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Chapter 1
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Sights. Sounds. Sensations. Smells. What were they? Where were they coming from? Mist rose and swirled in her blank barren world. No hues. No shades. Only white, like the mist surrounding her, devoid of color. What did it mean? There was so much pain! Why did it hurt so badly? Her head pounded as if it would explode.

Something was on her chest, heavy, bearing down, suffocating her. There was no air. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t even open her mouth. The thumping in her chest was loud, but the rhythm was slowing.

The agony was unbearable. Surges of lightning burst through her, penetrating every nerve cell in her body. She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t. She heard shouting. They were shouting a name. Was it hers? Why were they shouting? Were they angry with her? What had she done?

Warmth wrapped around her. She felt light, weightless as if she were floating. She heard the thumping again, strong and steady under her ear. She heard a man’s voice, a familiar voice. Though she was scared, he made her feel safe.

A burst of icy air surrounded her. She was on her back again. The sounds were fading. She was getting cold. She felt detached, without a body. She had no sense of reality. The voices grew softer and softer. She became aware of the one inside her head.

Am I dying? Am I dead? Is this how it feels? Where am I? Where’s the long tunnel with the bright light everyone talked about? Departed loved ones dressed in flowing white robes? Wasn’t there supposed to be music?

She looked down at her hands; her long red nails glistened. On her left hand, her finger sported an engagement ring. The faceted marquise diamond sparkled like a star.

I’m engaged? Who am I engaged to?

She examined her hands more closely.

These are my hands... aren’t they?

Slowly, she rubbed the pads of her thumbs over her fingertips. The sensation was odd. Crackling electricity bridged the gaps between her fingers like sparklers. She remembered writing her name in the air with them as a child. She leaned forward, but before she could read it, the name had faded.

She sighed in exasperation and examined her right hand. It was adorned, as well. The gold band was fashioned in two different styles; one, smooth, the other rough and beaded, like a rope. They met in the middle as if twisted together. Upon the intersection rested another diamond, but it was round and smaller than the one on her left hand. She taxed her hazy memory.

Two separate paths forever linked. I should know this. I do know this! Someone gave this to me. A man. But who? Where is he?

She looked around, above and beneath her. She turned. The scene behind was the same as the one in front. It didn’t make sense. She wasn’t moving, but the scene in front of her rolled away like a scroll.

She was cold again, shivering, freezing. The people in front of her were dressed in long-sleeved gowns, caps, masks, and latex gloves. They were standing around someone – a woman. The rounded cleavage of her breasts peeped out from the edge of the sheet draped over her body.

Do I know her? Who is she? Who are these people?

She blinked and the scene changed, became brighter. She looked up and smiled. She could see the blue of the sky now. Colors bled down the white walls like melting rainbows. She watched as they swirled around her and formed shapes; creating more colors: purples and greens, grays and browns.

Trees! They’re trees!

Cascading purple blossoms hung from endless vines; twisting and reaching out to the middle – of what? A warm breeze brushed her face and sent tendrils of her long hair drifting like iridescent brown feathers. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. A slow smile spread across her mouth. She remembered.

Wisterias and honeysuckles – pink honeysuckles!

She opened her eyes. She could see the individual leaves on the ancient oaks. Everything was clear. The air vibrated with the songs of birds; cardinals, blue jays, and wrens. Buzzing wings of hummingbirds and bees, dutifully collecting drops of precious nectar, floated above tiny pink trumpets.

Recollection stabbed her heart. Her eyes glossed. She swallowed the lump in her throat and turned. It was there, in the distance, standing like a white sentinel with open arms, welcoming her back like an old friend.

Wisteria Hall! I’m home - my home!

She picked up the pace. The familiar mansion drew nearer. She ran across the marble porch and stood before the elaborate doors. She rang the bell and patiently waited, but no one came.

Pressing her palms against the wooden surface, she pushed the doors open wide and hurried into the huge entrance hall. She turned her head, side to side.

Gerald! Cassie! Beth! Jared! Where are you?

No one answered. The house was empty.

She crossed the kitchen, passed through the conservatory and onto the patio, marveling at the familiar sights. The flowers were in full bloom – roses – red, yellow, white, pink, and orange. She pulled their fragrance deeply into her lungs. She closed her eyes, looked skyward and twirled, basking in the warm sunshine.

She heard beautiful music, coming from the studio in front of her. She pushed the doors open, it became louder. Then she heard a voice, his voice. She paused in the doorway to the dance hall and looked across at the mahogany grand piano. Her heart stuttered.

He stopped playing, turned and stood. He held his arms out and gave her a wolfish smile. His dark eyes changed to glowing crimson. “Donna,” he drawled the name out.

She frowned and glanced over her shoulder. “What did you call me?”

He chuckled and approached her. Slowly, one step at a time, until he stood in front of her. His tanned, toned body towered over her. She felt small and insignificant. She hesitated and slowly lifted her eyes to meet his. Terrified, afraid to move, afraid to speak. She trembled when he took her hand. “Hi, honey. It is alright. Do not be afraid. It is me, Jared.”

“How can you be Jared? He left me. He wouldn’t even talk to me. This isn’t real, is it? None of this is real!”

“Yes, I am real,” he said in a soft, smooth, hypnotic voice.

She recognized it, but something was missing. Something was wrong in the way he spoke to her.

“I have come to take you home. The journey is over. It is time to rest now. To be with me, and the ones you love, Donna.”

She cocked her head. “Donna?” Her eyes lit. “That’s my name!”

He smiled. “Yes, it is your name, but I prefer to call you honey.”

She reflected his smile. The sound of his voice rattled her bones. Heat rushed through her like a river of lava. “You’re... Jared. My Jared.”

“Always, honey. Always and forever. Take my hand. Let us go home.”

“Where’s Beth? Where’s our daughter?”

“She is at home, in Wickenburg, waiting for us. They are all there. Your parents, my parents – all of them. You have been gone too long, honey. You want to go home, do you not?”

She hesitated, trying to figure out what was wrong. This didn’t feel right, but she wanted it more than anything she’d ever wanted in her life. “Yes! I wanna be with you, but... there’s something I have to do, first.” She fought her foreboding and glanced over her shoulder again.

A white wolf, at the other end of the tunnel, held her captive in the mesmerizing gaze of its glowing crimson eyes. A sparkling pale blue cloud surrounded it, shrouding it from her view. Out of the mist, a voice spoke, strong and urgent. “Come with me! Now! Turn around. Walk away. It’s not what you think it is. It’s not who you think it is.”

“He lies, Donna! Do not listen to him. He is here to deceive you. To keep you from what you want. He is the enemy. Turn away. Do not look at him. Keep your eyes on me.” He stepped toward her. “See, I am here for you. I will always be here for you. Take my hand and we will leave this place. I will take you where there is no pain, no more farewells.”

Jared looked down. He wanted to go to her, but he couldn’t. It wasn’t allowed. She had to choose. She had to choose him. “Honey, listen to me. Listen to the sound of my voice. I speak as you do. Recognize the difference, Donna. It’s me, Jared. He’s the enemy. He’s here to destroy our future, everyone’s future.”

He paused and swallowed the lump in his throat. “If you go with him, all is lost. Honey, please, you have to listen to me. You’re in the middle, in-between. You’re standing on the road of decision. You have to choose to come to me. I can’t come to you. It’s a choice, Donna. Remember what we talked about. Every choice has a consequence. You have to come to me. Close your eyes. Turn around. Walk - please.”

She looked from one end of the tunnel to the other and frowned. “Jared?”

“Yes, Donna. What you see in front of you is not real. It’s an illusion. If you go with him, I’ll lose you forever.”

“But... if I go with him, I can be with you and my family. I want that. I wanna be with you, Jared - now.”

Tears glossed his crimson eyes. “I want that, too, honey, but it’s not our time, not yet.” He paused and searched for the right words. “You’re... on a journey. One you must complete. There will be pain and heartache, and you’ll wanna give up. But you can’t, honey, not if you wanna be with me. Close your eyes, Donna. Close your eyes and see with your heart. Use your seer’s sight to understand what’s real. Beth needs her mommy. I need my wife. And you have to live so he can live.”

She frowned and turned to him. “So he can live?”

“Your son, Donna! If you walk away, he’ll never be. He must be! He holds the fate of two realms. He bridges the gap. Without him, there can be no future, for anyone! Please, Donna. Come to me. Come with me. I want the future, you’ve seen – our future. You’ve opened the door to eternity. To have it, all you have to do is stay, a little while longer.”

Tears filled her eyes. “My son? I have a son?”

“Not yet, honey, but you will. You’ve already named him. You’ve seen him. I’ve seen him. I see him. I know it’s hard, and you’re tired, but in the end, all the pain and all the uncertainty will be worth it.”

“He’s not your son. Is he?”

“No, honey,” Jared groaned. “He’s not of my body, but he’s part of you, which makes him part of me.”

She turned and began walking, again. “And... I belong to you?”

“Yes, Donna! You belong to me, and I belong to you. We’re bound by breath and by spirit. I am not me without you.”

She took another step and paused. “But... you’re going away again. No!” she said in a tremulous voice. “I don’t want you to go away, Jared. Please, take me with you. Let me stay with you.”

For a fleeting moment, he turned his face away. The truth was unbearable. He wanted to be with her. He longed for her. He lived each agonizing day alone, for her. “It’s not forever, Donna. Where I am, time doesn’t matter. The future is the past. The past is today. It makes no difference, but you have to choose to finish this journey. To receive the gift, you must prove worthy. You think that you’re weak, but you’re strong. You can do this. Come to me, Donna. Reach out. Take my hand. That’s all you have to do, honey. The days will fly by. I promise.”

“I don’t know the way back, Jared. Help me.”

He took a slow breath. “Turn around. Lock your eyes on mine and don’t look away. Listen to the sound of my voice. Block everything else out. Follow the sound of my voice. When you need me, I’ll be there. When you see a white wolf with glowing crimson eyes, remember, it’s me. I’m always in your heart - a dream away. That’s where I’ll wait for you.”

Donna turned, held her breath and ran straight into his arms. She didn’t look back. She didn’t listen to the other voice taunting her, telling her what a fool she was. That Jared didn’t want her. That he’d never wanted her. That the only reason, he’d even considered her was because she was so much like Sara, his late wife. He wrapped his arms around her, pulled her against his body and buried his face in her hair.

~ ~ ~
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Jared watched the wallscreen with anxious eyes. For a while, there was no change. Then the readings fluctuated, indicating sporadic bursts of brain activity. A slow smile spread across his mouth. Seconds later, the respirator alarm pierced the silence. Keeping his eyes glued on VICi’s readouts, he switched the machine to assisted and waited.

He put his lips close to her ear. “Come back to me, honey. Breathe for me, baby. I don’t wanna live without you, Donna.” He held his breath. Thirty seconds passed, nothing happened. Hand over the control, he waited. His muscles were coiled like a spring, ready to snap at preternatural speed.

“Come back, Donna. I need you. Beth needs you. Rich needs you. Breathe for me, honey. You can do this.” Tears filled his glowing crimson eyes. His hopes sank. “Please, Donna. I love you. Pull out of this, baby so we can be together. All it takes is a leap of faith, honey.”

She inhaled; the piston rose. Two was low, but at least she was trying. She was fighting.

Again he waited. Seconds passed. She breathed again and pulled it up four marks.

“Oh, yes! Come on, baby. You can do it, breathe for me.” His hopes soared again.

She breathed and pulled it up to ten. Then twelve. Then fifteen and finally up to twenty marks.

He pressed a fist to his lips and switched the machine off. Seconds passed - nothing happened. “Ayóó'ánííníshní, Donna,” he whispered and held his breath again.

She breathed without any assistance and continued to do so. Color returned to her cheeks. Jared carefully peeled the tape off her lips and stared at her; scanning the features of her face, committing each detail to memory. He didn’t know how long it would be before they could be together. He didn’t want to forget anything.

He pushed the hair from her forehead and kissed it. His hot breath warmed the skin of her face as he moved his lips closer to hers. “Fate, be damned!” He kissed her and breathed into her partly opened mouth, strengthening the bond between them. Donna’s heart rate and pulse sped up. She inhaled deeply, pulling the familiar smell of his cologne into her lungs.

Jared glanced at the readouts. The corners of his mouth turned up in a sexy crooked smile. “And you’re in a coma. Think of what I could do if you were awake,” he whispered and kissed her again. He swallowed the lump in his throat. “I have to go now, honey. I don’t want to, but I have to.”

No, Jared! No! Please! Stay with me! Her thoughts grabbed him hard. He could feel her arms around him. Her warm, moist lips pressed against the side of his neck as she’d done so many times before.

“Don’t do this to me, honey. This is hard enough, as it is. I promise it will never happen again. When the time comes, I will never, ever leave you again. I love you, Donna. I’m sorry, but there’s something I have to do.”

Silent tears spilled from the corners of her eyes. He grimaced and kissed them away. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m sorry.” Sleep, Donna. Sleep the sleep of forgetfulness. When again our eyes shall meet, your memories of me will be complete. He kissed her one last time.

~ ~ ~
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He approached the waiting area. Everyone stood. “Well, it’s about bloody time!” Sam said and headed for her room.

Jared stepped in front of him and pushed him back. He growled and fixed a cold stare on Richard. “She’s under your care,” he said in a tight voice. “See this does not happen again. No more chances. No more warnings. I will take back what is mine. I’ll be in your office, Sir Richard.”

“I’ll be there shortly, son. Thank you.”

Sam felt intimidated. Richard looked as though he’d been slapped on the wrist. He understood. Jared meant every word. “Arrogant smart-ass,” Sam said when the door closed.

~ ~ ~
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As he approached Sir Richard’s office, Jared looked directly into VICi’s camera and smirked. “Smarter than you’ll ever be, Sam Kaliea.”
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Chapter 2
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Gary, Sam, Richard, and Sir Richard entered the room. Sam’s eyes glossed. He swallowed the lump in his throat; surprised that Jared had taken Donna off the respirator. The gentle rise and fall of her chest was a reassuring sight. The rosy color had returned to her cheeks and lips. She looked as though she were sleeping.

Richard’s heart turned over. He softly kissed her, hoping to wake her as ‘Prince Charming’ woke ‘Snow White’, but she didn’t respond. Her heart rate stayed at the same steady rhythm.

Sheila tapped on the door. “Morning,” she smiled. “I thought I would come in and see how,” she broke off. Her lips parted. “What happened?”

Sam cleared his throat and glanced at Sir Richard. Sheila didn’t know about the virus. Sam smirked. “I guess we underestimated her,” he said.

She frowned. “VICi, deep cranial scan. Focus on temporal and frontal lobes. Display to wallscreen. Render a 3D model and display neural pathways to other areas of the brain in real time.”

They watched in awe. “I don’t get it! VICi, access previous scans. Render a 3D model of each and display beside the current model.” She pointed. “This is what condition Donna’s neural pathways were in last night before her surgery. This second model is after her surgery. As you can see, there was little change. This last model is current. It’s medically and scientifically unbelievable.”

Sir Richard sighed. “What do you mean?” 

“Her neural pathways are branching out and mending themselves as fast as her brain processes new information. Watch this. Richard, talk to her. Ask her about something that happened a few days ago. Something she should remember.”

“Donna, on the night of our wedding rehearsal, I had to go out. Gary stood in for me. You couldn’t keep a straight face when you said your vows. Sam took his place and saved the day. I gave you something very special that night. Do you remember the locket?”

Sheila pointed. “Watch this highlighted pathway. First, it hits the hippocampus. If she remembers this particular event, her hippocampus will fire and follow the neural pathways to other parts of her brain, where that particular memory or experience has been recorded. Since there is no indication she remembers, that could indicate damage to portions of her frontal and temporal lobes.”

“Does this mean she won’t remember me?”

“Not necessarily. It could mean that particular part of her neural pathways haven’t repaired themselves yet. In time, she might get the memory back. But, if any memory is painful to her, she may choose not to recall it. Bear in mind, she’s undergone a traumatic experience. She’s obviously responding to verbal stimuli, though. Let’s experiment with her other senses. Sam, you and she were involved for a while. Lean close so she can smell your cologne.”

Richard cut his eyes to her. Sam smirked and brushed his cheek against Donna’s. Her heart rate sped up.

“Say something to her,” Sheila said.

“Hi, pretty lady,” he whispered. Her hippocampus fired; neural pathways lit up like a starry sky.

Sheila chuckled. “That got some response. She either remembers his smell or the sound of his voice.”

Sam cleared his throat. “Judging from the speed and number of pathways involved, I’d say she’s responding to both.”

“Can we ask her about her profession?” Sir Richard asked.

“You could, but her body is fighting to repair itself. I wouldn’t push her. Wait until she wakes up. We’ll see how she’s doing then.”

“How long will that be?”

“She’s surprised me by even coming back, Gary. She’s been clinically dead for fifteen hours. We’re in unfamiliar territory here. Based on the remarkable speed she’s recovering, I have to know what you did! What drug or course of treatment did you use?”

“That information is classified, Sheila,” Sir Richard said impassively. “Let me know when she wakes up. I’ll check on you later, petal.” He kissed her forehead and left.

Richard brushed the back of her hand against his cheek; it was warm. He smiled. “She’s going to make it, isn’t she?”

Gary reflected his smile and sat on the side of the bed. “Of course, she is. I never doubted her.”

“You know what this means, don’t you?”

“We did it!” he grinned.

——————
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“Morning, Sir Richard,” Melissa smiled. “Jared is waiting for you inside.”

He nodded. “Thank you, Missy. Hold all calls and appointments.”

Jared stood. Sir Richard shook his hand and sat behind his desk. “Have you had breakfast, son?”

“No, sir, but I’m not hungry. Missy gave me a cup of coffee.”

“Good. Jared, I....”

He held up a hand. “Before we get started, I’m not here to discuss the diary,” he broke in. “I came because of Donna. I need to leave, now.” His eyes glossed. He paused and took a breath. “This will sound strange, but she can’t know I was here.”

His eyebrows shot up. “According to what our neurologist says, Donna heard everything. We just watched her neurons firing and repairing themselves. ”

One side of Jared’s mouth turned up. “You gave her the virus. It worked. And yes, I’ve been exposed, but it doesn’t matter. The seer gene or EHG as she’s named it won’t harm me or my family. We’re born with it. However, I can’t guarantee it won’t spread. It depends on how contagious, it turns out to be.”

“I’m sure that will be one of her concerns, as well.”

Jared chuckled. “She’ll work it out. If it should turn out to be harmful, we’ll deal with it. I feel confident she didn’t create a killer virus.”

“No, son,” Sir Richard snorted. “She didn’t. If you spoke to her while you were in the room, there’s a good chance she heard what you said. She loves you, Jared. Donna will not forget.”

He took a slow breath. “The only thing she’ll remember about our relationship is that we were close friends. What happened between us, after the convention in Shreveport has been temporarily blocked out.”

“How?”

“Just trust me,” Jared chuckled.

“OK. I’ve seen stranger things. I’ll take your word on that, but what do you mean by temporarily blocked out? By you or by her?”

“By me. Donna doesn’t have the ability to compel... yet. Who knows what the virus might do to her Dine'é Kay-Yah genes? There’s no telling what it’ll do to mine. But, like I said, I’m not concerned. If it’s contagious, my concern is for the individuals whose genes aren’t compatible with mine. For some, the EHG will be a cure. For others, it’ll be a curse.”

“Unless, she fixed the incompatibility issue.”

Jared nodded. “Yes, but I wouldn’t count on that.” He exhaled. “At any rate, now that the situation with Donna’s been taken care of, I reckon you wanna discuss what we’re gonna do about Forrest and this all-important diary.”

He held up a hand. “Before we go on, I have one more question about you and Donna.”

Jared inhaled slowly. “What?” he asked guardedly.

“Why, son? Why did you come back? Why do you keep doing this to yourself, and to her?”

“Most of the time, I don’t believe in tempting fate. She’s kicked my ass too many times now,” he said and smirked. “There must be a balance. Events happen in a set order. If that order is interrupted, the consequences could be severe. I will do everything within my power to see that Donna is happy – whether with me or Richard or Sam or whoever. She’s my perfect match, sir. Her happiness is my duty. I will see it through.”

“You’re not jealous of her relationship with Ricky or Sam?”

Jared snorted. “I wouldn’t go that far, but I made her forget. How can I hold her responsible for something she never would’ve done? No disrespect intended, sir, but the level of love I feel for her is beyond your understanding.”

Sir Richard nodded and chuckled. “Now, about the diary....”

——————
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While he ate breakfast, Liu examined the other documents in the briefcase. He’d expected to find the revised copy of Forrest’s last will and testament, but it wasn’t there. He’d had one fabricated, but if other copies existed, they could interfere with his takeover of Forrest Enterprises. His phone rang.

“John, it’s Liam Halton. Sorry to call so late, but I just got back into town. What can I do for you? ”

“Forrest died at 11:05 GMT last night, at the Royal Victoria Infirmary in Newcastle. What have you found out?”

“It took some digging, but I think I’ve found what you were looking for.”

“And?”

“The money went to an anonymous trust fund.”

“For whom?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Liu. It was set up for a juvenile. The records were sealed.”

“A juvenile? How strange. Who authorized the payments?”

“Mr. Forrest. There’s more bad news. Unless we get our hands on the original will, you could face problems, should another copy surface.”

Liu groaned. “Does he have an heir, who could contest my claim?”

“It is possible, John. However, without seeing the original, I couldn’t say.”

“You’re the damn lawyer! Don’t you have access to it?”

“Forrest kept it in the vault in his office.”

“There was no will among his paperwork. Where in the hell would he have kept it?”

“I don’t know, John. Kevin Wilson might’ve known something. I’m sure he had copies of important documents, on his laptop if nowhere else. When are you returning to the States?”

“As soon as I’ve arranged the cremation.”

“Cremation? He changed his mind about his remains?”

“What do you mean?”

“Didn’t you know?”

“Stop playing games with me, Halton!”

“Seconds before his death, Mr. Forrest’s body was supposed to be put in cryogenic stasis. The old man was obsessed with the idea of oblivion. He wanted his body frozen until a cure could be found. I’m sure those instructions would’ve been included in the original will.”

“You didn’t handle the amendments?”

“He dismissed me as his attorney a couple of months ago and hired someone out of New York.”

“Do you know anything about them?”

“No, John. I had to call in a favor to find out about the trust fund. Anyway, is there anything else I can do for you?”

“Get the name of the fucking lawyer and get back to me!”

The thought occurred to Liu. If Forrest had dismissed Halton two months ago, he’d had no intention of honoring his original will, naming him as his successor. According to Halton, Forrest had taken measures to live forever, one way or the other. Which also meant, without a death certificate, Liu’s claim to Forrest Enterprises was useless. 

“This is John Liu. I would like to speak to Dr. Phorrestson.”

“Hello, Mr. Liu. What can I do for you?”

“When will Mr. Forrest’s body be released from the morgue? I would like to collect it so I can make arrangements to have him transported back to the States, for burial.”

“There’s a slight problem. The only person authorized to collect his body is his solicitor.”

Liu clenched his teeth. “Do you have a name?”

“I do, but I’m not allowed to release that information.”

“Thank you,” he sighed.

If Forrest had authorized someone else to collect his body, as far as Liu was concerned, he had no reason to remain in the UK. His priority was to get his hands on the amended will. Since it wasn’t in the briefcase, it had to be back in America. “This is John Liu. Prepare the plane for departure.”
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Chapter 3
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Jared finished explaining how he and Juanita planned to obtain the diary. “I don’t trust Wilson, Sir Richard. If he lied about the diary, he could’ve set Juanita up, in the same way as he set up Missy. Juanita is Donna’s best friend. She’d be an easy target to get to Donna. I see no reason whatsoever to trust him.”

He sighed. “You have a valid point, son. I must admit, I didn’t trust Kevin Wilson. That’s one of the reasons why he and Linda were in my guesthouse.”

“So you could keep an eye on them.”

“It’s always good to keep your friends close, but it’s better to keep your enemies closer.”

Jared snorted. “At least that’s one thing we agree on.”

“Our best bet is to strike while Forrest is still in the UK.”

“Yes, sir, but my priorities always come first. My daughter and my woman are my priorities.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Jared, Ricky and Donna are married. After being in the room with her, I’m sure you’ve figured this out, but she’s pregnant.”

“Yes. I know. She’s carrying a boy, and he’s Richard’s.”

His eyes widened. “She didn’t have to marry Ricky, son. It was her choice. The child is a Triplet. I would’ve accepted him, whether she’d married him or not. I gave her that option.”

Jared grinned. “I couldn’t imagine Ricky, would be that noble. He wants Donna. I’ve known that since he came to America. He came for her. For her sake and for yours, I hope it doesn’t turn out that he’s behind her getting pregnant.” Sir Richard opened his mouth. Jared held up a hand. “Yes. I know about that, as well,” he broke in.

“What do you mean? Other than sleeping with her, how could Ricky possibly be responsible for her getting pregnant?”

“Gary didn’t cover his tracks as well as he thought he had. I did some checking. As it turns out, an entire case of Depo delivered to our clinic in Shreveport, was defective. As a result, unfortunately, we had several women who suffered the same fate as Donna – unplanned pregnancies. I checked the barcode on the shipping invoice and compared it to the vial Juanita used for Donna’s injection. They were the same. As the unhappy women began to surface, it dawned on me. So I compared the barcode on their injections to the one on Donna’s and they were the same.” He took a slow breath. “I know what you’re thinking. I thought the same thing - a bad shipment. But they were all given by the same doctor – Juanita – which diminishes that possibility. Someone took inexcusable measures to increase Donna’s chances of getting pregnant.”

“Then you’d have to blame that on the distribution company, not Ricky. Incidentally, which company was it?”

“BSD.”

“VICi, scan main database for drug distribution companies. Is there a listing for BSD?”

VICi; Affirmative.

“VICi, what does BSD stand for and who is its current owner?”

VICi; BSD stands for Bayou State Distribution. The company is underwritten by Forrest Enterprises.

He sank back in his chair. “Why would he care whether Donna got pregnant?”

Jared smirked and stood. “That’s the part I’m working on. When I figure it out, you’ll be the second person to know.”

“Second? Who’s the first, Donna?”

“In a New York minute! But don’t worry. I’ll get your diary first. Finding out who was responsible for Donna’s predicament wouldn’t change the fact that she’s pregnant or that she’s married to Richard. Unlike some people, I have honor. If Richard is responsible, that’s entrapment, not honor. I can’t imagine that would sit well with her. I’m sure your son is anxious to have his wife back, so I better go.”

“How does that affect Donna coming out of the coma?”

Jared grinned. “She’s not in a coma. She’s sleeping. She’ll wake after I’m gone. You’ll see. I’ll be in touch. Oh, do me a favor. There’s a rental car parked on the side of the road, just beyond your safety perimeter. See that it gets returned for me, will ya?”

“That reminds me, Tim brought you and Juanita to the Complex in one of my helicopters,” Sir Richard said. “How did you show up on my doorstep?”

His mouth turned up in his sexy crooked smile. He chuckled condescendingly. “I’ll call you when I get back to Wisteria Hall.”

McGowan waited for a signal. Sir Richard slowly exhaled. “Take him to Newcastle airport, Tim.” He waited until the door closed. “See that the rental car gets returned. Take care of any fees.”

John nodded. “It’ll be interesting to see if he’s right.”

“If you need me, I’ll be in the infirmary,” Sir Richard said.

——————
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Sam had finished dictating his latest patient’s details. He was about to check on Donna when he discovered something in the DVD player. He pushed play.

“Well, well, well, if it’s not the Three Stooges together again for one final curtain call....”

He laughed. He remembered them well.

“Right about now, I’ll bet Richard and his father are scratching their heads, trying to figure out what I meant by ‘The Three Stooges.’ Since there’s a strong chance, I won’t be around....”

He knew The Three Stooges were a slapstick comedy act that didn’t go over well in the UK. The chances of Richard or Sir Richard knowing anything about them were slim.

“I cannot and will not do what you’re asking of me. I can’t deliberately deceive Forrest into thinking we’re giving him the cure when I know in my heart, in the end, it’s gonna kill him. I know you don’t see it that way, but to me, it’s murder, plain and simple, and I won’t be part of it....”

This was one of the things he admired about Donna, her determination. Her way of saying what she meant. Whether it offended anyone, she spoke her mind.

“But please consider this... there can be no greater good in deceit and no truth in lies....”

Sam pressed pause and read through her letter again. He stared at her image on the screen. “Richard, if I find out you’re the one who blackmailed her,” he broke off. He snapped the DVD in its jewel case and put it and the letter in the top drawer of his desk.

~ ~ ~
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Richard and Lady Triplet’s conversation had abruptly stopped when he tapped on the door. He stood at the foot of the bed. “Any change?”

“No,” Richard said.

Sam turned the sheet back and raked an index finger up the sole of her foot. She twisted it slightly and twitched her toe. “Did you know she was ticklish?”

“In several places,” Richard said. “Is she coming out of it?”

He tickled her other foot. She groaned and moved it out of the way. He glanced at Richard. “I would say that’s a good indication.”

Lady Triplet gave him a cold stare. “Talk to her, Ricky,” she said stiffly.

Sam flicked his eyebrows and groaned inwardly. You would say that. “Talking to her might help.”

“Donna? Pet, can you hear me?” She moaned and moved her head slightly.

“Sam, maybe you should get Sheila since she is Donna’s doctor,” Lady Triplet said.

The corners of his mouth turned up. You old bat. You’re trying awfully hard to get rid of me. “I agree. VICi, connect me with Dr. McGowan.”

“What’s up, Sam?”

“Donna’s responding to physical stimuli.”

“On my way!”

~ ~ ~
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Sheila tapped on the door. “Let’s see what’s going on.” Using an ophthalmoscope, she checked Donna’s eyes. Her pupils contracted, and she murmured. The light was too bright. She glanced at Sam and smiled. “Donna? Can you hear me? It’s Sheila.” She didn’t respond. “Sam, she’s probably more familiar with you than me. Why don’t you try?”

Lady Triplet cut her cold stare at Sheila and watched her, disapprovingly.

In her drugged state, Donna couldn’t tell the difference between Sam or Richard’s voice. It was the smell of Sam’s cologne that made the difference. Its scent lingered on the edge of her memory, but she still didn’t respond.

Lady Triplet stepped forward. “Ricky, talk to your wife!”

He put his lips close to her ear. “Donna? Wake up, pet.” He kissed her lips. They pressed against his. He looked into her eyes.

She moaned and tried to say something. She made a feeble attempt to clear her throat and tried again. “Where am I?” she asked in a breathy whisper. 

Richard brushed the hair from her forehead. “You’re in the infirmary, sweetheart.”

She looked up. “Would you do that again, please?”

“Anytime, anywhere,” he said and kissed her again. Something was wrong. His kiss didn’t make her tingle and burn for more, like the one that played on the edge of her memory.

Sam dipped his chin, despondently.

Donna glanced at him and frowned. “Thirsty,” she whispered.

He held a straw to her lips. “Tiny sips and not too fast, sweetheart.”

She looked up at him and smiled. “Thank you. My mouth was dry.” His cologne slammed into her memory. Part of a song played in her head. She studied his eyes.

He caressed her cheek with the back of his fingers. “I’m not surprised. That’s the longest you’ve had it shut since I’ve known you.”

She smiled again.

Richard started to say something. Sheila forestalled him. “Do you know who you are?”

“Dr. Donna Rigden,” she said without hesitation. “Who are you?”
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Chapter 4
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Sheila glanced at Richard, sympathetically. “I’m Dr. Sheila McGowan, Timothy’s little sister. Do you remember Tim?”

She cocked her head. “Tim McGowan? The name is familiar. Is he a... pilot?”

“Among other things,” Sheila chuckled. “Do you know who this is?”

“Richard Triplet, one of my best friends,” she said and grinned. “We’ve been talking to each other over Internet for several years. What are you doing in Shreveport?”

He cleared his throat. “We’re not in Shreveport, pet. I brought you back to the UK, with me. Remember? We went to your grandmother’s old house and collected some boxes.”

Donna frowned and shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t,” she hesitated. “I’m in the United Kingdom?” Her voice rose in pitch. “Where’s Gary?”

Sir Richard stepped forward. “He’s probably in the genetics lab or the cafeteria. Do you remember me?”

“I think I do, but it’s been so long.” She studied his face. “Didn’t you try to feed me Brussels sprouts when I was a little girl?”

His mouth spread into a slow smile. “That’s right, petal. I mean Donna. It was at Christmas. You let me know in no uncertain terms that you didn’t like....”

“Little green cabbages,” she broke in. “I remember.” She looked back at Richard. “You were there, too, but I called you... Ricky.”

“Actually, you called him Icky.”

He groaned. “Did you have to remind her of that?”

She smiled. “What’s your name?”

“Sir Richard, but you called me something else, also. Remember?”

“My father called you,” she broke off. Her eyes twinkled. “Trip. He used to call you Trip. Was that what I called you?”

“You called me Tip, but that’s close enough.”

“It wasn’t just Tip, though. It was Uncle Tip?”

“That’s right, Donna. You called me Uncle Tip.”

“But, the last time I saw you... was at my parents’ funeral. I thought I saw you at my grandmother’s. When I looked again, you were gone. Were you there or was that my imagination?”

“They were there,” Gary said when he entered the room.

Her mouth spread into a broad grin. She held out her arms and hugged him. Her eyes glossed. “I haven’t seen you in years.”

Gary warily glanced at Richard. He frowned and shook his head. Sheila leaned close to Sam’s ear. “Her long-term memory seems intact. She might not remember recent events, but at least she hasn’t lost her training.”

He exhaled. “Yeah, which is convenient for Richard.”

“She didn’t remember me, but it doesn’t mean she won’t remember you,” She said. “Let’s find out. Donna, do you know who this is?”

One side of Sam’s mouth turned up in a sexy grin. He stepped closer and danced his aqua eyes over hers. She frowned. “I’m Sam, sweetheart. Dr. Sam Kaliea,” he said slowly in his British Australian accent.

She softly smiled and held out a hand. “I know you. I’ve read your book, ‘Nature’s Way Is Better.’ Didn’t we chat a couple of times on Internet?”

“That’s right, pretty lady,” he said and kissed the back of her hand. “I fixed you up when you first got to the UK.” He snorted. “Well, sort of.”

“Fixed me up?”

“You were shot. In your right arm.”

Lady Triplet cringed, leaned forward and shifted her weight on her cane. “I do not suppose you remember me.”

Donna stared at her and shook her head. “No. I don’t.”

John tapped on the door and stepped close to Sir Richard. “I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but there’s something I think you and Ricky should see. It’s about Forrest.”

“He’s dead,” Donna said.

Everyone’s head jerked in her direction.

“That’s right, Donna,” John said and frowned. “According to the newscast, he died about five minutes after eleven, last night. But how did you know?”

“I’m psychic,” she said straight-faced. “Who are you?”

“This is John Sherriff,” Sir Richard said. “He’s my head of security.”

She let the name roll around in her head. “You rode with us to the cemetery. You sat up front with Sir Richard. You were driving. Weren’t you?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“You were there, too, in the back, with me and Gary, and my grandparents,” she said to Richard. “You held my hand when we rode to the cemetery and at the gravesite. But... you left me. Gary stayed, and you left.” She forced her breath out. “Why am I in the UK? I have a department to run at D’Netics. With Forrest gone, it should be easier. I wonder if Mr. Wilson will step back in as CEO. Maybe you could come back, Gary,” she said and smiled.

“That wouldn’t be a good idea, D.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, right – Juanita. Has anyone let her know where I am? She must be worried sick. Did I even say goodbye to her? I can’t remember.” She leaned back on the pillows and groaned. “There’s a lot I can’t remember!”

“I think she’s had enough for a while,” Sheila said. “Let’s let her mind rest. Donna, are you hungry? Do you feel like you could eat something? Maybe some soup?”

She wet her lips. “I’d love some of your roasted chicken and noodle soup,” she said to Sam.

He pursed his lips. “Sweetheart, it might make you sick to your stomach. Best to try some of Alice’s chicken soup, first. Mine’s a bit on the spicy side.”

“What happened to me? Which hospital am I in?”

Sheila glanced at Sir Richard. “You’re not in a regular hospital, Donna,” he said. “You mentioned something about Forrest. Do you remember what he did to you?”

“Other than make a pass at me and treat me like shit when I turned him down, no.”

“Richard, why don’t one of you get her some soup, and I’ll explain things to her,” Sheila said. “It’ll give me a chance to see how much she remembers.”

“Let Sam get it, Ricky,” Sir Richard said. “We need to go watch the newscast.”

“I’ll see you later, pet,” he said and leaned his face close to hers. Donna let him kiss her, but it didn’t feel right.

“Come on, Mum,” Sir Richard said and took her elbow. “Gary, are you coming?”

“Yeah.” He kissed Donna’s forehead. “I’ll be back later.”

She locked eyes with him. “Good. We need to catch up.”

Lady Triplet glared at Sam as she passed by him. “Remember what I said,” she hissed in his ear.

He sighed exasperatingly. I’m shaking in my boots!

“Sam, go get Donna’s soup.”

“No,” she said and took his hand. “Sheila, could you get it? I’d like to talk to Sam. Please?”

“Sure,” she smiled. “We’ll talk when I get back.” She leaned close to his ear. “Good luck. Try not to confuse her.”

He nodded. Joyce watched Sheila as she stepped into the corridor. She quietly approached Donna’s room and leaned against the wall outside the door, listening.

“Sam, could I trouble you for something to write on?”

He grinned and handed her his scratchpad and pen. “Trouble me for anything you want, sweetheart.”

She scribbled out a message: 

Are you sure the infirmary is still secure? Don’t answer, just nod.

He frowned and nodded.

She exhaled. “Thank goodness for that.”

“What’s going on, Donna?”

She winced, tugged his hand and urged him to sit beside her. “Keep your voice down. I have to talk fast. I don’t want anyone to overhear.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Do you remember me?”

Her mouth spread into a slow smile. “Of course, I remember you. At first, all I remembered was your cologne, but then it came back to me. I don’t want anyone, but you to know this. I’m gonna use my amnesia to find out whether Richard is the one who’s been blackmailing me. I need you to play along.”

Sam’s mouth spread into his sexy crooked grin. “Answer one question. Did you mean what you said in your letter? Or did you write it because you thought you were going to die?”

“Which part?”

He softly smiled and shook his head. He leaned his face closer. “You know what I’m talking about, pretty lady. When you said, you loved me. Was it just to give me comfort?”

Donna slowly shook her head. “No, but after all I’d done, I didn’t have the courage to tell you to your face. I can now. Yes, Sam Kaliea. I love you. Despite everything you’ve done, I love you,” she said and kissed him. She burrowed her fingers in his hair and held him in place. He didn’t resist her. “Wait!” she gasped. “Where’s the letter? Did you destroy it?”

“Not yet, but I will.”

“Where is it?”

“In my desk.”

“Destroy it, Sam! If Richard finds out what’s in it, it’ll ruin everything. I couldn’t wait ’til that witch got outta here.”

“Sheila?”

“No!” she groaned, “Richard’s grandmother. She makes my skin crawl. There’s something dark and sinister about her.”

He glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t like her either.”

“What did she mean?”

“When?”

“She whispered in your ear. ‘Remember what I said.’ What was she talking about?”

Sam’s eyebrows shot up. “You heard that?”

“Yes! Now tell me.”

He waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, don’t worry about her. She’s full of hot air.”

She tightened her jaw. “What did she say, Sam.”

“She warned me to stay away from her grandson’s wife, but I’m not, especially after what you said in your letter, and just now. I love you, sweetheart. I was so afraid I had lost.”

“How did you save me?”

He swallowed the lump in his throat.

“Sam... be honest with me. How did you save me?”

“Joyce found you on the floor. Your antibodies had dissolved the outer casing of the vial.” His eyes glossed; he kissed the back of her hand. “Donna, you were dead. We had to act fast. There was no time to think. We flushed out as much of the neurotoxin as we could, but it didn’t work. You were clinically dead, sweetheart. I was prepared to do as you’d asked, but,” his voice trailed off.

Her eyes hardened. “Richard and his father stepped in. You gave me the virus!”

“If I hadn’t, we would’ve lost you and the baby.”

“You might’ve lost me, but not the baby!”

“Yes, sweetheart... we would have. Once the placenta had attached itself to the wall of your uterus, it was too late. We don’t have the technology to transfer a fetus to a surrogate.”

“Then you should’ve kept my body on life support until Rich could survive. Don’t tell me it wasn’t possible, Sam.”

“If your body had shown any sign of recovery, maybe, but it didn’t. You had no brain activity. Without the respirator, you had no vitals. Your body would’ve eventually shut down, and we would’ve lost the baby, anyway.”

“We didn’t make the virus to save children. We made it for people whose bodies were no longer capable of repairing themselves,” she said and sighed. “We don’t know what the long-term effect will be, especially for an unborn!”

“Look, Donna! What’s done is done. You’re alive. The baby’s alive. If truth be told, I didn’t want to lose you any more than Richard or Gary or even Sir Richard did. If you want to hate me, then fine. Hate me!” He stood.

She grabbed his hand. “Wait! I know you don’t understand, but my life doesn’t matter. Rich’s does.”

——————
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Joyce hurried back to Sam’s office. “VICi, where is Dr. McGowan?”

VICi; Dr. McGowan is in the cafeteria.

With shaky hands, she used her key to open Sam’s desk. The letter was there, right on top. Below it, a gold DVD disc in a jewel case. She didn’t have time to watch the DVD. She glanced at the door and took the letter out of the envelope. If he caught her, she’d lose her job. If Sheila caught her, she’d tell Sam, and she would still lose her job. Joyce didn’t care.

She scanned through the letter and clenched her teeth. She read through it again, frowned and took a picture of it with her phone. “You don’t deserve someone like Richard, Donna,” she said plainly and put the letter back. “I wonder what he would do if he found out his wife was faking her amnesia.”

Joyce dashed out the door and ran straight into Ian, nearly knocking the collection tray out of his hand. Her eyes widened.

Ian arched an eyebrow. “What were you doing in Sam’s office?”

“I need to talk to you!”

“Let me draw Donna’s blood, and I’ll meet you in the cafeteria.”

“No - too public. Come to my quarters. I’ll make lunch.”

He glanced at his watch. “It’s a little early for lunch.”

“Fine – call it elevenses.”

“OK,” Ian sighed. “I’ll be there as soon as I start these tests.”
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Chapter 5
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Sheila met Joyce in the corridor outside the infirmary. “Hello, Joyce. Taking a coffee break?”

“An early lunch. When you see Sam, could you tell him?”

“Yeah, sure.” She tapped on the door to Donna’s room. “Sorry, I took so long. There was a queue at the cafeteria.” She put the soup on a bed trolley. “I met Joyce in the corridor, Sam. She said to tell you, she was taking an early lunch.”

Donna glanced at him. “VICi, connect me with Gary Browne, audio only.”

“Hi, D. I was on my way back.”

“Come now, and come alone. I need to talk to you. This is important.”

“On my way.”

“VICi, end communication. Sheila, I know you’re friends with Richard, but I need to tell you something. Can I trust you to keep it to yourself?”

She smiled. “You don’t have amnesia, do you?”

Donna glanced at Sam again. “Some of my past is a little foggy, but I remember more than I let on.”

Sheila pulled a chair next to Sam. “I thought you were faking. I’d still like to do some tests.”

“Sorry, I deceived you, but I didn’t want anyone to know.”

“Does this have anything to do with what you told me about Richard?”

She nodded. “I plan to use my condition. I wanna know who was behind my getting pregnant, and why.”

“I see. So, you remember recent events, as well.”

“I know I’m married to Richard, but I’m not moving back in with him. He thinks I can’t remember. I wanna use that to my advantage, but I need your help.” She took Sam’s hand. “We need your help. I want you to tell Richard that he can’t mention anything about my past.”

Sheila shifted in her chair. “Is that fair to him?”

“I’m being railroaded! I believe it had started before I left America. I hope I’m wrong, but it looks as if Richard was behind that, as well. You knew him before. Would he do something like this?”

She glanced at Sam. “Oh, yes, but he loves you.” She paused briefly. “I know you don’t believe that, but he does. He’s done some pretty nasty things to people in the past, me included. I don’t mean harmful, but manipulative and underhanded. He wouldn’t hesitate to use his money and status to his advantage.”

“I don’t wanna cause problems between you and him, but will you help me?” Donna asked.

“What did you have in mind?”

Gary tapped on the door. “What’s up?”

“Where are Richard and his father?”

“Watching the newscast. D... you were right. According to what I’ve seen, Forrest died last night. A couple of months ago, when he finally accepted he was dying, he’d apparently given power of attorney to some guy named John Liu, who has stepped in as acting CEO of Forrest Enterprises. I won’t accept any of this ’til I’ve analyzed the video through VICi, though.”

“Trust me, GW Forrest is dead,” Donna said. “I can’t explain how I know. I just know.”

“So, what’s going on?” Gary asked.

——————
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Dr. Andrew Phorrestson stepped in front of the reporter’s microphone. “That’s right. Apparently Mr. Forrest had suffered from the disease for some time. He’d been receiving treatment from Dr. Mark Mobley in Shreveport, Louisiana, in the US, with whom I have consulted on this case. Mr. Forrest was in the final stages of chronic myeloid leukemia. While on a business trip to the UK, he collapsed and was brought to the RVI in Newcastle. He did not respond to treatment and was pronounced dead on Thursday, at 11:05 pm.”

“Was a post-mortem performed and if so what did it show?”

“Due to his preexisting condition, no post-mortem will be carried out. Mr. Forrest died from a heart attack brought on by the stress of his illness.”

“Will Mr. Forrest’s body remain in the UK for burial or will it be returned to the United States?”

“You would have to ask Mr. Liu that question, I’m afraid. Now, if you will excuse me, I have patients to attend to.”

“This is Mark Barriman, BBC Northeast, returning you to the studio.”

“Thank you, Mark. George Forrest was born in Austin, Texas. The son of the oil magnate Barnes Forrest and Genna Welch. Forrest received a bachelor’s degree in business from Yale University and became a billionaire in the pharmaceutical industry. His most well-known product, the controversial sweetener Azuratyne, can be found in the majority of diet drinks and foods. However, he had interests in other areas such as GM foods, rocket fuels, explosives, nanotechnology, and insecticides. Well known for his fractious nature, he was voted three times as the world’s most unpopular man. Less well known was his role as a benefactor in the development of new sewage treatments. Though married once, Mr. Forrest leaves no heir. Rumor has it, his second-in-command, Mr. John Liu, will be stepping in as acting CEO of Forrest Enterprises. It is not yet known who will benefit from Mr. Forrest’s estate.”

“Well, it just goes to show, no matter how much money or power you possess when the Grim Reaper comes knocking, none of that matters.”

“When the Grim Reaper knocked on Forrest’s door, he was probably wearing rubber gloves.”

There was laughter in the studio.

“I’m not sure we can say that on the air. Nevertheless, we now turn you over to David for the racing results.”

~ ~ ~
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Sir Richard and John stared at each other. “Is it possible?” John prompted.

“The stress of his condition could’ve brought on a heart attack,” Richard said.

Sir Richard took a slow breath and played with the stubble on his chin. “He didn’t seem that ill when he called to brag about what he did to Donna. Maybe we missed something. VICi, access main database. Replay conversation with GW Forrest, on 14 August. Display to wallscreen.” They watched the message.

~ ~ ~
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“VICi, stop. Rewind time index by two minutes,” Sir Richard said. “Pause playback. Zoom in and enhance frame.” He pointed. “What’s that on his hand?”

“It looks like an IV shunt,” Richard said. “And, I believe, to the right at the edge of the frame is an IV pole.”

“Something else about that conversation bothered me,” Sir Richard said. “Forrest was a chain-smoker. He had a cigar in his hand but not once, did he put it in his mouth.”

“The bastard must’ve been faking it!” John said.

“Or not,” Sir Richard nodded. “It could go either way. Get someone on this. I want confirmation of his death – solid confirmation. In the meantime, it’s business as usual. As far as we’re concerned, GW Forrest is alive and as dangerous as he’s ever been. This is not something Donna needs to know.”

——————
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Gary frowned. “You’re serious? D, do you honestly believe we can pull this off?”

Sam put an arm around her shoulders and tenderly kissed her. “With us helping her, I know she can.” She smiled and rubbed her head against his shoulder; breathing in the familiar fragrance of his cologne.

“You’re going along with this?” Gary prompted.

Sheila smirked. “It won’t be the first time I’ve fooled Richard Triplet. He just doesn’t know that. I would like to point out, not going back to him could backfire. If you want him to believe you’ve lost your memory, you’ll have to be careful. He can be deceptive, at times. Fooling him was never easy.”

“She’s right,” Gary said. “If he gets suspicious, he’ll have VICi monitor every move we make.”

“I thought you were the only one who could do that,” Sam said.

“True,” he groaned, “but don’t forget what he pulled off in London. Using that shop’s computer to piggyback a message on VICi’s satellite signal took some doing. It also cost him a fair amount in compensation.”

“Shop in London? Compensation? What are you talking about?” Donna asked.

Gary forced his breath out and opened his mouth. She held up a hand. “Don’t tell me. Lemme see if I can remember.” She closed her eyes briefly and looked up at Sam. “When we were living in the guesthouse, Richard flew down to London with John and Sir Richard. They had some kinda meeting to go to.”

“I knew moving into the guesthouse was a mistake, but I wanted to be with you,” he said.

“We found out someone was spying on us using... a virus, on our... phones.” Her eyes twinkled. “That’s right – a BSV - Bluetooth Seeker Virus!” She turned her attention to Gary. “You couldn’t figure out how he’d done it, but then you couldn’t prove it was Richard either.” Her eyes widened. “That’s where all that stuff came from! The clothes, the jewelry, the perfume – all of it. I’ll bet if you compare the tags to the ones in that shop, you’ll get a match.”

“What do you mean, D?”

“Richard took me upstairs to his bedroom....”

“As expected!” Sam interjected.

She frowned. “There were stacks of boxes all over the room, even on the bed. He said he’d bought them for me while he was in London. That has to be the reason! He probably bought one of everything in the store so he could use their computer!” She growled.

“That’s easy to check,” Gary said and smiled.

“And you think I’m going back to him!”

“If there’s one person who doesn’t want you to go back to him, it’s me,” Sam said. “But... what I think they’re trying to say is, you’d need a good excuse not to.”

“Oh, I’ve got one! He knew how I felt about the baby before Sam gave me the virus.” Gary opened his mouth. She held up a hand again. “I know. Sam explained why a surrogate was out of the question, but so was giving me the virus. Richard didn’t even consider what it might do to his son! That’s reason enough for me.”

“When do you plan to spring this on him?” Sheila asked.

She sighed. “I’ll have to work on it. Trust me, if the opportunity presents itself, I’ll take it.”

VICi; Call for Gary Browne from Richard Triplet.

His eyes widened. “Now what?” He groaned and shook his head. “D, why do you keep dropping me in it?” He exhaled. “VICi, audio only. What’s up?”

“Dad wants you to meet him in the conference room. It’s about the conversation with Forrest. Why didn’t you accept video?”

He glanced at Donna and cleared his throat. “There are some moments when I require a little privacy, Richard. I was in the restroom. I’ll be there in a second.”

“You wouldn’t be visiting with my wife, would you?”

He glanced at Donna again. “I was,” he frowned.

“Do me a favor. Pop back in and tell her I’ll be there shortly. The climatology module has been installed, and I have to interface it and bring it online. VICi, end communication.”

“He’s as arrogant as ever,” Sheila said.

Gary stood. “I’ve gotta go. Eat some of your soup and prepare for your first act. If everything goes well, it won’t take him long to bring the module online.”

Donna picked up the spoon. “So... are we all in this together?”

Sheila snorted. “I guess I better get busy. You don’t mind me doing some of your tests while you eat, do you?”

Donna gave Sam a wary glance. Sheila hadn’t answered her question. “I don’t mind.”

“See you later, D,” Gary said. “It’s good to have you back.”

“Wait! Who do I talk to about getting separate quarters?”

“Um, that would be Richard or John. You could always bunk with me. Where did you have in mind?”

She turned her attention to Sam. “I don’t wanna talk to Richard about this, but I’d like the one across the corridor from yours.”

He winced and glanced at Gary.

Donna narrowed her eyes. “That is unless I’d be cramping your style.”

Sam smirked. “I’d let you stay in one of my spare bedrooms, but I don’t think Richard would go for that. The quarters across from mine and the ones next to it at the end of the corridor were reserved.”

“The one next to mine, on the way to the cafeteria is open,” Gary said.

She groaned. “I guess that’ll have to do. At least it puts me further away from Richard.”

“Do you want me to talk to him?”

“Would you?” she smiled.

He pressed his lips into a thin line. “Sure, why not? Sink or swim, right?”
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Chapter 6
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“Donna, you’ve probably had this done before, but VICi uses a different approach,” Sheila said. “I want to monitor your neural pathways while I show you some pictures and ask you some questions.”

She put the spoon to her lips and sipped some of the soup. “Is it similar to an EEG?”

“Somewhat, but we’ll monitor your responses on the wallscreen.”

“I guess I better stop eating ’til you’re done, then.”

“Other than the motor skills test, that’s not necessary. Movement doesn’t affect VICi’s neural scan. Sir Richard’s technology is remarkable. Shall we begin?”

“Sure,” she said and put her spoon down.

“VICi, deep cranial scan. Focus on temporal and frontal lobes. Display to wallscreen. Render a 3D model and display neural pathways to other areas of the brain in real time. OK, Donna, I want you to relax. If you can’t remember something, don’t push yourself.”

“I’ll try.”

“Close your eyes. Now, touch your thumb to the end of each of your fingers and tell me which finger you’re touching.”

“Index finger. Middle finger. Ring finger. Pinkie,” she said and did the same on her other hand.

“Good. Now touch the tip of your nose with your left index finger.”

Donna followed Sheila’s instructions through the rest of the motor skills test.

~ ~ ~
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Richard tapped on the door. Donna discreetly let go of Sam’s hand. “Can I come in?”

“Sure, but keep quiet,” Sheila said. “I’m testing her memory.”

He sat in the chair next to the bed and took her hand. Sheila showed her pictures of familiar things. She identified them all. She showed her pictures of people she should know. Donna recognized everyone she’d met since she regained consciousness.

“Who’s this, Donna?”

“It’s,” she broke off; her eyes glossed. “It was my mother, but, she’s not around anymore... is she?”

“No. I’m sorry. According to your personnel file, she’s been gone since you were nine.” Sheila changed the slide.

Donna took a slow breath. “That was my grandmother,” she said.

“Do you remember anything about her?”

“She took care of me after my parents were... killed... in some kinda... accident. I was still a child. That’s all I remember.”

“That’s good, Donna. I know this is difficult. I’m sorry that I have to bring back painful memories for you, but I need to know how badly your memory has been affected. Are you OK to go on or would you rather...?”

“No, I’m fine,” she broke in and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.  I wanna get this over with. “Please, go on. I wanna remember. I feel like there’s so much I’m missing.”

“OK, but if you get tired, we’ll stop. Do you remember where you are?”

“According to what you’ve told me, I’m not in an ordinary hospital. But I don’t remember how I got here.”

“What about Richard? What do you remember about him?”

She thought about how Nadine, Jared’s mother had taught her to block things out. She took a deep breath and built a warning barrier around her memories of Richard. She looked at him, studying his eyes. Please work. “We’re close friends, but... I feel I should know... more. I know I like him,” she said and smiled.

Sam snorted. “Yes, yes, everyone likes good ole’ Ricky,” 

“No!” she frowned. “Don’t call him that. He wants to be called Richard.”

He softly smiled.

“Let’s try something else,” Sheila said. “Do you know him?” she asked and watched the neural scan as her pathways reached out.

Donna stared at the wallscreen; studying the man’s deeply tanned skin, his dark, penetrating eyes, and his long black hair. His sexy grin made her stomach tingle. She concentrated hard. Her neurons tried several different pathways, all firing in the same direction, aimed at a particular area of her frontal lobe but made no connection. “He’s incredibly handsome,” she said and cocked her head. “Should I know him?”

“Do you recognize this?” Sheila asked and smiled. “VICi, play ‘Making a Comeback’ by Raging Storm, track three.”

The man’s voice touched every fiber in her body. Donna’s neurons fired in the same direction, but as before, abruptly came to a dead end. “He sounds familiar. I think I’ve heard him sing before. Who is he?”

Richard breathed a sigh of relief, so did Sam.

“You don’t remember Jared Thundercloud?” Richard prompted.

Her eyes twinkled. “Yes! He’s a friend of mine and Gary’s. I remember him now. Talk about sexy!” She frowned. “He was engaged when we first met. We talked again a few months ago at a doctor’s convention in Shreveport, but he was with another woman then, too. He has the sweetest little girl, Sarabeth, but friends know her as Beth.”

“OK, what about the woman next to him?”

“We grew up together. That’s my best friend and assistant, Juanita Walton. She’s probably pulling her hair out wondering where I am. Is she here, in England?”

“No, pet,” Richard said. “She’s in the States, with Jared.” 

“So, they’re... together? When did that happen? She sure kept that a secret.”

“Juanita and Jared got together, recently,” he said.

Sam rolled his eyes. Richard was lying, but at least that part was true. She did live at Wisteria Hall, but they were not a couple.

“Typical,” Donna groaned. “I had such a crush on him, but he wasn’t interested in me.”

Richard glanced at his feet. If she only knew. She won’t hear it from me.

“He is sexy, isn’t he?” Sheila prompted.

“Yes! And he knew it too,” she said without hesitation. “When can I get outta here?”

“I’d like for you to take a walk, first, so we can see how your motor skills have been affected. Sam... why don’t you walk her down the corridor while I talk to Richard.”

One side of his mouth turned up. “Would you like to take a stroll with me, pretty lady?”

Donna arched an eyebrow. “Um, yeah, I guess so, but not in this hospital gown.” What is Sheila up to? Why does she need to talk to Richard, alone?

“I’ll bring you something,” he said without thinking.

“Where do I live?”

“Here. This is not just a hospital. There’s an entire community here, pet. You’re in the infirmary.”

“Where exactly is here?”

“I’ll explain when we get a chance.”

“How are you gonna get my clothes?” Let’s see him get outta that one.

Richard tucked his chin and thought fast. “You gave me a spare key.”
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