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      Her life a messy disaster, Sarah seeks refuge on the tropical island paradise of Tohay. Sarah’s attraction to fellow ex-pat Morgan is unexpected.

      Morgan’s faith keeps his own demons at bay and makes the attraction a bad idea.

      For her. For him. For them both.

      A collision of the past with political conflict, and a natural disaster, forces Sarah and Morgan together. Forces Sarah to confront what she truly believes and make a choice about Morgan.

      Are they stronger apart or together?
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      Sarah felt her right shoulder pushed against the window as the aging turbo-prop banked to the right. The wing dipped and the turquoise waters of the Indian Ocean came into view. She glimpsed white surf and the dark line of mangroves before the pilot banked the aircraft back to the left, then leveled out for the final approach.

      As the aircraft drifted down toward the runway, she checked her seat belt, pulled it a little tighter, and tried to relax.

      Sarah disliked flying at the best of times. The transition in the Seychelles from the comfort of Business Class in the long haul Airbus to the spartan interior of the Air Tohay turbo-prop had been a shock. Scuffed and cracked plastic replaced the leather and fabric she had snuggled into all the way from London. She took a deep breath and caught the tang of aviation fuel in the back of her throat, then swallowed hard to try to remove the taste.

      The plane rocked hard as it crossed the line from the open ocean to over mangroves. Sarah grabbed at the arm of her seat, felt the edges of scuffed plastic bite into her palm. She glanced out the window, wished she hadn't as they flew over the wreckage of a small plane, nose down in the mangroves.

      Sarah swallowed hard and closed her eyes, fighting the churn in her stomach as the aircraft rocked again. Harder this time, and she heard something hit the galley floor up forward.

      There was a cool touch on her left wrist.

      Sarah opened her eyes, looked at the owner of the hand.

      "This part is always bumpy," the older gray-haired woman said.

      Elsa. Or was it Renata?

      Sarah had met the two women as they waited in the stuffy terminal in Mahe. She had thought they were nuns, with their long flowing gray dresses and the silver crucifixes round their necks. The older woman, probably in her mid to late-forties, with soft brown eyes. The younger woman, about Sarah's age, with wispy blonde hair and a bubbly personality, that made Sarah think in another world they could be friends.

      Not nuns, despite their calm, placid, almost other worldly demeanor. They were nurses at a hospital run by the Lutheran Mission on one of Tohay's out islands. Elsa had invited her to visit while she was on Tohay.

      Sarah was seriously considering the offer.

      "Renata doesn't like this part either," Elsa said, nodding her head toward her younger seat mate who sat with eyes closed, her lips moving slowly as she eased a set of rosary beads through her fingers.

      "I never do well on aircraft," Sarah said, and felt her muscles tense as the plane rocked again.

      And then they were down.

      A thump as the wheels hit the runway. A softer thud when the wheels connected a second time, and a cheer from the dozen roughnecks who occupied the front of the plane. There came a high-pitched whine as the pilot reversed thrust on the twin engines and slowed them quickly to a fast walking pace.

      The flight attendant welcomed them to Tohay and reminded everyone that bags were to be collected beside the aircraft before going to the Customs Hall.

      The pilot swung the turbo-prop in a wide circle to face back toward the runway, and Sarah saw the Customs Hall. It was a tin-roofed shed with wooden plank walls and benches beside two entry doors. Sarah doubted there was air-conditioning inside and recalled how uncomfortable she'd been in similar Customs Halls across the Caribbean.

      Something must have shown on her face, because Elsa patted her hand and said.

      "They won't keep you long in Customs, then you can get into Valatos and your hotel, which I know has air-conditioning."

      "How far is it into the capital?" Sarah asked. She wasn't sure whether to refer to Valatos as a town or a city. It was the capital of the Tohay Islands, but had a population of less than twenty-thousand.

      "Fifteen minutes by cab, if there is one," Elsa said, then sighed as the cabin door opened, letting in a blast of warm, humid air. There was another cheer from the roughnecks as they got to their feet, jostling, nudging, and teasing each other in loud voices.

      Sarah recognized Australian, Indian, and American accents.

      "They're still letting off steam," Renata said as she pushed the rosary into a pocket and wound errant wisps of blonde hair back behind her ear. "They work four straight weeks on the mining dredger, then get ten days in Kenya or Sri Lanka."

      "What are they dredging?" Sarah asked as she wriggled out of the seat and dragged her backpack from the tiny overhead bin.

      She had worked on promotional and safety videos for a mining company and knew more about the industry than she ever thought she'd need.

      And messed up her life.

      She turned a sigh into a long breath, as Renata said.

      "Manganese and cobalt mainly. They're hoping to find gold and silver as well."

      "It sounds dangerous," Sarah said. She had worked with land-based mines. Nothing near the ocean.

      "We get the occasional broken bones at the hospital," Renata said. "They have their own medical staff for regular cuts and bruises."

      "I never think of cuts and bruises as regular," Sarah said, as they shuffled down the narrow aisle to the exit.

      She turned at the end of the aisle, stepped through the door into the open and onto the steps.

      The smell of the ocean, the humidity, the sour damp vegetation smell flooded her with memories of her parents' home in Diamond Beach, Florida.

      Sarah felt the punch in her stomach, felt her muscles tense as she thought of the place where she had grown up.

      A place she missed more and more.

      She kept a tight grip on the rickety handrail as she walked carefully down the steps, her eyes slitted against the sun's glare.

      When she reached the ground, Sarah pulled her sunglasses and a ball cap from her bag and stood in the shade of the wing as the ground crew unloaded bags onto the ground and cargo onto a flatbed Ford.

      Elsa and Renata stood about ten feet away, waiting patiently, in their own bubble of calm and patience. Sarah had seen that same aura about them in the terminal in Mahe and envied it.

      She thought about the serenity she'd seen from the two women after she collected her bag and joined the line of roughnecks waiting outside the doorway marked "Visitors." She watched Elsa and Renata make their way through the other door marked "Residents and Citizens."

      While she waited, her thoughts swirled again.

      Why was she making this trip? What did she hope to prove? Why couldn't she have that calm and serenity she saw in Elsa and Renata? What was it, and how did they get it?

      "Ma'am!"

      Sarah jerked herself back into the present at the sharp voice of the Customs Officer. The frown on his face told her he'd spoken at least once before, and she felt her face heat.

      She hoisted her bag more securely on her shoulder, stepped forward to the booth, and handed him her passport.

      "Sorry," she said. "It's been a succession of long flights."

      And maybe that was her problem.

      Too many time zones in too short a time. Not enough sleep, and maybe one glass of red wine too many on the flight into Mahe.

      There was the click and thump of the official stamp on her passport.

      "Have a wonderful stay in Tohay."

      There was a smile on the official's face now, and he really sounded like he meant it.

      Sarah mustered a smile in return, adjusted her bag, and pulled her rollaboard behind her, past the single customs booth, and back out into the heat and humidity.

      The tin roof extended over a concrete pathway, providing some shade from the heat of the sun. There were three oversized pickup trucks on the packed earth parking lot, with the roughnecks clustered around, arguing loudly over who sat where. There were two other men on the opposite side of the lot, too far away to see their faces properly. They stood by their vehicles, looking like they were waiting.

      To her right, Sarah saw four of the tourists from her flight talking with an elderly stooped man with a peaked cap. He was shrugging and shaking his head.

      No cabs for me, Sarah thought.

      For a brief moment, she tried to translate fifteen minutes in a cab to walking time, then shook her head. The heat and the two-inch wedges on her feet would bring her down in less than half a mile.

      She was about to join the tourists when Elsa and Renata came out of the Customs Hall.

      Elsa lifted her arm and waved. One of the two men waved back, and they both began walking across the lot.

      "No cabs?" Renata asked.

      Sarah shook her head, gestured toward the man in the cap and the people clustered around him. "I haven't confirmed it, but my guess is he's telling them there are no cabs and no idea when they'll be here."

      Renata laughed, a delicate musical tinkle that matched her slender frame.

      "There are other ways," she said, and waved at the two men coming toward them.

      They were close enough now that Sarah could see them more clearly.

      Sarah guessed the older man was in his late forties, about Elsa's age. He was maybe six feet tall, had thinning sandy hair, a round face that seemed to have a permanent smile, and a white clerical collar that shone in contrast to the back short-sleeved shirt he wore with black shorts.

      Sarah saw the shine in his eyes. Eyes that saw Elsa and no-one else.

      The other man was an inch or two taller. He was wide at the shoulders and moved with the easy, lithe grace of someone at the peak of fitness. He had a shock of black hair curling down over his ears. His full lips were curved into a smile at his companion.

      He saw Renata, lifted a hand in greeting. His gaze shifted, his dark eyes now focused on Sarah.

      Just for the experience, Sarah had sat behind the camera for a fast zoom shot on one of the videos.

      His look was just like that zoom in shot.

      The lurch in her stomach. The pounding of her heart was so loud she was sure even the roughnecks could hear it.

      Men weren't supposed to affect her like this any more. They weren't a part of her life.

      Sarah tried to breathe without choking as he came up close. How could she be shivering in this heat?

      His eyes were as black as his hair and there was a spark of surprise there as his look caught and held her attention.

      His hand was large and solid and enveloped hers. Sarah wanted to pull back as the spark of awareness arced between them, but his grip was firm.

      "David Morgan," he said, his voice rich with notes of Boston. "I'm guessing Renata wants me to drive you into town, as there are no cabs."

      "Sarah Wilson," she said. "I'd appreciate that."

      She was pleased her voice sounded almost normal.

      Inside, even though she knew it was a really bad idea, she wondered how she could turn that fifteen-minute ride into an hour. Or a lifetime.
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      Morgan saw the look of surprise on Sarah's face when he opened the door of the pickup and offered his hand to help her climb onto the running board and up into the cab.

      Not used to simple courtesies, he guessed, as he walked round the truck to the driver's side. Another part of his mind replayed the way her hazel eyes had gone wide when they shook hands, and again, as she used his hand for support. Her slender body, encased in denim jeans and a powder blue turtleneck sweater, had gone rigid for a second, then relaxed.

      She was maybe a head shorter than him in her sneakers, with high cheekbones and a swathe of chestnut hair that fell to midway down her shoulder blades.

      As he climbed into the cab, Morgan glanced over at her. There was a slight flush on those high cheekbones. She sat straight, looking forward, her seat belt already fastened.

      As he pulled out of the parking lot onto the road to the capital, she said. "Is it really only fifteen minutes to Valatos?"

      "It is, and don't be expecting too much," he said. "There are no high-rise buildings or office towers. My guess is your hotel at four-storys is one of the tallest buildings."

      Morgan gestured toward the mountain that dominated the northern half of the island.

      "There are many stories and legends about eruptions that destroyed everything the people here have built. Most houses are designed to be easily rebuilt.

      "My research never said anything about Mount Bismarck being an active volcano."

      There was a shrill edge to her voice, like she expected to see a wall of boiling lava appear in the road ahead.

      "To be considered dormant, it needs to be at least ten-thousand years since the last eruption. Cloud Lover, that's what the locals call the mountain, has barely reached a hundred years."

      "So there could be an eruption while I'm here."

      "Possible but unlikely," Morgan said. "The Tohay government had sensors placed at strategic points on the mountain and down into the caldera. There's a very low level of activity at the moment, so I doubt we'll have an eruption while you're here."

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the silky chestnut hair bounce as she nodded. She relaxed back into the seat as he made the turn onto the road for Valatos.

      They traveled in a comfortable silence for a few minutes, then Morgan asked. "What brings you to Tohay?"

      "My mother says I'm running away."

      He glanced over at her, saw her cheeks had flushed scarlet, felt his breath hitch again.

      Saints, she was adorable.

      "Mother's can be very judgmental."

      "She may be right this time," Sarah said. "I'm not prepared to air all my dirty laundry to someone I met ten minutes ago."

      Morgan smiled at the prim tone in her voice.

      "You may have started that already," he said.

      He thought about what she'd said.

      "There's a school of thought that my coming here two years ago was running away. Geoffrey asks me about it at least once a week."

      "Can you share why?" she asked.

      Morgan braked and slowed to avoid hitting a cyclist who weaved around the potholes dotted along the road.

      He didn't talk about his reasons to anyone. Even Geoffrey only knew the highlights.

      Morgan didn't know why. Something inside told him it was time. For reasons he couldn't explain, Morgan felt it important to be completely transparent with Sarah from the beginning.

      Maybe it really was time.

      He took a long breath. Then another.

      Sarah seemed to sense the conflict in his head. She reached over, placed her left hand over his right on the steering wheel.

      Morgan tried to ignore the spark of connection.

      Her voice was soft, almost a whisper, and more impactful than if she'd spoken normally.

      "It's okay. If I'm not ready to share, why should I expect you to?"

      Morgan checked the mirrors, made sure the road was clear, braked and pulled over onto the verge.

      She was frowning when he twisted in his seat to look at her.

      "We felt something when we shook hands. I can feel something between us just sitting beside you here in this truck. I don't know what it means, or if it leads anywhere. It's a feeling I like, and if I don't tell you now, it's likely to be a problem in the future."

      "You're married?"

      Morgan laughed then. Couldn't help himself as he shook his head and turned his hand so their palms touched.

      She didn't resist or recoil from his touch.

      "I was running," he said. "I was a Marine Corps pilot. We ran a mission in the Gulf and my plane got hit. Fergus, my rear, was hurt bad, and there was no way he could eject. I tried to land back on the carrier. It didn't go well."

      Morgan dropped his head so she couldn't see his face.

      Didn't go well!

      The arrester hook broke free from the fuselage when the load hit. Morgan's plane skewed across the flight deck, hit the tower, took out two F-35's, and killed ten men.

      Eleven if you included Fergus, although the inquiry determined Fergus was dead before the attempted landing.

      "I remember the news stories," Sarah said. She squeezed his hand.

      "Weren't you cleared?"

      Morgan nodded, took a long breath, sniffed back the lump in his throat and the tears in his eyes. He still missed the devil-may-care attitude in Fergus's green eyes, the continual requests for Morgan to request a fly-by like they were lead actors in some action movie.

      "I was, but it never felt right, and I lost the confidence, or whatever you call it, to land on a carrier again. Flying went from something I lived for to something I couldn't stand. I put in my papers and came here."

      "Did it worry you, ending your career like that?"

      "Probably more afterwards than it did at the time." Morgan said.

      He released her hand and sat back in the driver's seat, leaned his head back on the headrest, closed his eyes. Wished he hadn't because he saw the flames and the foam and the bodies again.

      "I never saw myself as a thirty year Marine if that's what you mean, but I'd given no consideration to what my life would look like after the Corps."

      "Why Tohay?"

      "I saw it on an Indian Ocean chart when I was in the Gulf. It looked a nice out of the way place to be, so when I wanted somewhere to hide, and I have been hiding, it was a natural place to come to."

      "It's certainly a beautiful place," she said as he pulled back onto the road. "To answer your original question properly, I work for an independent film maker. I'm scouting locations for an action thriller we're looking to make. Something with a Bond or Bourne-like theme."

      "You'll have to give the owners tips on how to upgrade the Bismarck hotel if we're getting movie stars flying in."

      "Don't do it just for that possibility," she said with another smile that flipped his stomach again.

      "The number of movies that actually get made, even when they're approved and financed, is really small. And locations get changed constantly. Often because of the budget."

      "I'd heard that," Morgan said as the trees lining the road changed to buildings and they came into Valatos. "I run a charter boat business. If you want to see the other islands, it's a quiet time of year. I could fit you in."

      He didn't tell her he'd make time even if he was fully booked. No sense in going overboard, as she hadn't actually admitted to feeling the same spark that hit him.

      "What boat?"

      She'd shifted in her seat, more upright, more alert, her hazel eyes full of sparkle now. There was genuine interest in her question.

      "A twenty-year-old, forty-foot Hatteras, with modifications. You know them?"

      "Daddy had a forty-foot double cabin when we grew up. He sold it the year I left for college. I think I cried for a month."

      Morgan wished he had five hours rather than five minutes to drive so they could talk more, but the four-story hotel was straight ahead of him on the east side of the main square.

      As he handed her bag to the valet, a thought came to him.

      It was a long time since he'd taken a risk.

      She hadn't dismissed him when he told her his reasons for being on Tohay, so maybe there was a chance.

      "There's a dinner at President Malan's home this evening," Morgan said.

      The butterflies swarmed in his stomach. He hadn't been this nervous with a woman since he asked Jenny O'Rourke to be his high school prom date.

      "It's nothing formal, and you'll know Elsa and Renata," he said, turned away so he wouldn't see the rejection in her eyes when she declined.

      "And you," she said.

      Morgan looked back. The afternoon sun made her hair glow, and there was a sparkle in her hazel eyes, a curve to those full, kissable lips.

      "I know you as well," she said. "I'd like to come if you'll drive."
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