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      International selling author Richard Freeborn completes the thrilling Serpent trilogy with The Tail of the Serpent, plunging readers deeper into disaster and political conflict on the Indian Ocean paradise of Tohay.

      Two photographs. Two people. Ten thousand miles apart.

      Renata. Dedicated to her patients. Missing after the invasion.

      Marcus. Adrift and searching. Ten thousand miles to Tohay seems no distance for redemption.

      Is ten thousand miles far enough, or will the shattering aftermath of the invasion keep Renata and Marcus apart for ever?
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      Renata Muller, midwife, nurse, and at times, therapist, wiped a damp hand over her sweat-soaked brow. She leaned forward and pushed her head into the barely cooler breeze off the tower fan that clacked, coughed, and wheezed damp air across the small kitchen.

      She had left Eluma Town earlier this evening to travel ten miles north to Peter's Cove and help a mother give birth.

      Each mile of the journey had made her increasingly nervous.

      Renata had a lot of experience with the family.

      Mrs. Roberts had four children. Two boys and two girls.

      Renata was present for the last two, both boys.

      The deliveries had been long, hard, and bloody.

      Renata, supported by her friend and mentor Elsa, had advised Mrs. Roberts and her husband not to have more children if they wanted her to live and see these four children grow into youths, teenagers, and adults.

      Like so many of Renata's patients on the island chain of Tohay, in the middle of the Indian Ocean, Mrs. Roberts had ignored the advice. Or her husband had. Or they both had.

      Sometimes the choices people made, even when they knew the danger, foolhardiness, or just plain stupidity, made Renata want to scream in frustration.

      This fifth Roberts child was nearly five weeks early.

      Renata had arrived at the house breathless, worried, and not a little scared.

      She had delivered babies on her own so many times that she had lost count of the actual number. Each birth was different, and if complications arose here on Tohay, Elsa, Theresa, Nicole, and the rest of the staff were usually along the hallway, ready to help if needed.

      Here, in Peters Cove, there was just her, in the Roberts family home on the edge of the village, with a cluster of Mrs. Roberts' women friends, and no medicines apart from the ones in Renata's bag.

      Renata stood in the tiny kitchen, sipping at a large mug of the bitter coffee Mr. Roberts had made. A drink she was sure would curdle her stomach.

      She glimpsed her reflection in the window. Her face was flushed, her blonde hair fighting to free itself from the ponytail she'd tied before the birth.

      She shook her head, watched her mirror image do the same, then allowed herself a smile.

      For the first time in five births, Mrs. Roberts had delivered in minutes rather than the hours or days it had taken to bring the other four children into the world.

      Renata had barely reached the house in time.

      Now Mrs. Roberts was nursing her third son with one arm and using the other to hug and squeeze her husband and each of the older children.

      Renata wouldn't be surprised if she was back here in twelve or eighteen months' time delivering the sixth Roberts child.

      She offered a quick prayer the family’s luck held, and that number six, if there was one, delivered as easily as number five.

      She took another sip of the coffee, tried not to grimace at the taste. With an instinct driven by long habit, Renata reached up and touched the silver crucifix that hung from her neck.

      God had blessed them all tonight.

      When she returned to Eluma Town, Renata vowed to visit the chapel attached to the clinic, light a candle, meditate, and offer long prayers of thanks and praise.

      She pulled her phone from the pocket of her scrubs, touched the screen, and looked at the wallpaper image. It was a head-and-shoulders view of a man in the uniform of a United States Marine officer. His brown hair was trimmed close to his scalp. There was a sparkle in his chestnut-brown eyes that carried down to the twist of the full lips and firm jaw.

      His name was Marcus Wilson.

      Renata still had no idea what possessed her to ask his sister for a copy of the photograph, except she had sensed pain and torture behind those brown eyes and felt a punch of recognition in her chest.

      She stroked her finger along his cheek and wondered if in real life his skin would be smooth or rough with stubble from not shaving.

      "I don't know when, or how, or why, but I know we'll meet, Marcus," she whispered to the image. "I'm looking forward to it."

      The phone beeped a low-power warning, and she shut it off. Not that it made much difference. The cell coverage in Eluma Town was unpredictable. Here in Peter's Cove, the coverage was non-existent.

      A crash of thunderous noise ripped her attention away from her thoughts about phones and signals.

      Lightning sparked and flashed, bright and searing. The blinding light wiped her reflection from the window.

      The night had been warm when she arrived.

      There was nothing unusual in that; the Tohay islands were close to the equator and experienced small temperature ranges that rarely fell below seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit.

      Renata frowned. She hadn't expected thunder this evening; the heat and humidity hadn't combined in their usual way to generate thunderstorms.

      She watched for more flashes.

      There was another flash, and a tight knot formed in her stomach.

      The flashes didn't look like lightning.

      She left the coffee mug on the counter, pushed out through the door, and stood under the porch Mr. Roberts had built since she was last her for the fourth baby.

      There was a light breeze, gusting from the southeast. She felt it tug, tease, and play with the strands of blonde hair that had escaped from her ponytail again.

      More flashes lit the sky; cones of white that seemed to rise from below the tree line rather than from within the clouds above.

      She heard cracks, crackles, and thudding booms.

      This wasn't thunder.

      Renata had heard those noises before in Sudan.

      She felt her body go alternately rigid and trembling. She knew the noises were gunfire, explosions, and helicopter gunships.

      The door thudded shut behind her. There was a rustle of movement. Renata smelled wood smoke, male sweat, and the distinctive, wonderful scent of a newborn.

      "That doesn't sound like thunder," Mr. Roberts said.

      My name is Creswell, he had told her many times. He was five years older than Renata but seemed to have another twenty years of maturity, and she had never felt comfortable using his first name.

      "It isn't." Renata said. "Those noises are guns, bombs, and rockets. Someone is attacking Eluma."

      "Why?"

      Part of her mind was back in Eluma Town, at the clinic. She worried about Elsa, Theresa, and Nicole. She hoped they had escaped or at least found somewhere safe.

      Another part of her mind was transported back to Sudan.

      Renata shut those thoughts down fast.

      There were too many memories she didn't want to explore now. Or ever, if she was honest with herself.

      Renata focused on answering the question Mr. Roberts had asked.

      "I don't think President Murjani needs a reason other than he wants to rule all the Tohay islands," she said. 

      There was another ripple of explosions to the south. A bright flash; white, blue, and purple lit the underside of the clouds. Behind them, the lights flickered, dimmed, and went out.

      "Figured that was coming," Mr. Roberts said. "You can never trust the power here at the best of times."

      There was a rustle of clothing, and he flicked on a flashlight.

      "We should go back inside," Renata said. "Let's make sure your wife and newest son are still all right."

      "They were both fast asleep when I came out," he said, but made no protest when Renata led him back inside.

      The noise of gunfire and explosions stopped about an hour later. Renata rarely had trouble sleeping. Tonight the chatter and call of the nocturnal animals, birds, and insects was missing

      She found the relative silence unnerving.

      Curled under a blanket in the big stuffed armchair in the family room next to the kitchen, Renata drifted between dozing and wakefulness.

      The house creaked around her. There was the occasional snuffle of the baby, and the murmurings of Mr. and Mrs. Roberts as she fed the newborn.

      In her wakeful moments, Renata worried about her friends and what the explosions meant. The concern conflicted her. She wanted to return to Eluma Town and be sure her friends were safe. And she needed to remain here with Mrs. Roberts for another day to be sure there were no immediate complications.

      There was still no power the next morning. Mr. Roberts, used to power interruptions, made breakfast for the children and boiled water for coffee on an open wood fire just outside the kitchen.

      The coffee didn't taste any better.

      When breakfast was done, and Renata had checked on Mrs. Roberts and the baby, now with a name; Antoine, Mr. Roberts put his hand gently on her arm.

      She felt the rough scrape of the calluses on his palms over her skin. His brown eyes, so dark they were almost black, were full of concern.

      "If you're thinking of heading south, Renata, be careful. Those helicopters bombed with a purpose."

      "I'll be here for another day," she said. "I want to be sure your wife is recovering well and there are no issues with Antoine. After that, let's see. You may have power back by then."

      The look on his lined, weathered face told her he doubted her optimism.

      She spent the rest of the day helping him around the house and with the children.

      That was a joy for her. Renata loved children. She hoped to have three or four herself one day, if she ever found the right person.

      The children wore themselves, and her out. With no power, the family settled down for the night soon after darkness fell.

      This time Renata was grateful for the big armchair and blanket. She tucked a flashlight into the cushions beside her and doubted she would have trouble sleeping tonight.

      It was still dark when she woke, not sure if something had disturbed her or if the dryness in her mouth had forced her out of sleep.

      She remained still for a while, curled under the blanket until she decided to get some water.

      The flashlight threw out a cone of light that made her eyes hurt, and she wished the light came with a dimmer like the overhead lights at the clinic in Eluma Town.

      She positioned the flashlight on the counter and poured water from a jug into a glass.

      As she lifted the glass to her
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