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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT

  A MATTER OF DECEPTION



  “Christy Poff won’t disappoint her readers with her newest book A MATTER OF DECEPTION. From the first page I was enchanted with Adrienne and Seneca’s relationship and loved how their feelings for each other gave them the strength to survive their horrible separation. I was alternately horrified and fascinated by Seneca’s captivity and the lengths the nemesis went in a bid to ensure he got his own way. Ms. Poff creates heroes you can’t help but love and villains you love to hate and storylines that tease while they tantalize. I’m hoping we’ll see more of Padraic in a future book. He’s so honorable and determined that I’d love to know the type of woman who could capture his heart.”


  Chrissy


  Romance Junkies


  5 ribbon review


  



  “Ms. Poff created characters that are warm and caring and I had to find out what was going to happen. Although Ms. Poff introduced the villain right away, I spent the whole book holding my breath waiting to see what he would do to Seneca and Adrienne and how they would overcome the odds that seemed impossible. Page after page there was something new. A Matter of Deception is a definite must read. I will be on the lookout for more books by this author!”

  Kim N.


  Fallen Angel Reviews


  5 angels


  a Recommended Read


  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT

  AT CROSS ENDS



  “This tale by Ms. Poff is full of suspense, intriguing and emotion turmoil. She makes every page a nail biting experience that will have you on the edge of your seat. Just when you believe all is well; Ms. Poff takes us on another roller coaster ride. This book will have you exhausted by the end. Make sure to get plenty of rest before you tackle reading this story.”


  Candy Cay


  Reviewer for Coffee Time Romance


  Reviewer for Karen Find Out About New Books


  3 cups


  



  “Christy Poff is a whiz at writing intense sexy suspense novels. AT CROSS ENDS contains a bad guy who truly epitomizes the word evil and two people who have survived his inexcusable cruelty. Riley and Mark are strong-willed characters who will earn the readers respect as you learn about the injustices they suffer at Cross’s hands. Now that being said, I couldn’t help but giggle at Mark’s diabolical way of cutting Cross down to size or the poetic justice that occurs toward end of the story. I took great pleasure in each moment of this story and I hope if you pick up a copy that you’ll enjoy it just as much as I did.


  “Christy Poff’s AT CROSS ENDS is fascinating, captivating, and sometimes even frightening. But more than that, it’s a must read. Get your copy from Whiskey Creek Press Torrid today.”

  Sinclair Reid


  RRTErotic


  



  “Christy Poff is a whiz at writing intense sexy suspense novels. AT CROSS ENDS contains a bad guy who truly epitomizes the word evil and two people who have survived his inexcusable cruelty. Riley and Mark are strong-willed characters who will earn the readers respect as you learn about the injustices they suffer at Cross’s hands. Now that being said, I couldn’t help but giggle at Mark’s diabolical way of cutting Cross down to size or the poetic justice that occurs toward end of the story. I took great pleasure in each moment of this story and I hope if you pick up a copy that you’ll enjoy it just as much as I did.”


  Chrissy Dionne


  Romance Junkies


  4.5 ribbons


  



  “This story grabs you by the scruff of the neck and won’t let go until the very end. Christy Poff hooked me immediately with At Cross Ends. Her scenes are rich with detail and the emotions fairly drip off the page. Soul mates come to mind, the love these two share is immediate and continues to evolve as their strengths and weaknesses come in to view. I repeat if you’re looking for a wild and thrilling ride jump onto At Cross Ends for a very stimulating and thoroughly enjoyable Recommended Read by this reviewer.”


  Dana P


  Fallen Angel Reviews


  5 angels


  a Recommended Read


  



  “At Cross Ends by Christy Poff is one of the most suspenseful and thrilling books I have read this year. Riley Devane is one gutsy woman who will do anything for her man and Mark Kincaid is a man worth doing it for, definitely an alpha male, strong and stable. These two are thrown together by circumstance and a diabolical enemy. The treacherous plots he enacts against Riley make your heart pound and your blood rush and she is but a pawn in his scheme of things to come. Mark faces dreadful torture and mental anguish once again at the hands of this madman from his past. The plights they survive are astounding and relentless on this rollercoaster ride of torment and sublime pleasure.


  This story grabs you by the scruff of the neck and won’t let go until the very end. Christy Poff hooked me immediately with At Cross Ends. Her scenes are rich with detail and the emotions fairly drip off the page. Soul mates come to mind, the love these two share is immediate and continues to evolve as their strengths and weaknesses come in to view. I repeat if you’re looking for a wild and thrilling ride jump onto At Cross Ends for a very stimulating and thoroughly enjoyable Recommended Read by this reviewer.”


  Dana P


  Fallen Angel Reviews


  5 Angels


  a Fallen Angel Reviews Recommended Read


  



  “If you like romantic suspense that is a tad over the top for it has super spies, evil arch villains and tests of human endurance and love. It has everything you could want. Ms. Poff came up with a good twist on the standard suspense plot and a hero worth loving, flawed though he is and a heroine worth rooting for. If 24 is one of your favorite shows then I think you might like this book. Or if James Bond makes you swoon and your heart race faster than so will Mark Kincaid. If situations where you see no way out for the protagonists delight you and keep you on the edge of your seat, then this is the book for you. All in all I enjoyed my time with Mark and Riley and wouldn’t mind revisiting them in another story though I have my doubts that will happen, but you’ll find out why when you read At Cross Ends.”


  Shara


  My Book Cravings


  a 4 rose review


  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT

  THE SHADOW OF HER SMILE



  “Ms. Poff has penned a sizzling drama, rich in sensual romance, dark suspense, and high adventure. The secondary characters are as three-dimensional as Laurell and Cole were. The pace of the story was smooth, the dialogue sharp, and not a single detail was missed. This is a heart-wrenching tale of love put to the test by revenge, greed, and evil.”


  Kimber


  Reviewer for Coffee Time Romance


  Reviewer for Karen Find Out About New Books


  3 cups


  



  “The Shadow of Her Smile was a very good book. It had a little bit of every thing including intrigue, suspense, evil, murder, terrorist plots, smuggling rings, friendships, loyalty, laughter, personal loss, life, true love, birth, marriage. Christy Poff created characters were believable and loveable making you really care about the outcome of their plights. The plot was intricate and very well written. This book kept me hooked from the beginning to the end with its suspenseful plot and touching love story. I would recommend this book to anyone who is likes suspenseful mystery mixed in with their romantic erotica.”


  Tara


  Two Lips Reviews


  4 lips


  



  “Christy Poff has filled The Shadow Of Her Smile with thrilling suspense and is a rollercoaster ride of epic proportions. This beauty has everything: hate, greed, deception, evil psychosis, terror, torture and death and yet is offset by love and compassion, loyalty and laughter, healing, friendship, and birth. This erotic romance was a sensuous treat. Christy Poff has given her characters such a depth of emotion you care about their troubles to the very end. She takes you into their reality and you gasp and cry and shout with joy right along with them. Snap this up, once you start your troubles will fly out the window as you engage with Laurell and Cole.”


  Dana P.


  Fallen Angels


  5 angels


  a RECOMMENDED READ


  



  “Christy Poff has an engaging thriller in The Shadow Of Her Smile.


  “The Shadow Of Her Smile is all Cole Dellacourt can think of as soon as he sees Laurell Ravencroft. Cole is an international business man, gambler and he secretly works for an international law enforcement agency. He is after a man determined to acquire Laurell’s home Ravenshire on the Scottish coast. Laurell is a widow and the Lady Ravencroft; she loves her family home and continually refuses all offers to purchase Ravenshire. When Cole and Laurell meet, they each have a hidden agenda, but with love at first sight that goes right out the window. The emotions that pull them together are powerful and they each feel the bond.


  “Christy Poff has filled The Shadow Of Her Smile with thrilling suspense and is a rollercoaster ride of epic proportions. This beauty has everything: hate, greed, deception, evil psychosis, terror, torture and death and yet is offset by love and compassion, loyalty and laughter, healing, friendship, and birth.


  “This erotic romance was a sensuous treat. Christy Poff has given her characters such a depth of emotion you care about their troubles to the very end. She takes you into their reality and you gasp and cry and shout with joy right along with them. Snap this up, once you start your troubles will fly out the window as you engage with Laurell and Cole.”


  Dana P


  Fallen Angel Reviews


  5 Angels


  A Fallen Angel Reviews Recommended Read


  



  “Ms. Poff has written a wonderful book that includes many aspect of what a reader seeks out. Intrigue, erotic passion and mysteries are only the beginning of what will keep one glued to the pages. The characters are developed in a believable way. The relationship between Laurell and Cole develops fast and adds to the overall drama of the story. Douglass Sullivan’s determination to obtain Ravencroft Manor is forceful and the reason’s why, when they are revealed, will shock as well as amaze. I found myself edgy for Laurell and Cole as the danger of their situation increased.

  This is perfect for anyone looking for a creative story filled with entertaining characters, erotic passion and an edge-of-your-seat plot.” TJ


  The Romance Studio


  Overall Rating: very Sensual.


  



  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:

  www.whiskeycreekpress.com



  INTERNET BONDS SERIES BOOK 1: THE REBIRTH OF RACHEL


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid April 2005


  Rachel is looking for a man who’ll love her for her though she wants more than the usual relationship.


  Rafe searches for a woman he can love in his unique way.


  Can his dominance compel the rebirth of Rachel?


  



  INTERNET BONDS SERIES BOOK 2: BLACK HEART


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid June 2005


  Raven is cautious about who she’s with.


  Kyle is looking for dominance.


  Will he find love in her black heart and give Raven her life back?


  



  INTERNET BONDS SERIES BOOK 3: CHARLOTTE MASTERED


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid August 2005


  Charlotte looks for the right man to control her.


  Simon seeks the prefect woman to share his life with.


  When Charlotte’s mastered, what’s next?


  



  EYES OF DARKNESS BOOK 1: DANTE’S FLAME


  Whiskey Creek Press October 2005


  A centuries’ old vampire is looking for love.


  A woman of today is looking for a love life.


  Together, can they ignite Dante’s flame eternally?


  



  EYES OF DARKNESS BOOK 2: SPARK OF A WOLF


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid November 2005


  Sean deals with life-altering changes while chasing a killer.


  Rhiannon can help him but he pushes her away.


  Together, can they light the spark of the wolf?


  



  EYES OF DARKNESS BOOK 3: LOVE HURTS


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid December 2005


  Madison Allcott loses love only to find it again in a dark gentleman.


  Galen Beaumont has hunted for five centuries for a woman to love.


  Will they find out love hurts or will it be the beginning of their eternal lives?


  



  ENTRANCED BY JASMYNE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid February 2006


  The Ardalan sheik needs American help to stop the takeover of his country.


  Her assignment is to get the information to help him but she becomes personally involved.


  When he becomes entranced by Jasmyne, can they save his realm or will they die trying?


  



  THE HASTINGS SAGA BOOK 1: CHASE FOR AN ANGEL


  Whiskey Creek Press March 2006


  A union officer faces the Civil War on many fronts.


  A Southern gem awaits his return but fights her own battle.


  Will his chase for an angel bring them loving happiness?


  



  INTERNET BONDS SERIES BOOK 4: MEMPHIS BELLE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid April 2006


  Belle lost her man to another’s jealousy, remaining faithful to him until she meets perfection.


  Jaspar has everything a billionaire could want except the right woman to share it with.


  Will her past hurt their future or will he safeguard his Memphis Belle?


  



  HELLFIRE


  Whiskey Creek Press May 2006


  Shania made captain on her own.


  Mac found perfection in a feisty firefighter.


  Will the Purists stop them or will they ignite hellfire?


  



  INTERNET BONDS SERIES BOOK 5: DOCTOR HEAL THYSELF


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid June 2006


  What happens when a world-renowned sex therapist needs help in her own life?


  Sheridan Greenlaw must delve into another side of her personality in order to answer her questions.


  Will Ross Beckham help the doctor ‘heal thyself’?


  



  THE SHADOW OF HER SMILE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid August 2006


  Laurell is desperate to save her birthright—Ravencroft.


  Cole, an international gambler, tries to help her while exacting his own revenge.


  Will the shadow of her smile be enough to keep them safe?


  



  BLUE VELVET


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid September 2006


  Ethan gave up on life until finding elegant beauty with a wild touch.


  Roni’s secret wild side intrigues him.


  Will the past haunt their blue velvet love?


  



  EYES OF DARKNESS BOOK 4: RED FIRE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid October 2006


  Valeria learns there is more to life than she originally thought.


  Gabriel wants to live a quiet life out of the limelight.


  When their paths cross, will they be strong enough to survive a red fire?


  



  WAR IN DARKNESS: ADDICTED TO CYN


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid December 2006 (w/Scarlet Love in Torrid Teaser #17)


  An angel of mercy tries to heal wounded soldiers.


  A devil’s disciple must save her life.


  Will his addiction to Cyn be enough for both of them?


  



  SCARLET LOVE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid December 2006 (W/Addicted to Cyn in Torrid Teaser #17)


  She’s fleeing Yankee soldiers.


  He comes to her rescue in more ways than she could imagine.


  How much will their scarlet love heat up?


  



  AT CROSS ENDS


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid January 2007


  Mark Kincaid owes Graham Cross for two years of his life.


  Riley Devane winds up in the middle.


  How long will they be at cross ends?


  



  BLOW OUT


  Whiskey Creek Press February 2007


  Craig fights fires on a huge scale while trying to help save a colleague’s company.


  Jennifer lives a sheltered life until she meets a man who ignites flames in her.


  Will the blow out from the past burn them or fuel their love?


  



  THE BEST OF CHRISTY POFF


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid (print) April 2007


  Rachel needs to redefine her life, finding Rafe the perfect man to help her.


  Melanie needs to redefine her love life though Dante has different long-lasting plans.


  Jasmyne finds life in a different world, Yasir at her side.


  Love in different worlds is still one thing—love.


  



  INTERNET BONDS SERIES BOOK 6: THIS JUST IN…


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid June 2007


  When a television reporter does an expose on the BSDM scene, he angers many. He looks for answers to learn the truth but will he hold onto the one woman whose lifestyle makes him whole or will their enemies silence them before their life together gets started? This just in…


  



  DARK ILLUSIONS


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid August 2007


  A beautiful heiress with a wild side wants to enjoy life. Sephora meets the man of her dreams when Nigel Shelton walks into it from the shadows. Will their dark illusions give them what they need or will they be torn apart by greed?


  



  BIRD IN A GILDED CAGE: THE MYTH OF MIRABELLA


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid September 2007


  Mira lives on the edge of the fashion world in more ways than one.


  Max seeks a killer who paints his victims in 24K gold.


  Will Mira be his bird in a gilded cage before Max solves the case?


  



  THE JOYS OF LOVE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid November 2007


  Ryan and Kendall must fight a looming threat in order to find happiness.


  Cody and Savannah go up against the morals of 1927 Tennessee.


  Can they find the joys of love or will it be lost to them forever?


  



  LOST LOVE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid November 2007


  THE JOYS OF LOVE (TT #41)


  A Philadelphia cop on the biggest case of his career.


  His wife fears the future.


  Can a lost love be revived or will it be lost once more?


  LABOR OF LOVE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid November 2007 in The Joys of Love


  Savannah has lived alone for years, afraid of getting close to anyone.


  Cody comes to work for her but learns more than he intended.


  Will their labor of love prove she can find love?


  



  YULE LOVES: NOELLE’S ELF/HIS CHRISTMAS CAROLE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid December 2007


  NOELLE’S ELF


  Noelle wishes on a star for the perfect gift—a man.


  Dan tries his best to fulfill this for her.


  Will Noelle’s elf make her dreams come true?


  HIS CHRISTMAS CAROLE


  Kris faced an unhappy holiday thanks to his ex-wife.


  Carole experienced the romance of Hawaii by herself for the same reason.


  Will he enjoy his Christmas Carole or will his past get in their way?


  



  DESIRES: DESIRES UNDER THE FALLS/DESIRE IN THE SNOW


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid January 2008


  DESIRE UNDER THE FALLS


  Having too many curves could destroy a career as Penelope learned.


  Having too many curves drove Thorne crazy.


  Could they find Desire under the Falls?


  DESIRE IN THE SNOW


  Layla leaves Los Angeles for a short vacation heading for the mountains.


  Mac shares his life with Cash but is looking for a good woman to spend it with.


  Will undue forces create Desire in the Snow for this hot couple?


  



  INTERNET BONDS SERIES BOOK 7: BLACK LACE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid March 2008


  Chelsea Strawbridge falls hard for a firefighter but she lives in a world that doesn’t accept her desires. Reed Carrington fights fires and finds he ignites one in a society spitfire. Will another snuff that fire before black lace becomes his—totally?


  



  MASKED DESIRES a part of A TORRID CELEBRATION (WCP’s anniversary anthology)


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid March 2008


  Ava’s invitation to the company’s annual costume ball sends her reeling.


  Matthew wants to make her the one of his dreams.


  Will Mardi Gras’ masked desires bring these two together or hide the truth?


  



  A MATTER OF DECEPTION


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid April 2008


  Seneca believed he had everything—a good life, wealth and Adrienne, the love of his life. Adrienne couldn’t wait to become his wife but what happened on the eve of their wedding changed them both forever. Will another man’s evil and a matter of deception make her forget Seneca or will they find their way back to each other before it’s too late?


  



  MIDNIGHT ECSTASIES


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid June 2008


  Carl and Cassie Sandeford have a huge interest in Midnight Ecstasies.


  A serial killer has an even bigger interest in them.


  Who will survive?


  



  DARK & DEVIOUS


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid July 2008


  Jeremy Payne escapes to the quiet of the Pacific Northwest—his past haunting him.


  Sapphire Knight is running from hers. Can love and honesty overcome the dark & devious sides of their lives?


  



  EYES OF DARKNESS BOOK 5: WHITE ICE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid December 2008


  Damon wants to get away and relax—his life in turmoil.


  Sascha has secrets only he can help her with.


  Will white ice melt a dark heart?


  



  INTERNET BONDS BOOK 8: AFTER GLOW


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid March 2009


  Brock Sanders has always been a strong man no matter what he did but…


  Dominique Ashcroft has an extremely dominating personality.


  Will they bask in the after glow of heated romance or will their pasts darken it?


  



  THE HASTINGS SAGA BOOK 2: DEATH OF AN ANGEL—JESSIE


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid June 2009


  Andrew thought the Civil War had left him alone until it came screaming back into his life, his angel—Jessie—suffering the revenge of one man’s evil. Can their love survive or will he mourn the death of an angel—Jessie?


  



  SUNDAY MONEY


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid August 2009


  Derek Manville races open-wheeled cars or anything with a motor as a hobby. Shelby Holland is desperately trying to hold onto her race team and her financial legacy. Together, can they win Sunday Money while keeping their unique bond from crashing?


  



  THE HASTINGS SAGA BOOK 3: WINDS OF LIFE—ALEXA


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid September 2009


  Andrew believed love came to a man once in a lifetime until Alexa comes out of his past to prove him wrong. She asks for his help to settle a deadly range war unaware of his grief for his first wife. Will the evil be deadly or will the winds of like—Alexa—save them both?


  



  DARKNESS INTO LIGHT


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid October 2009


  A night of passion brings Emily together with the man of her dreams only she loses him seconds later.


  A night of passion shows Seth he can have a life with someone only she disappears as quickly as she appeared.


  One night—will it survive and bring them both from darkness into light?


  



  DESIRE 2—HART’S DESIRE & YULE DESIRES


  November 2009


  Hart’s Desire


  Addington Hart knew in high school what he desired in a woman.


  Cory Phelps knew as well, both enjoying their senior year.


  When he made the decision to split up before college, he found out that his Hart’s Desire meant more to him than doing the right thing.


  Yule Desires


  Mara wanted one thing for Christmas—Jared.


  Jared had to get his life straightened out before he could give himself to her.


  Will St. Nicholas give them the gifts they want?


  



  EYES OF DARKNESS MEGABOOK


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid December 2009


  Sean deals with a new life while chasing a killer—can Rhiannon help him?


  Madison finds love with a dark gentleman—will love hurt?


  Valeria discovers a new facet to her life but can Gabriel handle her?


  



  NO DEAL


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid February 2010


  Alicia Billings is a trophy wife whose husband thinks he can ‘sell’ anytime he wants.


  Blake Atherton wants to put a stop to this to give her a life.


  Will this be a win/win ending or will it wind up being no deal?


  



  EYES OF DARKNESS #6: NIGHT WISH


  Whiskey Creek Press Torrid April 2010


  Hayden Beaumont heads home to Paris to escape the society season in California.


  Chandra Richards is an amazing artist who catches his eye and so much more.


  Will someone from his father’s past come between them or will Chandra’s night wish come true?


  My thanks to the reviewers at Fallen Angel Reviews

  who ultimately chose three of my favorites

  as their Recommended Reviews

  and brought about this collection.


  A MATTER OF DECEPTION


  You are cordially invited to share in


  The celebration of the marriage of


  Adrienne Jeanne Hewitt


  And


  Seneca Addison Manion


  On June 12th, 1999


  



  The invitations had been sent and the guest list set, the church decorated in white, and the ballroom for the reception in white with red roses. The bride’s designer gown by Mendicino hung waiting for its time to make the bride look good. The rehearsal and dinner went without a hitch, the happy couple looking forward to the happiest day of their lives.


  Chapter 1


  June 11th, 1999


  



  When the rehearsal dinner broke up, Adrienne Hewitt and her fiancé said good night to their guests then took a walk in the courtyard of the Hyatt Regency Hotel. Her parents had booked several blocks of rooms for the wedding party, immediate families and the out-of-town guests. Doing this, Maureen Hewitt felt she could make sure everyone would get to the church the next afternoon on time.


  “The guys want to go out for a drink,” Seneca Manion said, pulling her close.


  “So do the girls.”


  “How about I knock on your door between eleven and twelve?”


  “Sounds like a plan,” she agreed, “but I want you right now so bad I can’t see straight.”


  “Hold that thought, Blaze,” Seneca said, before kissing his wife-to-be.


  “I can’t wait.”


  “Nor can I,” he said, a hint of an Irish brogue appearing. Seneca had been born in Canada to an English father and an Irish mother. Tall, dark and handsome, he exuded sex though in reality, he was a very down-to-earth guy who didn’t understand why women thought him special. I’m me he once told her. Together since childhood, Seneca had eyes for one woman and one only—Adrienne Hewitt.


  He gazed into her eyes, his dark ones twinkling with devilment.


  “I love you, Blaze,” he said. “Remember, you always leave my heart blazing with desire for you.”


  “I love you, too,” she said, smiling. “I wish all this was over and we could be alone together.”


  “So do I but we must keep the parents happy.”


  “You know I didn’t want all this.”


  “I know but you’ll be the most beautiful bride to ever walk down the aisle and I have the satisfaction of knowing you’ll be all mine.”


  “I’m yours right now.”


  “And I am your devoted servant.”


  “Seneca, I…”


  “Shh, let’s get back. We’ll go out for one last drink as singles then I will come to you and fuck you bloody senseless.”


  “Mmm, let’s skip the drinks and go straight to the fucking.”


  “Great idea,” he said, turning them around to go back to the dining room to find their friends and family.


  “Hey, Seneca, come on!” Padraic yelled before he quickly joined them from across the courtyard.


  “I’ve changed my mind. Adrienne and I have other plans,” Seneca said, squeezing her hand.


  “You’ll have all the time in the world to be together after tomorrow night.”


  “I know, little brother, and I appreciate the sentiment.”


  “Aye, if I had a beauty like her agree to marry me, I’d hold onto her, too.”


  “You’ll tell the others?”


  “I’ll give them a good tale then we’ll hoist a few in your honor.”


  “Thanks.”


  Padraic gave Adrienne a kiss then slapped Seneca on the shoulder. “Never a finer family than us Manions. See you later.”


  His little brother stood almost as tall as Seneca but had the body of a brawny football player, the complete opposite of his older brother. Padraic left them to meet with the others and when Seneca and Adrienne heard the small group laugh, they knew he’d given them a line of blarney so outrageous, it may have bordered on the truth.


  “Now it’s my turn.”


  “Adi, where have you been? The girls are waiting.”


  “I’m sorry, Ari, but I don’t feel up to any more drinking. My head’s pounding from the champagne at dinner.”


  “You’re full of it!” Arianna Winterling, one of her bridesmaids accused.


  “I am not,” Adrienne protested in mock disbelief that her friend could accuse her of such a thing.


  Ari laughed and winked. She gave them both kisses then disappeared into the bar.


  “That was easy. Now, to sneak upstairs.”


  “Let’s go, Blaze.”


  * * * *


  Making their way up to Adrienne’s room had been easy. Seneca had found the employee stairwell and took her upstairs the back way. He checked the hallway seeing no one. They ran to her door, opened it and went inside, locking it behind them. Seneca couldn’t wait, pinning her against the door.


  Their kisses deeply passionate, the heat between them intensified. His hands slipped under the hem of her little black dress and shoved it up over her hips. Extremely low-cut, thin ties crisscrossed her chest to hold the ruffled neckline seductively together. Seneca loved this dress because of way the neckline draped off her shoulders and the bottom of it caressed her hips.


  He kissed her neck, wanting more.


  “I want you naked, Blaze,” he groaned.


  “Anything, Seneca,” she gasped, his mere touch sending her over the edge in a heated frenzy. While he held her tight against the firm flat door, her hands slipped to his belt and the zipper of his pants, quickly undoing both. His groan told her what she needed to know.


  “Do it, Seneca, please.”


  Seneca slipped the shoulders of her dress down the length of her arms baring her breasts to his attentions. He took her nipple in his mouth, suckling it before he did the same to the other. Somehow, she freed her arms from the garment and held his head against her breasts. His hot breath on her skin brought on the first of many tiny orgasms, Adrienne melting.


  She snickered while Seneca fought his way out of his boots then his khakis and boxers—silk and sexy. He lifted her up then let her body slide onto his, sheathing him in her moist heat. With deliberate thrusts, he took her to another edge. Her dress bunched at her waist, her breasts brushed against his chest driving them both crazy.


  With each thrust deep into her body, she gasped. Her breathing erratic, she felt the climax overwhelm her. She cried out his name, groaning as his pace increased. His release near, he kissed her.


  “I’ll never get enough of you, Blaze,” he told her.


  “Seneca…”


  “Light my fire, woman.”


  He exploded into her, filling her with his essence—the future maybe.


  “Seneca, my God…”


  “Take what I have, Adrienne.”


  “Yes!” she screamed. “Yes!”


  She wrapped her legs around him seconds before he carried her into the room to her bed. They fell onto it, still joined together. Seneca helped her take the dress off then he removed the rest of his clothes.


  Adrienne sat up, her body impaled on his cock. She moved up and down stirring his desire more.


  “That’s it, Blaze, fuck me,” he urged, squeezing her breasts. He filled her again after her body clenched his and took him once more.


  “Let’s elope, please. We can…”


  “I’d love to.”


  “Please, Seneca,” she begged before screaming his name again.


  “I don’t think your mother will allow it.”


  She fell to him, spent and happy.


  “I know.” She pouted. “I love you so damned much.”


  “I love you, too and I want to be your husband, lover and slave till death us do part. As far as I’m concerned, we’re married already.”


  “I love you, Seneca, and I want to be your wife, lover and slave till death us do part. As far as I’m concerned, we’re married already.”


  Suddenly, he flipped her on her back, lifted her hips and thrust into her again.


  “Harder, my husband, please,” she begged.


  “Adrienne…”


  “Seneca!”


  Seneca fell to her, their lips meeting.


  “I swear I will love you like this every day for the rest of our lives.”


  “I promise the same.”


  “Blaze, I’ve loved you for so long. Hell, thinking about living without you makes me physically sick.”


  “Same here.”


  Seneca and Adrienne met when her father served as a British diplomatic attaché to the Canadian government in Ottawa. When he received a reassignment to an office in Connecticut, Adrienne left Seneca with a broken heart. He went to college at the University of Connecticut in Hartford where he studied international law just to be near her.


  Adrienne majored in history with an emphasis on nineteenth century America. They shared an apartment off-campus and basically felt they were married already just without the formalities. Their families could not have been happier about their relationship, waiting for the day they’d announce the date they wanted to make everything official and legal.


  After graduation, they rented a house in Greenwich and lived together—happier than ever. They went through everything together including a miscarriage. Seneca stayed by Adrienne’s side, their love growing more. When his parents visited with Padraic, they told everyone they’d set a date—June 12th, 1999.


  Once she heard the news, Maureen Hewitt quickly began making arrangements. As with everything she took on, the affair grew to huge proportions.


  “Mother, I don’t want big,” Adrienne remembered telling her.


  “But we must, dear,” Maureen stated. “Your father’s diplomatic colleagues, the family—on both sides—your friends…”


  “But…”


  “We want to do this for the both of you,” Maureen assured her.


  Adrienne gave up, her mother a very centered woman who always got her way—regardless. She knew all the right things to do and say—an elegant British woman. Lady Maureen Hewitt lived up to her title and position in society—even in the United States where her husband had worked for years with the British Ambassador.


  Lord John Hewitt exemplified the British lord. He reminded Adrienne of Patrick Macnee’s role in The Avengers—always the perfect gentleman. Adrienne loved her parents and Seneca’s family, especially his brother Padraic—a huge relief everyone got along.


  Now, the wedding would take place in a candlelight ceremony and they’d be happily married—in every sense of the word.


  “Where are you?” Seneca asked.


  “Just thinking about how gloriously happy I am.”


  “Me, too,” he agreed.


  She looked at the clock and groaned.


  “What, Blaze?”


  “You’d better get back to your room before she starts looking for you. Remember, you’re not supposed to be here or see me before the wedding.”


  “I don’t want to leave you.”


  “You know Mother—she’ll get upset and start…”


  “I know, don’t remind me.”


  They laughed. Seneca lazily kissed her breast while he slid his fingers into her wet heat. Moments later, he had her on the edge, exactly where she wanted to be.


  “Tell me what to do, Blaze.”


  He groaned once she whispered what she wanted in his ear.


  “Anything,” he said.


  * * * *


  A while later, Seneca got up to leave. He dressed, his shirt unbuttoned and exposing his gorgeous physique. She walked him to the door, a short robe barely covering her sexy body.


  “I’m glad I’m the only one who sees you like this.”


  “I’m glad no other woman catches your attention.”


  Seneca pulled a small box from his pocket, opened it and pulled out a diamond necklace—three diamonds in a row—his love for her eternal.


  “Adrienne, I take thee to be my lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, to love and to cherish, to honor and love even more until death us do part.”


  “Seneca, I take thee to be my lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, to love and to cherish, to honor and love even more until death us do part.”


  “I cannot imagine my life without you, Blaze. I will go to the ends of the earth to keep you safe. I never want to be separated from you—ever!” he told her while he clasped the necklace on her.


  “I feel the same. I always have.”


  “I hate the lonely feeling and being physically sick when we’re apart for an extended time.”


  “Seneca, I love you so damned much.”


  “I love you,” he said, before taking her in his arms and kissing her.


  “Mmm,” she moaned softly.


  “Close the door and lock it for the last time.”


  Adrienne nodded, closing the door between them and locking it, both knowing it would be the only way they’d ever end their evening of ecstatic bliss.


  “I love you, Seneca.”


  “I love you, too, Blaze,” he said before going down the hall to the elevator and returning to his room.


  * * * *


  Seneca Manion slid the keycard into the slot before opening the door to his hotel room. He went in, locking the door behind him and hating the two floors separating him from Adrienne. He figured Maureen needed at least a little bit of the proprieties before she and John gave him their daughter. It bothered him some because they’d been together for so long though he understood considering the stuffiness of some of the members of the diplomatic corps. Hell, we’re almost into the new century…


  He poured a drink and downed it before stripping out of his clothes and taking a shower. He enjoyed the heat on his aching body though it did not even begin to relieve his ache for Adrienne. His cock throbbed wanting her more. After drying off, he slipped his long legs into pajama pants then stretched out, falling asleep and getting some much needed rest before Padraic woke him for breakfast with his groomsmen and their parents.


  Several hours later, he heard a loud bang. Looking at the clock radio beside the bed, he saw it was almost half an hour until dawn. He turned to stretch out again, looking down the barrel of an Uzi.


  “What the hell…” he asked when one of the black-clad masked men stepped onto the bed, his booted feet on either side of Seneca’s legs.


  “Shut up!” a voice ordered.


  Seneca’s mind raced, unable to comprehend what was happening. His heart pounding, he tried to dislodge the man standing over him.


  “Don’t move!” the same voice ordered.


  “If you…”


  “Shut up!” the man repeated, stepping to the center of the bed. Two others quickly pressed a piece of tape over Seneca’s mouth then tightly bound his hands and feet. Seneca struggled to free himself, angering one of the two men who’d bound him. Grabbing him by the hair, the man yanked Seneca to his knees on the bed forcing him to look at the man giving the orders.


  “Because you have to make this hard on yourself…” he started right before he took the gun to Seneca’s face. The others pulled him back to a kneeling position, Seneca glaring at them.


  “Blindfold,” the armed man ordered.


  Seneca tried to move overpowered by the stronger men. They dragged him to the center of the floor, forcing him to kneel again.


  My God, they plan to execute me!


  His mind raced, his heart pounded—Seneca Manion desperately trying to learn why this occurred. Several moments later, it didn’t matter.


  He heard the sound of a wheeled cart being pushed into the room and across the floor then the sound of it falling onto its side. A quick cool breeze gave him some idea of what would happen next. He took a hard hit to his side then felt the two men rolling him into the cart. A quick sting to his upper arm then the feel of sheets being thrown on top of him told him the hard truth—for some reason he couldn’t fathom, someone had paid to have him kidnapped. Why? Why on the eve of my wedding? Oh, my God—Blaze!


  * * * *


  Padraic Manion may have been the younger brother but he inherited the stockiness of his mother’s Irish-Canadian roots. A tiny bit shorter than Seneca, he had a hard body from constantly working out and playing soccer every chance he could. He spoke with a hint of the Irish of his maternal forefathers while his brother spoke with the elegance of their British father unless his temper flared.


  Their differences aside, he and Seneca were very close—closer than most siblings. In fact, even gorgeous Adrienne couldn’t get past their unique bond, a relief to both men. The day a woman comes between us…


  Padraic could dish out the blarney as well as any Irishman but when it came to his future sister-in-law, he held back loving the woman Seneca had loved for a good part of his life. He looked forward to standing for his brother at their wedding—both unique people.


  Around eight on the morning of the ceremony, he left his room to go down the hall to where Seneca had been staying. Because of the deep doorjambs to all the rooms and the fact Padraic had to go to the very last door on the floor, he didn’t notice until too late that someone had broken into Seneca’s room. He cautiously entered the room, wishing he had a weapon while realizing he more than likely didn’t need one.


  “Sen, it’s Paddy, are you all right?” he asked, cautiously entering the room. While making his way down the small entry hall, he pulled out his cell phone and called both hotel security and the police then his father.


  “Da, I need to see you in Seneca’s room. Something’s happened but don’t say a word to Ma until we know more.”


  * * * *


  Three men in workmen’s overalls wheeled several laundry carts out of the hotel to a waiting white van. Only one cart went into the van, the others no longer needed. They drove away, the driver making sure not to arouse any undue suspicion. Once on the open highway, they drove to Boston and the docks.


  The driver headed directly to the last warehouse on Pier 35. Once inside the building, they unloaded the cart, took out their cargo and set to the job of preparing it to be shipped.


  Stretching their captive out in a long box, one slipped an oxygen mask on him while the other started an IV with sedatives in order to keep him unconscious for an extended period of time.


  “Call the boss and inform him everything went according to his plan.”


  The other man nodded, pulling out his cell phone. After a very short precise conversation, he ended the call.


  “He said to continue.”


  The other man nodded and picked up a long piece of wood. Placing it on the box, he nailed it in place before attaching several decals in different languages warning of the extremely fragile contents and the need for the box to sit by itself. The paperwork detailing the shipping instructions checked and signed, he placed the clipboard on the box and called the others to help move it to where it would be loaded onto a ship bound for the Ivory Coast.


  Once the box had been placed in a back corner of the cargo hold, the man again made a phone call and received instructions to keep an eye on the contents and make sure the oxygen and IV did not run out over the course of the voyage. Two men went with it in order to work in shifts, the third taking care of the van and the building.


  Twelve hours after the ship sailed, the warehouse mysteriously exploded taking the van and every bit of evidence with it. Investigators would have nothing to work with considering the extreme heat of the fire and the complete obliteration the blast caused.


  When the container ship finally reached the port of San Pedro, several men joined the two onboard. They offloaded the box, placing it on another smaller ship for the last leg of its trip. Several hours later, the boat docked at a small pier on the Ile de Liberté, an ironically named French penal colony.


  They removed their captive from the box, placing him in a chair in the center of a huge room lit by one lone light bulb. Securing him to the chair bolted into the floor, they left and locked the door behind them.


  “Your delivery has been made and will be coming out of the sedatives in a short while. Your warden is ready to complete his part of the plan.”


  Once outside the building, the two men who had accompanied the box from Boston met with several guards who showed them to their quarters. Several moments later, shots rang out—the guards returned, the men did not.


  The warden—Colonel Etienne Lesarde—sat in his chair and smiled. Up to now, everything had gone according to plans laid out by a mysterious benefactor. With a healthy balance in a Swiss bank account waiting for him when he retired, he could virtually do anything he wanted with the new prisoner and get away with it. On the island, the colonel personified law—his law.


  Dealing with Michael Barnes, a convicted murderer or so his records would show, would be a pleasure—just like the other man who’d arrived in much the same way the year before. He poured a brandy, sat back and enjoyed it. In a few hours, his newest inmate would begin to learn what life on the island held for him. Life is good.


  * * * *


  Vincent Sonsalla needed an in. He’d watched the diplomatic scene for years, targeting the right women—the ones whose connections would get him somewhere and give him the most advantages. Needing to remain aboveboard on the face of things meant finding the perfect wife.


  He’d met with and had relationships with several women—one going so far as marriage. She’d given him the diplomatic immunity he sought plus a social status and money, Vincent enjoying all the advantages of the union. She died in a mysterious boating accident two years after their wedding. The autopsy stated the explosion as the cause of death though Vincent knew the truth—Hillary found out exactly what kind of a monster she’d married and confronted him. She threatened to go to the authorities, Vincent taking care of the problem she posed. Within days of her funeral, the outwardly grieving husband covertly began looking for another wife.


  He took his time, milking his status as widower as far as he could and needing everything to be right. In the meantime, he went on with his shadowy arms deals, life perfect as long as he remained cautious.


  While going through numerous society engagements from around the country, he found the perfect target—his next wife. Her parents were diplomats from Britain and she had a quiet elegance—exactly what he wanted. The only problem—getting rid of her fiancé. But how hard could it be to get rid of a hard-headed Irish-Canadian? Using the date of their nuptials as his guide, he made plans—take out fiancé, observe appropriate period of mourning then step in and sweep her and her family off their feet. A patient man, he had time—several years, in fact—though he wouldn’t let things get out of hand.


  He gathered reports on a daily basis regarding her and those close to her along with information on tensions in the Middle East, Eastern Europe, Africa and anywhere he could be of help. He didn’t care who he brokered deals with as long as he made money. Besides, he never used the same name more than once when dealing and because he hadn’t, he had not been caught.


  * * * *


  Colonel Etienne Lesarde had been banished by the French government to the Ile de Liberté, or so he told anyone who’d listen to his story. He’d been assigned the wardenship of the island, an outpost located south of the Ivory Coast and, in the process lost his family when his wife took their young children, left him and divorced him. In turn, he took his misfortunes out on the prisoners.


  He’d also found a lucrative side business taking in—as prisoners—people other high-paying clients wanted out of their lives. One man in particular kept his prison full. One prisoner who’d been his guest for several years came to the island compound because his employer didn’t like having an Asian outdo him. He couldn’t kill his nemesis but making him permanently disappear worked. Monsieur Carrera languished in his island home all but forgotten by the rest of the world.


  He had a new guest arriving at any time, his prison ready. Mister X wanted the man out of his way in order to pursue his own interests. He didn’t care how the prisoner spent his time in confinement or how long he lasted so long as Michael Barnes never left the island alive. Lesarde didn’t care—his bank account healthy and his retirement secure.


  “Colonel, the new inmate has arrived.”


  “Get him dressed and take him to interrogation.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lesarde smiled to himself. If Mister X sent him more unwanteds, he’d ask no questions while looking forward to a rich life after he finally left the godforsaken hell he’d been sentenced to. He planned to find his ex-wife and teach her a lesson though he knew he couldn’t send her to his island paradise. What a shame…


  The new arrival brought the total paid for to twelve. Of them, three lay buried in unmarked graves, the last one who’d come the year before but still gave them trouble, one went crazy and now the latest. As deplorable as his position in life had become, Lesarde made the best of his situation while he thought the profits helped make it easier to handle.


  Chapter 2


  Richard Manion, a dapper Englishman with a wicked sense of humor, joined his youngest son at his eldest son’s hotel room. He noticed the condition of the door, wincing at what he would be walking into.


  “Paddy?”


  “In here, Da,” Padraic called.


  “What the hell happened?”


  “Near as I can tell, they took him by surprise. From what I can see, he took a shower then slept for a while. The noise from the door being bashed in must have startled him awake then…”


  Richard didn’t question his son, knowing his instincts usually hit dead on or near the truth. It made him a good investigator, one who found himself in high demand internationally. For some reason he’d always been able to see past the obvious to the heart of what had happened.


  “How did they get him out of here?”


  “I’d say a laundry cart. No one would suspect it, seeing that few guests would question it—especially if they hit near dawn or the start of their workday.”


  “That’s all well and good, but how do you know it’s not a case of the groom having cold feet?” asked a strange voice.


  “Because I know my brother, Mister…”


  “Detective Mark Garrity, Greenwich PD and you are?”


  “Padraic Manion, Interpol and the groom’s brother. This is our father, Richard Manion.”


  “Your reputation precedes you, sir. It’s a pleasure meeting you.”


  “Thank you,” Padraic quietly said.


  “I’ve heard about your methods and what you said a few moments ago. Is there anything else you can tell me?”


  “At least three men…”


  “How…”


  “My brother is six two and very strong. Whoever did this did their homework.”


  “And you are positive he just didn’t stage this and run?”


  “In his pajamas—I don’t think so. Had he left to avoid marrying Adrienne, his Rolex, UConn ring and wallet would not be sitting on the bureau in the dressing room. All his clothes are here, including his favorite pair of boots plus the pack he planned to take with him on their honeymoon. No, Detective Garrity, he left against his will.”


  “And I assume there is no note…”


  “None at all,” Padraic answered.


  “I’ll have forensics go over the room,” Garrity advised him. “Now, for one of the obvious questions—do you know who might have done this and why?”


  “That’s the rub, Detective. For the life of me, I can’t come up with one person. How about you, Da?”


  “None,” Richard answered, shaking his head.


  “What about his bride-to-be—would she…”


  “She doesn’t even know yet, nor does my wife,” Richard told him. “I’d better…”


  “Go tell Ma then call me before you go to Adrienne. I want to be there.”


  “I think…” Garrity began.


  “You don’t want to do that, Detective. My brother and his lady have been together for ages. I don’t want a complete stranger telling her. She’ll need family around her.”


  “I have questions…”


  “…That can wait until she’s ready. I can vouch for the fact she doesn’t know anything about this.”


  “But…”


  “This is supposed to be their wedding day. It obviously won’t happen. To lose both him and the wedding—well, how would you feel?”


  Garrity fell silent, unable to answer the question.


  “You’ll let me know…”


  “When and if she’s ready—yes. Other than that, my father and I can more than likely answer any questions you have.”


  Garrity nodded then gave instructions to his investigators and forensics team. He didn’t like the inability to talk to a primary witness but he had to trust Manion—the man’s solved cases record spoke volumes added to his reputation worldwide. Garrity made his feelings known to the Manions before he left though he knew his commanding officer would tell him to let Manion handle the case.


  They watched him delve into the mystery at hand then quietly leave Seneca’s room. Padraic took his brother’s jewelry and wallet, making sure the detective knew he had them. Richard and he left the room to go break the news of her son’s disappearance to Diana Manion. Once inside the elder Manions’ suite, they stopped. After taking deep breaths, they slowly went into the room and closed the door.


  Several moments went by before a blood-curdling scream of denial echoed throughout the floor. Their day descended further into darkness on what should have been an extremely happy one for all of them.


  * * * *


  “Who could have done this to our son?” Diana Manion asked once she’d regained control of herself.


  “We don’t know yet. Da and I have been trying to come up with some possibilities but so far, we keep hitting dead ends.”


  “Go find your brother and bring him back to me and Adrienne. I’m begging you.”


  “Ma, you know I’m already doing what I can.”


  “Good,” she said, standing up from the couch she sat on. She turned toward the door opening into the hallway.


  “Ma, where are you going?”


  “I want to be with Adrienne when she’s told. We have to support her through this.”


  “We need to support you, too,” Richard reminded her.


  “I know and you’re coming with me when Padraic tells her.”


  Padraic shook his head.


  “Paddy?” she asked.


  He went to her, giving her a huge hug.


  “What’s this for?” she asked though she already knew the answer.


  “I love you, Ma,” Padraic said. “I don’t know where Sen and I would be without you and Da.”


  “You will tell her what happened while I inform her parents. Then we take care of Adrienne while Paddy finds the bloody bastard who has done this to our families.”


  “I’ll go with you,” Richard told her. “We’ll meet you and Adrienne.”


  Padraic nodded, the hardest part yet to come. Investigations easy, telling those close to the victims or the event was always hard. Telling Adrienne would be a nightmare.


  * * * *


  Adrienne Hewitt woke to quiet knocking on her door. Looking at the time, she knew it was too early to be her mother. She hoped Seneca had decided to sneak back to her room before he went off to breakfast with his father and brother. She opened the door, her smiling face changing to one of concern.


  “Paddy, what’s up?” she asked, trying to be light.


  “Can I come in?”


  “Sure,” she answered, stepping aside to let him inside. She watched him, knowing something had to be extremely wrong because she rarely saw Seneca’s brother looking as serious as he did now. She followed him into the room, glanced at the bed and remembered several hours earlier. Her hand went to the necklace Seneca had given her, a chill running along her spine.


  “Padraic, what’s happened to Seneca?”


  “We don’t know but we believe he’s been kidnapped.”


  “What?” she gasped, paling at the news.


  “Someone—maybe more than one person—broke into his room and took him. Aside from one piece of clothing, everything is still there. His watch and college ring, his wallet with credit cards and money, his clothes—everything is accounted for except a pair of pajamas and him.”


  “No, this can’t be happening,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief.


  “Adrienne, I need to know something.”


  “What?” she asked, trying to hold back her tears though unsuccessful.


  “When did you last see him?”


  “He left near dawn.”


  Padraic smiled, thankful for this one tiny piece of good news.


  “What did he say?”


  “We talked about the wedding and promised ourselves to each other,” she told him, fingering the necklace.


  “It’s beautiful—did he give you that?”


  “Yes, right before he left—why?”


  “Adrienne, things will get worse before they get better. I can guarantee the press will not be nice about this. They’ll accuse him of running out on you or having others on the side—anything to sell papers.”


  “My God, what…”


  “My parents are telling yours the news as we speak. Your father can handle damage control and I’m sure he will help you issue the polite statement they’ll want to hear.”


  “But what about Seneca?”


  “As soon as our families talk, I go looking for him.”


  “Thank you,” she whispered. “Can you wait for me?”


  “Sure.”


  Adrienne went into the dressing room of her hotel suite and changed into jeans and a silk blouse—Seneca’s favorites. She turned and found a pair of stiletto-heeled shoes then rejoined Padraic.


  She fainted, the news finally hitting her like an out-of-control tractor trailer. Padraic scooped her up in his arms and stretched her out on her bed. He took her hand, making sure she knew someone was with her.


  “Adrienne,” he said softly. “Adi, can…”


  “Noooo!” she suddenly screamed, bolting up. She looked at Padraic and wept. “Why?”


  * * * *


  A few minutes later, Padraic opened Adrienne’s door to the Hewitts and the Manions. Maureen immediately went to her daughter and held her.


  “I’ve called your family doctor. She passed out a few minutes ago. I want to make sure she’s all right and he might want to sedate her.”


  “Thank you, Paddy,” her father said. “Now will you please tell me what the bloody hell is going on?”


  “I went to get Seneca this morning for a little time together before the day started. I found…” Padraic told the Hewitts everything, holding nothing back—he couldn’t because every person in the room made up his family—Seneca’s family.


  “What are the police doing?”


  “In my estimation—a surface investigation. They’ll go through the motions…”


  “But this could have diplomatic leanings,” John stated.


  “The detective knows me by reputation. When I spoke with him earlier, he had no bloody clue about who Seneca would marry. He knew about the wedding and used cold feet as the reason my brother’s gone.”


  “But we know that’s not true.”


  “Which works in our favor.”


  “Why?”


  “More than likely, the papers and tabloids will run with the cold feet story. While we tie them up with retraction demands and lawsuits, I’m going after my brother.”


  “Padraic, what do you know?”


  “Nothing at the moment save the surety my brother didn’t run. Adrienne, you are the only thing he cares about. He’d never do this to you of his own free will. His universe centers on you and it’s that which will keep him alive.”


  “Padraic, bring him home.”


  “I will, Ma, I swear. I’ve already called my office and had my working cases switched to others so I can go after him. I literally cleared my desk of everything. Adrienne, I will find him.”


  “I want to help.”


  “We all do,” Richard Manion agreed.


  “The best help will be handling what comes next giving me time to find Seneca.”


  “If there’s a ransom…” John Hewitt started to offer.


  “John, I seriously doubt there will be a demand. The kidnappers left no note or any instructions behind. There wasn’t even the standard don’t go to the police warning. My gut feeling tells me this all goes way deeper that a simple abduction for ransom.”


  “But why?” Diana Manion asked.


  “That’s what I need to find out. Once I do, I’ll know who or what and at least have a path to follow.”


  Until now, Adrienne had remained quiet, crying while her mother comforted her. She sat up and looked at everyone, her eyes going from one person to the next.


  “Paddy, find him—please,” she begged.


  Padraic went to her, took her hands in his and sat beside her on the side of the bed.


  “Adi, I will,” he assured her. “I will bring him home and I promise to make whoever’s done this pay for bringing sadness on our families—especially you. I hate what this is doing to you on what should be the happiest day of your life and his.”


  “I know you will,” Adrienne told him. “He needs you.”


  Padraic Manion smiled. While everyone knew how close the Manion brothers were, only Adrienne understood their unique bond and he loved her for it. Because of this, he’d always consider her his sister—no matter what.


  “Adi, go do what you have to. I will stand by you then…”


  “No, I’ll take care of the wedding and reception guests. This requires a diplomatic touch,” John Hewitt stated.


  “Daddy, I…”


  A knock on the door interrupted her. Richard Manion opened it, greeting Doctor Alan Billingsworth, the Hewitt family doctor.


  “How is everyone?” he asked, noticing the somber concern on everyone’s faces. “Where’s Seneca?”


  Adrienne broke down sobbing. Padraic took him aside, quickly filling the doctor in. Billingsworth nodded then went to his patient’s side.


  “Sweetheart, I’m so sorry I stuck my foot in my mouth. I’m not used to seeing you without him.”


  She nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. After a quick check-up, he held her hands.


  “I’m going to prescribe a light sedative for you. You’ll need your rest in order to handle what’s coming. Let the families do what they have to so you can concentrate on his return.”


  She nodded again, weakly smiling.


  Billingsworth had been the Hewitt family doctor for as long as anyone could remember. He’d been with Maureen when she delivered Adrienne. When the Hewitts went west, so did he. He reached into his medical bag and pulled out a syringe.


  “I know you don’t like needles but this will help you a little faster than pills.”


  Adrienne turned her head toward her mother, starting when she felt a sting followed by a slight burning sensation. Her mother eased her back against the pillows, holding her hand until she fell asleep.


  “Give her these,” he said, handing Maureen a small packet. “I’ll order a prescription for later and have it delivered.”


  “Thank you, Alan.”


  He nodded then, after quickly talking with the others, he quietly left.


  John told Adrienne’s mother to stay with their daughter while he went and handled the appropriate cancellations beginning with the wedding party. Richard joined him, both agreeing a united front would speak volumes. Diana remained with Maureen and Adrienne.


  Two extremely close and powerful families became closer on what should have been the one day uniting them in every way.


  * * * *


  Seneca Manion woke in complete darkness. He couldn’t remember much after he kissed Adrienne good night. They’d left their rehearsal dinner after making excuses to get out of the wedding eve plans made for afterwards then went back to her hotel room. After several hours of phenomenally mind-blowing sex, he’d left her to return to his room. They both believed in omens and he refused to bring any bad luck into their lives, especially on what shaped up to be one of the happiest days of their lives together.


  He’d returned to his room two floors below hers. His future in-laws had virtually taken over but Maureen Hewitt wouldn’t have been happy any other way. He adored Adrienne’s mother for wanting to make sure all the key players stayed in one place while giving them what promised to be a glorious affair. Little did anyone know…


  He remembered sliding his keycard into the slot and unlocking the door to his room. Dropping the keycard on the nightstand, he turned and went into the bathroom to take a shower. He stretched out, falling off to sleep immediately until a loud noise startled him awake. What happened after that, he didn’t recall. Seneca barely remembered anything save the pinprick in his neck before total darkness overtook his world.


  His first thought had been a last minute bachelor get-together before he gave up his freedom to Adrienne Hewitt. The one thing he could not understand—why had they handcuffed him? One image kept coming back to him—his friends would not have had authentic Uzis. What the hell…


  Seneca tried to speak but found it impossible. The more he tried to react, the stranger things became. As far as he could tell, he sat on a hard wooden chair, his hands cuffed behind him, his feet shackled, tape over his mouth and a hood over his head. His friends had been known for fun and games but this did not fall into that realm of jokes and pranks. No, something’s drastically wrong…


  He tried to fight his restraints but without success. The sound of a heavy door opening somewhere behind him made his freeze.


  “Ah, Monsieur Barnes, when will you get used to your present situation and accept it?” a decidedly French accent inquired.


  Seneca’s mind raced.


  What the hell is going on? Who is this Barnes guy? If this is a joke…


  Someone grabbed the hood and yanked it off. Bright light blinded him until his eyes finally though painfully adjusted. Quickly, he took in his immediate surroundings, his heart slamming against his chest. This is no joke…


  He found himself in what appeared to be an interrogation room of some type. Bars on the overhead windows gave him a sick feeling. Several armed guards surrounded him—one on each side and two behind—while a man wearing an important looking uniform loomed over him. One of the guards yanked Seneca’s head back, Seneca groaning. Before he knew anything more, a gloved hand punched him once then several more times, hitting him in his face and stomach. He felt blood trickle down his face while his cheek stung from the assault.


  “How much longer do you intend to keep this charade of yours up?”


  What charade?


  “Do you know what we do to lifers, especially murdering bastards like you who also have information my superiors want?”


  Seneca shook his head trying to tell the French officer a huge mistake had been made.


  “A mistake?”


  Seneca nodded.


  “That’s what they all say,” the colonel taunted. “I agree and you’re the one who made it. You should have thought more on taking a woman’s life instead of getting away with it.”


  Despite the heat, Seneca froze, perspiration beading his skin.


  “Don’t look at me like you don’t know what I’m talking about,” the warden accused. “That sweet little debutante didn’t deserve what you did to her.”


  My God, Adrienne…but she was alive when I left her…


  “Take this scum to his cell.”


  Two guards yanked Seneca Manion from the chair and dragged him from the room. He tried to fight them but without success, the shackles doing their job admirably—for want of a better description. They finally stopped in front of a dirty cell. While a new guard unlocked the door, the others held him, one with a knife against his throat. While the other guards continued to hold him, the first guard ripped the tape from his mouth.


  “You Americans are all alike.”


  After several more punches, they threw him into the cell then slammed the door shut, loudly locking it.


  “Enjoy your new home, you murdering cur,” one said.


  “Behave and you might survive another day.”


  “I didn’t murder anyone. I know nothing. My name is Seneca Manion and there’s been a huge mistake.”


  The guards ignored him, their footsteps fading away.


  “I’m innocent!” Seneca yelled.


  “Aren’t we all?” another voice asked.


  Seneca gave up—for the moment. He laid on a sorry excuse for bedding, curling up to try to ease the pain inflicted by the guards.


  “Where am I?”


  “Don’t you know?”


  “No,” Seneca stated.


  “Why, you’re on le Ile de Liberté—Freedom Island.”


  Chapter 3


  Several days after the wedding would have united two families, Adrienne Hewitt stared out the window of her bedroom at the lawn. In her hand, she held a framed photo of her with Seneca, the love of her life. Every time she looked at it, tears streamed from her eyes.


  “Seneca, where are you?” she said, asking the question everyone wanted an answer to.


  She knew deep in her heart and soul, Seneca Manion had not run from her and the wedding—not after their last night together. Considering their life together, the ceremony would have been a formality though she couldn’t help wondering—if we had eloped, wouldn’t we be happily married now? She told herself yes knowing how deeply they loved each other.


  The tabloids on the other hand refused to give her or either family any peace. She’d seen the headlines and heard what had been reported on the news, hating their invasion into her grief. Lawsuits had been filed continuously since the tragic news broke but the damage had been done.


  Seneca’s name had been dragged through the mud. She shuddered when she thought about what had been written—cold-footed bridegroom, coward, running to another woman… Hell, I’ve been made out as a sorry excuse for womanhood. Adrienne couldn’t even be sure she’d be able to go out in public again.


  The paparazzi had been overwhelming and obnoxious. No one could go in or out of the estate without camera lenses shoved at them. When will they let up?


  “Adi?”


  Adrienne turned toward where the sound came from. She saw Michelle Hu, her best friend—her maid of honor—crossing the bedroom to join her.


  “Hi,” she said, clutching the frame like a security blanket.


  “How are you?”


  “How do you think? Seneca’s gone and I feel so damned empty. Then we’ve got the vultures outside. I feel like a prisoner in my own home.”


  “Haven’t you been out?”


  “No.”


  “You’ve got to get out.”


  “They’ve made it impossible. Dad’s having trouble going to the office. Seneca’s family is going through the same thing.”


  “But being cooped up in here isn’t good for you.”


  “What difference does it make? Without Seneca…”


  “God, I wish I knew what to say.”


  “There’s nothing to say. Somebody took him away from me and his family, and there’s been no word.”


  “What does Padraic say?”


  “He keeps hitting dead ends. He’s so angry…”


  “I can imagine,” Michelle said. “I’ve tried calling him but can’t get past his answering machine.”


  “He’s really tied into finding his brother. All his other cases have been given to other agents. He literally cleared his desk in order to concentrate on Seneca.”


  “I figured as much.”


  Michelle had been dating Padraic Manion off and on for two years. While starting out as friends thanks to Seneca and Adrienne, their relationship had grown extremely close but even as intimate as they’d become, she couldn’t get past his love and devotion to his brother.


  Adrienne’s grasp on the frame tightened.


  “You need to get away from here.”


  “I can’t. You saw what it’s like out there.”


  “See what your father—or Seneca’s—can do,” Michelle urged. “You can’t live your life in this room.”


  “I…”


  “I think it’s a wonderful idea,” another voice said.


  Adrienne looked toward the door to see John and Maureen Hewitt standing in her doorway.


  “But I can’t leave.”


  “Why?”


  “Outside…” she stammered.


  “We can get you out of here without them bothering you.”


  “What if there’s news?”


  “We’ll call you.”


  “But…”


  “Adrienne, Michelle’s right,” Maureen pointed out. “You can’t hole yourself up in here forever.”


  “But if Seneca…”


  “We’ll send him to you.”


  “I…”


  “One of Richard’s friends has a place in the Hamptons. He’s away and offered them the use of the place. Richard immediately thought of you.”


  “Seneca’s father?”


  “Yes, you know he and Diana dearly love you and are very concerned.”


  “I haven’t even talked with them since… They must think…”


  “They love you dearly,” Maureen repeated. “Richard is the one who’ll get you out of this prison the tabloids created for you.”


  Adrienne couldn’t fight them any longer. With Michelle’s help and Maureen’s hovering, she packed her luggage and then took a shower. A short while later, she joined everyone downstairs in the den.


  “Adrienne, love, how are you?” Richard asked, taking her in his arms.


  “I’m fine, I guess, but please forgive me for not calling you or…”


  “It’s all right. Diana and I understand.”


  “But…”


  “Shh… I hear your ride approaching. Here are the keys to the house. Stay as long as you need to.”


  “And, darling, take this,” Maureen said, handing Adrienne a box.


  “What’s this?”


  “A mobile phone—in case you need to call—at any time,” John told her.


  Adrienne looked at everyone gathered around her, tears in her eyes.


  “I don’t know what to say.”


  The sound of a helicopter landing on the lawn caught the group’s attention. They said good-bye before Richard Manion escorted her to the waiting aircraft.


  “If you find him…”


  “We’ll call you immediately. Seneca also knows the house.”


  “What?”


  “He grew up there before he met you.”


  “He…”


  “The house is his. He bought it for you as a wedding gift.”


  Shock overwhelmed her.


  “How? When?”


  When he took a day or two and went into New York, he actually went to see the owners to find out if he could persuade them to sell it back to him. They’re friends of mine and up in years. They bought it from us when we realized it was going to waste because of my schedule. When he met with them, they happily sold it to him so the property came back to the family. It’s yours, darlin’.”


  “I don’t know what to say,” she stammered.


  “Enjoy it.”


  “But it should be yours.”


  “He bought it for you. Now, go…”


  “How can I ever thank you for all this?”


  “As long as you love my son…”


  “Always.”


  Richard held her—the only one he had ever loved as his own daughter—kissing her forehead.


  “Now, go,” he said. “I hate good-byes.”


  * * * *


  Several hours later, Adrienne stood on the deck of the house Seneca had bought for her—his wedding gift to her. She watched the surf, understanding his love for the place. She’d finally gotten over the shock of Richard’s quick explanation realizing the surprise came from a time before they met—Seneca wanted her to be a part of everything he cherished.


  When walking through the house, she felt his presence, his scent lingering throughout. She felt warmth for the first time since his disappearance. Adrienne slowly went upstairs to the master bedroom with her luggage. She gasped seeing what had been set up for their wedding night.


  Seneca had been very secretive about where he planned to take her on their honeymoon. Now, she wept—his loss overwhelming her. She felt relief from the reassurance this room gave her—Seneca Manion had no intention of leaving her or their life together.


  “Thank you,” she said to the empty room, wishing he could hear her.


  She went over to the bed, gasping at the beautiful black teddy he’d left for her to wear. She picked it up, holding it to her then turned and went into the bathroom to take a shower. Once she had, she slipped into the sexy negligee and went back over to the bed.


  On the nightstand by a vase of beautiful red roses sat an envelope. She picked it up and opened it.


  My Blaze,


  Today is the one day in my life I will always remember because you are now mine in every way, shape and form. I swear to all we hold near, dear and sacred that I will spend every second of my life making you happy. The mere fact you even agreed to be a part of my life years ago means more to me than you’ll ever know.


  Thank you for being a part of me.


  Love—now and forever,


  Seneca


  “My God, Seneca, I love you, too. Thank you for this—and everything. I swear to love you always and forever—no matter what.”


  She pulled out an itinerary for their honeymoon—two days in bed at the cottage before leaving on a flight to Miami. From there, they would sail to Aruba where they’d spend more time in bed together. Adrienne’s body ached for his touch on her skin, his cock firmly embedded within her, his kisses… The soft silk of the teddy aroused her nipples, Adrienne desperately needing Seneca.


  She threw herself onto the bed covered with black satin and cried.


  “How the hell am I supposed to get through this without you?”


  * * * *


  Halfway around the world, Seneca Manion asked the same question every night. Weeks had passed since his life sentence to a godforsaken island prison somewhere in some ocean. He’d gone through numerous interrogations being asked questions he had no answers to.


  His punishment always the same, Seneca held out little hope for any kind of reprieve from the solitary confinement he found himself in. Whoever Michael Barnes is, he’s bad news—murderer, international criminal… What more is the man guilty of and why is he free when I’m not?


  Seneca continued to tell his tormentors his real name while denying all guilt in some Parisian murder. Each time he did, he felt whatever his guards had nearby to use. His bruises became worse by the day, his body weaker but if he stood any chance of getting off the island and back to Adrienne, he knew he had to remain strong.


  On an overly bright afternoon, guards led Seneca into the prison yard. He tried to shield his eyes from the sun’s glare but the guards quickly stopped him. Other inmates watched him and in their eyes, he could tell they knew what came next.


  They led him to a post which stood solidly in plain view of the entire compound. He saw blood on it and imagined the worst. Seneca’s stomach tightened realizing what they had planned to do. In front of him, he barely made out Lesarde’s silhouette. He took a deep breath and tried to mentally prepare for the latest abuse he’d have to endure.


  “We have a new guest who’s guilty of murder—a lifer on this island paradise. He denies his name and the act which brought him here. Like all of you when you first arrived here, he refuses to answer my questions.”


  Seneca’s shirt hung at his waist after one of the guards ripped it from him. The hot sun felt good on his body especially after almost a month in cold darkness—solitary confinement another guard called it.


  The guard shoved him toward the post, Seneca spying the iron manacles waiting, his worst fear coming true. So far his stay here reminded him of Beau Geste and some other movies—Papillon another. Who the hell is behind this?


  Refusing to give up without a fight, Seneca broke free only to be beaten down and dragged back to the post. His wrists shackled over his head, his face rested against the cool wood, his breathing erratic. If I ever get out of this…


  “Monsieur Barnes,” Lesarde stated.


  “I am Seneca Manion,” Seneca averred.


  “Michael Barnes, confess to the murder you committed.”


  “Never!” Seneca yelled, glaring at the colonel. He saw Lesarde nod and felt the sting of the whip after it cracked. Questions he could not answer followed by the whip—the process went on until Seneca could no longer stand. He hung from the post supported by rusty manacles digging into his skin.


  The sun which earlier warmed his chilled body now burned him. He could feel the damp stickiness of blood trickling down his back. Flies and gnats refused to leave him in peace. The entire time, he thought of Adrienne—his Blaze. Help me, Blaze, please…


  “Colonel, the lieutenant states a storm front is moving in!” an aide yelled.


  “Good, let it clean this piece of shit up after you make sure he’s not holding back information. If he is, lash him until the storm begins and let the others watch.”


  “Oui, Colonel.”


  “Oh, and Captain…”


  “Sir?”


  “Gag him. I’m tired of hearing his fucking denials. I only want to hear the truth from him.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Seneca’s mind retreated, trying to hold onto Seneca Manion. He knew the worst thing he could ever allow to happen would be the loss of his true identity. Once he lost it, he knew his life would be over.


  He passed out after a dirty cloth was shoved into his mouth. With each new lash, he bit down on the foul-tasting gag doing anything he could to survive. He remembered seeing one crack of lightning then hearing thunder overhead right before his world went dark.


  One image stayed with him throughout—Adrienne.


  * * * *


  “Let’s get him inside. With this storm, he won’t last much longer.”


  “A blessing, don’t you think?”


  “Not our decision to make.”


  “True but I’d want to be let go. Seven years has been a long time.”


  “One’s been too long, mate.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I crossed a guy who wanted diplomatic ties in Australia. He took my sister after I landed here in Purgatory and before I could expose his bloody ass.”


  “How did you find out?”


  “The colonel couldn’t wait to tell me one day in interrogation. The wedding made front page news in Brisbane.”


  “What’s his name or, at least, what name did he use with you?”


  “I knew him as Vincent Salla but I hear he has so many names, even he doesn’t know who he is. What about you?”


  “Vincent St. Salles—probably the same guy—wanted me to broker an arms deal. No problem until I learned it meant dealing with Al-Qaeda. I told him no way and that I would expose him first. I wound up here being one of the very few who has a clue about what’s happening in Iraq and Afghanistan. Does a hell of a lot of good now!”


  “I wonder how many other blokes wound up here because of him.”


  “There are a few others, I suspect.”


  “Did this one say his name is Seneca Manion?”


  “I believe so—why?”


  “The guy’s in international law. His father is Richard Manion.”


  “What the hell did he do to deserve this?”


  “I don’t know but we better get him inside or he’ll catch pneumonia.”


  “He doesn’t look good at all.”


  “Maybe our lawyer friend won’t make it.”


  * * * *


  Seneca fought fevers, chills and infections despite the best efforts of two men who dared to give a damn. They knew the drill—as long as his current play toy could not be brutalized and give him any pleasure, Colonel Etienne Lesarde lost interest. Once he learned his prisoner felt better, the interrogations and punishments began again. He didn’t care—his inmates would eventually die on the island then be buried with only a number marking their final resting place—their true identities lost forever.


  AJ Carrera watched over Seneca giving the other man a break. He’d been on the island seven long years because his honesty got in the way of someone’s ambitions. Born in Hong Kong, he’d grown up in Hawaii and learned his trade from his father. He dealt in diamonds, having clients all around the world. Vincent St. Salles began trading with him until Carrera realized he was being used. An accidental discovery of firing pins and magazines in a secured box which had passed through inspections under the Carrera name clued him in to what his client actually did for a living. They met in Carrera’s office where St. Salles laid out exactly what he expected from AJ Carrera, Limited.


  After an extremely heated discussion, St. Salles threatened Carrera then left the Honolulu office. Within twelve hours, Carrera found himself on the Ile de Liberté under the name of Greg Frost and accused of robbing—of all people, ironically—AJ Carrera and sentenced to death.


  AJ hadn’t been able to comprehend how he’d been tried in the States before being sentenced to an island prison located somewhere off the Ivory Coast until he overheard a phone call between Colonel Lesarde and St. Salles. He would never have known a thing had it not been for the fact Lesarde always used the speaker option on his phone. AJ learned one very important lesson—anything can happen for the right price.


  He heard Seneca groan, the poor man fighting chills now. He found a sorry excuse for a blanket and carefully covered Seneca with it. One of the other prisoners made a root mixture—one they’d become extremely familiar with—and gave it to AJ who tried to make Seneca drink some. Meanwhile, another inmate checked the crude bandaging they’d placed over the open wounds on his back.


  Together they quietly worked as a team, making sure no noises emanated to the guards. Everything they did had to be done covertly in order to save them from the same fate they now tried to save Seneca Manion from.


  “Adrienne…”


  “Shh, friend. Don’t use your strength,” AJ cautioned, needing Seneca to remain quiet for his and everyone else’s safety.


  Seneca moaned, the pain obviously overwhelming him.


  “Here, give this to him,” one said. “It’ll help sedate him.”


  “Thanks, Raul,” AJ said, taking the cup of crude wine the Spaniard had made. He pressed the mug to Seneca’s lips, forcing him to drink it. Seneca did, his body jolting before calming.


  “How is he, mate?”


  “Not good—he’s delirious,” AJ answered. Raul took the cup and left them.


  “That’ll knock him out.”


  “Hopefully. We can’t afford him coming out of this violently. You remember the last time…”


  “Why don’t you take a break over by the shed? I heard the guards…”


  “Say no more,” Carrera said before slipping out of the bunkhouse and leaving Seneca with the Australian.


  Scorpio—one name, no first or last—joined their small group a year before. A supposedly covert operative for the Crown, somehow Vincent Salla learned of his position and sought to use him to regain diplomatic ties starting in Australia and then working back to Western Europe. When Scorpio refused, even after the threat of exposure, Salla made him mysteriously vanish. When he came to, he saw news reports of his sister’s marriage to Vincent Salla after a brief period of mourning her brother’s loss. After his interrogation, Colonel Lesarde informed him about his life sentence for treason, Scorpio wanting—no needing to know—how the hell Salla had gone about this. Six months later, Lesarde informed him his sister Hillary had perished in a boating accident in Sydney Harbor. Scorpio knew he’d been told a lie because Hillie had been deathly terrified of the water and would never board any kind of ship.


  The moment Seneca moved, Scorpio tended to him. He tried to cool the fever, one overtaking him right after Carrera’s departure. He watched Seneca shake, praying for the man’s soul. Scorpio had been in the exact same position eleven months before and he had yet to understand how he’d survived.


  He remembered reading about Seneca Manion. The man graduated from the University of Connecticut, first in his class with a degree in international law. He earned an amazing reputation for negotiating huge deals between countries; the nations involved sending their diplomats or agents to him instead of his going to them. In fact, Australia had sent one of their finance ministers to see him hoping to broker a deal for grain. A week later, the man returned to Sydney, the Australian government happy.


  Scorpio had yet to figure out where Manion would have run up against Salla, St. Salles—whatever his name. Their enemy’s plans had to be on a grand scale and more than likely would be carried out gradually in order to attain what he wanted. Scorpio sat back on his heels, watching the unconscious man in front of him. May God have mercy on you and those close to you…


  * * * *


  Seneca’s mind retreated to a safe haven. After the first few lashes, he became numb to what happened to him. He thought of Adrienne and prayed for her safety. If anything happens to you…


  Her visions disappeared into darkness once Seneca lapsed into unconsciousness. When he came around, he felt chills, then fever followed by chills again. Searing pain coursed through him, his back a mess. He tried to move but his body refused.


  “Adrienne.”


  “Shh, friend. Don’t use your strength,” a strange voice told him.


  He couldn’t begin to understand what was going on with him or around him. He only knew he had been taken away from the only woman he loved on the eve of their wedding ending up in some island prison under someone else’s name and charged with a capital crime he didn’t commit.


  A vile tasting mixture had crossed his lips and made its way into his body. Unaware of what he’d been given, he hoped it would either ease his pain or kill him. Then a strong horrible tasting liquid went down his throat sedating him. He heard strange though friendly voices around him and hoped it wouldn’t end up being another part of Colonel Lesarde’s sick game.


  He lapsed off with Adrienne on his mind. He needed to see her knowing his life would end if he couldn’t. Only she and their life together would see him through this ordeal and he prayed she’d forgive him because he had one other thought on his mind. I will get the bastard who did this to us and I will kill him!


  Chapter 4


  Adrienne spent several months in the Hamptons enjoying the peace and anonymity the exclusive close-knit community afforded. She’d met Billy Joel and several other celebrities, spending some time with them while mostly keeping to herself.


  Lonely and four months pregnant, Adrienne had yet to believe Seneca would never come back to her or the worst—he had died, lost to her forever. Carrying his child, conceived in their last hours together, gave her hope he’d be able to not only see him—an ultrasound confirming she would give birth to his son—but he would be a major part of their baby’s life.


  Both the Hewitts and Manions visited often, her parents on their way for a late lunch. She’d hired a housekeeper as soon as she learned of the pregnancy, refusing to take any chances with Seneca’s last gift to her. Thankfully, Margaret also cooked.


  “Do you approve of the meal?”


  “Yes, Margaret, it’s fine.”


  “How are you feeling?”


  “About the same.”


  “And the baby?”


  “I feel him moving around,” she said proudly. “He’s a relaxed one, he is, but when he does decide to get active—wow!”


  “Like his father?”


  “You could say that. Seneca’s always been easygoing about life and never really let anything bother him. He’s like his father though all three of the Manion men have fierce Irish tempers when they are riled.”


  “But isn’t their father British?”


  “Yes, but the Manion roots lay in Ireland.”


  “I see,” Margaret said before excusing herself to make lunch.


  “I’m going for a walk on the beach,” Adrienne informed Margaret before she disappeared into the kitchen.


  Adrienne left, crossing the deck to the steps leading down to the white sandy beach. Usually she went to the left up the beach to the north but today, she went to her right. Walking away from the sun, her shadow preceded her. The gentle pounding of the breaking waves seemed hypnotic but Adrienne paid no attention. Without Seneca to share it with, it didn’t make any difference.


  “Excuse me,” a man’s voice called.


  “What? Oh, I’m sorry. Can I help you?” she asked.


  “I’m new here. I noticed you walking from your house and thought I’d introduce myself, Miss…”


  “Adrienne Hewitt, Mister…”


  “Sonsalla,” he replied. “Vincent Sonsalla.”


  * * * *


  Adrienne returned in time to greet her parents when they arrived.


  “Did you have a good walk?” Maureen asked, hugging her daughter.


  “I guess,” Adrienne replied. “I met a new neighbor who moved in two houses over.”


  “Oh?” John Hewitt asked, a bit of suspicious concern in his voice. “Who is he?”


  “Vincent something,” Adrienne said. “Vincent Saint Salles…Sonsalle…Sonsalla. That’s it—Vincent Sonsalla.”


  “Tell me about him.”


  “I really didn’t pay much attention to him. We didn’t talk that long and I had to shield my eyes because the sun’s so bright today.”


  “Do me one favor,” John said.


  “Dad, I’m not interested! Seneca will come home and I have Little Seneca to keep me company.”


  “Just be careful.”


  “I will, I promise,” she said, hugging him.


  Over lunch they discussed various things though Maureen noticed her daughter seemed distracted.


  “Darling, what’s wrong?”


  “Nothing—why?”


  “We’ve been talking but…”


  “I want to go to England,” Adrienne blurted out.


  “What?” John and Maureen chorused.


  “I want to go to London. UConn has an opening I’d like to take.”


  “Doing what?” her mother asked.


  “Research dealing with nineteenth century Europe and how their stands on our Civil War affected the war and the nation.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes, it’s my field and I need to get away. Paparazzi got in the other day and bothered one of the artists. It’s only a matter of time before they find me. I want to be left alone and I figure I can do it in London where no one knows me.”


  “What about the baby?”


  “I can give birth to him in peace. My God, can you imagine what they’ll write when they find out I’m pregnant? They aren’t stupid and I don’t want to even think about the headlines.”


  “But, darling?”


  “Mother, you can come be with me when it’s time. It’ll give you a chance to see your family. I just can’t stand it anymore. I need a change…”


  “You’re sure?” her father asked again.


  “Positive. My application’s already been accepted.”


  “What? When?” Maureen gasped.


  “A few days ago.”


  “But you’ll be so far away and alone…”


  “I’ve been alone since…” she started, choking back tears. “I need a change of scenery. Please, understand.”


  * * * *


  Four months of a dead, cold trail did not a happy camper make. Padraic Manion cleared his desk of every case he had in order to find his brother. The Justice Department sent several agents to assist him due to Seneca’s standing in the international community.


  “I appreciate the help, boys,” he told them, “but if I get a lead, I’m out of here at a moment’s notice and I won’t be telling you. My gut tells me I’ll have to act fast on any information if I expect to find him alive.”


  “Yes, sir,” they said in unison.


  Knowing Adrienne carried the Manion’s future also pushed him. Seneca needed to see his son and be a part of the boy’s life. No child deserved to grow up without a father.


  “Mister Manion, Lord Hewitt on line one.”


  “Thank you,” he said before settling into the chair at his desk. He picked up the phone, taking a deep breath.


  “John, how are you?”


  “Fine, thanks. You?”


  “The usual,” Padraic answered. “How’s Adrienne?”


  “She’s the reason I’m calling.”


  “Why? What’s wrong? Is it the baby?” Padraic asked, worried.


  “She’s leaving for London to take a research assignment for UConn.”


  “Is that wise?”


  “She’s dead set on doing it. She’s scared the photographers and tabloids will make your brother’s situation worse once they find out she’s pregnant.”


  “She’s got a point there.”


  “Can you go with her?” John asked. “You know—help her get settled, that sort of thing?”


  “Of course.”


  “There’s something else.”


  “What?”


  “A Vincent Sonsalla moved into a house down the beach from her. Maybe I’m overreacting but can you check him out?”


  “Be glad to,” Padraic said, writing down the name. “Any suspicions?”


  “No, just a concerned father.”


  “Good enough.”


  They talked a few minutes more before hanging up. Padraic called his father to bring him up to speed on Adrienne’s next move, both agreeing she had a good idea.


  “I hope it helps. Are you going with her?”


  “I’m going to try. I’m hitting roadblocks everywhere I look. I want to get into my office at Interpol and see what I can get out of the mainframe. Something’s got to be out there to give me what I need.”


  “Anything I can do?”


  “Do you still have friends in RCMP?”


  “I do—what do you need?”


  “Two things—check on any unsolved disappearances and second, John Hewitt mentioned a new neighbor down the beach. His name is Vincent Sonsalla.”


  “Okay, I’ll see what I can do. Why disappearances?”


  “Seneca cannot be the only one to go missing like this. I’ve got several discreet inquires out to see where this angle might take me.”


  “I’ll see what Clive can find out.”


  “Thanks, Da,” Padraic said. Now, to go see Adrienne…


  * * * *


  Adrienne sat on the deck enjoying the warmth of the autumn day. She knew she should finish packing but she wanted to soak up as much of Seneca’s gift as she could. She understood him better and loved him more, if possible.


  “When we were kids, Sen and I ran up and down the beach for hours on end. We pretended to be pirates searching for buried treasure.”


  “And did you find anything?”


  “Some coins, a diamond ring…”


  “A ring?”


  “Yeah. Da had it traced somehow and the owner gave us a reward—no big deal.”


  “How old were you?”


  “Not old enough to realize what we’d done.”


  “And that was?”


  “Some woman lost her ring here on a tryst with her boyfriend while her producer husband worked his ass off to give her everything she wanted and more. If he had found out, he would have divorced her immediately. Instead, she hung around with him until their pre-nup made it worth her while to split. I hear she and one of her boyfriends are very happy in California these days.”


  “Amazing, she did that and all I want is your brother.”


  “Adi, I’m sorry. I…”


  “No, it’s okay. I love hearing about your childhood. This house came before me and I want to know more.”


  They sat and talked for hours, Padraic telling Adrienne about the times the Manions enjoyed in the Hamptons. Finally over dessert after a delicious dinner, Padraic got to the true reason for his visit.


  “Da tells me you’re going to London.”


  “I need time away. I want to have Seneca, Junior in peace without the press or paparazzi finding out. Seneca’s name has been slandered enough and I don’t want our baby…”


  “I understand,” he said, grateful to her for loving his brother the way she did. “Do you mind company on the trip over?”


  “Of course not!”


  “Good,” he said, breathing a sigh of relief. “My parents will be extremely relieved.”


  “Your parents are amazing people. I’ve always loved them.”


  “Hell, Ma wants to adopt you to keep you in the family. We are afraid we’ll lose you because of this.”


  “Seneca’s son will keep us family. I love you all too much to walk away from you.”


  “Adrienne Manion, I will protect you until my brother comes home. You are my sister in many ways, sister-in-law in others. You and Seneca are destined to be together, this baby proves it.”


  “Thank you, Padraic, I needed to hear that.”


  * * * *


  Seneca finally recovered from the whipping he’d suffered weeks before. While he did, Scorpio and Carrera instructed him on the happenings and life on the Ile de Liberté. They covered for him as long as they could before Lesarde would begin his abuse again. Seneca quickly learned what he needed to survive.


  They told him how they ended up on the island, Seneca confused.


  “I’ve never met this mystery man. I had one-on-one contact with all my clients.”


  “How about your father-in-law-to-be?”


  “Lord Hewitt?” Seneca asked.


  “I’ve heard he’s on a fast track to Parliament,” Scorpio said.


  “He can’t do anything for several years.”


  “This guy is very patient. Getting you out of the way opens up his insinuation into the Hewitt family and everything that goes with it.”


  “I don’t understand,” Seneca said confused, his mind racing.


  “From what AJ, a few of the others and I have been able to piece together, this guy will do anything for diplomatic acceptance. He uses different names and approaches every time in order to get what he wants. In my case, it would have been governmental and a try at gaining information on covert ops in order to deal with terrorist organizations worldwide.”


  “He used me to ship minute weaponry and parts because I had exclusive shipping privileges,” AJ added.


  “Walsh over there went to sleep one night after he told this guy he wouldn’t allow him use of governmental travel arrangements and woke up here three days later.”


  “But how?”


  “Money talks and he owns Lesarde.”


  “So, what’s Lesarde’s story?” Seneca asked.


  “He’s disgruntled and expected to retire fat and happy only he lost his wife and family when he took this assignment and he has nothing left but the prospect of being buried here.”


  “Okay, maybe it’s the result of the last few weeks but how…”


  “Marrying your fiancée—he married my sister, got what he needed at the time and murdered her.”


  “But John Hewitt…”


  “If he’s after Hewitt, it’s for something big—something he plans to stick with for the long haul.”


  “I’ve got to get out of here.”


  “We all do but it’s impossible. One guy tried and we never saw him again. Lesarde says he’s buried over there,” Scorpio said, nodding toward the prison cemetery.


  “I’ve been here seven years. To the world, I’m legally dead,” AJ observed.


  “There is no way, mate,” Scorpio said. “You can’t do it.”


  “Then you don’t know me that well. I get what I want and I want three things right now.”


  “What?” AJ asked.


  “Off this island, this madman dead and…”


  “The lady.”


  “Exactly,” Seneca said emphatically. “I can go through anything if it means getting back to her.”


  “She must be something.”


  “You don’t know the half of it.”


  “Guards,” Walsh warned.


  Seneca lay back, closing his eyes to make the guards think he was still ailing. He saw Adrienne, swearing to return to her.


  “Take him,” the lieutenant ordered. “He’s been in here long enough. The colonel’s got more questions for him.”


  Two huge guards grabbed Seneca, hauling him from the bunkhouse. AJ and Scorpio looked at each other and prepared for Seneca’s return.


  * * * *


  The guards dragged Seneca to another building where interrogations usually took place only this time they took him to a different room. One guard put his wrists into shackles attached to a long chain before the other pulled it, raising his arms over his head. He watched the entire process noting a showerhead above him.


  He’d seen this kind of set-up in movies dreading what his mind told him would happen. The sound of footsteps entering the room made him freeze.


  “Monsieur Barnes…”


  “I’m not…”


  “Silence!” Lesarde screamed. No matter what language, his order meant the same thing.


  “I want to know why you think I’ll believe your lies.”


  “I’m telling the truth.”


  Lesarde nodded, Seneca taking a rifle stock to his stomach. While he reacted to the hit, water showered him from above. He quickly drank some of the cold water, needing to ease his thirst though the water tasted odd. If it made him sick, he didn’t care.


  A click came from his side, Seneca’s worst fears coming true. The colonel approached him holding two paddles in his gloved hands. Seneca tried getting away without success. He felt the electricity charge through his body.


  “Answer my questions or I increase the charge.”


  “I have no answers.”


  Lesarde nodded, repeating the electro-shock interrogation.


  Seneca screamed in agony, his body shaking.


  The lights in the prison camp dimmed.


  * * * *


  “Manion.”


  “It’s me.”


  “What’s up, Da?”


  “A guy named Walsh disappeared from Ottawa three years ago.”


  “His job?”


  “Diplomatic attaché to the Crown.”


  “What do they think happened?”


  “No one knows. His wife and family returned to England and are living in Manchester.”


  “I’ll go see her.”


  “I did some research.”


  “And?”


  “Walsh’s unofficial position was in transcription. He handled very sensitive documents and reported straight to the Prime Minister.”


  “So he dealt directly with John Major,” Padraic said, thinking out loud.


  “Exactly.”


  “Any idea what…”


  “Not positively but I have an idea it had to do with terrorism.”


  “I’ll check it out when I’m over there. If he had the ear of the Prime Minister, it could be a solid reason to want to make him disappear—especially if he refused to do something against his will or his country.”


  “True, but why your brother?”


  “I haven’t figured that one out yet.”


  “Son?”


  “Da?”


  “Be careful. This is getting a little too intense for me.”


  “I will but I have to follow this if it means getting Sen back.”


  “What if he’s dead?”


  “Then I’ll bring his body home. Da, we have to know.”


  * * * *


  Vincent Sonsalla walked back inside the house he’d borrowed in order to meet Adrienne Hewitt, daughter of Lord John and Lady Maureen Hewitt. An obvious beauty, she’d worn sweats and no make-up and didn’t even look like Lady Adrienne. He could tell she’d be a challenge but he had time. Her father wouldn’t rise in power for several years and until he did, Sonsalla could be cautious in seeing his plans to fruition.


  Getting Seneca Manion out of the way had been extremely easy. Lesarde told him everything—about all his victims. Sonsalla enjoyed hearing about life on the Ile de Liberté, his private hellhole for unwanted obstacles as he called his prisoners.


  His next move would be to slowly insinuate himself into the Hewitts’ lives. Once he made it into their inner circle, he could woo their daughter then marry her while gradually pushing the Manions away. Time would work in his favor on this.


  Meeting Adrienne on the beach happened at an inopportune yet perfect time. Unexpected events bothered him but the by-chance meeting worked in his favor. He introduced himself but the wench seemed very indifferent to his charms. It had been four months since Manion’s disappearance with no word. She should have regained her life, not be wallowing in grief and false hope for a man who would never return to her.


  He watched her walk down the beach shaking his head.


  “What the hell did Manion ever see in you?” he asked, his question drowned out by the crashing surf.


  * * * *


  Padraic Manion made sure Adrienne Hewitt settled into her father’s British estate.


  “Are you sure you’re going to be all right?”


  “Yes, we’ll be fine,” she assured him.


  “I’ll be in my office at Interpol. Here’s my mobile number and my private line. Call me anytime if you need me or even want to talk, no matter what time it is.”


  “I can’t…”


  “Ma would have my hide if…”


  “We can’t have your mother upset, can we?”


  “No, because it’s not a pretty sight.”


  “I know,” she agreed, before laughing as memories came back.


  He left the estate and drove to a flat he kept near the British office. He went in, dropped his bags and immediately made a phone call.


  “We’re here and she’s safe at the manor.”


  “Good, I’ll call her father.”


  “That works.”


  His next call went to directory assistance in order to locate Mrs. Anthony Walsh. He needed to speak with her about her missing husband. He found one listing in Manchester and called the number. When he hung up, he had a meeting with her set for late the next morning.


  He went into the office. Even as late as it was, the London office of Interpol resembled a busy weekday instead of a late midweek night. He entered the main computer room and immediately set to work.


  By the time he’d finished, he’d made a list with several more names of men who’d mysteriously vanished. Two names stood out—Adam J. Carrera from Hong Kong and Hawaii plus Scorpio, an Australian operative. He read their files, interested in both men. The Asian had privileged shipping arrangements worldwide while the Aussie held one of Australia’s highest security clearances. What the hell does this guy want?


  He found another file which piqued his interest—Scorpio’s sister Hillary had met a tragic death in a boating accident in Sydney Harbor shortly after marrying Vincent Salla. He read about several other accidents with the same circumstances and began to see an even bigger picture. Then a horrible thought hit him.


  “What the hell happens if Vincent Sonsalla is this guy? Thank God, Adrienne’s in London if he is. At least…”


  His visit the next day with Mrs. Walsh proved to be very informative. He learned exactly what her husband did for the Prime Minister, her husband’s security clearance extremely high—higher than the Australian’s.


  “Do you know what he wanted your husband to do?”


  “No, he couldn’t talk about it and, if there’s one thing my husband is good at, it’s keeping a secret.”


  “How long has he been missing?”


  “Two years.”


  “And you believe he is still alive?”


  “Yes, sir, I do.”


  “I have to ask this question and I’m sorry but—would he have left on his own?”


  “No, he loves me and our family. He’s devoted to his job and the night before he disappeared, we talked about having another child.”


  “And you have how many children?”


  “Three—we decided on another because he wanted a large family.”


  “I see,” Padraic said, then snickered. “Did this man have any other desires for your family? Did he want to marry someone close to your husband or…”


  “No, sir.”


  Padraic left the Walsh home understanding a little more about how his perpetrator operated. He pulled out his mobile and made a quick call to the girl assigned to be his secretary while in London.


  “I need a flight to Sydney as soon as possible.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “I also need an agent to keep an eye on an estate in Kensington.”


  Chapter 5


  November, 2001


  



  “It’s good to have you home,” Maureen Hewitt enthused when she hugged her daughter at JFK International Airport in New York. “And he’s grown so…”


  Adrienne had flown home from London, her research assignment done and feeling homesick. She brought her son and his nanny along with her. Her father joined them, hugging her before taking his grandson.


  “I’m sorry you had to come into the city. I tried to get a flight into Logan but they are so…”


  “We know,” Maureen said, “we’ve been following the news.”


  September 11th had changed everything and had been one of the reasons she’d wrapped up her job. She wanted to be with family. She needed family.


  “Are Richard and Diana with you?”


  “They’re at The Plaza waiting for us. Diana can’t wait to see Sam.”


  Seneca Addison Manion, Jr.—Sam—had been born in March, 2000. Now eighteen months old, he’d made his first trans-Atlantic flight, oblivious to the tension after the terrorists’ attack in New York, at the Pentagon and in Somerset, Pennsylvania. He’d slept most of the trip, Adrienne relieved. Seneca’s unsolved disappearance scared her, the attacks terrified her. She couldn’t bear to be an ocean apart from those closest to her.


  Getting through customs took what felt like forever but having her parents with her helped immensely. Her father kept Sam busy while she handled passport checks and baggage searches. Thank God I shipped stuff back…


  While the limo driver took care of driving them from the airport to The Plaza, they discussed the recent events in New York. Deep down, Adrienne understood how the families of the missing felt—she’d lived with it for over two years. The feelings of despair, loss, anger and sadness had become constant companions.


  “Adrienne?”


  “What? I’m sorry, I…”


  “It’s all right, dear,” Maureen comforted. “We’re almost at the hotel.”


  They arrived at the hotel a few minutes later. The bellman took their luggage to the penthouse suite, showing them the different rooms. John Hewitt had been very thorough when making the reservations.


  “I think I’m going to take a nap. The trip wore me out,” Adrienne told them.


  “How about we take Sam across the hall to visit with Richard and Diana and you can join us after you get up?”


  “Sounds like heaven.”


  They left her alone in the huge suite, Adrienne relieved to finally be on her own. She took a hot shower then slipped between the sheets of the huge bed. Her body reacted to the soft fabric, her nipples begging to be touched. She hadn’t had sex since the last night with Seneca and refused to until he returned or—God forbid—they buried him. He’d given her a precious gift—their son—and she would not betray him or either one of her families by turning to another man—an act definitely out of the question.


  She fell asleep, the same fantasy overtaking her.


  “I dressed in your favorite,” she told him.


  “And it pales to your beauty.”


  He took her in his arms, Seneca’s presence overpowering her. He pulled her tight against him, his throbbing cock trapped between them and begging to be inside her softness.


  “I need you, Blaze.”


  She kissed his chest, Seneca lifting her up before easing her welcoming and hungry body onto his cock after he ripped the skimpy thong off.


  “My God, Blaze, you make me hot.”


  “Seneca, please,” she cried, his body wrapped around her.


  He made it to the edge of the bed, eased her down then removed the top of the baby doll nightgown he loved. He held her breasts, squeezing them while she moved up and down on his swollen shaft.


  His release exploded into her, filling her while energy surged through her like a wildfire.


  “Seneca!”


  Adrienne woke, her body trembling. It happened this way every time she had the dream and she had it every time she tried to sleep.


  “Seneca, where are you?” she cried.


  * * * *


  The Hewitts joined the Manions in their suite across the hall at the prestigious Plaza Hotel. While Maureen and Diana spent time with their grandson, John and Richard went into the second bedroom to talk.


  “Is Paddy coming in?”


  “Not for a day or two,” Richard said. “He’s following up on some new information.”


  “About Seneca?”


  “It’s related to the case but I’m not sure how.”


  “I see,” John said. “How are you both holding up?”


  “Day to day,” Richard answered.


  “I wish…”


  “John, you know me. If I could tell you anything, I would. I’m getting the impression this case is bigger than any of us expected.”


  “Did he ever find out anything about Vincent Sonsalla? With Adrienne home, I…”


  “He hasn’t said anything but we’ll ask him when he gets here.”


  John nodded though he had a feeling his old friend held something back. He trusted Richard Manion and his sons without question, his mind easing some but with his daughter and grandson home, he began to worry more.


  “God, when will it all end?”


  “I wish I knew, John. Almost two and a half years and we know less now than then. I know my son and Seneca did not leave of his own free will.”


  “But why then?”


  “Personally, I’ve ruled out any disgruntled clients or negotiations gone wrong. In every deal he brokered, all sides left the table satisfied. I wonder if it’s not to get to you. His disappearance leaves your daughter as a way to get to a man who could be the next British Prime Minister.”


  Hewitt thought about this, weighing what Manion had told him.


  “What do I do? I can’t hide her in a cave forever. Besides, I’ve worked hard to get to where I am today.”


  “John, it may mean letting someone get close to you in order to catch the deranged monster who did this to my son. We also have to think of Sam.”


  “Sam?”


  “He could wind up as an unwitting pawn in this.”


  “Shit!” John cursed. “I’ve never even thought about that angle.”


  “If Padraic finds out anything, you may have to trust him without question.”


  “I do,” John stated, “always have—Seneca, too.”


  “Good, he needs to know that.”


  Richard’s mobile phone rang. He excused himself, heading to the master bedroom of the huge suite. Closing the door behind him, he locked it, needing to take the call without being disturbed.


  “Manion.”


  “Da, how are you?”


  “Fine.”


  “Did they arrive safely?”


  “Yes,” Richard assured his son. “Sam’s a charmer like your brother.”


  “I know. Remember I got her through delivery.”


  “Lucky you,” Richard said, then snickered. He remembered how thrilled Padraic had been when Adrienne asked him to be her coach and stay with her through labor and delivery then the phone call after Sam’s birth.


  “What’s up?” Richard asked, a more serious tone to his voice.


  “I may have something,” Padraic advised.


  “What?”


  “It’s best for everyone if I don’t say anything.”


  “Okay.”


  “I need a favor though.”


  “Anything.”


  “I may need to use the castle.”


  “I’ll let O’Halloran know to expect you.”


  “Milo? I thought he’d passed on.”


  “Nope.”


  “Perfect,” Padraic said. He knew the family’s caretaker would do whatever was asked of him without question and he’d keep his mouth shut. Thank God for small blessings…


  “By the way, John’s asking about Sonsalla.”


  “I can’t get anything more on him. If this one lead is worth anything, I may be able to tell you something but other than that, I’ve hit roadblocks and dead ends.”


  “John’s even more concerned now that Adrienne and the baby are here.”


  “So am I but this guy’s got a good network. I can’t get through the surface to get to the bloody bastard’s heart.”


  “What do I tell John?”


  “Tell him to be wary. The guy she met on the beach could very well be nice and the name purely coincidental to the one I’m looking into. I’ve got a man following her. You won’t see him and neither will she but he’s very good at what he does and I trust him.”


  “That’s good to hear.”


  “I’ll be in touch,” Padraic assured him. “Give Adi and Sam my love.”


  “I will.”


  Richard ended the call, immediately calling Milo O’Halloran, the family caretaker at their ancestral Irish home in Connemara.


  “Castle Manion at Connemara…”


  “Milo, it’s Richard Manion, how are you?”


  “Fine, sir, and you? Any word?”


  “We’re fine and…”


  “What can I do to help Mister Padraic?”


  “It’s what I’ve always admired about you—short and sweet.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Open up the house. Padraic may be showing up in the near future. I don’t know what’s going on but…”


  “I’ll be discreet.”


  “Thank you. The family appreciates this.”


  “Anything to help.”


  Richard ended the call, feeling hope for the first time in months. He prayed Padraic would find Seneca and that his oldest son was alive. Please, God, for their sakes…


  * * * *


  Padraic followed up on several leads, tracking men who’d disappeared mysteriously, without any trace and all but forgotten about. He’d been to Hong Kong then Hawaii following AJ Carrera, a man with exclusive shipping rights because he dealt in diamonds and other precious gems. The man had no family to miss him, the only difference he had from the others.


  In Australia, he spoke with Scorpio’s supervisors and his father. He came away from the interviews knowing how out of character Scorpio’s sudden disappearance had been. It upset his father when his son didn’t attend his sister’s funeral then he realized something dire had happened to his boy.


  “Please, if you find him, tell him I love him and want him home.”


  “Yes, sir,” Padraic promised.


  Scorpio’s superiors had agreed with their operative’s father.


  “It’s definitely not something Scorpio would do. The man’s the best at what he does.”


  “When did he go missing?”


  “1998.”


  “I see and you haven’t learned anything or continued investigating…”


  “No, sir. We kept the case open but the attacks on the United States changed everything. Things were prioritized and missing agents didn’t…”


  “I see, so your man’s been in limbo ever since and probably wonders why you haven’t liberated him from wherever he’s being held.”


  “Unfortunately, we had to shift priorities like I said.”


  “Bloody hell,” Padraic cursed. “How many more will wind up missing at this guy’s hands?”


  “We don’t even have a suspect.”


  “Due to the circumstances, I am taking charge of this case.”


  “By whose authority?”


  “Interpol’s,” Padraic stated emphatically.


  Padraic left the office, rage surging through him. Had the Australian investigation been more active, Seneca might be alive and happily married.


  He went to his hotel then made reservations to fly back to New York. He’d spent months away from his family and needed to be with them to get his head straight. With the holidays coming up, he wanted to be with them, the Hewitts, Adrienne and Sam.


  “God damn it, when will I find the answers?”


  * * * *


  Vincent Sonsalla made a trip to Rome once he discovered Lady Adrienne Hewitt had closed up the house in the Hamptons. The woman had quietly left, telling no one where she intended to go. This irked him, her absence putting a halt to his becoming more a part of her life.


  After leaving the airport, he had his driver take him to his villa located outside of the city. He made a phone call and within the hour, his butler led an Italian beauty into his bedroom.


  He thanked Luigi then waited for the man to leave. Fluid in Italian, he got down to business telling his high-dollar escort to strip. She did then spent several hours earning her pay.


  Several hours later, she dressed, collected her money then headed toward the doorway.


  “Tomorrow night? Same time?”


  “No, I’m sorry I can’t,” she replied. “Another date.”


  “Break it.”


  “It’s one of my high-paying regulars.”


  “Change his appointment.”


  “I’d rather not.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m trying to be diplomatic here.”


  “What are you saying, wench?”


  “You are not worth the money you’ve paid me. I need a man to…”


  “Get out!” he screamed.


  “Gladly,” she said, slamming the door behind her when she left.


  * * * *


  Several days later, Sofia left her apartment to go to one of her regular appointments. She never made it. Instead, two street thugs shoved her into a van, bound her hands and feet then pressed a chloroformed cloth over her nose and mouth.


  When she woke from the chemically induced sleep, she found herself in a dingy room. Strange odors assailed her nose, bugs crawling on her, the heat stifling. She looked around seeing bars on the windows and the door.


  “Oh, my God, where…” She groaned, her head reeling from the aftereffects of the chloroform mixed with her surroundings.


  “Ah, you’re finally awake, I see.”


  “Where am I?”


  “You are on the Ile de Liberté. You will live out your sentence here.”


  “What’s going on?”


  “You have been sentenced to a life term for prostitution and grand theft.”


  “Sentenced?” she repeated. “I don’t remember a trial. I want a lawyer.”


  “Too late for that. You’re a lifer.”


  “This can’t be…”


  “It is,” the man informed her before laughing.


  “Who the hell are you?”


  “I’m Colonel Etienne Lesarde, your warden and the only one who can make your life easy or painful.”


  “You’re not serious,” she stated. “You’re telling me if I service you, you’ll make this paradise?”
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