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

      Paula chases the tease of promotion halfway around the world. Promised opportunity becomes a challenging turmoil.

      Devastation surrounds her. Family conflict tears at her. An unexpected attraction to Takan, the Chief Minister of Tohay, complicates everything. Paula must make impossible choices.

      She balances every decision on a knife-edge.

      Her final decision could cost her everything. Her career. Her family. Her chance at love.

      Everything!

      An opposites attract, single-parent romance.
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      The Citation shuddered and juddered as it flew through a patch of turbulence. Paula's head bounced off the padded headrest. She sat forward and gave up any pretense of trying to sleep, even though her body cried out for rest.

      Thirty hours before, she had been ready to finish her day at the tungsten mine in northern Norway when she took the urgent call from her CEO in Canada.

      After that, it was a two-bounce trip to Vancouver, a quick briefing, and more bounces across Asia to the islands of Tohay in the Indian Ocean, where the company was test dredging for manganese and cobalt on the ocean floor.

      Invasion, sabotage, and a volcanic eruption.

      The dredging operation was stalled, tying up thousands of dollars of capital, and the operations manager had disappeared.

      Your family is from Tohay. You know the people. Get it fixed, the CEO had said and teased the prospect of an executive position in Vancouver as the reward for success.

      A reward that didn't hold the same attraction it had two or three years ago.

      Paula shifted in her seat, checked her watch, which was still on European time. She did a quick mental calculation and estimated that there was an hour of flight time remaining.

      They were in smooth air now, so Paula unbuckled herself, and stood, smiling at the one advantage of being five-feet-three inches. She could stand upright in the Citation's cabin. She pushed her knuckles into the small of her back, trying to knead the kinks out. Paula felt something click. The dull ache that had plagued her since the refueling stop in Singapore disappeared.

      Paula walked the few steps forward to the tiny galley, set the coffee machine to espresso and poured two helpings into the china mug with the blue corporate logo stamped on the side.

      Back in her seat, she sipped the hot bitter liquid, and felt the fatigue fade into the background. 

      Paula opened the blue information folder they'd given her in Vancouver, set it beside the legal pad and her favorite automatic pencil. There wasn't much in the file, and she'd already read it twice. This third time was to decide on her action plan.

      In all likelihood, the plan would be useless soon after she landed, but at least she'd have something to work with.

      The first item was to secure the operations center and then find the manager. She knew Roger Davis by reputation and, thankfully, had never worked with him. He had a toxic reputation, and Paula was never sure why he'd been given a second chance. A third one really if the rumors about the Chilean accident were even half true. She made a note to check the accuracy of all the test results, especially the good ones.

      When the Citation began its final approach, she had two pages of notes and a solid plan in her head.

      When the jet touched down, Paula tilted her head and watched through the tiny window as the pilot taxied up and came to a stop on the left side of the airport buildings.

      Or rather, the remains of the airport buildings.

      She remembered the Customs Hall as a wood-walled shed with a metal roof. Now, there was the burned skeleton of a building with charred wood and twisted metal support beams. A pair of uniformed men stood by the ruins watching the activity beyond the ruined buildings.

      Paula looked toward where their attention was focused and saw a drab painted transport airplane with Indian Air Force markings. Teams of uniformed men and women unloaded pallets of supplies.

      She pushed the blue folder and her action plan into her laptop bag, collected that and her carryon bag. The pilot, a squat man with a chubby face and sandy hair, had the door open, and steps lowered when she reached the front of the aircraft. He offered to take her bag, but she shook her head.

      "I'm good," she said. "You leave in the morning?"

      He nodded. "There's no fuel to be had here. We have enough to return to Singapore. If you need to evacuate, get us a message, and we'll collect you."

      "If I need to evacuate, the entire team comes," Paula said. "We'll need more than your eight seats."

      The pilot nodded again. "Remember it's an option."

      Paula took the steps slowly. She breathed the hot, humid air carefully and squinted against the sun's glare. She congratulated herself that she'd thought to wear combat boots instead of wedges or heels. The boots looked better with her beige cargo pants and sapphire-blue golf shirt and more practical for the conditions she expected.

      At the bottom of the steps, she reached into the side pouch of her carry-on, pulled out a ball cap and sunglasses.

      She twisted her rust-red hair up under the ball cap and settled the sunglasses in place.

      Now that she could see without screwing her eyes almost shut, Paula wiped the sweat off her forehead, and looked around.

      The interior of the transport plane was still nearly full of cargo. Paula guessed it would take another three or four hours to finish the unloading. The pallets coming off the transport were stacked away from the aircraft near the remains of the Customs building.

      Teams of people pulled the plastic wrapping off the pallets, inspected the boxes and crates. They worked with feverish intensity. Paula heard little conversation as the cargo was separated and loaded onto trucks and into cars.

      None of the vehicles looked newer than five or six years old.

      Paula started toward the ruins of the Customs Building, still watching the loading. She was maybe thirty paces from the charred skeleton when one of the loaders stumbled.

      He was a big man with a frizz of iron gray hair, and a belly rolling down over his belt.

      The stack of boxes in his arms toppled to the floor.

      His dark face, suddenly gray, twisted in pain. His right hand reached for his chest. Paula saw him gasping for breath as he collapsed.

      A woman screamed.

      Everyone seemed frozen in place.

      Paula heard the chatter of insects and the trill of the birds. She released the handle of her carry-on, shrugged the backpack off her shoulder and ran.

      People crowded around the fallen man. Paula pushed through the crowd, using her elbows to move forward, ignoring the grumbles and complaints. Just like she had on the rush-hour subway in New York when she did EMT training at the Murray Hill Trauma Center.

      A figure was crouched over the fallen man. His broad muscular shoulders blocked her approach.

      "Are you a doctor?" She demanded.

      He shifted his weight and turned. The dark wavy hair, almost black, bounced as he turned his head and looked up at her.

      Paula had never seen eyes so green, so brilliant. It looked like he could see into her soul. Her breath hitched.

      He shook his head.

      It took a moment to remember the question she had asked. "Move out of the way then."

      Paula put her hand on his shoulder to push him aside.

      Big mistake.

      It was like she'd touched a live power line. The energy and attraction sparked up her arm and into those parts of her body that had lain dormant for so long. Paula hissed a breath, moved her arm and turned away, but not before she'd seen the way his nostrils flared, and his beautiful emerald eyes went wide.

      "You want him to have a chance of living, get out of the way."

      It was situations like this in mining camps far from civilization that inspired her to get her EMT qualification. At Murray Hill, she'd do a full evaluation. Here, as on every other occasion in the field, there was no time.

      And no time to argue with oversized, muscle bound idiots who didn't know what they were doing.

      She slid around him, dropped to her knees, assessing the patient as she did so.

      Paula saw the hint of blue on the man's lips, saw the lack of movement on the man's chest, the sheen of sweat on his lined brow.

      She felt for the radial pulse on the right wrist and twisted her head back to Green Eyes.

      "If you really want to help, get me an AED. A defibrillator. There's one on the Citation if the transport isn't equipped."

      No pulse. Paula moved her hand, her fingers feeling in the fleshy folds of his neck for the carotid.

      Still nothing.

      "Starting compressions," she said, like there was a team around her rather than frightened spectators and Green Eyes, although she'd felt him move away and hoped like crazy he was getting her the AED.

      She counted to thirty out loud, gave him two hard breaths of mouth to mouth, then started the compressions again.

      Paula was halfway through the third cycle of compressions. Her arms ached, sweat dripped into her eyes, and her voice was getting hoarse. She wondered how much longer she could keep this up, when she was aware someone had kneeled down on the opposite side of the patient.

      "I'm Elsa. I'm a nurse," the woman said, her voice soft, reassuring, and tinged with a German accent.

      "You're doing great,” Elsa said. “Can you keep going while I set up the defibrillator?"

      Paula nodded without breaking her count.

      She reached thirty again, gave another set of mouth to mouth and heard the whine as the defibrillator powered up.

      "Start again while I cut his shirt away," Elsa said.

      "Got it," Paula said, and started again, confident enough in her rhythm now that she could look up.

      Elsa looked to be in her mid to late forties, with close-cropped gray hair a narrow face and intense brown eyes. She wore a long brown dress that looked like a nun's habit. A crucifix hung on a short chain around her neck. Her hands were steady as she used scissors to slice the left side of the man's t-shirt from hem to neckline.

      She carried an aura of calm about her, that made Paula immediately envious. Why was it so many other women had that calm, collected, in control look about them, while Paula always seemed to be rushing from one crisis or catastrophe to the next?

      Paula's mind came back to the present when Elsa said.

      "Stop compression and take that shirt off him."

      Paula reached over, grabbed the ragged edges of fabric and drew it toward her, wiping up the sweat on the man's hair-covered chest as he did so.

      "Good," Elsa said approvingly.

      Paula watched as Elsa placed the paddles on the man's chest. The nurse studied the readout for a moment, then in a loud voice said, "Clear!"

      The words sounded more like klar to Paula. She shuffled her knees back a few inches.

      The charge hit the man's body.

      His body jerked. Paula leaned forward, ready to restart the compressions when he wheezed. There was a sound like a long moan as he sucked in a long breath and his eyelids fluttered.

      Paula helped Elsa roll him into the recovery position.

      "I've got him now," Elsa said.

      Paula shuffled back, pushed slowly to her feet. She wiped her hands on the shoulders of her golf shirt. The fabric was as damp as her hands. Instead, she used her cargo pants as a towel.

      Some of the crowd chattered at her, telling her what a great thing she'd done, patted her on the back, and offered her bottles of water, which she gratefully accepted

      When Paula was free of the crowd, and taking long swallows from the lukewarm water, she looked around for Green Eyes. There was no sign of him.

      She was surprised at the felling of disappointment that surged through her.
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      Takan stood at the edge of the crowd, aware of the murmurs of concern, like the buzz of bees searching blossoms for pollen, as they watched the two women work on Old George. He was grateful Elsa had appeared beside him and taken the defibrillator. He didn't know the extent of the other woman's expertise, although she looked capable.

      And stunning.

      She didn't look like a nurse, wearing black shoes that looked like work boots, dressed in baggy beige cargo pants, and a blue golf shirt that hugged her lush upper body.

      Takan also knew that meant nothing. He'd learned long ago not to judge anything or anybody on appearances or first impressions.

      He still felt the charge of electricity and awareness on his bod from where they had touched. Takan was sure her eyes had popped wide, but hidden by the sunglasses, he couldn't be certain.

      He wondered about the color of her eyes. Would they complement or contrast with the waterfall of thick ruat-colored hair that flowed down to her shoulders?

      The thought surprised him. Scared him a little if he was honest with himself.

      It had been three years since breast cancer had taken his wife. He hadn't looked at another woman since.

      Between raising his son, Malik, and the duties as First Minister of Tohay, now Acting President, there wasn't time to cultivate a new relationship.

      Even if he wanted to, and he didn't.

      So why did this woman, who looked like a Tohay native and spoke with the brash arrogance of an American from New York, affect him so?

      A hand touched his shoulder.

      Takan turned, saw a tall slender man in his late forties, with a twinkle in his brown eyes. The man wore a pale blue turtleneck sweater with a white minister's collar at his neck.

      Takan felt a surge of pleasure at seeing the man, and relief he'd survived the invasion. 

      "Geoffrey," he said as the two hugged. "I saw Elsa and hoped you'd be with her. How did you get here?"

      "We came on the transport," Geoffrey said, waving an arm at the aircraft. "It took a while to finish up the paperwork with the Indian Air Force, and then you put Elsa to work."

      "Not me. Old George collapsed, and that woman took over. She seems to know what she's doing."

      Geoffrey gave him a knowing smile. "I saw you watching her."

      Takan was about to deny it, offer all the explanations he'd cataloged in his head just now. Then he realized it would be just the opening Geoffrey wanted to tease mercilessly.

      Instead, he asked. "Are Morgan and Renata with you?"

      Geoffrey shook his head. "Morgan went to Florida with Sarah, the location scout for a film company."

      "I remember her," Takan said. "Why Florida?"

      "It's where she's from. Don't be surprised to get a wedding invitation in the near future."

      "That would surprise me. And Renata?"

      The expression on Geoffrey's face became closed.

      He looked sad, Takan thought
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