. “Some say swans mate for life,” he said.

	Donna snorted. “They say the same thing about wolves. It’s a myth. Nothing is forever!”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“Come on - in our day and age! Can you imagine spending your entire life… with one,” she broke off and shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

	“It’s OK, Donna. I know you love Jared. I know you’re hurting. You don’t have to act strong… around me.”

	“Yes, I do!” She stood. “I don’t have a choice. I have to move on.” She untethered her horse and galloped toward the stables.

	Richard watched her long hair wave with each gallop. “I could imagine spending my life with one person. Jared, I’m sorry,” he said under his breath and mounted his horse. “She’s too easy to fall in love with.”

	------------

	Sam and Joyce were in the lab talking with Tina Phillips and Mary Hilton, two of his technicians. Ian Allen, a third technician, was over on the other side of the room, pretending to work. Sam, as usual, playfully flirted with all three women. He glanced at his watch and swallowed the last of his coffee. “Well, it’s been fun, ladies, but I have to go.”

	“Where are you off to? Hot date with Jasmine?” Mary hedged.

	“Nope. Donna Rigden,” he said and smirked.

	Tina cut her eyes at Ian.

	Joyce frowned. “What about her arm?”

	“What’s wrong with her arm?” Ian asked, joining the conversation. 

	“Donna was wearing a sling when she got here,” Joyce said. “I heard it was a gunshot wound.”

	“She’s fine,” Sam said. “It wasn’t as bad as it looked. I gave her a shot and put a couple of stitches in it.”

	Joyce arched an eyebrow. “That wasn’t what I heard.”

	Sam glared at her. “Then I guess you heard wrong, didn’t you?” He walked away.

	“Don’t worry. Sam won’t get his hooks into that one,” Mary said and patted Joyce’s hand. “Richard’s marked Donna as his next conquest.”

	“What do you mean?” Tina asked.

	“He dumped me for Donna right before he left for America,” Mary said.

	Tina and Ian shared a glance. “I guess I wasn’t the only one, then,” Tina said. “Wonder how long it’ll be before Richard gets bored with Donna.”

	Joyce’s lips parted. “Richard’s been in America? I thought he was in Ecuador.”

	Mary laughed. “Goes to show how much information he shares with his friends,” she taunted. “Ian, any plans for tonight?”

	“Sorry, Mary. I’m busy.”

	Tina reached for her purse. “I have to dash!”

	“Me too,” Joyce said and stood.

	Ian laid a hand on her wrist. “Can you hang around for a while?”

	“Sure,” Joyce softly smiled. “What’s up?”

	 


Chapter 8

	Sam went home, changed and made a quick stop at the Metrocenter before heading to Corbridge. He turned off the main road and glanced in his rearview mirror. The white van, which had been following him since he left Newcastle pulled onto the shoulder. Keeping an eye on it, he got out and fiddled with something in the trunk of his red BMW convertible.

	~ ~ ~

	The driver of the van lifted its hood. The passenger walked around, carrying a clipboard as though going through an inspection list.

	~ ~ ~

	Sam shrugged and got back in his car. “Hmm,” he said and waited while the guards opened the gates. His phone rang. “Hi, Jazz.”

	“Sorry, Sam, but I can’t make our trip to the Highlands. I’ll be in Cornwall all weekend.”

	“That’s alright, babe. I meant to call you before I left work. I’m tied up for the weekend too.”

	“Awe, poor baby. Working overtime again?”

	Sam grinned. “Something like that. Be careful and have a safe trip. We’ll get together when you get back.”

	~ ~ ~

	Sam stood outside the double doors. It wasn’t his first trip to the Hall, but he’d forgotten how big and elaborate it was. He felt somewhat out of place.

	Alan opened the door and stepped aside. “Good evening, Dr. Kaliea. Miss Donna is in the music room. If you’ll follow me, please.”

	“Is that her playing?”

	“Yes, sir, I believe it is.”

	“She’s good.”

	“Yes, sir, she is,” Alan smiled and led him through the entrance hall. He opened his mouth to speak. Sam held up a hand. “Don’t disturb her.”

	Alan nodded and lowered his voice. “Would you like something to drink, sir?”

	“Not tonight. Thank you, Alan.”

	He nodded again and left. Sam listened to Donna for a while. He stopped a few paces behind her, admiring her. “I’ve heard that song played a thousand times, but never with such passion.”

	Donna jumped. “Geez, Sam! How long have you been standing there?”

	“Oh, two songs ago. I’ll sing with you when we get to my apartment.” He held out a hand. “Ready? I want to take you for a walk along the beach before it gets too late.”

	“I’m ready,” she smiled and stood. Sam rested a hand on the small of her back and guided her to the front door. Richard was standing at the bottom of the stairs. “Could you let Gary know I’ve left? And please, don’t forget. Wait until I get home to let the dogs out.”

	“I will.” Richard kissed Donna’s cheek and smirked. “Have a nice time, Sam.”

	The corners of Sam’s mouth turned up. “Thank you, Richard. I intend to.”

	The door closed. “That’s what I’m afraid of!” Richard muttered.

	------------

	Sam closed the passenger door and got behind the wheel. “So, have you had the grand tour?” he asked, making conversation.

	“Yes. I especially enjoyed the library,” Donna said. “It reminded me of the one in ‘Beauty and the Beast’. I’ll certainly make use of the stables and the tennis court. Oh, and as you might’ve guessed, the music room. The white grand piano is impressive.”

	He drove through the security gates and pulled up to the dual carriageway. “Beauty and the Beast, eh?” Sam stroked Donna’s cheek with the back of his fingers. “I see the beauty, and as for the beast, I believe Richard could play the part.”

	Donna laughed. “Why would you say that?” 

	“Richard has a reputation for being a spoilt rich brat.”

	She frowned slightly. “Whereas you’re just the brat, huh?”

	Sam groaned. “If I’m a brat, I’m the sweetest one you’ll ever know.” He pulled onto the road.

	“You’re not gonna put the top up?”

	“Why? It’s warm, and it doesn’t look like rain.”

	“There have been several cases of WNV, where I came from.”

	He glanced at her. “We don’t have that problem in England, sweetheart.”

	“No, but according to Richard you have gnats from hell.”

	Sam smirked. “You must mean midgies. They won’t be able to keep up when we get going. Besides, I’ll be happy to scratch any itch you might get.”.

	“Are you gonna brush the knots outta my hair too? I wish you’d told me. I would’ve put it up,” she muttered and fought with the loose strands.

	He snorted. “Check the glovebox. There should be a black tie in there you can use.”

	Several things fell out. Among them were a pair of handcuffs, several packets of condoms and a black silk tie. Donna held up the handcuffs in one hand, the condom packets in the other and arched an eyebrow. She smirked. “Moonlighting for the kinky police?”

	Sam coughed, cleared his throat and reflected her grin. “Always pays to be prepared.”

	“Of course, it does,” she said.

	------------

	Richard checked the time. He waited until Gary went upstairs to get ready for his date with Tina. He grabbed his car keys and left. Pulling onto the dual carriageway, he paired his phone and put his foot down. He pushed a button on his steering wheel and waited. “Hi, Joyce. Any plans for tonight?”

	She laughed. “I have a date with Hugh Grant and a frozen pizza. But… I’ll put him off if you make me a better offer.” 

	He grinned and changed lanes. “I can definitely make you a better offer. Put Hugh Grant away and throw out the cardboard pizza. I’ll get fish and chips on my way through Whitley Bay. See you in a bit.”

	------------

	Sam parked in the Bournemouth Gardens car park. He flipped a switch, waited until the top was up and got out. He took Donna’s hand. “The wind is a little chilly,” she said and rubbed her arm. “I should’ve brought a light jacket.”

	“Slip your arms in. You can use mine, for now. I’ll loan you another one before our walk. The wind will be even cooler on the shore. How’s your arm? I noticed you were still wearing a bandage.”

	“It’s for looks and to keep it clean while it finishes healing,” Donna said. “I don’t need it.”

	“If I hold you, I just wanted to make sure I wouldn’t hurt you.”

	She softly smiled. Sam curled his fingers around her hand and pulled her close to his side, so their bodies touched as they walked to the corner of the street.

	There was a line of customers inside Pantrini’s. Donna turned up her nose. “It tastes better than it smells – trust me,” Sam said and chuckled.

	“I don’t remember fish and chips in your book.”

	He smiled. “I live on the wild side, occasionally.”

	“Well, hello stranger. Haven’t seen you in a while,” the woman behind the counter said. “What can I get you?”

	“Fish and chips times two and one mushy peas. What do you want to drink, sweetheart?”

	“Dr Pepper, please,” Donna said.

	“Two Dr Peppers, as well, and make that to go, Becky.”

	------------

	Tina left a message on Gary’s voicemail, telling him she had to cancel their date and would be busy the rest of the weekend. Gary decided since Richard was home, he’d challenge him to a game of bowling at the four-lane alley in the games room. Sir Richard was in the lounge, drinking a cup of tea and reading on his tablet. “Where’s Richard?” Gary asked.

	“Upstairs taking a shower,” Sir Richard said.

	“No, he’s not. I just came from there.”

	“What did you need?” Sir Richard asked.

	“Tina cancelled our date. I’m bored. I thought I’d see if Richard wanted to do something, but I couldn’t find him.”

	Sir Richard picked up the landline. “Alan, have you seen Ricky?” He paused. “What time? I see. Thank you.” He put the phone down. “Ricky left a quarter of an hour after Sam collected Donna.”

	“He’s spying on them,” Gary grumbled.

	Sir Richard grinned. “Do you blame him?”

	“Well, no, but if Donna sees him,” he broke off.

	Sir Richard selected a number. “Ricky, where are you?”

	“Going to spend an evening with Joyce. I didn’t have anything else to do, and she was home alone, so I thought I’d spend it with her. I haven’t seen her for over a month. Is that alright with you, Dad?” he asked sarcastically.

	“Yeah, sure. We just wondered where you were. Gary was looking for you. See you when you get home or in the morning, whichever.” He selected another number. “He’s spending the evening with Joyce, in Cullercoats.” Gary opened his mouth. Sir Richard forestalled him. “John, it’s me. Keep an eye out for Ricky. He’s at Joyce’s.”

	“Coincidental?”

	“Maybe, but I doubt it. What are Sam and Donna up to?”

	“They just picked up fish and chips at Pantrini’s. They’ve gone back to his apartment.”

	“Is Sam behaving himself?”

	“Believe it or not, all he did was hold Donna’s hand.”

	“Did she seem OK with that?”

	“She seems to be enjoying herself. Who knows what’ll happen when they’re behind closed doors? We’re here if Donna needs a way out.”

	“I have a feeling that’s why Ricky’s there. Swing round by Joyce’s and make sure that’s where he is. Send someone to keep an eye on him too. I think it’s fairly obvious who the shooters were after, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

	“I’ll take care of it, sir.”

	Sir Richard put his phone away.

	“You’re spying on them, too?” Gary prompted.

	“No, I’m not. John is watching out for trouble. You didn’t think, after what happened at the cemetery in Louisiana that I would let Donna go out like this, unprotected, did you?”

	Gary smiled. “I’m glad John’s watching over them. Donna needs an escape from Jared’s memory. I don’t think she’s over him.”

	Sir Richard sighed. “Neither do I.”

	“I don’t suppose you wanna do some bowling,” Gary hedged.

	Sir Richard laid his tablet on the coffee table and stood. “Come on then. Did Tina give you a reason for canceling?”

	“No,” his voice trailed off.

	------------

	Joyce salted her chips. “Richard, I enjoy spending time with you, but this isn’t a social call.” She glanced up. “Is it?”

	He smirked. “You know me too well.”

	“Does this visit have anything to do with Newcastle’s most eligible taking an interest in your girl?”

	Richard frowned. “Maybe I decided to spend my Friday night with a beautiful woman.” He brushed the back of his fingers down her cheek.

	Joyce smiled, but it never reached her eyes. She’d played the mouse between Richard and Sam before. Richard was a convincing actor, who could cry on command, but so could Sam. “Yeah, right,” she snorted. “And maybe Sam Kaliea will propose to me tomorrow. Fat chance!”

	“OK, you win. I confess, but I do think you’re beautiful. I always have. Sam needs his head examining if he can’t see that.”

	Joyce dipped her chin and shook her head. “Stop with the flattery and tell me what’s on your mind before I start taking you seriously.”

	Richard glanced at his chips and smirked. “Well, let’s face it. You don’t want Donna with Sam and neither do I.”

	She chuckled. “At least we agree on that much.”

	“If you’re willing to help me, I think I can solve both our problems.”

	Joyce’s eyes lit. “How?”

	 


Chapter 9

	Sam rolled up the leftover fish batter and chips. “I’ll put this outside, so it doesn’t stink up the place.”

	Donna twisted her nose. “At least you were right. They taste better than they smell. I don’t care for the batter - too greasy. The cod was delicious, though.”

	“I think there’s a can of Febreze in the cupboard under the stairs,” Sam said. “Spray some around the room. By the time we get back from our walk, the smell should be gone.”

	She read the fragrance and smiled. She breathed deeply. The memory of Jared’s magic potion swirled through her mind. She felt sad, but her eyes didn’t gloss, as usual. “You might survive this, after all, Donna.” She sat at the piano. “Maybe it is him.” She paused. “Yeah, sure, and maybe it’ll rain diamonds.”

	“It already has,” Sam said. He draped a light jacket over her shoulders and gently massaged her neck. Tingles of guilt crept down her spine. Sam sat beside her on the stool and pushed some loose hair behind her ears. She looked down at her hands. Sam tilted her chin up. “The diamonds fell into your eyes.”

	“You’re full of it,” she said and snorted. “I’ve heard rumors about you.”

	“I’ve heard some about you, too,” he whispered and danced his eyes over Donna’s face. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I wanted to prove a point to Richard, but Donna’s touched something deep inside me. Pulled me into the depth of her eyes, as if she can see my soul.

	Donna sighed and blankly stared inside the black grand piano. She randomly skimmed her long fingers over its ivory keys. “This is not a standard piano, is it?”

	“No,” Sam sighed, took one of her hands and pulled her to her feet. “I’ll show you what it can do, later.”

	She softly smiled and followed him to a closet behind the door. He swung a sleeping bag strap on his shoulder. Donna arched an eyebrow. “Are we camping out on the beach?”

	Sam chuckled and led her into the evening air. “It’s not a sleeping bag, sweetheart. It’s a beach hugger. I thought we could sit on the sand, for a while, and maybe cuddle.” He put an arm around her shoulders.

	“I like to cuddle,” Donna said.

	He paused and looked into her eyes. “Good. So, do I.”

	~ ~ ~

	A few desperate tourists sought the final rays of the sun, sparkling off the North Sea. Donna observed Sam admiring the sights on the sand. She softly smiled. Jared was popular. There was nothing wrong with being popular, she told herself. Though she didn’t try to be, Donna was popular too.

	Finding a suitable spot, Sam unzipped the hugger and tossed it on the sand. The two pillows attached to the oversized beach towel unnerved Donna. Sam sat cross-legged, propped his elbows on his knees and regarded her. She stared back at him. The corners of his mouth slowly turned up. Her pupils widened; her cheeks warmed. She pointed. “The sea is that way.”

	“I see the ocean every time I walk out my front door, Donna. It’s not often I get to stare into the eyes of a goddess.”

	She chuckled. “Mr. Kaliea, you’re suffering from a severe case of verbal diarrhea. I might have some pink stuff in my purse.”

	Sam dipped his chin and shook his head. “You’re not making this easy for me, sweetheart. I want to affect you like you affect me.”

	Donna sighed and impassively studied his eyes. “How do I affect you?”

	He traced the underside of her jaw with the knuckle of his index finger. “I’m still trying to figure that out. Trying to figure you out.”

	“Don’t look too closely. You might not like what you see.” She rolled up her jeans and took off her sandals. “I’m complicated.”

	Sam smiled his crooked smile and placed a hand on top of her foot. “I like a challenge.”

	“I don’t,” she said and padded across the damp sand.

	Sam glanced at a returning wave, headed straight for Donna. “I wouldn’t do that!” He rolled up his jeans, tossed his shoes aside and padded after her.

	“Oh, that’s cold!” she squealed. “That’s even colder than the Tyne!”

	He wrapped his arms around her and buried his face in her hair. His hot breath tickled the side of her neck. She stiffened; her heart began to pound. She fought to control her breathing. “Relax, sweetheart,” he whispered against the base of her shoulder. “I won’t bite. Unless you want me to.” His lips brushed up the side of her neck, following the line of her pulse.

	Donna drew in a short breath and fought the feelings Sam’s hard body pressed against hers created. He reminded her so much of something she’d lost. Something she longed for, ached for and would never have again. Slowly she turned in his arms and looked up into his aqua eyes.

	“Sam,” she whispered and tucked her chin.

	He lifted it. Want burned in her eyes, but Sam sensed if he made a move now, Donna would pull away. Usually, this didn’t bother him. He knew how to get what he wanted, and if he pushed, she would give in. He sensed it. What held him back? How was she different to the other women he’d sent to the stars?

	Sam lifted her into his arms, waded out of the cold water and stood her on the beach hugger. He wrapped his arms around her waist. Donna rested her head on his shoulder. She felt warm and secure, but she couldn’t lift her head. He sighed. “Who are you running from, sweetheart?”

	------------

	“You’ll stop at nothing to get what you want. Will you?”

	Richard chuckled and kissed Joyce’s forehead. “I’m a Triplet. I have a reputation to uphold.”

	“And you think Sam is any different? You know him. If he wants Donna, he’ll get her. He’ll find a way. Mind you, he might not keep her, but sooner or later he gets what he wants.”

	“Oh, I’m counting on it,” Richard said.

	“What if Donna falls for him the way she did this other man? What was his name?”

	“Jared,” Richard said. “The difference between him and Sam is simple. Sam is for now, and now, nothing more. Jared is in for the long haul. Dad offered him a job. Jared turned it down. He wouldn’t risk losing Donna or his daughter.”

	“Sir Richard couldn’t protect them?”

	“I don’t know, Joyce. I didn’t see the video, but whatever was on it, shook Dad to the core.”

	Joyce looked into his blue eyes. “Richard, do you love Donna, or are you just competing with Sam, as always?”

	“I don’t know. I have a connection with her. I can’t explain what it is. It’s like she’s a part of me, and always has been, but I’m not sure it’s love. I was in love once, a long time ago. When it didn’t work out, I vowed to never let anyone get that close, again, but somehow… Donna did. If I can make her see, what a flirt Sam is and how wrong he is for her, with Jared out of the way, I might stand a chance with her.”

	She sighed. “I guess we’re two hopeless romantics wishing on a star,” she said and rested her head on Richard’s shoulder again. 

	“Does that mean you’ll do it?”

	She leaned over him and picked up her phone. “Gail, this is Joyce. I need a favor.”

	------------

	Sam put the beach hugger back in the closet. He lifted Donna’s wrist to his lips and pressed a kiss over her pulse. “Go play the piano. I’m going to get us a drink.”

	Donna softly smiled and nodded.

	He put a silver tray and two flutes of sparkling liquid, on the edge of the piano. Donna sniffed it and frowned. Here we go again – more alcohol. “Sam, I’m alcohol intolerant.”

	“I’m driving tonight, sweetheart. This is sparkling apple juice. It’s like non-alcoholic champagne. You get the taste and the bubbles, but not the kick. What do we toast to?”

	She locked eyes with him. “Choice and change.”

	Sam touched his glass to hers. “That’s an odd combination. Let’s see what I can do with it. How about I choose to be with you, and I hope to change your life.”

	Donna sipped her drink and motioned to the tray. “What’s under the domed lid?”

	“I’ll show you later. First, I want to play something for you.” She slid down and made room for him on the stool. Sam took a slow breath and rested his fingers on the keys.

	She closed her eyes and concentrated on the music.

	~ ~ ~

	“What was the name of that piece?”

	Sam smiled. “I don’t know. I made it for you.”

	“You just now composed that for me? It’s beautiful, Sam.”

	“If it’s beautiful, it’s because the inspiration for it was beautiful. Close your eyes.”

	“As long as you promise not to put handcuffs on me.”

	“Hmm, that’s an interesting thought,” he teased. “Maybe another time.”

	Sam stood behind Donna and pushed her long brown hair to the side. He kissed along her shoulder and up the side of her neck. “I don’t often do this, but you inspire me in more than one way. I bought you something. If you don’t like it, you don’t have to keep it. It’s… a token, to commemorate our first date, which I hope won’t be our last,” he whispered against her ear.

	Donna took a deep breath, nodded and waited. Something light and cold brushed against the sides and back of her neck, dropping to her sternum. “You can open your eyes now.”

	She rubbed the pendant between her fingertips. Dread twisted in her stomach. “I wanna see,” she whispered.

	Sam led her to the other side of the room. Standing behind her, he rested his palms on her shoulders and pressed his hard body against her firm bottom. Donna held her breath and slowly lifted her eyes. She stared at her reflection. Unimaginable pain gripped her heart and threatened to choke the life from her. It was a replica of the necklace she’d given Sarabeth when Jared first took her to meet his daughter. She trapped a single tear as it trailed down her cheek.

	He frowned. “If you don’t like it,” his voice trailed off.

	Donna turned in his arms; her throat ached. “It’s not that, Sam. It’s… it’s,” she sighed. “It’s beautiful. Thank you,” she said, kissed his cheek and wrapped her arms around his neck.

	He pulled her close. “Would you like to dance?”

	“Yes,” she choked. “I’d like that very much.”

	Sam pressed a button on his piano and pulled her into his arms. The music he’d composed started playing. “This really is a pretty piece,” she said and gently swayed against his body. “You should name it.”

	“OK. I’ll call it… ‘Donna’.” He leaned closer; his phone rang. He groaned and put it to his ear, refusing to break eye contact with the woman in his arms.

	“Sam, it’s Jasmine.”

	Sam’s eyes widened. “Um, hang on a second. I’m just going to step over there and….”

	Donna moved away from him; he held her wrist. “Don’t. Wait here. I’ll only be a minute.” He stepped near the window and glanced at her. “Hi, Jazz. What’s up?”

	She tried not to listen, but when she heard the endearment ‘cupcake’ a pang of something went through Donna. Minutes later, Sam ended the call. He took her into his arms again. “Where were we?”

	She grinned. “You were telling me who Jazz is.”

	Sam’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “She’s a friend, Donna. You don’t need to worry about her.” His phone rang, again. “I’m sorry sweetheart, but I have to….”

	Donna softly smiled. “You’re apparently popular.”

	He sighed. After two more interruptions, his emergency service called. Something’s going on here. “Hi, Gail. What’s up, sugar?”

	Donna forced her breath out and sat on the sofa, listening. Even Sam’s answering service is a woman.

	“What do you mean you didn’t ring me? Of course, you,” Sam broke off. “Never mind, luv. I must’ve hit the button.” He switched his phone off and placed the silver tray on the coffee table, along with the rest of their drinks.

	Donna jutted her chin and stolidly stared into his dancing eyes. “Did you get your lady friends satisfied?”

	Sam took a slow breath. “Close your eyes.”

	“No more gifts, Sam.”

	“Not a gift – an offering.”

	She groaned and closed her eyes.

	“Open your mouth – wider.” He raked a strawberry through the whipped cream and pressed it to Donna’s lips. “Now, bite,” he whispered, his lips a breath from hers.

	A slow smile spread across her mouth as she chewed. “So that was what was under the….”

	Sam’s lips pressed against hers; warm, soft and inviting. His kiss was full of passion but soft and gentle as a butterfly’s wing. It made Donna dizzy and yearning for more. She couldn’t help it. Despite her reservations, there was something about Sam that pulled her in. Before she realized it, she was kissing him back.

	He slid a hand under her shirt. The image of a white wolf flashed through Donna’s mind, and the pain was there, again. She couldn’t breathe. She pushed Sam away and stood. “I have to go!”

	“Why?” he frowned. “What did I,” he broke off. “What happened? I’m sorry. I thought you…?”

	“I did, but you pushed too far. I’m not ready for that, Sam. I don’t know if I’ll ever be again. I’m sorry.” She swiped her screen. “Richard, I’m in Sam’s apartment, at Whitley Bay. Please… come get me.”

	“Be there in five minutes!”

	“I’ll wait outside,” Donna said.

	------------

	Richard smirked and kissed Joyce’s cheek. “Mission accomplished! Have to go, luv.”

	 


Chapter 10

	“Donna, you didn’t have to call Richard,” Sam said. “It’ll take him at least 45 minutes to get here. Call him back. I’ll… I’ll take you home, but let’s talk first.”

	“There’s nothing to say. He’ll be here in a couple of minutes.”

	“What’s he doing? Flying one of the helicopters?”

	“He said he was down the road, visiting with a friend.”

	Sam exhaled. “I should’ve known.”

	“What?” Donna frowned.

	“Joyce lives in Cullercoats, less than two miles away.”

	“What does she have to do with this?”

	“If you give me a chance, I’ll explain. Call him back. Please, sweetheart. You wanted me to kiss you. I know you did. I stepped over the line. I’m sorry. I don’t understand. I was… following your lead.”

	Donna sighed. “Sam, I don’t have a lead. I’m stumbling in the dark. I’m broken, don’t you understand.” She pressed a palm to her chest. “I’m hollow inside. I can’t feel. I can’t even cry. You don’t want that. You don’t… deserve that.” She hung her head and swallowed to ease her burning throat. “No one does.”

	Sam cradled her face in his palms. “Call him.”

	Her phone rang. “It’s him. Hi, Richard.”

	“Sorry, pet, but I’ll be a few minutes longer. I’m….”

	“I overreacted. I’m fine, Richard.”

	Sam let his breath out and pulled her into his arms. “Who’s the monster who broke your heart?”

	------------

	John read the number plate on the black Mercedes speeding down Promontory Terrace toward them. It reversed in Windsor Avenue and zoomed past them. “That’s Ricky!” he groaned.

	“Why is he in such a hurry?” Danny Greene asked.

	“I don’t know, but either there’s been an emergency at the Hall, or he’s peeved.”

	 

	“Should we follow him?”

	John exhaled and tapped his earbud. “No.”

	------------

	Sir Richard’s last frame ended in a double. Ultimate victory was in sight. Gary took his time. He hunched over in deep concentration and sighted his ball. He aimed slightly to the right of the first pin – a sure strike. If he doubled on his last two frames, the score would be tied; the best he could hope for. Sir Richard seldom lost at anything.

	Sir Richard leaned back in his chair, dabbed his forehead with the end of a towel and regarded his opponent. He tipped his pint to his lips and gulped his lager, waiting.

	Satisfied with his aim, Gary trotted forward and released the ball. One by one, the pins tipped over. “Yes!” he cheered and waited for his return ball. He grinned at Sir Richard. “I’ve got you this time.”

	Sir Richard laughed and finished his lager.

	Repeating his moves, Gary lined up his final frame. Eyes glued on his intended target, he trotted forward and pulled his arm back. Sir Richard’s phone rang; Gary released the ball.

	“Sir, it’s John.”

	Gary shook a fist in the air and groaned. The ball curved, leaving pin seven and ten, still standing – a split. “Foul!” he shouted. “That’s a foul. I get another shot.”

	Sir Richard chuckled. “We’re not playing baseball, Gary. What’s up John? Oh, by the way, perfect timing.”

	------------

	“Is everything alright at the Hall?”

	“Yes, thanks to you. Gary got a split. The little bugger damned near beat me, this time.”

	“Ricky sped past, headed your way like a bat out of hell.”

	“Everything’s fine here. How about there?”

	John looked through his binoculars; the last glimmer of light went out in Sam’s penthouse. “I don’t think Donna’s coming home tonight. Looks like Ricky lost out on this one. I guess me and Danny will take turns napping, assuming you want us to keep watch.”

	“Sam’s apartment is not as secure as the Hall,” Sir Richard said. “I don’t see that we have a choice. If Ricky found a way to spy on them, that probably explains why he was in such a hurry. He saw something he didn’t want to.”

	“This will create more friction between Ricky and Sam, and in turn between Ricky and Donna. Should we nip this thing in the bud? One call to Arizona would end it. He’d be here by morning.”

	“Until I can protect his daughter and family, I’m not involving Jared. Stay where you are. We’ll see how things go in the morning.”

	John groaned, pushed his seat back and stretched his legs. “Get some sleep, Danny. I’ll take the first watch.”

	------------

	Jared stared across the Sonoran Desert. Heat waves rose off the scorching sands. He glanced up at the clear Wickenburg sky. Tom Thundercloud quietly approached and rested a hand on his son’s shoulder. “You can’t do this, Jared,” he softly said. “You’re only supposed to help Donna, not take on all of the pain.”

	Jared growled low in his throat. “I’m the reason she’s hurting.”

	Nadine stood beside her husband. Her eyes glossed. So much her son had been forced to bear, and she’d seen it all. When he was hurting, Jared never let anyone help. Like Donna, he bottled it up and suffered in silence. “Your father’s right, Jared.”

	“She thinks it’s her fault, Mother. I let her believe that.”

	“You didn’t have a choice. You couldn’t risk Sarabeth, and Donna’s life. Remember what Sir Richard told you. Forrest would’ve killed them both.”

	“Not if I’d killed him first!” Jared said.

	“You’re not a murderer, son. You’re a protector. That’s what you’re doing. Protecting someone you love is not always easy.”

	The steel fence pipe creaked under Jared’s vice grip. “You don’t know that, Mother. In my dreams, I saw Donna’s face when she wrote the words in my diary. When I held her rings in my hand, my heart all but stopped. She was in such agony. I thought of a million ways I could torture George Forrest. I wanted to slowly slice his throat and watch the life ebb from his body. I wanted to shove my fist into his chest and yank out his dark heart. Feel its last beat in the palm of my hand. That’s how bad it hurts, Mother!”

	“Being part of a perfect match is sharing each other’s pain, as well as each other’s joy,” Tom said. “You have to let Donna bear some of the load or it’ll all be in vain. She has to choose, son. Donna can’t do that if you take her guilt, as well as her heartache. She’s strong, Jared. In the end, she’ll pull through this and so will you. Keeping all this from Donna will destroy you. Unless fate sees fit to cross your paths again, you have to let her go.”

	Jared turned glowing crimson eyes on him. “No, I don’t!” he forced through his teeth. “Donna needs to heal. She can’t heal as long as she feels guilty. I won’t let her go through this any longer. It is my right and my decision. Until I can be with her again, in this life or in the next, I will live half a life. I will bear this load. I’ve done it before, and I will do it again.”

	Tom opened his mouth to speak. Nadine touched his wrist and shook her head. “We’re here if you need us, Jared.” She tugged on Tom’s wrist urging him to follow her.

	Jared leaped the cyclone fence, looked toward Mother’s Mountain and disappeared in the blink of an eye.

	------------

	Sir Richard sighed deeply and turned.

	“What is it?” Gary asked. “Has something happened to Donna?”

	“John doesn’t think she’s coming home tonight,” Sir Richard said.

	Gary frowned. “What? Why not?”

	Sir Richard stared at him. “Use your imagination, son.”

	“On their first date! Sam must’ve done something to her! Got her drunk, drugged her, maybe. The Donna we know wouldn’t do something this careless.”

	Sir Richard arched an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t she? What about Jared? They had one date and she moved into Wisteria Hall with him.”

	“Donna was in love with Jared. She barely knows Sam.”

	“She’s not a child, Gary. Whatever happens between them is none of our business. Our problem is dealing with the standoff between Ricky and Sam.”

	“Or, between me and Sam, if he took advantage of her!” Gary said.

	------------

	Sam’s phone vibrated and flashed. With as little movement as possible, he picked it up from the nightstand. Donna lifted her head and studied his eyes. He grinned and softly kissed her lips. “Hello, Gary. What can I do for you?”

	“You can tell me where Donna is!”

	“Hold on a second,” he said. Donna’s eyes widened. Sam pressed his lips into a thin line and arched his eyebrows. “I think we’re in trouble, sweetheart,” he whispered against her lips and kissed her again. “He wants to know where you are.”

	She held out a hand, groaned and cleared her throat. “Hi, Gary.”

	“Donna, do you know what you’re doing?”

	She locked eyes with Sam. A soft smile spread across her mouth. “Yes.”

	“Did Sam drug you or get you drunk? Is this because of what happened in America?”

	“No, to all three questions. Now it’s my turn. Why are you calling me?”

	“It’s late,” Gary said. “You’re obviously not planning on coming home tonight. I just wanted to make sure you were… OK.”

	“I’m not a little girl. You don’t need to check up on me. I’ll be home tomorrow. Goodnight, Gary.”

	------------

	Richard stamped on his brakes and came to a screeching halt, before barreling into his father’s car. He grabbed the offending piece of paper from off the passenger seat, got out and slammed the door. He stormed through the kitchens, hooked his keys on the rack and headed for the lounge.

	Sir Richard watched him stalk straight to the bar and pour a double shot of scotch. He took out his phone. “John, it’s me. Ricky’s home. Any changes there?”

	“No, sir. A couple of minutes ago, there was a dim light in Sam’s bedroom, but the house is dark now. It was probably a bedside lamp.”

	“Still no sign of threats?”

	“No, sir. It’s all quiet.”

	“OK, John. I’ll see you sometime in the morning. I’m going to see if I can find out what happened.”

	“Checking up on Donna, Dad?” Richard asked.

	Sir Richard arched an eyebrow. “No more than you.”

	“What makes you think that’s what I was doing? I told you, I was spending the evening with Joyce.”

	“Why were you in such a hurry when you left? Don’t try that with me, Richard Triplet. You timed yourself, so they wouldn’t know you were following them. I don’t know what arrangements you made with Joyce, but it wasn’t a social call.”

	Richard tossed back the last of his scotch, slammed the empty tumbler on the bar and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Dad, for your information, right before I left Whitley Bay, Donna rang and asked me to come and pick her up. In five minutes, she would’ve been in the car with me, but I got held up. There was a stream of cars at the church on Mandale Road. Then there was high traffic on Broadway and to top it all off, at least fifty people used the zebra crossing at the station - one at a time. I rang Donna to let her know, I was delayed. She’d changed her mind.”

	“What did she say?” Sir Richard asked.

	“That she’d overreacted and that she was fine. Oh, and on the way home, I got a fucking speeding ticket on the coast road just past North Shields. What’s worse, I couldn’t talk my way out of it, so I either pay the bloody thing or fight it.”

	Sir Richard suppressed a laugh. “Are you going to fight it?”

	“Twenty miles over the speed limit – what do you think? I’m going to pay the bloody thing!”

	Sir Richard laughed.

	“It’s not funny,” he said and growled. “Bloody unmarked police cars!”

	“Sounds like we’ve all had an interesting night,” Sir Richard said.

	Richard snorted. “You might’ve. Mine’s been bloody awful, most of it, anyway. I knew this would happen the minute Sam got Donna alone. If it hadn’t been for the fucking traffic,” he broke off.

	“Ricky, leave them alone. If Donna wants to be with Sam, that’s none of your business. Whatever she decides, I don’t want this to interfere with the project. Now that Donna’s here, I expect to see some real progress in finding a vector. That’s the last step. That’s all we’re waiting for. We can’t afford setbacks!”

	 


Chapter 11

	Donna woke to the smell of frying onions and garlic. She touched the other side of the bed and remembered her clothes were downstairs in the lounge. A slow smile turned up the corners of her mouth. She put on one of Sam’s oversized T-shirts and attended to her morning duties.

	A few strokes with a brush tamed her tousled mane into a high ponytail. A quick swish of mouthwash and she scampered downstairs, letting her nose guide her. She retrieved her panties from the floor, in front of the sofa and ambled to the kitchen. Sam was still in his pajama bottoms, in front of the stove; a wire whisk in one hand, a bowl of chopped peppers in the other.

	“Something smells delicious,” she said.

	“Morning, sweetheart. You weren’t supposed to be up. I was bringing you breakfast.”

	Donna perched on a barstool and propped her elbows on the snack bar. She rested her chin on the heels of her hands and regarded the red streaks on Sam’s back and shoulders. “Things got a little wild last night.”

	He glanced over his shoulder and grinned. “Oh, you’ve seen my stripes. That’s what I get for grabbing a tiger by the tail,” he said. “They were worth it, trust me. Grab that oven mitt and take the plates out of the microwave. Put them on the bamboo mats but be careful. Don’t burn yourself.”

	“If I do, I’m sure you’ll kiss them for me,” she teased.

	“And any other bits that need kissing,” Sam said and slid the omelets onto their heated plates.

	Donna cupped Sam’s neck and rose on her tiptoes. He smiled and met her moist lips. He circled her waist and pressed their bodies together. Swathing her velvet tongue over his, she kissed him thoroughly and stared into his eyes.

	Sam licked his lips. “Mmm, minty.”

	“I borrowed your mouthwash,” she said.

	“And, one of my T-shirts, I see. Looks good on you.”

	“You stripped my clothes off before sweeping me upstairs. Remember? I had to wear something.”

	“You’re lucky we made it to the bedroom,” he said. “I considered the landing, but I didn’t want to hurt your back.”

	Donna softly smiled and picked up a fork. “I doubt I would’ve noticed. So, what’s this?” 

	“A western omelet, outback style, minus the kangaroo meat, of course,” Sam said and sat on the barstool next to her. 

	“From the smell, I’ll need more mouthwash before you take me home, or I’ll kill the guard dogs.”

	He smirked. “Who said I was taking you home? We don’t have to be at work until Monday. We have all weekend.”

	Donna sighed. “Sam… don’t make this awkward. I told you, I’m not ready for anything permanent. Last night was wild and fun and I needed that, but,” she broke off.

	He frowned. “So, you’re just going to walk away? One wild night of incredible sex, and I don’t see you again?”

	“I didn’t say that.”

	“So, I did get to you last night,” Sam said and kissed the end of Donna’s nose. 

	She straddled his lap and cocked her head. “The question is, did I get to you?”

	He groaned and rested his palms on her hips. “Sweetheart, countless women have walked through my bedroom door. You’re the first one I’ve asked to stay.”

	“And that’s supposed to convince me?”

	Sam slid his hands under her shirt and caressed her back. His eyes danced over hers as he leaned in. Donna met him halfway for his kiss. There was an explosive attraction between them; she couldn’t deny it. “Come on, sweetheart. You know you want to.”

	“It’s a tempting offer, and I could use the distraction.” She paused. “But… there’s a problem.”

	“Nothing we can’t work around,” Sam persisted. “Tell me.”

	“I can’t go around all weekend wearing your T-shirts and this same pair of underwear.”

	“I’ll buy you clothes for this weekend, and you’re wrong. You look extremely sexy in my T-shirt and no underwear.”

	“I don’t need you to buy me things,” Donna said. “I have my own money, plus, I have a black Triplet International credit card. I need to buy new clothes, though. Richard said winters are cooler here than in the States.”

	Sam cupped her breasts and teased her peaked nipples with the pads of his thumbs. “See… there’s a perfectly good reason for you to stay here for the weekend,” he said and kissed the side of her neck.

	Donna leaned her head. “You’re a persistent person, Dr. Kaliea.”

	“Only because I know what I want. And what I want is sitting on my knee, desperately making me want to take her back upstairs and see how many more stripes my little tiger can give me.”

	“I am not your little tiger!”

	He smirked. “Yes, you are. You just don’t know it yet.”

	“You’re a charmer, Mr. Kaliea, but I’m on to you.”

	“You’re definitely on to me right now,” he said and kissed the side of her neck again. 

	Donna smiled at Sam’s play on words. “I need a shower. Do I take one alone or are you gonna keep me company?”

	------------

	John was laid back. Not-so-gentle snoring sounds escaped his half-opened mouth. Greene frowned and shook him. “Sir, they’re on the move.”

	He sat up, yawned and slid the seat forward. He rubbed his eyes and started the engine. “Thank goodness for that,” John said. “I don’t know how much more of this bloody van seat my back could take. I’m too old for stakeouts.”

	They watched Sam’s car on the tracker screen until it was a short distance down the coast road. John pulled out onto Promontory Terrace and got behind them. He soon realized they weren’t headed to Triplet Hall.

	------------

	Sam pulled into the red car park. He took Donna’s hand and kissed the back of it. She softly smiled. “What do you need, sweetheart?”

	“Some new dresses, but I have a particular taste. I’m not easy… to please.”

	“I’ll say,” he chuckled. “The word insatiable comes to mind.”

	The corners of Donna’s mouth turned up. “Are you complaining?”

	“Not in the slightest!” Sam palmed her chin and kissed her.

	It daunted her, a little. She wasn’t used to being kissed in public. Unless he was warding off competition or laying his claim, Jared was more reserved and private with his affections. Sam was refreshing. It didn’t matter where they were. If he felt like kissing her, he did.

	“What kind of dress are you looking for, pretty lady?”

	“Silks and satins. Something a little sparkly with sequins, rhinestones or pearls. The kinda thing you’d wear to an important function.”

	Sam arched an eyebrow. “So, we want a shop that sells evening wear. I assume this is your first visit to the Metrocenter.”

	“Yes.”

	“Then put yourself in my capable hands.”

	“I thought I had,” Donna said and smirked.

	Sam smiled, shook his head and pulled her to his side. They stopped in front of Dreams and Wishes. The gown in the display window caught Donna’s eye. “This is my kinda dress shop,” she said.

	“When we’re done here,” Sam pointed, “Debenhams should have everything else you need, apart from the lacy undies.” He grinned roguishly. “What about shoes?”

	Donna hesitated. Jared had bought her some beautiful clothes, but she wanted to put him behind her. “Sure – why not?”

	~ ~ ~

	While Sam took their purchases back to the car, Donna browsed through a cosmetic shop. Toward the entrance, behind a perfume table, sat an intelligent looking woman. The name Euphoria, elegantly scribed in gold letters, on a hunter green tablecloth, caught Donna’s attention. She picked up a tear-shaped lead crystal vial of pale blue liquid - three centimeters tall and no bigger around than a pencil. Her eyes widened. Jared’s magic potion was pale green, but it also shimmered like this. Is it a trick?

	“Would you like to try some?”

	Interrupted from her reverie, Donna softly smiled. “I have a weakness for anything crystal. Does the full-size bottle come in it?”

	“This is the full-size bottle,” she said. “The sample contains one application of Euphoria. The product, on the market, will contain more.”

	“So, it’s not available for sale?” Donna asked.

	“Oh, no madam. It’s so exclusive, the store is testing it to see if there’s enough demand.”

	“There’s no price. How much?”

	“It comes in three sizes. One application for £19.99. Five for £75.99, and seven applications for £105.99.”

	“Is it manufactured abroad?” Donna asked.

	“Yes, in the United States.”

	“That means seven applications costs,” she did the conversion in her head, “$170.00?”

	“Yes, madam.”

	Donna cocked her head. “What’s so special about it?”

	“The perfume is intelligent. It blends with your individual chemistry. Euphoria can be used by either sex. It knows whether the wearer is a man or a woman and enhances those qualities. It’s supposed to make you ooze sex appeal and desire.”

	Sam slipped an arm around Donna’s waist. “She already does that.”

	Donna rested an arm on his and tucked her chin. “I guess we’re wasting her time, then. I’m interested in the science behind it, though. I’d like to analyze it,” she whispered and turned her attention back to the woman. “I’d like a sample, please.”

	Richard handed over his Triplet International credit card. “That sounds like a good idea,” he said.

	Donna jumped. “What are you doing here?”

	Sam arched an eyebrow. “Yeah. How did you know we would be at the Metrocenter?”

	“Strictly coincidental,” Richard said and held up an HMV shopping bag. “I ordered Raging Storm’s new limited-edition music DVD. They notified me by email. What are you guys up to?” He put his credit card away.

	“Donna wanted some new clothes. I must say, she has excellent taste.” Sam hugged her and kissed her temple.

	Richard smirked. “Yes, she does. You should see her strut her stuff onstage.”

	She locked eyes with him. “Raging Storm released the album in the UK?”

	“With a little help from Triplet International.” Richard glanced at Sam and smiled condescendingly.

	“I guess we better make a stop by HMV,” Sam said.

	“You better hurry,” Richard said. “They’re flying off the shelf.”

	“I thought I recognized you,” the woman said. “They’ve been playing that video ever since it arrived last night. You’re her, aren’t you? The woman singing with the sexy American Indian.”

	Donna swallowed the lump in her throat. “Yes, I was,” she said with a plastic smile. “My music career was short-lived, I’m afraid.”

	“In that case, when my shift is over, I’m buying another copy. With only one album going out, your stuff will be worth a fortune in a few years. Would you autograph mine?”

	“Sure,” Donna softly smiled.

	Richard’s eyes twinkled. “I have a brilliant idea, pet. While you’re at HMV, sign a few autographs. It would boost your sales tremendously.”

	“They’re not my sales. They’re Jared’s. I was lead female vocalist. He was the star.”

	“It doesn’t make a difference,” Richard said. “I’ll bet we could get you a band together over here.”

	“Who’s gonna sing with me?” She paused. “I love you dearly, Richard, but let’s face it. You can’t sing.”

	Sam’s eyes filled with mischief. “No, but I can.”

	Richard smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Unfortunately,” he muttered.

	 


Chapter 12

	Richard treated Sam and Donna to lunch at Romanos. “I told you signing autographs would boost your sales,” he said and grinned. “Now, we audition musicians.”

	Donna smiled incredulously. “You’re serious?”

	“Of course, I’m serious, pet,” Richard said. “You loved performing!”

	“When do I find the time, plus work on our project? Incidentally, I wanna get started on Monday.”

	“If you move in with me, we could work on your music after hours,” Sam said.

	Richard’s eyes widened. “You’re moving in with him?”

	“I didn’t say that, Sam.” Donna snorted and shook her head. “I said for the weekend.”

	“You’re spending the weekend with Sam? Is that a good idea? Have you forgotten what happened in Louisiana?”

	“No, Richard, surprisingly. Despite my,” she lowered her voice, “enhance healing abilities, I remember being shot.”

	“I won’t let anything happen to her,” Sam said.

	Richard smirked. “How can you protect her? Your apartment complex is nowhere near as secure as the Hall.”

	Donna held up her hands. “Um, hello, excuse me! Where I spend the weekend or where I live, for that fact, is my decision. Richard, your father helped me out, and I’m grateful for that. He gave me a job with a decent salary and a chance to continue my research, and I’m grateful for that too, but Triplet International doesn’t own me any more than Forrest Enterprises did.”

	Sam glanced at her sidelong and grinned. “I was right. She’s a feisty one.”

	“I am not feisty! I’m tired of people ordering me around. You don’t wanna hear this, but I enjoy being with Sam. He makes me laugh. I haven’t done that for months.”

	Sam flashed a sexy grin and kissed Donna’s wrist. “That’s not all I made you do.”

	She gave him a thin smile.

	“Donna, your safety is paramount!” Richard said irritatingly. “You’re a valuable asset to Triplet International. If one of our competitors comes after you,” he paused and exhaled. “It’s not safe at Sam’s apartment! John and Danny Greene, two of our top security, sat in a van outside Sam’s apartment all night.”

	She narrowed her eyes. “You had someone watching us? The whole time!”

	“It’s a typical Triplet tactic, sweetheart,” Sam said in a plummy voice.

	Donna clenched a fist. “Did you know about this?”

	“No!” Sam answered quickly. “But it doesn’t matter. I have nothing to hide. We didn’t do anything wrong.”

	“You might not mind, but I don’t like prying eyes, Sam!” She locked eyes with Richard. “A very close friend taught me that leads to trouble. What you did for me, at the music store, was sweet, but it was also risky. Forrest didn’t know where I was. If he watches BBC, he will now.”

	“Why do you think he did it?” Sam prompted. “Richard’s leaving you little choice but to go back to the Hall. Probably his plan, all along!”

	“That’s enough, Sam! Bad-mouthing Richard won’t win brownie points for you. I’ve been down that road, and I’m the one who lost. I won’t go through it again.” Donna cut her eyes at Richard. “For either one of you. So, stop beating your chests!”

	The waiter brought their food. The three ate in silence.

	~ ~ ~

	Richard knew they couldn’t argue with Donna. He and Sam were fighting for her attention. Richard understood why she was upset. Several months ago, he and Jared had competed for her attention, but Sam didn’t know about Jared. He knew someone hurt Donna, very deeply. She’d said it was her fault, but she hadn’t said why. Her reaction to ‘The sexy American Indian,’ as the salesperson had put it, prompted Sam to believe it was Jared. He wasn’t bothered. The chances of Jared showing up in the UK were slim. Unless, of course, Richard involved Triplet International, as he had with the HMV album promotion.

	Sam was confident he’d gained Donna’s favor, but she was clearly upset with him now, which troubled him. For once, dealing with a perturbed woman disarmed him; made him feel uncomfortable, and he couldn’t understand why. Women were often perturbed with Sam, especially when they understood why he was with them, for self-gratification. Usually, he brushed it off and went on to the next one, but he didn’t want to do that with her. Sam didn’t like Donna being upset with him.

	~ ~ ~

	“There’s a solution,” Sam said. Donna turned cold eyes on him. “If you agree,” he added quickly.

	“What?”

	“John can stay in one of my VIP apartments, downstairs, for the weekend. The one next to the lift is vacant. That way, he could keep an eye on things, and Donna and I could have the privacy we need.” He took her hand. “That is… if she spends the weekend with me.” He hesitated. “It’s her decision.”

	“I’ve had Sir Richard’s bodyguards following me around before,” Donna said. “As long as I know they’re there, it doesn’t bother me. I understand your father’s reasoning,” she said to Richard. “The question is will he go along with it?”

	“Putting all the ‘chest beating’ aside, as you call it, you’d be safer at the Hall, and Sam knows that.”

	He rolled his eyes. “And you’d watch every move we made.”

	Donna held up a hand. “Stop!” She groaned and pushed her empty plate aside. “I’ll tell you what. You two sit and work this out. I’m going home.” She swiped her phone. “John, it’s Donna, where are you?”

	------------

	John’s eyes widened. “Um, I’m….”

	“I know you’re following us,” she blurted. “Don’t try and deny it. I don’t know whether you’re watching us, but I’m at a place called Romanos. Do you know where that is?”

	John shared a worried look with Greene. “Yes, Donna. What’s wrong?”

	“I’d like to go back to the Hall! Right now, I don’t wanna be alone in a car with either of these testosterone-heightened alphas. Come get me or I’ll meet you out front.”

	“Um, stay there,” John said. “I’ll come get you.”

	------------

	“Thank you!” Donna said and turned to Sam. “Now, I’d appreciate it if you moved my things to John’s car.”

	Richard glanced at Sam and grinned haughtily. “John’s in a van, pet. Unless you ride in the back….”

	“Don’t call me pet!  I am not your pet. Honestly, I don’t care if I ride on someone’s lap.”

	Sam suppressed a grin. Donna was fuming, and she was sexy when she got upset. Fire danced in her dark eyes. He’d seen something similar in them last night, but it hadn’t been anger. It was raw passion, more than he’d ever dealt with.
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