
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Black Tiger

        

        
        
          Black Tiger, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Greta van der Rol

        

        
          Published by Greta van der Rol, 2013.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BLACK TIGER

    

    
      First edition. April 9, 2013.

      Copyright © 2013 Greta van der Rol.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1497741669

    

    
    
      Written by Greta van der Rol.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    This book is dedicated to wild tigers and to the people fighting to prevent their extinction.

Tengai Tiger Park is not a real place. Its description is based on an amalgam of a few such parks in India. Although the legend of the were-tiger is part of Indian tradition, as far as I know there is no such thing as a black tiger. But I don't know everything.
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Chapter 1   
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"Lord, I feel like a coat hanger," Sally muttered as the camera and lens case edged a little further down on her shoulder. Nothing to do about it; she had her hands full with her carry-on luggage and the drag-behind suitcase. She followed the other passengers out of Customs to the exit, the sign above the door written in Hindi and English, and walked through the automatic doors into the arrival hall. She looked past the eager locals obviously waiting for loved ones and searched the little signs held almost furtively by people meeting unknowns. That was her; unknown, alone in India. Her heart beat too fast. Nerves, that was all. 

The words 'Tengai Tiger Park' leapt out at her from a sign held by a fellow in a neat khaki uniform but the employment agency had told her she'd be met by somebody and this fellow looked like he was collecting a tour party. She'd come back to him if there wasn't any other option. She glanced further along, letting her eye rest only on signs in English. Ah. 'Dr Sally Carter' hand-printed on cardboard. Wow. The fellow holding the sign was a bit of all right. He topped her five feet eight by a good six inches, wide shoulders and short, black hair. Not a kid, either. He looked about thirty-five; a little older than her. Settle, Sally. He's a man. You're over them, remember?

"I'm Sally Carter." She dragged her luggage over to the man and thrust out a hand. She might as well start as she intended to continue, a new doctor, sure, but a friendly one. 

The man smiled, took her hand while he shoved the folded sign in the back of his jeans. "I'm delighted to meet you, Doctor Carter. I'm Ash." He had a lovely deep voice with barely a hint of that sing-song Indian accent.

Her fingers tingled at his touch, like a surge of current that had her heart fluttering. "Sally."

"Sally," he repeated. He glanced down at his hand as if he'd felt something, too, then reached around her for the handle of the suitcase and took the carry-on from her. "Let me take these from you. If you'll come this way, it's a long drive." 

She admired a tight ass in faded jeans as she pulled the camera and the long lens back up on her shoulder. She could look, couldn't she? Besides, he'd be a driver or something, probably married with children. She hurried to catch up to him, her footfalls echoing on the tiles. 

"Did you fly direct from Australia?" he asked.

"Yes. Singapore Airlines from Melbourne to Mumbai via Singapore, a two-hour wait, then here. About sixteen hours, all up."

He maneuvered around a chattering family dawdling toward the terminal's exit. "You'll be tired, then."

"Not too bad. I got some sleep. Nice of the raja to fly me business class."

The exit doors sighed open. Outside, a cool breeze tingled on her bare arms. She should've taken her jacket out of her bag. Thirty-five in Melbourne to... what?... low teens here? Too late now. She hitched her camera gear up again and followed him to a dusty land cruiser. 

"Get in", he said, setting her bags in the back. "You can put your camera gear on the back seat if you wish."

He swung into the driver's seat and turned on the engine while she dragged her leather jacket out of her bag. 

"Photography is a hobby?" he asked as he negotiated the traffic to the highway.

"Yes. I'm dying to get my first look at a real, live, in the wild, Royal Bengal Tiger. Oh, man, I'll fill an album with shots."

"You like tigers?"

"Yes. Ever since I was a little girl. I had pictures of tigers all around the walls of my room and that was the first exhibit I'd visit at the zoo."

He smiled, watching the traffic, not her. "Wild tigers are magnificent. Nothing like the zoo-bred animals."

"No. I hate seeing the big cats in cages. It's sad that it has to be that way to keep them from becoming extinct." 

He shot her a look. He had those dark, liquid eyes of all Indians but his had a glint, a flash of... something. She gazed at his profile. He was trying hard to be friendly but she didn't think it was natural for him. A bit like her, really, a loner.

"Um. You speak English very well."

He grinned, showing even white teeth. "English is a national language in India. We all learn it. Tell me, do you like cricket?"

"Oh, well, in Australia you can't avoid it. Bit like here, I suppose." 

He nodded.

"Yes, I do like cricket," she went on. "But not the slap and giggle twenty-twenty stuff. I like test cricket where it's like a game of chess. You know? Tactics and strategy."

"So true." He flashed her an approving glance. "Where you need patience and guile, not just explosive flamboyance, although it's good to have that, too."

He turned right, off the road from the airport onto a modern, busy expressway. The old roads were still there, though, off to the sides where the locals rode bicycles between fields and rows of houses in various states of repair. She'd been warned about the vast class distinctions in India but it didn't look like she'd get to see much of it on this drive.

Feeling a bit like a teenager, she looked sideways at Ash, studying him. He had his eyes on the road; he wouldn't notice her scrutiny. Straight nose, fullish lips. This was one good looking man. He seemed very confident, very relaxed, his strong, well-manicured hands light on the steering wheel, his skin the color of maple. He glanced over at her and smiled. Oh, Lord. As the flush burned up her face, she rubbed her eye to hide her face, her head bowed. When she looked up again, he'd turned away. 

Might as well watch the scenery. Beyond the confines of a typical modern expressway, successions of small villages appeared between tended fields. Not unlike farmland in Australia, really. 

After they'd been driving for an hour Ash turned off the highway down an unmade road between the fields. She stretched back in the seat, easing her shoulders and her back. Ash glanced at her, a slight smile curving his lips. He drove with one hand on the steering wheel, the other resting on the door, the vehicle in cruise control. What a hunk. Her mouth positively watered. Slightly curly black hair that reached to his collar, eye lashes a model would kill for. 

Off limits. He'd probably end up being a patient and a married one, at that. Still, no wedding ring. But maybe they didn't wear wedding rings in India.

A village appeared suddenly around the next corner. This was more like the places she'd expected: dilapidated buildings lining a dirt road, peeling paint, rusting iron, dust. What was this? A crowd of people filled the street ahead, outside one of the shanties, their voices loud and harsh. Raised fists shook.

Ash braked and let the car roll to a halt.

A man faced the crowd, next to him a woman with her arms around a child who had its head buried in her skirts. The man gestured, open handed, arguing. Someone lunged forward and shoved him, hard enough to have him stagger backwards. The sound of the crowd deepened to a bay. 

Sally's whole body tensed. This looked ugly. "What's going on?"

The man being shoved caught sight of the cruiser and pushed toward it, his arm held out, shouting as he came.

"Stay here." Ash was already half-way out the door. He slammed it behind him.

Fear trickling down her spine, Sally craned her head as he strode into the mob to meet the fellow, who clutched at Ash's arm, then stepped back. 

She slipped out of the vehicle. If anybody was hurt, she might be needed. 

Ash's arrival seemed to have at least stopped the onslaught. The voices faded to a rumbling mutter, then silence. The leader of the crowd made an indignant speech with much finger-pointing at the accused, accompanied by nodding of heads and a susurrus of whispers. Sally edged forward, wishing she could understand the conversation. Ash said a few words, calm, in control. The defendant flung his arms out, made an impassioned plea. She could imagine the 'it wasn't me, I didn't do it'. Derisive cries were flung back but Ash raised a hand and they subsided. 

She breathed deep, allowing her heart rate to slow. She wouldn't be needed. Ash walked away, back through the crowd to the car. Even before he'd passed, the men let out an exultant shout, surging at the defendant, pushing him into his house. The child cried, the sound piercing over the deeper voices. 

Shit. Sally strode forward and was jerked to a halt by the hand on her arm.

"You cannot interfere." Ash's voice was deep and calm.

She spun to face him. "What are you saying? There's a child there. Whatever he's done, the child isn't to blame."

"They will not harm the child."

"How can you say that?" The men had forged into the house. Bags and bundles were flung outside, raising dust as they fell in the road. She struggled against his grip. "Let me go. This is wrong."

"This is not your concern. The man has broken village law and the family has been evicted." His gaze was blank, impenetrable. 

When Sally looked back, the woman had staggered out into the street, the child wrapped in her arms. She gazed around her, her face a picture of resignation, then collected up her scattered belongings as best she could while comforting the child. 

"Why? What have they done?" Sally demanded.

"The villagers say he killed a tiger," Ash said.

"So? Isn't there a court of law? Shouldn't he be given a trial?"

"He has had a trial. Before the village council. And now he has appealed to me."

He had to be joking. "You? What are you? The local judge?"

He licked his lips. "I am the raja. I'm not a judge but they come to me for advice." 

Sally's jaw dropped. He was the raja? A part of her realized it made sense. The man had run up to Ash, shouting words which she thought included 'raja'. If that was the case... She leaned toward him. "Stop this, then. Stop it from happening. It's wrong."

He glowered down at her. "This is India, Doctor Carter. Not Melbourne. You will please restrict yourself to what you understand."

This was wrong, like a lynching in the Wild West. Shrugging his hand off her arm she whirled to stand toe to toe with him. "No, I don't understand. Why don't you explain?"

Black eyes stared into hers. She stared back, unflinching, while the hairs stood up on the back of her neck. He exuded menace, as if he held a dangerous beast in check. 

Somebody else answered her, his tone almost timorous.  "The family has been marked. By the Black Tiger."

She tore her gaze from Ash to a short man, better dressed than many of the others. 

"There is a legend," Ash said. "The Tengai forest is protected, guarded by a black tiger. It wreaks vengeance on those who cause damage, especially to the tigers. This house has been marked. The Black Tiger has made its judgment."

Oh, what rubbish. Anger bubbling, she glared at him. "So you're throwing these people out because of some superstition?"

Ash folded his arms, legs apart. By now many villagers had surrounded the family. The man had mounted a scooter, his wife and child behind, the people and the machine all festooned with bundles. "The village has evicted them." The other man nodded, his head bobbing up and down. "Mister Murti is the head of the village council," Ash added.

"But you're the raja." She pointed a finger at him. "You can stop them."

"No. It is their village. I cannot tell them who they must have as neighbors."

In the street, the over-loaded scooter gathered speed before a jeering, fist-waving crowd. It was too late now, but even so. This wasn't justice.

"Where's the evidence? Who is accusing him?"

Ash exchanged a glance with Murti, muttered a few words. Murti beckoned, a wave of his hand. Surrounded by curious villagers, Sally followed him to the front of the shanty, then with mounting curiosity as he walked slowly along the house-front, his head tilted down. He stopped and pointed at a spot just in front of him. "There."

Huge pug marks were imprinted in the dirt. Her heart jolted. No ordinary cat or dog could have made these. Three or four of the prints were fairly clear; others had been scuffed or blurred by other traffic. 

"A tiger's been here? But... how is that possible? Couldn't they track it?" she asked.

"You cannot track Black Tiger." Murti's expression was deadly serious, his eyes reflecting awe and fear. 

"The trail ends and there is no trace of it coming here, or leaving," Ash said. "They followed it in both directions. The beast appears to have circled the house and then..." he opened out his hands, "... disappeared."

Blood roared in Sally's ears. "That's not possible."

"You can see, here." Murti thrust out a hand, gesturing at the tracks. Around him, others nodded, murmured comments in their language. "The villagers are saying their dogs were barking in the night, then fell silent," Murti added. "They were afraid. No one dared look."

"But... but that can't be true. It's just superstition."

"Perhaps. But superstition is important in India." Ash waved a hand. "Enough of this. Come. I'll take you home."

Sally took one last, lingering look at the print in the dust. "Yeah. Okay."

Ash jerked his head. Back to the car. He strode off, the watchers parting before him.

Get a grip. That's what you got in backward, superstitious communities. Or even in advanced, Western societies. Your mother and your brother would've believed this in a heartbeat. A miracle, the work of God. 

She followed in Ash's wake and jumped into the vehicle. But he—the raja—he wasn't backward. He probably had a university education and judging by that accent, an English university. She still felt stupid at not having realized he was something more than a driver. 

What had she gotten herself into? Dirt and ignorance and superstition. It had seemed such a good idea a month ago; escape Australia for a year, do some good with the skills she had, forget about David, then go home and start again. Now, what she'd give for a cappuccino in one of the cafés back home in Lygon Street. 
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Chapter 2  ​ 

[image: ]




Ash glanced at Sally. She sat tight-lipped in the passenger seat, her knuckles white where she gripped the edge of the seat. Not happy. He could understand her point of view but the poacher had been lucky he hadn't suffered a worse fate. 

"Huh. You should have killed him." His alter ego's words rumbled in his head. 

"And have them looking for a man-eater? We've had this conversation." He could hardly explain to her how he knew the man was a poacher. The fool couldn't resist taking a trophy, one claw taken from the body of the tigress. He'd followed the scent and left the tracks around the house himself, knowing the villagers would end the matter without the need for bloodshed. 

She wouldn't even look at him. Oh, it was probably just as well. The pictures of her Kumar had shown him when he was recruiting didn't do her justice. Short, dark hair that curved around her face, tanned skin and eyes the same dark blue as a baby tiger's. Maybe she had a temper to match. 

"I like that," the were-tiger said.

"What?"

"That she has a temper."

"Oh, shut up." He glanced at the girl. "I thought tomorrow I'd let you sleep late and conduct short sessions in two villages. But if you feel you need more time..."

"That's fine," she snapped "I've worked on less sleep. I'd rather get started immediately." 

End of that conversation. She turned away from him, gazing out the side window, her body tense.

The cruiser breasted a hill and started down into the village of Kinpoor. She sat up, peering through the windscreen. "Are we there, yet?" 

"Nearly. One more village and then we'll enter the park."

At the outskirts of the township he slowed down and waited while a skinny, slab-sided cow with the typical Brahman hump, twitching ears and sad, soft eyes, ambled out of the way. Sally gazed around her, round-eyed. 

"Have you been to Asia before?" he asked.

She gave the ghost of a smile. "Just ten days in Bali when I was a student."

This must be very new, very different for her. The opposite of his own introduction to the world, when he'd left India to study at Cambridge. He'd been miserable until he'd learned to accept what was.

He drove on, easing down the street. A scooter carrying a man, and a woman holding onto a child, wobbled past a cart piled high with corn stalks. Scooters and bikes were everywhere, in the road or leaning against walls and trees. Revving engines, beeping horns and the conversation of people filtered through the windows of the car. 

"It's so noisy. And so many people," she said.

"Yes, very different from a modern, Western city like Melbourne. The people have different expectations, different values, too."

"Like evicting people over a superstition?" Her voice dripped contempt.

He pushed down the tremor of annoyance. He couldn't expect her to understand. "It may have been a last straw, it may have been a vindictive neighbor planting tracks. They may have just had it in for him for some other reason. But it is up to the panchyat—the village council. I have no power there."

He pressed his foot on the accelerator as soon as he could. "Besides, are you so sure something like that could not happen in Australia?"

"No." She snapped the word without even thinking.

"No-one has ever been ejected for being the wrong color, the wrong nationality, the wrong religion?"

She sucked in a breath, frowning a little. He must have hit a nerve. Just outside the village, the towers of Tengai palace gleamed white above the enclosing hedge. 

Twisting in her seat, she stared out the window as they passed. "What's that?" 

"Tengai Palace."

"A palace? Where you live?"

Not likely. Share a wing with his mother? She pried into his life quite enough as it was. "It's a hotel, now."

"Oh." She gazed over her shoulder at the receding building.

He could guess what she was thinking; was 'home' going to be a hovel?

"Don't worry, Doctor Carter, your accommodation will not disappoint. But if it does, room can always be found for you at the palace."

Her face flushed. He'd embarrassed her. She was rubbing her thigh, backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards. She stopped abruptly and folded her arms.

"Where do you live?" Sally asked.

"In the park, the same place as you. But I'm not often here." He slowed to take the right-hand fork down the unmade track between the trees into the forest. "I'm away on business. Making money to keep the park going. And trying to stop tiger poaching."

The sunlight had acquired that golden sunset glow, while under the canopy the shadows gathered, preparing for the night. She sat up, staring into the gloom beneath the trees. Probably hoping for a glimpse of a tiger.

"Not here. They tend to stay in the centre of the park. Which is good, they're safer."

She turned to look at him with those beautiful blue cub's eyes. "Poaching's a problem? Even in the park?"

He could drown in those eyes. The steering wheel jerked as the vehicle bucked through a pot hole. He pulled himself together with an effort.

"Even in the park. We have prevented most of it here with our constant patrols but even so, a female was killed just recently. If we don't stop it, tigers will be extinct in the wild before the decade is out."

The park village appeared between the trees, lights gleaming as the sun sank behind the forest. He drove through the cleared area and rolled the cruiser between the houses, returning waves and wide smiles. Outside a long, modern building set away from the village itself, he halted the car. "This is the clinic and the accommodation block." 

He swung himself out of the vehicle. In the gathering dusk the chitter of monkeys provided a counterpoint to the trills and chirps of birds settling for the night. He would never tire of this. Far away, just on the edge of his hearing, he fancied he heard a tiger roar. Welcome home.

Sally had clambered out more slowly, wincing a little. Now, she stretched her shoulders and did a few half-squats, then bent her back so her breasts pushed up against her shirt. Her nipples had pointed in the cool air. Lovely body, slim and fit. He looked away, aware of the tingle in his groin. An affair with a foreign doctor wasn't a good idea, especially not so close to his mother. 

"Raja-sahib?"

Ash turned to the attendant who'd come for the bags. "The lady's bags, in the first suite." 

The man nodded and went about the task. The car door slammed and she joined him, carrying her camera equipment.

"I'll show you your rooms and if you find them satisfactory, we'll dine here." 

She managed a smile. "Of course." 

She drooped, walking slowly as if reluctant. Was she having doubts? Already? No, perhaps just tired. 

Something caught her eye and she stopped. She beamed, her head thrown back. He turned to see a peacock, long tail feathers trailing in its wake, silhouetted against the pale orange sky of sunset. 

"Gorgeous," she murmured. "And my camera's in its case."

Stars, she was lovely. He'd like to run his hand through her hair, kiss those laughing lips. He grinned. "They live here. You will see them again. And many other animals."

He shed his boots at the door and padded inside in his socks. She hesitated, then kicked off her runners. 

"Should I always take my shoes off when I go inside?"

"It is the custom."

In the foyer, he waved a hand at a closed door to the right. "That is the clinic. The sitting room and dining room are through here and the bedrooms are along here." He turned, walked a few paces along a short passage and stopped at a door half-way down. "These are your quarters and further along are mine."

The door was open. She stepped inside, her gaze traveling around the spacious double bedroom.

"It's nice," she said, laying the camera and the lens on the bed.

He hadn't expected anything else. But the bathroom facilities may be a problem. "As promised, the room is of western standards. You'll find a shower in the ensuite but it's a squat toilet. Do you know what I mean?"

He couldn't miss the tiny frown. "I've seen them on TV."

"I realize western women find the arrangement... ah... different. But you'll see it's clean and fitted with a hose so you can wash yourself instead of needing paper, which clogs the system. We do not have sewers or septic systems here."

"Um, yes, thanks." She dredged up a smile. "I'm sure I'll get used to it." 

Her ears had gone red. Time for him to escape.

"I will leave you, then. You may wish to unpack and shower, maybe look in at the clinic facilities. We eat in an hour. You will not be required to dress formally. Please come through to the dining room when you're ready." 

One final neck bow and he walked out, closing the door behind him. Stars, why hadn't Kumar found a male doctor? Or one not so damnably attractive? He could lose himself in those eyes. His fingers still tingled from when they'd shaken hands. 

He felt hot, aroused and gritty. Time for a cooling shower before dinner.

***
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Phew. Sally plonked down on the bed. The room was more than comfortable: spacious, airy, with a built-in wardrobe and a wooden chair and table in the corner. A rug depicting a jungle scene in greens and reds softened the wooden floor and curtains framed glass doors that led out to a verandah facing the forest, now a dark mass in the fading light. Her suitcase stood beside the bed, along with her carry-on bag. 

So. She'd already managed to have a fight with the raja. At least it sounded like he wouldn't be around all that much. She swallowed the feeling of regret. Yes, he was drop-dead gorgeous but then, that was what she'd thought about David when she first met him. Her vision blurred. She dashed her hand across her face. Oh please, no more tears. Not for that bastard. She'd look to the future, follow her dream of photographing a wild tiger. 

She opened the suitcase and started putting things away in the wardrobe, mainly jeans, working trousers, shirts and a couple of simple dresses for the hot weather. What should she wear for dinner? Just as well she wouldn't have to dress formally; she'd left her party clothes at Judy's house. Jeans and a sweat shirt was probably wrong. Wishing she'd taken the time to learn more about this country, she settled on slacks and a long-sleeved blue shirt with a short jacket and fronted up to the dining room.

It seemed an acceptable choice. Ash wore black trousers and a white, embroidered shirt that almost glowed against his brown skin. He'd been sitting at the table but rose when she came in. Gee, he was attractive, with that black hair curling around his ears. She'd bet he had a great body, wide shoulders, narrow hips. Her nipples stood to attention, sending a shiver all the way to her groin.

Get a grip, Sally. She gazed past him at a large, framed photograph on the wall behind him. A tiger stood on a riverbank, facing the camera, amber eyes aglow, jaw hanging open, revealing a hint of fangs. The sun to the beast's right cast its shadow on the sand beside it, a shadow-tiger, stripeless, stark. For a moment it seemed as if the tiger's eyes met hers, burning into her soul. Her legs trembled.

***
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She'd gone white, staring at him. What had she seen? "Are you all right?" Ash asked, his heart thudding.

She jumped, dragging her gaze back to his face. "Interesting picture. Did you take it?" She pulled out the chair opposite him, her chest rising and falling in an altogether too interesting way as she took deep breaths.

He sat, suppressing the sigh of relief. She'd been looking at the picture behind him, not him. "No. A professional took it."

"It's unusual." 

She kept her tone light, conversational, but he'd bet her heart rate was above normal. What had she seen in the picture that would affect her so? 

"She has seen the Black Tiger," the were-tiger muttered.

"Stupid. Impossible," he retorted. 

"Not the best shot of the tiger, though," she continued. "His side's all shaded. If the photographer had taken it from the other side, he would have had the low sunlight right on the hide. Magnificent."

He nodded. "He did. We use that shot for our posters for Tengai. But I like this one. It has a different character, another side of the tiger apart from the showy coat." He'd kept it as a joke, really. The shadow tiger, standing there beside the real beast. 

Nalini, the young woman who looked after the house, filled the table with a selection of steaming dishes, raita, chappatis fresh from the oven, crisp vegetables and fruit.

"Namaskara," she murmured, palms pressed together. 

"It smells marvelous." Sally smiled at her, a warm, friendly smile. 

Her shirt gaped a little when she leaned forward, giving a tantalizing glimpse of breast. Forget that. She's Western.

He filled Sally's water glass from a jug. "I asked Nalini to reduce the heat of the curries a little for you. I trust it will not be too hot." 

She took a careful mouthful of a chicken dish. Her eyes widened. He could almost see the sweat gather on her forehead. "It's delicious. A little hotter than I'm accustomed to but that's fine." 

Her body jerked. Stars, the girl had hiccups, as well as going red. 

"I get hiccups when the food's too spicy for me. It'll pass." She reached for the water glass.

He'd asked Nalini to keep it mild. Any milder and it would be tasteless. "I hope so. This is not especially hot. Eat rice or chappatis to reduce the heat. Water just spreads the burning."

Her eyes glinted. "I'll get used to it." She drank a glass of water and poured herself another before he could reach.

What could he say? "You'll find the food much hotter in the villages."

She flashed a glance at him, bright as laser beams. "I'll get used to it," she repeated

She took a deep breath, held it for a few moments, then started again, this time taking more rice and less curry. The hiccups continued, though. She drank a little more water, held her breath again. He couldn't help but stare at her chest. Just the right size, a handful. Not too big, not too small. He forced himself to eat, concentrating on the plate in front of him. What would she think of him? Some sort of sex-crazed pervert ogling her.

He looked up and caught her staring at him. Averting her eyes she put down her fork. "I've had enough. I ate on the plane."

"Of course." He pushed his plate away. Had she been sizing him up? Judging by that guilty expression, she had. Which still didn't make his thoughts right. 

Nalini came in, soft-footed, and cleared the plates. The silence grew deeper. She sagged in the chair, obviously tired. What time would it be in Melbourne? Three, four in the morning? He should let her go to bed. 

She stifled a yawn

"Perhaps you should get some rest."

She nodded.

"We'll go to the villages tomorrow—after I've shown you tigers." 

Something to look forward to. Her eyes brightened as she stood. "That would be wonderful." 

Ash watched her walk away. So easy to picture her naked, with those long, strong legs wrapped around his waist.

He rubbed a hand over his face. It had been a long time since a woman had affected him so much. In fact, if there'd been another, he couldn't remember her name. And here she was, in his house, in a room so close to his. Maybe he should go and see his mother. He'd been avoiding the trip and it wasn't late. 

On the way to the palace he used his cell phone to warn them he was coming. Nasim was waiting, ready to open the door of the car when he arrived.

He looked up into a bearded, smiling face. "How are you, Nasim? You have a grandson, I believe?" Ash stepped out of the car and let the man close the door for him. His mother's wing of the palace glowed with soft light. 

"Yes. Born yesterday. Mother and son are well. But I am very glad you have finally been able to bring a doctor here. My wife and I were both concerned, with our girl so far away in Nagpur." Nasim's boots crunched on the gravel as he led Ash to the side door into his mother's suite. 

"They are at home?"

"Yes. They let her leave when they knew there would be a doctor close by."

"I'm pleased to hear that." He was; this was why he'd sought a replacement for Doctor Massud. His people deserved support.

Nasim ushered him inside and disappeared. Ash hesitated outside the closed door to the sitting room, straightening his jacket. Best to get it over with.

As soon as the door opened his mother rose to meet him, smiling a warm greeting. She wore a pink sari and her arms and fingers sparkled, as always, with gold rings and bangles. The traditional bindi, the red spot on her forehead, matched the sari.  He kissed her cheek and caught the fragrance of jasmine, her favorite perfume.

"Asok. It's so lovely to see you. Come, sit down, talk to me."

"Have you been well?" Ash said, folding himself into a chair. 

"Oh, yes. Much better."

No, she wasn't. She'd looked away for a fraction of a moment. Perhaps Doctor Sally Carter could persuade her that sometimes Indian traditional medicine did not have all the answers.

"Your new doctor is here?"

He nodded, accepting a cup of tea from a proffered tray. "She's resting. It's a long flight from Australia." 

"Any news on who killed the tigress?" 

He sipped at his tea. "A man from the village. I followed his trail." 

His mother smiled, cat-like. "Ah. Is he dead?"

He shook his head while the were-tiger huffed its contempt. "I left something for the villagers to find so they could confirm their suspicions. He was evicted."

She snorted. "Better than he deserved."

"Probably. But the point was made. The Black Tiger looms large. It's a wonderful deterrent, most of the time. And as I tried to explain to my soul-mate, if the tiger kills, they search for a man-eater." 

"The tiger does not have to kill. There are other ways." Her voice was almost a purr.

Hire a hitman, she meant. Sure, easily done. His mother could be downright evil. "True. But he may be of more use alive than dead. Kumar is keeping an eye on the man to see where he goes and who he meets." 

He put the cup on a side table, then refused a refill with a gesture. The servant stepped away. "Be that as it may, the new doctor was not impressed with village justice." He smiled just thinking about her, standing in front of him with her hands on her hips. "She has much to learn. But she's..." Words like beautiful, desirable, sexy crowded for a place on his tongue. "She's a nice lady," he finished. "And she's interested in tigers and tiger conservation."

His mother's eyes narrowed. "Not impressed?"

How like her to focus on one word. "I think she feared the man's child would be harmed. She doesn't understand how villages work." She'd stood there and glared at him. She had mettle, that one, as well as remarkable blue eyes. 

"You will have to take her in hand, Asok. Make sure she realizes her place."

Take her in hand. Oh, how he wished. 

"These things need careful handling. You know how difficult it has been for me to get a doctor here. Besides, it's only for six months until Massud returns."

Nasim stepped to her side and leaned over her.

"Begging your pardon, Mem-sahib, Mister Gupta has arrived."

"Good. Please bring him through." 

What was this about? He didn't trust that brittle smile, not for one moment.

She smiled at Ash as Nasim paced away. "Mister Gupta is a friend staying in the hotel. I said I would introduce you."

Nasim returned, bowing in a short, thin man wearing a black dinner suit with bow tie in the best Western style. In contrast his portly wife wore a bright red sari, her collections of bangles, beads and rings out-shining his mother's. A teenage girl trailed behind them. His heart sank. This was going to be another attempt at match-making. Ash exchanged greetings with the parents, trying to ignore the daughter. She looked about fifteen.

"I'm honored to meet you, Raja-sahib." Gupta said. He put an arm around his daughter's shoulders and pushed her forward. "This is our daughter, Mahiya. She's our oldest girl—turned seventeen just last month. Say hello to the raja, dearest."

The girl gazed up at him, eyes round as a cow's. Hands folded, she whispered, "Namaskara, Raja-sahib."

He inclined his head, returned the gesture. Grief, the child looked as though she thought she was about to be ravished. They'd dressed her up in a lovely pale yellow sari, applied rouge and outlined her eyes, festooned her with earrings and bracelets. Did they think he needed the money? Her mother pushed an elbow at her; Mahiya did her best to smile.

They sat around a low table in traditional Indian style, the parents with the girl between them, his mother to his right. Servants brought drinks. Gupta wanted to talk finance. And why not? At least the state of the US economy and Chinese expansion were of abiding interest to him, as well. The two women chatted about whatever women chatted about. The girl quickly lost interest in both, sitting with her head bowed, rotating one of the bangles on her wrist. 

The Guptas didn't stay long. Ash escorted them to the doors so they could return to their accommodation in the palace. The industrialist would no doubt have been impressed by the sumptuously re-decorated apartment.

"Perhaps we can talk again? About...," Gupta jerked his head at his daughter already walking away with her mother.

"Some other time." 

Gupta offered a resigned smile. He'd received the message.

Ash returned to his mother, who sat upright, unrepentant, expecting his disapproval, her face set in her usual defiant stare. He dismissed the servants and waited until they'd left the room.

"Mother, will you stop playing match-maker without telling me?" He flung himself down onto the sofa.

"It's time you married. You're not getting any younger."

"She's a child. I'm more than twice her age."

She adjusted the sari on her shoulder. "I was married to your father when I was seventeen. It's a good child-bearing age."

Child-bearing. It was the only thing she ever thought about. "My father was twenty-eight when you married him. Anyway, things have changed since your day."

She pursed her lips, eyebrows drawn together.

"It isn't going to happen, Mother. Forget about it. Gupta's just a manufacturer looking for an aristocratic connection. Besides, she doesn't carry the gene."

"I thought I'd caught a glimmer."

"No."

"Are you certain?"

He rose to his feet. "Of course I'm certain." He glared at her, sitting there with her chin raised. "My father told me. He said when he met you, he knew. Instantly, with certainty. You spoke to him, connected with him." He pointed a finger at his temple. "Here. With your mind."

She sighed. "True." She smiled at something he couldn't see, sad, introverted. "Clear as a bell. You are the one, he said. I still miss him, so very much." She pulled a cushion over, settling herself. "But time is running out and from what I've heard, you've certainly looked. Extensively."

He squirmed. It was none of her business. Yet the fact his mother knew of his connection with half the starlets in Bollywood embarrassed him. 

"You should marry the new woman," his soul-mate purred.

"You should marry a nice Indian girl, Asok. At least the children would have half a chance. You can still have your mistresses on the side."

Anger welled. It always had to end this way. Every time.

"I don't have any mistresses. I have some girl friends, yes. I'm a man."

He stopped his pacing and gazed down at her. "I'll marry when I find the right one. And not before."
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Chapter 3  ​ 
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Sally walked along a jungle path, trees crowding on both sides so thick their branches met overhead. The only sound she heard was the soft shuffle of her own footsteps, muffled by undergrowth. Unease started as a prickle in her back, as though hidden eyes watched. She picked up her pace, her heart beating faster, her mouth dry. Cold light shone ahead of her. The moon? The light disappeared, blocked by a huge shape. She halted. Oh God. A black tiger stood on the path, the massive head lowered. Glowing golden eyes glared at her. Her heart pounding, she turned and ran. The beast bounded behind her, the heavy paws thumping on the ground. Thud... thud... 

She sat up, dripping with sweat, her sheet tangled around her legs. She forced herself to breathe, in through the nose, out through the mouth. A dream, just a dream. She'd often dreamed of tigers, normal, striped ones but she'd never been afraid. A black tiger... just her mind playing tricks. The story in the village, the photograph on the wall, jet lag, tiredness. That was all. She staggered to the bathroom to wipe her face and went back to bed.
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