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Chapter 1
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Abigail Kaliea stared across the rolling purple hills before her. Laden vines stretched to the horizon. Each day she watched the Tasmanian sunset and wondered where her long-lost son could be.

Her heart broke; her mind drifted. It had been so long. Word of his fame had reached her shores, but still, her arms ached for him. Would she ever see Samuel again? A tear dampened her cheek. 

She peeled the flap back and pulled out a single piece of parchment. She read the cryptic lines and sank to her knees. “No! It can’t be!”

——————
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Finalizing a divorce with someone you detest is a relief. Divorcing someone you love is a tragedy. For Richard Triplet, it was the latter. How do you convince the world, love doesn’t ask to see your birth certificate? Shouldn’t the blame be laid on those who knew the marriage never should’ve taken place?

With tear-filled eyes, he signed the Decree Absolute and handed it to Donna. He felt lost and alone. He hadn’t considered what lay ahead.

For her, it was the opposite. She loved the baby she carried, but regardless of how hard she tried not to be, she felt betrayed and violated. She cared for Richard, and she loved Sam, but her heart would always belong to Jared Thundercloud.

Lady Triplet had caused so much pain and heartache for everyone, it would be a relief when she went back to her castle. If Sir Richard sent her back.

——————
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Unlike Richard and Donna, either way Sir Richard won. He might have lost a daughter-in-law, but he’d gained a daughter. The love child between him and Marie Rigden, Donna’s mother.

The rift between him and his mother, Lady Triplet, had become the River Styx, a barrier to separate the world of the living from the world of the dead. In his eyes, she was dead. What she had done to his two children, Richard and Donna, was unforgivable. For the sake of bloodline and duty, she had denied him happiness.

According to Kevin Wilson’s diary, there was a chance, Marie was alive. Sir Richard’s new goal in life had become to find her. He would leave no stone unturned. When this investigation was over, he would hold the proof in his hands or in his arms. If fate were kind, it would be in his arms.

——————
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Sam could only be described as the cat that stole the canary, a white knight on a mighty steed. Hard to believe not long ago, he’d been the black sheep among the Triplet elite. What twist of fate had made Sam Kaliea part of this madness? Had it been by design or by destiny?

Lady Triplet’s words haunted him like a ghost from his past. He wondered if he was the only person who had picked up her prophetic phrase. ‘Everyone has dark secrets. Tell us what you ran from? Where are your roots, Sam? In a vineyard – doubtful. Who is your father, Sam? If I were you, I would watch my back! The wind can change direction without warning.’

Since the trauma he’d undergone with Donna, Sam had questioned his origin. If he had to, how would he answer Lady Triplet’s questions? How much of his past did he know? He’d been a scared teenager running from an abusive stepfather.

According to Abigail Kaliea, his mother, his father had died before he was born. She’d said he was someone of importance, but had seldom spoken of him. Jordan, his stepfather, had all but destroyed the evidence to Sam’s shadowy past.

All he could remember, was his father’s name, Matthew. His mother never mentioned a surname, and when Sam was old enough to ask, she had claimed she couldn’t remember. Maybe she couldn’t. Maybe she chose not to. Had she lied about Matthew?

——————
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Donna approached him from behind. Sam quickly closed his laptop and turned in his seat. “What were you doing?”

“Researching my roots,” he said. “Nothing important.”

“You do that a lot these days. Is it because of what Lady Triplet told us, on Christmas Day?”

His eyes widened slightly; he smirked. “I didn’t think you caught that,” he said and pulled her into his arms. “Does anything get past you?”

“Not a lot, especially when it concerns someone I love.”

He took a slow breath. “I love the sound of that.”

She cocked her head. “Of what?”

He laughed. “Richard was right about you. You’re a tease. You know what I meant, Miss Triplet.”

Because Sir Richard had acknowledged her as his daughter, at least in their world, she’d kept her new surname. She arched an eyebrow. “So, you and my brother have been talking about me behind my back. I’m not sure I like that.”

“Sweetheart, when it comes to understanding you, I need all the help I can get and then some.”

She softly smiled. “If I’m so complicated, why bother?” 

“I intend to peel away your defenses, layer by layer. I’ll tear the walls down, brick by brick if I have to.”

Donna sighed. “What if you don’t like what you find?”

“Then, I’ll claw my way to the surface and be content with the woman I fell in love with.”

“Alright, but remember, I’m one of them, a true Triplet.”

——————

[image: ]


Slowly he opened his eyes. The pain on his face replaced that in his head. The light was blinding. He tried to focus on dark horizontal lines and a blurry image. Was it a man or a woman? He couldn’t decide. He attempted to speak; his throat ached and burned.

“Do not try to figure this out. My voice has been masked. You will know who I am when I tell you... if I tell you. Your future, should I choose to give you one, depends on your ability to follow orders. You cannot speak without considerable pain, so nod. Understood?”

He dipped his chin.

The light waned. Silence filled the room, leaving him with only his thoughts. Where am I? How did I get here? He hoped the answers would come before insanity thrust him into the darkness... forever.

——————
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Sir Richard put the DVD back in its case. He opened the diary and fit the missing pages amongst the rest. Again, he read through the words, slowly. His phone rang. “Yes?”

“Sir, we have found the ambulance driver.”

He slid to the edge of his seat. “And?”

“He admitted, he picked up a woman at the Sewer Works on that date.”

His breath quickened. His heart began to race. “Where did he take her?”

“He wouldn’t tell us. He said he would only speak to you, in person.”

“That could be difficult,” he said and exhaled. “Where did you find him?”

“After contacting the ambulance service, we traced him to the Louisiana bayou. He owns and runs a small bait shop there.”

Sir Richard frowned and rubbed his chin. “A bait shop! Why such a drastic career change?”

“That’s what I thought, sir. He’s hiding something.”

“Have him brought here.”

“I suggested that, sir, but unless we force him, he won’t leave. He’s paranoid for some reason.”

“What about a video call?”

“He’s adamant. It has to be in person, and on his terms.”

“I see,” he nodded. “Watch him, then. In the meantime, find out what you can. I’ll get back to you.”

——————
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Gary, Juanita, and Wein were in a heated discussion over nanonytes and carbon-fiber meshes. Gary looked up. “Hi, D,” he said when Donna entered the room. “Thanks for coming. Take a look at this. It’s one of our newest research projects.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Does it have anything to do with imitation cubical chicken or black rice?”

He glanced at Wein. “Um, no to the chicken, but it involves nanonytes.”

“You still have some of those damn things?” She stepped back. “I want no part of them!”

Juanita laughed. “I told you she’d say that.”

Gary frowned. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, dear. D, I assure you, these are perfectly harmless. I’ve programmed them to do something more constructive.”

She looked at him through hooded eyes. “Do I have to taste it?” 

“I just need you to write your name on this piece of paper.”

“If that’s all I’ve gotta do.” She quickly scrawled her name. “There, now, could we get on with the demonstration? I need to speak with you privately.”

He laughed. “You just finished it!”

She frowned. “I haven’t done anything.”

“Yes, you have,” Gary smirked and held out the paper and pencil.

“That’s your demonstration?” Her lips parted. “A piece of paper and a pencil?”

He exhaled. “Donna, nanotechnology is very complex.”

“Try the rubber,” Wein said. “Rub out your name.”

She rolled her eyes. “Wow, this is neat. And both the paper and pencil are made of nanonytes? Let me try again.” She pressed the lead to the paper; it and the pencil turned to a cloud of silvery dust.”

Wein gave her a cheesy smile. “Oops!”

“Oops is right if I can’t get this stuff off my shirt!” She brushed at it with her hand.

“I don’t understand,” Wein said and scratched his head. “Maybe it lost its magnetic cohesion,” he said and shrugged. “Oh well, it worked for a while.”

Juanita laughed. “It was better than your excuse for chicken nuggets.”

He groaned. “Do you have to point out every tiny failure?”

“When it comes to you – yes,” Gary said and rested a hand on Donna’s shoulder. He led her out to the corridor. “What did you wanna talk to me about?”

“A while back, before we found out about my incestuous marriage, when I came in the room, you and Richard were talking. What were you talking about, and why did you stop when I came in?”

He swallowed hard and snorted. “Oh, it was nothing.”

“In that case, you won’t mind sharing it with me,” she said and arched an eyebrow. “Will you?”

“You’re not gonna let this go, are you?”

She cocked her head. “Have I ever?”

“No,” he said and forced his breath out. “Lemme finish what I was doing, and I’ll find you, and we can talk.”

“You better not be feeding me a line. One way or the other, I’ll get to the bottom of this, and you won’t like the other.” She crossed the corridor to the infirmary.

Gary made a mad dash down the corridor. “Richard, if you’ve ever been home, be home now!” He was beginning to think he wasn’t when the door slid open.

“Hello, Gary. What can I do for you?”

He followed him to the kitchen. “I’d like to say this is a social call, but it’s not. We have a problem.”

Richard smiled. “Donna?”

“Yes. She’s asking questions. I can’t lie to her. She sees straight through me.”

“Neither could I. She did me the same way.”

——————
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Sir Richard stared into his daughter’s determined eyes. Finally, he smiled. “Let’s do this in my quarters. Ricky, you, and Gary come too.”

“What about Sam?” Richard asked. “It’s obvious he’ll eventually be part of the family.”

She glanced at Richard sidelong and frowned.

Sir Richard sighed. “We’ll leave that up to your sister. Donna, do you want him here?”

“I’ll reserve the right to share this with him later if it’s alright with you.”

“Of course,” he nodded. “Wait for me in my quarters. I’ll be there in ten minutes. I need to make a quick phone call.”

She stood. “I’ll let Sam know where I am in case he starts looking for me.”

Richard waited until the door closed. “Dad, do you think it’s wise to show her everything on the security record? Some of it will be shocking to her. That’s the reason we agreed to keep it from her until you’d had a chance to investigate. Did you find out something?”

He stood. “Nothing definite, but our agents in Louisiana located the ambulance driver. He’s willing to speak with me,” he paused and glanced at Gary, “in person.”

He slid to the edge of his seat. “Is there really a chance, Aunt Marie is alive?”

“At this point, you know as much as I do,” Sir Richard said. “The coffin was empty. We still don’t know who killed Liu’s men. Unless there were witnesses, which I doubt, the only way to find out, would be to exhume the grave ourselves. Without something to go on, I won’t put Donna through that.”

She entered the room. “You won’t put me through what?”

Gary glanced back at her. “Haven’t you ever heard it’s rude to eavesdrop?”

She sat on the sofa beside him. “If you didn’t want me to overhear, you should’ve locked the door panel.” Not that it would’ve stopped me from hearing your conversation. “What’s going on? This time I want the truth. Not a watered-down version.”

~ ~ ~
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Once she’d read the diary and seen both the DVD and the grave desecration, she’d left in tears. Richard and Gary had asked if she needed them to go with her, but she wanted to be alone. As if she didn’t already have enough on her mind, now she had to deal with this. She’d intended to go to her quarters, but at the last minute, stopped.

——————
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Sam went home to change. As he entered his quarters, Donna was sitting at his piano, playing the saddest music he’d heard in a long time. He stood and listened for a while. “Donna, is something wrong?”

She shook her head; she wouldn’t look at him.

He lifted her chin. “Sweetheart, you’ve been crying. What’s wrong?”

“I should go,” she said and tucked her chin.

Sam knelt in front of her. “Don’t do that! I’ve waited so long for you to open up to me, don’t run and hide now.”

She sighed, closed her eyes, and shook her head. “Is nothing sacred anymore?”

He frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Her eyes glossed. “They exhumed my grandmother’s grave, desecrated her body and tossed it in the bare ground. Did you know about this? Richard and Gary did, even my dad.”

Sam brushed her tears away and softly kissed her. “No secrets, remember.”

She nodded. “It was hard enough, dealing with my parents’ death the first time. Dad showed me a movie of Liu’s men exhuming my mother’s grave. When they lifted the coffin lid, all they found, were bags of sand. My mother could be alive, Sam.”

He smiled. “That’s good news!”

“Yes, in a way,” her voice trailed off.

“What do you mean?”

“When I finally accepted that my parents were gone, I thought I would only have to feel that pain once. Then my grandfather died, and later my grandmother. It was almost more than I could bear. I’m scared to get my hopes up. I don’t wanna go through that pain again.”

“Is your dad looking into it?”

“John assigned a team, right after Christmas.”

“What have they found out?”

“They located the ambulance driver who picked up my parents’ bodies the night of the explosion. The man will only talk to Dad in person. Apparently, he’s in hiding or something,” she said and took a slow breath. “Sam, the driver is in Louisiana.”

“Louisiana! The other side of the Atlantic?”

“Yes.”

“And they’ve kept this from you? Richard kept this from you?”

“Yes,” she exhaled.

He mulled it over. “Your brother is full of secrets.”

Donna touched her necklace and sighed. “At least he gave my locket and microSD card back.” She mentally grinned. Not that I needed the card anymore, thanks to Jared.

Sam snorted. “Of course he gave them back. What reason would he have for keeping them now? Jared is no longer a threat to him, but he is to me.”

She softly groaned and pretended to ignore his comment. With an attitude like that, you bet he does! “If Dad goes to Louisiana, I’m going with him.”

“Why?” So you can go chasing after Geronimo?

She tightened her jaw. “If my mama is alive, I wanna know why she let me suffer all those years? Why she didn’t at least let me know, she was alive.” Her eyes hardened. “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve needed her? How much I need her now? This hasn’t been easy, Sam. I’m carrying my half-brother’s child. Do you think that’s easy to accept?”

He led her to the sofa and held her. “It’s not easy for me to accept either. In a way, I blame myself.”

“Why? I was pregnant when we met. This was Lady Triplet’s,” she broke off. “This was my grandmother’s fault and whoever sent that damn letter. I’m still gonna find out who!”

“I’m warning you, sweetheart. If Richard lied about that, I don’t care if he is your brother. I’ll beat the shit out of him!”

“It won’t change anything. What’s done is done. He’s family. We have to put this behind us and get along with one another. We can’t let Lady Triplet be a dark shadow, hanging over our futures!”

“That reminds me. What do you want to do about the baby? Considering the circumstances... do you want to terminate the pregnancy before it’s too late?”

Donna’s lips parted. “His name is Rich, Sam! I can’t believe you would ask me a question like that, not after I’ve told you how important his birth is.”

“So you want to carry it to term?”

“Sam... Rich is not to blame for the conditions under which he was conceived. Who am I to say what contribution he might make? Unfortunately, none of us knows what impact a single life could have on the whole of society. Rich could be the savior of us all.”

“Or our destruction,” he said under his breath.
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Chapter 2
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Sam was concerned when Donna told him she would be joining her father on the trip to the Louisiana bayou. He didn’t like it, but he’d expected it. Once she’d made up her mind, there was little hope of changing it. He’d followed her around her bedroom while she packed, trying to reason with her. As expected, he hadn’t gained much ground.

He laid a hand over hers. “Please don’t do this.”

“I’ll be fine, Sam. Dad will be there, so will John and his security. They’re not gonna let anything happen to me. I need this! I need closure. Besides, if I get the opportunity, I wanna go through my grandmother’s attic. I didn’t get the chance before I left the States. There should be more of my mother’s things up there that my grandmother packed away after the funeral.”

He threw his hands in the air and sighed. “Fine! I’m going with you!”

——————
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Lady Triplet served her guest tea and biscuits. “Lady Triplet, I understand you have a dilemma. I’m willing to help – for a price.”

“What dilemma would that be?”

“You want Donna’s baby. From a fairly reliable source, I know she’s considering having an abortion.”

Her eyes turned to ice. “She is going to kill the child? How dare she!” she hissed and leaned forward in her chair. “Are you sure of this?”

“Reasonably. For some reason, this baby is important to you. I can’t begin to understand why. I honestly don’t care.”

She leaned back. “What do you want?”

“The same thing everyone wants, immortality, with a few fringe benefits, of course.”

Lady Triplet cocked her head. “What sort of benefits?”

“I want Richard and his lifestyle. I want all the things Donna had.”

“And in exchange you will do?”

“Volunteer as a surrogate for the child.”

“And afterwards?” she smiled curiously

“Give me what I want, and I’ll do whatever you need me to.”

Lady Triplet nodded. “I’ll be in touch.”

——————
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Sir Richard hugged Donna and shook Sam’s hand. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

She glanced at Sam and smiled. “He wants to go to Louisiana with us.”

“Donna,” he frowned.

She held up a hand. “Before you start objecting and saying it’s too dangerous, and....”

“Whoa!” he interjected. “Give me a chance to speak. Your grandmother is beginning to wear off on you.”

She jutted her chin. “You don’t have to insult me!”

“Sorry, petal,” he chuckled. “Unless you want to cite more of my objections, I was going to say, I agree.”

Sam’s eyebrows shot up. “You do?”

“Yes. It’s logical and practical. I can’t talk her out of going. If I said she couldn’t, she’d find a way to get on the plane, and I would discover her at 35,000 feet. If you’re with us, you and Donna, can handle any medical emergencies that might arise. It makes sense. Sam, go pack. You’re going to America.”

——————
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“Lady Triplet, you have to do something!”

“Calm down. What is the rush?”

“Donna is going to Louisiana with her father.”

She exhaled. “I have spoken to my doctor.”

“So we have an agreement, then?”

“I cannot assure you Ricky will go along with this, but I will speak to him. I have swayed his opinion in the past. I am sure if I give him the right incentive, he will come round. Before we can carry out the procedure, I want you thoroughly examined. If you are not a suitable candidate, I must look elsewhere.”

“Wait a minute! Look elsewhere? This was my idea. There’s no reason why I couldn’t serve as a suitable surrogate. Go back on your word and I’ll go straight to Donna.”

Lady Triplet glared at her and slowly rose from her chair. “You would do well not to threaten me, little girl. Attempt to carry out that threat, and you will find yourself in more trouble than you care to deal with.”

——————
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Donna was suffering from a mild case of morning sickness. She’d asked Sir Richard if they could go to Newcastle Airport by car, instead of a chopper, this time. Though he was reluctant, he decided it might be best for his daughter.

They made a pit stop in Hexham, at Knights Café since it was one of Sir Richard’s favorite places to have a full English breakfast. He enjoyed the excellent food, and the peaceful, laid-back atmosphere, something he often didn’t get to enjoy.

Donna and Sam had walked to the local Holland & Barrett and bought her some crystallized ginger, for the trip. Oddly, it had been the only thing that settled her stomach. They stopped by ‘Caffé Nero’, for a bran muffin and some hot chocolate. They ate in the park while they waited for Sir Richard, John, McGowan and Greene.

~ ~ ~
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After they’d finished breakfast, Sir Richard called Sam and let him know they were waiting by the car. He watched him and Donna as they approached, swinging their intertwined hands, laughing and talking with each other. He felt guilty for the things Lady Triplet had put them through, even though he’d gained more than he’d lost.

“I expect we’ll be going to another wedding soon,” John said.

Sir Richard glared at him. “Bite your tongue! I’ve only had a daughter for a short while. He’ll have to prove himself first.”

He laughed and crawled behind the wheel “Your daughter might disagree.”

“Just drive John. I’d like to avoid the traffic.”

McGowan waited by the back door. 

Sam and Donna buckled in.

“We’re making a stop at the Hall,” Sir Richard said. “I want to make sure everything is running smoothly. If there’s anything you need to pick up, you might want to get it.”

Donna gave Sam a worried glance.

~ ~ ~
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Walking through the rooms of the Hall was like walking through a hazy dream for her. Some of the memories were pleasant, like her time there with Sam, but others were painful and best forgotten. So much had happened here. She couldn’t resist walking out onto the portico.

Sam held her hand as they gazed across the back garden. Snowdrops were beginning to break the surface. Spring would be coming soon. “I have some fond memories of this place, and the guesthouse,” he said.

She looked up into his eyes. “So do I.”

He brushed his lips against hers. “Donna, there’s something I’ve meant to discuss with you.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, you know I love you, and I would give you anything you asked me for, but I can’t give you the things Richard did. I wish I could, but I....”

She smiled and caressed his face. “Money allows us to survive,” she interjected, “love lets us live.”

He took a slow breath, pulled her into his arms and kissed her. “You amaze me!”

“Ahem!” Sir Richard softly cleared his throat.

“Hi, Dad.”

He reflected her smile. “I had felt pride when you called me that before, but now that I know you’re really my little girl,” he broke off; his eyes glossed.

She tenderly touched his face. “I love you too, Dad.”

——————
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“Grandma, considering the circumstances, you’re lucky I’m even here.”

“Sit down, Ricky. We need to talk.”

“No, we don’t, and I’m not sitting because I’m not staying. Just tell me what you want. Oh, and, by the way, my name is Richard.”

Lady Triplet arched an eyebrow. “Oh, I see. Dear, you must understand, I did what was in the best interest of the family.”

He rolled his eyes. “Let me tell you something. If it were up to me, you wouldn’t be here. You’d be locked away in your dungeon, stretched across that new rack you so love to brag about. I’ll be honest with you, Grandma. I can’t stand to be near you. It was all I could do to come to your quarters. So save us both the small talk and tell me what you want or I’m leaving now.”

She smirked. “Donna is thinking about aborting your son.”

He forced his breath out. “She wouldn’t do that.”

“Yes, she would. She divorced you and....”

“Grandma, for the love of Pete,” he cut her short. “She’s my sister! If either of us had known. If I had known, I never would’ve pursued a relationship with her, let alone slept with her. You’ve ruined our lives.”

“Donna has what she wanted. It is time you got what you want. Do you want your son?”

“Don’t be stupid, Grandma. Of course, I want Rich. He was conceived when I thought we had a future together.”

“Then do not let her abort this baby.”

“You haven’t shown me anything that suggests she will.”

“Why else would she insist on taking Sam on this trip?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Because she’s in love with him and wants to be with him?”

“Stop being a brat and listen to me. If you do not, Donna is not the only thing you are going to lose. I have a plan, already set in motion. You have to listen with an open mind. It is not without risks, but I have been assured it can be done.”

“If it involves interfering in my sister’s life, I don’t want any part of it.”

“If Donna aborts your baby and she and Sam have a child, it will be the heir to Triplet International and the legacy.”

Richard shook his head and kept walking.

Lady Triplet determinedly followed him. “Do you think the bloodline stops with you? Think of the child, Ricky. If she is going to kill him anyway, what difference would it make?”

He stopped and turned. “I won’t accept any of this as truth until I’ve talked to Donna.”

“Just think about it. Regardless of the circumstances, Rich is your child too.” She waited until the door closed. She switched to a scrambled channel on her phone and stared into the fire. “Proceed with the plan. Start the screening. I need a near perfect match or we fall back on my original plan.”

~ ~ ~
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Richard hesitated in the corridor. “Could she be right?” he asked under his breath. “Do I truly know Donna well enough to say she wouldn’t go through with this?”
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Chapter 3
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Richard sat at a table toward the back of the cafeteria. Alice brought his food and a plate of her warm shortbread. He just stared at it. She sat across from him. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a sad face.”

He sighed. “I’m sick of eating alone. Don’t take this the wrong way, but, I got used to Donna’s cooking.”

She laughed. “Oh, I don’t take offense, Master Richard. Americans use more spices in their foods, especially from her area. I’m truly sorry, about you and Donna. She has made a huge mistake, picking Sam over you. It has really colored my opinion of both of them.”

“I don’t know what you’ve heard, but it was wrong. It wasn’t her fault. She was being manipulated, and so was I.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Alice, as far as I’m concerned, you’re like family.”

She smiled. “I appreciate that, Richard. I consider you family too.”

“What happened, in Sam’s quarters, on Christmas day was an act. We planned it - apart from Dad. In fact, it was Sam’s idea. We didn’t want Dad’s reputation damaged, so,” he broke off. “Bottom line. Adultery was not the reason we divorced, and she didn’t cheat on me with Sam. Donna is my half-sister. Dad is her father too.”

Alice’s lips parted. “My word! Oh, my goodness. I didn’t know.”

“No one does. I want it kept that way. We only found out a day or two before Christmas.”

“And the baby she’s....”

“It’s mine,” he interjected and tucked his chin.

“Oh, Richard! I’m so sorry. Is she going to terminate the pregnancy?”

“No! At least I don’t think she is. I’ve heard that she’s considering having an abortion, but,” he broke off. “You must keep this to yourself. I’m telling you because I trust you, and I didn’t want you to feel bad towards Sam or my sister.”

Alice patted his hand. “You can count on me. I would never share any of your secrets.”

“Excuse me. Are you Richard?”

“That would depend on which one of us you want, me or my father, Sir Richard.”

“I was told to speak to you about changes to the astronomy lab. I’m Katherine Thundercloud, Kate, Jim and Nancy’s daughter. We met briefly at the Christmas party.”

He looked up; his eyes twinkled. “I guess it’s me you’re looking for, then. Have a seat. What can I do for you?”

Alice stood. “I’ll speak to you later,” she said and leaned closer. “And, don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt your breakfast,” Kate said.

“It’s alright. My heart wasn’t in it.” He put the tray on the counter and grabbed his shortbread. “Care for one?”

“That is shortbread, isn’t it?”

“Only the best in all of England.”

“I believe I will,” she said and sank her teeth into one. “You’re right,” she smiled and pushed a crumb from the corner of her mouth. “They’re lovely.”

He picked up his coffee and escorted her to the corridor. Lady Triplet called out to him. Richard gently turned Kate. “If you don’t mind, we’ll take a detour through the park.”

“Not at all,” she said. “Are we avoiding your grandmother?”

He rolled his eyes. “Whenever possible.”

——————
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Richard and Kate had spent the better part of the day moving things around in the astronomy lab to meet her specifications. They were exhausted, and not as tidy as they had been when they began the task that morning. He crawled out from under the control panel and looked up. “Well, I think that’s got it. Everything should be linked in now.”

“Are you sure? I don’t like the idea of smashing my nose against the door.”

He chuckled and stood. “Let’s find out. VICi, link in biometric data file, Kate Thundercloud.”

VICi; Data file linked.

“Test it out. Remember to address it as VICi.”

Kate took a slow breath. “VICi, display constellation chart, center over Orion’s Belt and zoom in on Alnilam.”

VICi; Displaying Alnilam.

“It seems to be working,” he said. “Satisfied with it now?”

“Yes, I suppose I am,” she nodded. “Thank you, Richard.”

“It was my pleasure. Anything to get me away from that boring office. I’ll be glad when my father gets back. Sitting behind a desk is not for me.”

“I know what you mean. I’ve never been a desk person myself. I’d rather have my hands dirty than smelling of alcohol.”

“I guess our friendship stops here, then,” he said and arched an eyebrow.

“Why?” she frowned.

“If you don’t like the smell of alcohol, you won’t like being around me.”

“I don’t follow.”

“I work in the genetics lab with Gary and Donna. I’m a biogeneticist.”

Kate’s cheeks showed some color. “Sorry, I forgot.”

He headed for the door. “It’s alright. I’ll remember to dip my hands in petrol before I visit – shall I?”

“Alright, smarty,” she laughed. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

He chuckled. “I’ll see you round.”

“Wait!”

“Is there something else you need?”

“I’m, um, I’m taking my son to the play area for lunch. We’re having a picnic. Would you like to come?”

Richard paused in thought. “Yeah, sure,” he sighed. “Want me to bring anything?”

“Just yourself. I hope you don’t mind egg salad and peanut butter and jam sandwiches. I’d offer you a meal, but my kitchen is a little out of sorts. I’m afraid, I’ve devoted too much time to the lab and let my domestic skills slide.”

“I would invite you round to my place, but it’s a little messy right now,” he said and snorted. “Apart from the floor, of course. The cleaning bots take care of that bit.”

She swallowed hard. “I, um, I could come and give you a hand.”

“Nah – but thanks for the offer. I’ll meet you and Tom in the park.”

She smiled and watched him leave.

——————
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Kate and Richard had spent several hours in the park with Tom. He glanced at the time and frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“I promised to have evening tea with my grandmother,” he said and groaned. “She’s strict on punctuality. I’m afraid I have to leave you. It was a lovely afternoon. We’ll have to do it again sometime.” He helped her to her feet.

VICi; Communication from Lady Triplet for Richard Triplet.

He sighed and shook his head. “See what I mean. VICi, communication accepted.”

The wall screen showed an enormous image of Lady Triplet sitting in her chair by the fire. “There you are! Do you realize you have exactly five minutes and fifteen seconds to get here or your tea will be cold?”

Kate took Tom’s hand. “I’ll see you later, Richard.”

“Ricky... aren’t you going to introduce your guest?”

Great! “Grandma, this is Kate Thundercloud and her son, Tom,” he said and put on a plastic smile. “This is Lady Triplet, my grandmother.” Wait a minute! She recommended Kate. Has Grandma gone senile?

She smiled. “Oh! What a lovely little boy. Would you like to come to my place and have a nice bowl of ice cream?”

“Oh, yes, please!” Tom said.

Kate looked at Richard. He hesitated. Finally, he shrugged. “Why not, if you want to.”

“Um, yeah, if you’re sure we wouldn’t be intruding.”

Lady Triplet smiled coyly. “Oh, no, dear. Now Ricky, do hurry. You know I don’t like cold tea. VICi, end communication.”

“I really am sorry to inflict this on you.”

Kate smiled. “I don’t mind. I’ll just run this back to my quarters. Could you watch Tom for me? I’ll only be a tick.”

He smiled and picked him up. “We’ll wait for you here.”

——————
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“Oh, good,” Lady Triplet said. “You’re here. Lela, take young Tom to the kitchen and give him a bowl of ice cream and hot custard. Do sit down, dears, and I’ll serve the tea. How do you take yours, Kate?”

“With a slice of lemon please.”

Kate and Richard sat on the sofa across from Lady Triplet and sipped their tea. She glanced at them. “You two make a lovely couple.”

“Grandma,” he drew out and frowned.

“Oh, Ricky you’ll be fine. You’ve had a traumatic experience, but we don’t cry over spilled milk. We clean it up and move on. Isn’t that right, Kate?”

Her eyes widened. She swallowed hard and glanced at Richard. “Um, I suppose,” her voice trailed off.
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Chapter 4
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After refueling at St. John’s, in Newfoundland, ten hours later, Sir Richard’s private jet taxied to the terminal at Louis Armstrong Air, early that afternoon. John’s security was waiting for them. Once their luggage had been transferred, they were driven to their accommodations.

The limo pulled up to the Waldorf Astoria. Though Donna had become accustomed to this lifestyle, Sam was about to learn what it meant to be a Triplet. Now that he and she were together, for once, the power and influence, Sir Richard wielded, didn’t bother Sam.

~ ~ ~

[image: ]


The valet had escorted them to their rooms. Sir Richard had reserved three Astoria suites: one for him and John, one for Sam and Donna and one for McGowan and the other security. Sir Richard handed Sam a credit card.

He frowned. “What’s this for?”

“I thought you and Donna might like to spend some time alone. New Orleans has some exciting live entertainment.”

Sam laughed. “I’m not that poor, Sir Richard.”

He arched an eyebrow. “I sign your pay slip, son.”

“You don’t need to do this.”

“Sam, take the card. Don’t ask questions. You have a certain standard to uphold. You’re escorting my daughter now. After all she’s been through, she deserves some quality time.”

He nodded and sighed. “Thank you, sir. I assume you expect us to take a bodyguard?”

“Sam, I’m beginning to like you a whole lot more.”

“That means a lot to me. Who do you suggest we take?”

“Probably Tim, but speak to John. I’ll let him decide. You might be approached by the press. Remember, you’re under the nondisclosure contract whether you’re at the Complex or not.”

——————
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Not long after Sam and Donna left, with McGowan, for a night on the town, someone had slid an envelope under Sir Richard’s door.

It’s not wise to open old wounds and empty graves. You’ll never find what you’re looking for. You’ve got half the fruit of our labor - go home before they find out, and it’s too late.

He stepped into the corridor but no one was there. He showed the letter to John. “What do you think it means?”

Sir Richard stared out the window, overlooking the French Quarters. “Someone wants us to go home. Our chances of speaking to the ambulance driver just went way down. Tell Tim to bring them back.”

John stood next to a window. “Tim, it’s me. There’s been an incident. Where are Sam and Donna?”

“At the top of the double Ferris wheel, sir.”

“What are they doing up there?”

“They’re, um, they’re kissing, sir.”

“When the ride is over, bring them back.”

“Yes, sir.”

——————
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Sir Richard’s phone rang. “Is this Sir Richard?” a woman asked in a broad Australian accent.

“Yes, it is – who’s this?”

“Abigail Kaliea. I think you and I should meet. I believe we might have something in common.”

“Kaliea? You wouldn’t be related to Sam Kaliea, would you?”

“He’s my son.”

He almost dropped the phone. “He told me his parents were dead!”

“There’s a reason for that. To make a long story short, he and my late husband didn’t get along well. He was the reason Samuel left, but that’s not why I called you.”

“You said we had something in common. What were you referring to?”

“Sir Richard, I would prefer to speak to you in person. It’s a delicate subject, one which concerns Sam’s father and your younger brother.”

“I had a younger brother, Mrs. Kaliea, but what does Sam’s father have to do with him?”

“Matthew was his father.”

Again, Sir Richard nearly dropped the phone. “Look, Mrs. Kaliea that’s not possible,” he said with sarcasm. “My brother died in 1982.”

“I know this sounds fantastic, but it’s not something that’s easily explained over the phone. That’s why I suggest we speak in person. I have proof and can explain.”

Why am I the only person who uses technology? Doesn’t anyone else know about video conferencing? “I see, when and where would you like to meet?”

“There’s a bit of a problem there. I own a vineyard in Tasmania. I’m afraid I can’t turn loose, but, if you agree to come, I’ll give you free lodging and some cases of my best to take home.”

Sir Richard scratched his chin. “I’m tied up right now, myself. I could probably make the trip in a couple of days, but it might take longer.”

“There’s no rush. Consider it an open invitation. I’ve waited a long time for this day. Waiting a little longer won’t change anything.”

“Would you object if I brought my daughter, your son and some of my security? I don’t go anywhere without them.”

Abigail chuckled. “You’re a Triplet. I wouldn’t expect you to. I have plenty of room, Sir Richard. Bring whomever you wish.”

“I appreciate your hospitality, Mrs. Kaliea. I guess we’ll see you in a few days, then.”

“Please, Sir Richard, friends and family call me Abby.”

——————
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“Dad, why did we have to come back so soon?” Donna asked curiously. “I was beginning to enjoy myself.”

He smiled. “So I was told. Someone pushed an envelope under the door. I believe it has something to do with your mum.”

“Really?” Her eyes lit.

“Someone knows why I’m here. They’re getting nervous. I don’t want you to leave the hotel until I know more.”

“We’re still going to Hornbeck, though, right? I wanna dig around in the attic. I think some of my mother’s old stuff might still be there. I’d like to take it home.”

“If it’s possible, but I won’t risk anyone getting hurt over a handful of documents.”

She frowned. “They’re not just a handful of documents, Dad. They’re my history. Granny said mother kept a diary when she was younger. Since I didn’t find it among the stuff I brought back, I’m hoping it’ll be somewhere in the attic.”

“We’ll see, petal,” Sir Richard sighed. “Right now, I need to speak with Sam alone.”

“I’m gonna go take a shower,” she said. “I forgot how hot Louisiana could be. Guess it comes from living underground.” She kissed Sam. “See you in a little while.”

~ ~ ~
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Sir Richard led him to the balcony. “We’re talking out here because I didn’t know whether you wanted Donna to overhear.”

“Overhear what, sir?”

“I got a cryptic phone call from a person in Tasmania, who claims she’s your mum. You told me your parents were dead.”

His eyes widened. “Sir, I can explain.”

He folded his arms and leaned against the wall. “I was hoping you could.”

Sam took a breath. “I never intended to deceive you, sir. Before I left Tasmania, I had undergone years of abuse and ridicule from my stepfather. I never understood why he hated me so much, but I suspect it had something to do with my father.”

“How much do you know about him?” he asked indifferently.

“Very little, I’m afraid,” Sam said and took a breath. “He and my mum met during the Falkland conflict. He had died before I was born. Every time I asked about him, she just said he was a man of importance, and that that their marriage had been an inconvenience to his parents. They didn’t accept my mum.”

“Were you aware your stepfather had died?”

He arched an eyebrow. “Jordan is dead?”

“He must be. Your mum referred to him as her late husband.”

Sam leaned against the railing. “I wish I could say I’m sorry, but I’m not. If there was ever a man who came close to Forrest, it was Jordan.”

“Your mum invited us to come and stay with her. She says she has something to discuss with me. If you haven’t been home in all these years, I think you should go.”

“She’ll try to talk me into staying. She’ll expect me to take over the vineyards.”

Sir Richard laughed. “That’s not going to happen. Donna would never be safe in the real world.”

“I’m not suggesting I would accept her offer. Squishing grapes between my toes is not in the slightest bit appealing to me.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Most people use machines, now.”

Sam grinned. “Yes, sir, but not my family. My maternal grandfather was obsessed with doing things the natural way. I guess that’s where my nature-buff side came from.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that, son. Sometimes it is the best way.”

“I suppose,” his voice trailed off.

“So is that it? Is that the reason why you didn’t tell me you had a mum and stepfather alive?”

“That’s the important part, at least.”

He nodded. “And how do you feel about us going there?”

“I’d love to see my mum, especially now.”

“You want to introduce Donna,” he said and nodded again.

Sam snorted. “Let’s just say my other companions weren’t worth taking home to meet the family. Usually, one-night stands if you know what I mean?”

Sir Richard reflected his grin. “What about Donna? Does she know?”

He tucked his chin. “Yes, sir. We’ve talked about my mum.”

“I see,” he exhaled. “Well, let’s get inside before my daughter gets suspicious. Her telepathic abilities seem stronger since we gave her the virus. If I were you, I wouldn’t try to hide anything from her.”

Sam frowned. “I don’t intend to, sir.”

~ ~ ~
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Donna entered the bedroom. Sam was sitting on the foot of the bed, staring at the floor. She sat beside him and put an arm around his shoulders. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.”

“Then you won’t mind telling me why you’re staring at the floor?”

He smirked. “Looking for my contacts?”

She narrowed her eyes. “If you wore them, and you hadn’t been infected with the virus, I might buy that.”

“Really, sweetheart. It’s nothing.”

“I don’t believe you. Something is bothering you.”

He laced their fingers and softly kissed her. “I have something to tell you, and I’m not quite sure how you’ll take it.”

“Then maybe you should just... tell me.”

“Your father got a call from my mum. It seems we’re paying her a visit.”

“Really?” she smiled. “I’ve always wanted to see Australia. Are you excited?”

He sighed. “As I told you, it’s been close to six years since I was home. I hadn’t expected to hear from my mum, again.”

“Because of what you told me about your stepfather?”

Sam snorted. “He hated me, sweetheart. From the time, I was old enough to know he wasn’t my real father to the day I ran away.” He tightened his jaw. “But that’s OK. I hated him too.”

She frowned. “You don’t mean that.”

His eyes hardened. “Yes, I do, Donna! He was a monster. He said I came from a slacker. He told me I would never be a doctor, just like he said I would never learn to play the piano.”

“I thought he was the one who insisted that you took lessons.”

“He was sure I would fail. He enjoyed seeing me fail.”

“Maybe he told you that to make you try harder.”

“Oh, no, not Jordan. He wanted me to fail. He did everything he could, to see that I did... until I ran away.”

She sighed. “It goes to show you how much he knew,” she said and kissed him. “You’re a brilliant doctor, and you’re not too bad at the piano.” She playfully tousled his hair.

Sam smirked, happy for the distraction. “You’re asking for it.”

She smiled sweetly. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

“If you don’t stop teasing me, you’ll find out.”

Donna nibbled her lower lip. “I wasn’t teasing you,” she said and kissed him again. “I’m playing for keeps, Sam. My guard is down. If you wanna hurt me, now would be the time.”

“With you, I’ve always been playing for keeps,” he said and pulled her into his arms. “What happened with Mary,” he broke off. “When I woke up in her bed, I thought it was a dream, then she stepped out of the toilet. I figured that was it. You contacted me, and I wanted to die, sweetheart.”

She pressed a finger to his lips. “Sam, stop! Lady Triplet arranged that. You were drugged.”

“I’d love to believe that, but I went home with Mary. I was in love with you. I wanted to be with you, and I went home with that....”

She silenced him with a kiss. Sam eased her back on the bed. “What were we talking about?”

“Just shut up and kiss me.”

~ ~ ~
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There was a tap on their door; they sat up.

“Can I come in?” Sir Richard asked.

“Sure, Dad.”

He sat on the side of the bed. “I’ve come to tell you what’s happening in the morning. Before you object, Donna, you are not going with us.”

She frowned.

“I know you want to, but it’s too dangerous, petal. Sam, I want you to stay here and look after my little girl. If she’s with you, I won’t have to concentrate on her safety.”

He smiled. “I appreciate that, Sir Richard.”

“You’ve earned my trust, son. What you and Donna were willing to do, well,” he broke off. “I’ll never forget it.”

She took his hand. “It wasn’t your fault. You didn’t deserve to be dragged down to Lady Triplet’s level.”

Sir Richard squeezed her hand. “You are a true Triplet – duty-bound and determined.”

——————

[image: ]


After they’d finished the evening meal, Sam and Donna went to their bedroom. She sat on the bottom of the bed and strummed her guitar. Sam sat beside her. 

“Why are you staring at me like that?”

He smiled and shook his head. “I didn’t think I would ever find someone with a passion for music equal to my own.”

She handed him the guitar. “Play something.”

He grinned. “You don’t need to do that,” he said and handed her guitar back. He sat behind her, wrapped his arms around her and the guitar and played the introduction to ‘Country Roads’. Donna joined him on the chorus.

~ ~ ~

[image: ]


She smiled when they’d finished the song. “You know, this virus will put us out of business,” he said.

“Yeah, I guess it will.”

“What do we do with our time?”

She chuckled. “I’m sure Dad will find something for us to do.”

He set the guitar on the floor and hugged her to his chest. “We could always work on our music.”

She sighed; her mood saddened. “I miss performing.” 

“Then let’s do it,” he said and kissed her neck. “I’ll compose the music, and you can write the lyrics. It worked for Hugh Grant and Drew Barrymore.”

“Did you ever write the music for ‘Donna’, the piece you composed for me?”

“I don’t need to. That song is locked inside my heart. I’ve written many compositions, but none on the spur-of-the-moment.”

“I wish I could do something like that.”

“I could teach you.”

She smiled. “I’d like that.”

He kissed her. “You know... it would be easier to teach you if,” he broke off.

“If what?”

“If you moved in with me.”

She exhaled. “I kinda expected you to say that.”

Sam tucked some loose hairs behind her ear. “You don’t want to?”

“I didn’t say that... I wanna be,” her voice trailed off.

“Richard and I have one thing in common, Donna.”

“Which is what?”

“We’re both in love with you. But, regardless of how many times you’ve given yourself to me, I would never take advantage of you.”

“So does that mean I can trust you to stay on your side of the bed tonight?”

He reflected her grin. “Yes... but, if you come to my side, you’re mine.”

She arched an eyebrow. “I could ask you to sleep on the loveseat.”

“You could,” he said and kissed her, “but you won’t.”

Donna smiled and went to the bathroom to change for bed.

~ ~ ~
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Sam had changed in the room and crawled between the sheets. He turned over and waited. When he heard the door open, he started making snoring noises.

Donna stood at the side of the bed. Has he gone to sleep that fast? She shrugged and turned out the lamp. She lay there, listening to him. Surely he hasn’t gone to sleep. “Sam,” she softly said. No answer. “Sam,” she said a little louder. Still no response.
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