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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Before the summoning

      

      Four thirty-something friends met for their drinks at a Manhattan restaurant on a busy Friday night.

      “Look, Haley. That tall, blond guy is staring at you,” her friend Maura said.

      Haley raised her focus over her friend Ronda’s curly brown hair, past the other tables, and located the hottie in question leaning against the bar. “You’re imagining things,” she whispered to the redhead sitting next to her. “He couldn’t be older than twenty-five.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Barb sported that evil grin that meant she was picturing somebody naked.

      “Don’t look,” Maura said. “He’s coming over.”

      Haley took a quick glance to confirm it. The cougar bait was grinning and heading their way. “Act cool, everybody—or try to, please?”

      “Why wouldn’t we?” Barb, queen of the fitting first name, sputtered. “But think of the gorgeous blue-eyed, blond children you could have with him.”

      Haley wanted to tell her friend to shut-up, but she’d just be rising to the bait. The outcome wouldn’t be pretty and she wanted to look her most attractive.

      Ronda who, thank God, hadn’t whipped around to stare in his general direction said, “I hope he’s bringing friends with him. Four to one odds are great for him, not so much for us.”

      Maura ducked her head and whispered, “No, he’s staring right at Haley. I’d say there’s no competition.”

      Haley sucked in a deep breath and watched the fair-haired hunk approach, glide by, and land at the table behind them. No longer caring how uncool she appeared, she craned her neck and risked a look over her shoulder. Fuck. Not again.

      “A table full of college girls. Figures.” Ronda muttered.

      “Fan-friggin-tastic,” Barb added.

      Haley stared at the electric candle flickering in the middle of their table. “I’m never going to have someone to come home to, am I?”

      Maura grasped her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Oh, honey. There’s plenty of time for that.”

      “You have me,” Barb said. “I live right down the hall.”

      “It’s not the same. I mean, you’re nice and everything…”

      “No, I’m not. Now that I think about it, you probably wouldn’t come home at all if we lived together.”

      Haley tried not to sigh. “That’s not true. It’s just that…you know what they say. When you lose your family, you have to create a new family.”

      “You want to be part of the gigantic, annoying, Italian Russo family?” Barb asked. “Hell, I don’t even want to be one of them.”

      “My big, Irish family will adopt you,” Maura said. “You’ll just have to take your turn working at the bar and get used to a lot of ribbing, which sometimes lead to fights. But don’t worry. “Da” throws the boys out onto the street when that happens.”

      “I thought your father died, Maura.”

      “Yeah, but my uncle sort of adopted me. He even wants me to call him ‘Da,’ which is the Irish way of saying Dad.”

      “That’s why you and Barb will never know what I’m talking about—and try to be grateful for having a family. As crazy as you think they are, you’ll never be dead a year without anyone noticing.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ronda asked. “Oh, wait. I know. There was an old Hollywood actress found dead in her home, recently. They think her corpse had been there for over a year.”

      Maura slapped her drink on the table. “That’s it. I’ve had enough.”

      Pulling her hand away in time to miss the slosh, Haley asked, “Enough of what?”

      “Enough of hot guys passing over quality women like us for some bubble-headed babes barely out of diapers.”

      “Like there’s anything we can do about it?” Barb crossed her arms, openly pouting.

      “Look, you guys are going to think I’m crazy, but there is something we can do.”  Maura glanced to her left and right, then leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Promise not to react at all until I finish my story.”

      The other two nodded their ascent. Haley wasn’t known for holding in her immediate reactions, so she didn’t make any promises.

      Maura crooked her finger and Haley watched as Barb and Ronda leaned in.

      “Don’t you want to hear this Haley?” Maura asked.

      Haley shrugged. “What is it? Another makeover weekend? A promising on-line dating site?”

      “Nope. Nothing you’ve ever heard of.”

      Her tone and mischievous eyes caught Haley’s attention more than her words. The redheaded imp had something up her sleeve.

      Scooting her chair closer, Haley joined the huddle, thinking they looked as if they were planning a political overthrow. The only conspiracy she was interested in was how to manipulate the stock market in her favor—for once.

      “Like I said, this is going to sound nuts, but I swear it’s true. My cousin told me about a spell she and her friends performed, and it worked!”

      A spell? “Are we talking about witchcraft?”

      “Not exactly. My mother’s ancestors were druids. There’s all kinds of magic passed down through that side of the family. Now, don’t interrupt, and let me finish the whole story. Okay?”

      Haley, Barb and Ronda all glanced at each other.

      “Oh, what the hell,” Barb said. “What do we have to lose?”

      Ronda propped her chin on her cupped hand. “Go ahead, Maura. We’re listening.”

      Maura wove the most fantastical story Haley had ever heard. A story about wizards, and vampires, and shapeshifters of every ilk. Apparently, she believed they existed! Barb would stop her any minute now…

      But she didn’t. Haley watched in fascination as her two very grounded friends seemed to be absorbing Maura’s entire speech.

      “So, you see?” Maura finally said. “Immortals would appreciate women like us. They are the group of men we should be looking for. The only problem is, they’re pretty rare and they don’t want to be found out.”

      “Naturally,” Barb said. “The population would panic if they knew these creatures lived among us. Neighbors would be scrutinizing their strange neighbors. The government would probably want to get their hands on them for research…”

      Haley straightened. “Barb? Ronda? Are you actually buying this?”

      Maura sagged back in her chair. “I knew at least one of you would doubt me. I just didn’t expect it to be you, Haley.”

      “But, this is nuts. You can’t be serious. Have you met any of these so-called immortals?”

      “Yup. My cousin’s husband. Well, they’re not actually married. He’s more like her common-law husband. He doesn’t have a birth certificate so they couldn’t apply for a marriage license—not a real one anyway. I mean, how would that look? The guy is about a thousand years old.”

      Haley burst out laughing. She shot a look between Barb and Ronda and was shocked to discover they weren’t laughing with her.

      “Ladies?” She waited for one of them to jump in and say the whole thing was a prank. That they all got together and planned this elaborate joke on her.

      “Do you have any better ideas, Hale?” Barb asked.

      “Yeah, how about we go shoe shopping?”

      Ronda let out a long sigh.

      “Wait a minute…” Haley reached over and grasped Ronda’s hand. She was the most objective of the three, and even though she was a blurter, at least she was honest…A well-balanced Libra. “Ronnie? You’re falling for this bull-crap too?”

      Ronda shrugged. “I don’t pretend to know everything. If Maura’s right, and these guys are out there—just hoping some interesting, intelligent woman doesn’t need to be convinced of their existence, maybe…I don’t know. Maybe there’s some hope for us. I mean, aren’t you desperate? I hate to admit it, but I’m desperate. I think all of us are.”

      Haley leaned back in her chair. Her mouth gaped open as she realized, no one was going to pop out of the woodwork with a hidden camera. She was not being punked. She was being offered the chance to summon an immortal lover who might actually want someone with the maturity that comes with age and experience. All she had to do was believe. Yeah, that’s all. Just toss everything I know out the window and put my faith in a demented cousin of a friend.

      She shrugged. “Why the hell not?”

      “Great!” Maura nearly shrieked. She glanced around sheepishly. “Sorry, it’s just that because we don’t know exactly why or how it works, we have to replicate the spell exactly. The original group consisted of four females, so I needed three more.”

      Ronda lifted her glass. “And we’re the lucky three, I guess. Frankly, I hope this works. I’m tired of waiting for Prince Charming—although I could totally go for a royal wedding, you know? Imagine wearing a real diamond tiara, and handling the crown jewels!”

      Ronda never realized when she was setting up the perfect double entendre. Ordinarily, Haley wouldn’t let it slide without a good teasing, but she had more important things on her mind at the moment.

      “Hold on,” Barb said. “Is there anything that can go wrong? I mean, you know, could we all turn into toads or something?”

      Maura chuckled. “You don’t know anything about magic, do you?”

      “Nope. I sure don’t.”

      “Well, it’s nothing to be afraid of, as long as you’re trying to do something beneficial. Because you ask that the wish only be granted if it’s for the good, it either works or it doesn’t.”

      “Are you sure?” Ronda asked.

      “I have it on good authority that as long as you don’t use magic to harm anyone, you can do whatever you want with it.”

      Barb looked over at the giggly girls and Mr. Handsome again. “I guess if it keeps me from beating the shit out of those baby bimbos...”

      Haley snorted. “You wouldn’t harm a bleached hair on their heads, and you know it.”

      Barb shrugged. “Hey, I can fantasize, can’t I?”

      Maura pushed her hands down a couple of times, as if to say, keep your voices down. You’ll need that power of visualization. I was told that’s very important. You need to see the outcome as clearly as possible in your mind’s eye.”

      Barb smirked. “Oh, I can see them all right—black eyes and all.”

      “Leave the bimbos out of this, Barb,” Haley said. “If these idiot guys want shallow girls, they can have them. I’d rather find a man who appreciates a real woman with experience and sophistication.”

      Maura grinned. “So, it sounds like we’re all agreed?”

      The other three took one last glance at each other, the guys only hitting on younger woman, then nodded.

      “Great. I have it all written down at home. We have to do this outdoors under a full moon. The original four did it in Central Park at midnight.”

      Barb took the sparkly comb out of her hair. “When is the full moon?”

      Maura looked at her watch. “In five days.”

      “You have a moon watch?” Haley asked.

      “No, it’s just the day and date, but I think the next full moon is on the twenty-seventh.”

      “So, is there anything we need to do to prepare for this?”

      “Just show up in Central Park on the night of the twenty-seventh. Let’s meet at the artist’s gate at eleven. We can find the right spot from there. Oh! And come shit-faced.”

      Barb chuckled. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. The original four women were all bombed out of their minds, and like I said, it has to be repeated exactly.”

      Haley chuckled. She could hardly believe she was going to do this with her friends, but hey, she had done some pretty crazy things before. Risk was her middle name—literally. It was her grandmother’s maiden name and fit her even better than it did her grandmother. “Hey, what’s one more humiliating attempt to find love? Why the hell not?”
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      “I’m so embarrassed, I could die! Maura, are you one hunnred percent sure you knew what you were doing?” Ronda grabbed her bra off the branch and slipped it back on. She had a hard time with the clasp and slurred curses under her breath. “Well?”

      Maura cringed and steadied herself so she could step into her panties. “Shh. Like I said before, don’t talk so loud. At least not until we get dressed and out of these woods.”

      Despite their inebriated agreement with her earlier, the women had suddenly freaked out when a bolt of lightning split the clear, black night. Maybe they didn’t believe in Maura’s ability to summon immortals, but they went along with it.

      Barb let out a huff, then whispered loudly. “A lightning bolt came out of the cloudless, starry sky and could’ve fried us. That was weird and everything, but no immortals were riding it to earth. Couldn’t you have screwed up?”

      Haley pulled her tummy slimmer halfway up and staggered, barely staying upright. “I can’t believe you made us get naked and dance under the moon. What kind of dumb ceremony is that?”

      Ronda added, “I think you just wanted to see how far we’d go to find decent men.”

      Maura snapped. “I’m not sure of anything except that mortal men are not worth the trouble and heartache anymore. If you think immortals might appreciate an older, wiser woman and want to date one, you have to summon. And I tried to do it—for all of us.”

      Barb snorted. “Is that what you call summoning? To face in the general direction of Romania and mutter, ‘Where the hell are you, damn it?’”

      “Look, I tried the nice poetry from my memory of Irish summoning circles, but I was a kid. My grandda made all kinds of magic stuff happen.”

      “Like pulling a quarter from behind your ear? My grandpa did that,” Ronda said

      “No, silly. Things you wouldn’t believe—like talking in Gaelic to little people I could swear now were leprechauns. Maybe immortals have to hear each of us speaking our own language.”

      “Irish celebrations, huh? No wunner. They wa prob’bly as shtonkered as we are.” Ronda’s bra clicked into place. “Ah, I finally got it.”

      “Look, Barb, you have your ways and I have mine. You faced the east and spoke to the gods, right?” Maura reached for her camisole and swore when it wouldn’t fall off the branch where she’d tossed it.

      Barb pointed an accusing finger at her. “Yeah and all I got was some immortal ass’s wrath. When I sober up, I’m going to be really embarrassed, not just about the nudity, but for getting suckered into this. Why the hell did we have to take our clothes off again? We didn’t even undress in front of each other in college, roomie.”

      Ronda answered when Maura didn’t. “She said we had to come to the high-and-mighty ones pure to show our commim… com… commiment.”

      “The word is commitment,” Haley said. “As in all of us committed to Bellevue mental hospital if the cops catch us and I’m pretty sure that none of us are pure. Besides, I’m with Barb on dying of embarrassment tomorrow. Commitment’s not all we showed by running around buck-naked under the moon.”

      “No kiddin’.” Ronda let out a nervous giggle.

      “It’s called sky-clad and I’m not exactly proud of my butt without a body shaper, either. Look, I didn’t force you to do it, did I? We’re all sick of successful men, our equals, going after the little babes with big boobs, leaving us flourishing older women alone, feeling like rejects.” Maura couldn’t free her camisole from the branch to save her life. She stood there in only her bra and panties frowning at the branch.

      “‘Flourishing.’ Good word,” Haley said.

      “Maura’s right, everyone.” Ronda mumbled the words from under the blouse she had somehow decided to pull over her head instead of unbuttoning it. “She didn’t hold a gun to our heads.”

      “Hey,” Barb cried. “That’s my blouse!”

      “I’m going to have to climb that friggin’ tree,” Maura muttered.

      “Don’t.” Barb reached up and touched the branch. “Look, you aren’t particularly tall or athletic. Let me do it.”

      “Is that your way of calling me short and fat?”

      “Of course not. I never said that, for god’s sake! I’m just trying to help.”

      “Maura, your body is perfectly normal for a thirty-eight-year-old woman. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “Thanks, Haley. But I still wish I could find that friggin’ fountain of youth.”

      “Sorry I got mad at you before,” Ronda said to Maura.

      Haley smiled. “Yeah, me too. I really love you, man.”

      “I really love you, man, too.” Barb hugged Maura. “Now let me get your top.”

      “Well…” Maura eyed the branch. “Are you sure? I mean, I know we’re the best of friends and everything, but you don’t have to risk your pantyhose for me.”

      Barb shrugged. “What else is new? Friends to the end, right?”
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      West Bengal, India

      

      “Thank the Gods and Goddesses the monsoons are finally ending,” Jamir said.

      His brother Shahid agreed, telepathically. He stretched lazily, his muscles bunching and relaxing behind his orange and black fur.

      Jamir thought his brother looked positively majestic sitting atop the reddish steps that led to the temple. He turned around a few times in the tall grass—dry for a change. When he was satisfied that no snakes hid in the area around his paws, he settled down and rested his powerful jaw on his front leg.

      After so much rain, the grass grew high and bright green. Later in the season, the jungle grasses would dry to a wheat color and allow for better camouflage. But, even then, the brothers didn’t blend with the isolated ruddy temple.

      Jamir sensed no danger, so he chose to lie down upon the soft earth rather than the unforgiving rock.

      Shahid suddenly whipped his gaze toward the opposite side of the temple.

      “What is it?” Jamir asked.

      “I thought I heard footsteps.”

      Jamir lifted his head and sniffed the air. “If anyone is about, their scent must be wafting away from us, upwind…”

      Crunch.

      Jamir’s senses ratcheted to high alert. “I heard it too. Stay here. I’ll investigate the perimeter.”

      Shahid nodded his large orange head, his gaze never wavering from the edge of the temple wall.

      Jamir crept off to the side where the breeze was blowing toward him, so his scent would not give him away. Placing each pad carefully, he was able to move around in near silence.

      Shahid rose cautiously, ready to have Jamir’s back if danger presented itself.

      What came into view astounded them both. All three of them, actually, for a young woman dressed in a long, white dress, holding a parasol against the midday sun, froze in place as soon as she spotted the adult male tigers.

      Jamir had never seen such an ethereal creature. Her hair was light yellow, like the sun, and some curled beside her face while the rest was piled atop her head. Her lips and cheeks, pink against her fair complexion suddenly drained of color. Her eyes, the color of a clear blue sky, widened. Fear pulsated off her, until she closed her eyes and crumpled to the grass.

      “By the Gods! What sort of creature is this?” Shahid exclaimed.

      “I have never seen anything so rare…or so beautiful,” Jamir said, breathlessly. “But our animal forms frightened her, brother. We must shift to humans before she wakes.”

      The brother tigers bounded into the temple, transformed, then donned and fastened their loin cloths. Just as they rushed to the woman’s side, her eyes fluttered open.

      Jamir extended his hand and she grasped it, raising herself to a sitting position. Her gaze darted around the terrain.

      “What—where?”

      “You are safe,” he managed to say. His English was not perfect, but he had been given the gift of many languages. English to protect the temple from the recent influx of British, who would exploit their wilderness. Yet a woman alone had never entered their midst.

      “Where did you come from?” she asked.

      Jamir shrugged. “Here.”

      “B—but the tigers!” Her wide eyes searched the landscape once more.

      “Gone,” Shahid said quickly, and he shot his brother a meaningful look. In their animal forms they were able to communicate telepathically. As humans all their senses changed to dull and limited. Vishnu did not approve of telling the woman what they really were…immortal tiger-human shapeshifters, charged by the Gods with the responsibility of protecting the temple for eternity.

      The woman appraised the brothers. Jamir still kneeled by her side, holding her trembling hand.

      At last, she smiled. “You saved my life. Thank you.”

      Shahid extended a hand and she grasped his too. The two of them lifted her to her feet. She teetered a bit, so Jamir placed a steadying hand at the small of her back.

      “My father will want to reward you for saving my life. Will you escort me back to the plantation?”

      Ah, so she came from the tea garden at the base of the rolling hills. “We need no reward, but one of us will walk with you to your home.”

      “Considering the proximity of wild animals, I would be very grateful…and so will my father. Perhaps if you’ll take no reward, he could pay you to be his guide. He’ll surely want to hunt down and destroy the tigers.”

      A gasp lodged in Jamir’s throat.

      Shahid bristled. “There will be no hunting. This land is sacred, and so are all the creatures put here by the Gods.”

      His anger silenced her.

      She dropped Jamir’s hand and strode down the hill. He caught up with her easily. Matching her stride, he said. “You have nothing to fear. We protect the temple you saw. The tigers will never bother you as long as my brother and I are here.”

      She gave him a sidelong glance. “How can you be sure?”

      He had to think of an explanation that would keep their secret hidden. The Gods must have had a good reason to keep it small and tucked into the landscape.

      Instead of answering her question, he distracted her by asking one of his own. “What made you wander so far?”

      “I…” The long pause that followed told him she had secrets too.

      “Wake up, brother!”

      Jamir opened his eyes and scrambled to his feet. “What is it, Shahid? I sense no danger.”

      “You were having a dream that upset you. I thought I would do you a favor and wake you out of it.”

      “I was not upset.”

      “But you were back in 1913 again, weren’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “With Lady Helen Hastings?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought as much. What have I told you? What does the Gita say? You must let go of emotional attachments.”

      Jamir sighed. “I cannot control my dreams, Shahid.”

      “If you had truly let go of the past, you would not still be dreaming of her.”

      “But what if she has been reincarnated, brother? I cannot help feeling the Gods would never be so unkind as to tease me with love, snatch it away, and then leave me to mourn for eternity.”

      Shahid shrugged. “It is not ours to guess the ways of the Gods. It is only our duty to them that matters. We guard the temple. That is all.”

      “Then I had better get some sleep in order to do my job well. Wake me for my shift.”

      “I will.”

      Jamir laid down in the grass and thought about what his brother had said. He was right, of course. Still, Jamir could not help feeling as if someone—specifically another incarnation of Helen—was fated to find him again. She was his soulmate, of that he was sure. Soulmates were not meant to be apart.

      Jamir sat atop a rock, thinking about the delicate English woman who kissed him so sweetly. When he had told his brother what happened, Shahid had cheered him with a rousing, “Shabash!”

      Apparently she hadn’t forgotten him either, because he heard his name in a feminine voice on the wind.

      “Shahid, we must shift, quickly.”

      “Why?”

      “Helen Hastings is calling my name.”

      His brother bounded into the temple right behind him. Their powerful bodies shrank and morphed into two humans on their hands and knees.

      “I didn’t hear anything, Jamir. Are you sure it wasn’t wishful thinking on your part?”

      They rose quickly and affixed their loin cloths to cover their nakedness.

      “You’re getting old, Shahid.”

      “Doubtful, considering we never age.”

      “In that case, your ears need cleaning.”

      Jamir flashed him a teasing smile, then rushed out of the temple and descended the stone steps two at a time. He hoped he wasn’t mistaken about the voice. He could almost feel the beautiful Lady Helen in his arms again.

      As he sprinted toward the crest of the hill, he realized he would have to convince her to allow him to drop the word, lady, before her given name. He wanted the intimacy of using the Englishwoman’s first name.

      His heart beat fast as he peered down the hill. Yes! It was no trick of imagination. She was standing several yards below him, wringing her hands.

      “I am here, Helen,” he called down to her. “You are safe.”

      Her worried expression relaxed and she broke into a wide smile when their eyes met.

      “Jamir.” Her voice was breathy and soft as if relieved or spent from exertion. She lifted her long skirt and began to climb the hill.

      “I will come to you,” he said. “Stay where you are.”

      When she nodded he bounded down through the tall grass. As soon as he reached the flat terrain, he picked her up and twirled her.

      She squealed but continued to smile.

      He grinned at her and set her on her feet. “I am happy to see you, Helen.”

      Instead of asking permission to use her Christian name he decided to just go ahead and gauge her reaction to it.

      She hesitated. Her hands were still braced against his shoulders. He wanted nothing more than to repeat the kiss they had shared, but what if her feelings had changed in the last few days?

      She lowered her gaze. It seemed to be fixed on his loin cloth. An erection was beginning to tent the soft leather.

      Her face flushed. “Is this all the clothing you have to wear?”

      “Yes. Is my form displeasing to you?”

      “No! Not at all, it’s just that…”

      Confused, he studied her face. She turned to the side but didn’t remove her hands from his shoulders.

      “If my body embarrasses you, perhaps you could bring clothing to me and I will wear it.”

      She nodded. “That would be more appropriate.”

      He sighed.

      Helen was quick to add, “Not that your body is displeasing. On the contrary…” She blushed and couldn’t finish her sentence.

      Typical of the repressed English. Perhaps in time she would find less clothing more fitting to the Indian climate. Her layers of long fabric didn’t appear comfortable, even if the garments were beautiful.

      “Get up, Jamir. It is your turn to guard the temple.”

      Jamir stretched and tried not to resent the empty hours ahead. He would do his duty and guard the temple, but if his mind wandered back to 1913, and the woman who stole his heart only to disappear with it a year later, well, so be it.

      Helen had managed to slip out to see Jamir frequently. Her father spent most afternoons at the British India club in the nearby town.

      Each time the couple met they grew closer. They talked at length about her home, hobbies, and dreams, as well as the plans being made for her by her father. She was betrothed to marry a wealthy Englishman—one she didn’t love, for she loved Jamir, and he loved her.

      He knew she’d leave him one day, perhaps without warning.

      And that’s exactly what happened—in 1914 when the Indians rose up against the British, she vanished without a word.

      Jamir had pined for her. If not for Shahid, he’d have wasted away to nothing. His brother hunted for him until, eventually, his despondency passed.

      He’d never forget Helen, however. Even though they never consummated their love, she was his mate. His destiny. The timing was all wrong, but Jamir prayed that someday she would come back to him. He would wait for her. The Gods would not be cruel enough to part them forever. Jamir would see his Helen again—in this lifetime or the next. He was sure they would be reunited.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Why does my butt hurt?” Barb gently lowered herself into a chair at Haley’s breakfast table.

      Haley couldn’t help laughing as she watched her friend rubbing her rear end.

      “You don’t remember last night, do you, Barb?”

      “After all the scotch you poured down my throat? Not bloody likely.”

      “Oh, sure. We forced you to drink it.”

      Barb caught her rolling her eyes and scowled. “Okay, fine. I drank the damn pint, but only because of Maura’s insane plan. Would you have gone through with it if you were sober?”

      “Not bloody likely, as a certain non-Brit I know would say.”

      “So, I stole an expression. Do you have to be so anal about the American-English language?” Barb sat down gingerly and scratched her head as if trying to stimulate her lost memories from last night.

      “The words you’re looking for are anal retentive. No one is purely anal.”

      “Wanna bet? You’re an ass.”

      “Teaching English is what I do for a living,” Haley said. “What do you expect?”

      “I expect you to tell me why my butt hurts!”

      “Because you fell out of a tree, dumbass.”

      “Now look who’s butchering the language. Asses can’t be stupid or intelligent, smartass. And, by the way, what tree?”

      “You want to know the exact one out of all the trees in Central Park?”

      Barb sighed. “Of course not. I just meant, what was I doing up in any tree?”

      “Trying to get Maura’s blouse down for her.”

      “Oh shit.” Barb slapped a hand over her eyes. “Do I want to know?”

      “Might as well. You must remember that Ronda, Maura, you and I got together and went ‘sky clad’ as Maura called it to perform a summoning ceremony, right?”

      Barb groaned. “We actually went through with it, didn’t we?”

      “Yes. Maura tossed her blouse in the air and it never came down. When we looked up, it was hanging from a branch, rippling in the breeze.”

      Barb laughed, despite—or perhaps because of the embarrassing memories flooding back.

      When her giggles subsided, she said, “So, I climbed the tree and got it down for her? Wow, what a good friend I am.”

      “No, you never reached it. You fell out of the tree and landed on your ass before you could grab it.”

      “So what did Maura wear to get home?”

      “She had on a blazer over the blouse originally, so she just buttoned the jacket and showed a lot of skin.”

      Barb shook her head at their combined idiocy. “Let’s never speak of this again, okay?”

      “It’s a deal.”

      “But, did it work?”

      “I thought we weren’t going to speak of—”

      “Oh, for frig’s sake, Haley. Did the damn summoning work or not? Did any immortals show up?”

      “Not sure. A bat zipped overhead. We teased Maura about that being her vampire. I don’t think it was though.”

      “I seem to remember a flash of lightning. Did that really happen?”

      “Yes, indeed. And there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. I took that to mean we had been heard, so maybe, if you’re lucky, some Greek God from Mount Olympus is on his way as we speak.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “You still don’t believe it could happen?”

      “That we’d call up immortal lovers who will appreciate women of our age?”

      “Yeah. Didn’t we all agree we were tired of losing quality men to the twenty-somethings?”

      “Yeah, I remember listening to everyone bitch about that.”

      “Hey, no one bitched louder than you.”

      “Whatever. So, are you sure all I did was fall out of a tree and land on my ass?”

      “Yup. Some guy called a cab for us, and I saw you go into your apartment—alone. That was before I staggered down the hall to mine and made it to my own bed before I passed out—thank God, or should I say, “Thank the Gods?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Back in her apartment, Haley did three days-worth of dishes and reflected on the evening before. The only reason Haley had gone through with the ritual was because deep inside, she believed in things she couldn’t see or explain. Maura called it magic, and there might be something to it.

      Sharing her spirituality was something she’d learned not to do. In college, any time she expressed any kind of faith, her friends would ridicule her for it. Why couldn’t she have gone to Boston College like Maura and Barb had? Oh, yeah, because she wasn’t raised Catholic. Not that a Catholic school would have been the right place for her either. She didn’t believe in a white-bearded man in the sky. She didn’t believe the Pope was his buddy on Earth and had the right to ban birth control. She didn’t know what she believed, and attending NYU didn’t help her in that area either.

      Maybe college had nothing to do with it. Some kind of order in the universe had tugged at Haley since middle school. Her friends thought she was wacky whenever she spoke of the visions she’d had, so she quickly learned to keep them to herself.

      Over the past few weeks she’d dreamed of a faraway land. A place with a red stone or brick temple she’d never seen. Or were they dreams? She was usually in that twilight state just before sleep when the visions startled her awake.

      And there was more. Often visions of a smiling brown skinned man with thick black curls, or huge orange tigers lounging in the sun, were in this mysterious spot. She’d have thought seriously about trying to find the temple, if it weren’t for the tigers. Their powerful jaws when they yawned gave her the willies.

      As she finished the dishes and wiped her hands on a towel, she happened to glance down at the dishwater. What the hell?

      The man of her dreams appeared. His caramel colored face seemed familiar, but she knew she’d never met him. He stood on a grassy bank, wearing nothing but a loin cloth. Powerful thigh muscles flexed as he stepped closer.

      He dropped to his knees and gazed back at her. She recognized his eyes. She had never seen this man, but inexplicably she knew those eyes. Despite seeing nothing but kindness in them, she blinked hard and when the vision didn’t disappear, she shrank away. She dropped a coffee mug, which shattered on the floor.

      When she regained her balance from the shock of her vision, she looked again. His image had faded and there was nothing left but dirty dishwater. And a broken mug. She wondered if her brown skinned man was the immortal she had summoned. Would he be coming for her? If all he wore was a loin cloth, he wouldn’t get very far.

      After cleaning up the ceramic shards and hanging the towel on its peg to dry, she noticed her hands. Pasty and less supple than they used to be, they were beginning to betray her age, dammit. Thirty years of washing dishes, helping her mother from the age of nine on, seemed to be taking its toll. One of these days, she’d empty her savings account and move to a place with a dishwasher...or take a sabbatical and go backpacking–one or the other.

      As she thought about the likelihood of a man in a loincloth coming to New York City for her, the backpacking idea rose considerably on her priority scale.

      Haley turned on her ancient laptop and waited until it reacted to her password, the level she called its point of cooperation—it seemed to have arthritic joints and needed a moment or two to warm up and work properly.

      Having thought long and hard about where that temple might be, she typed India into her search engine. Offerings from Wikipedia to travel sites popped up. Oh boy, where to start?

      She pursued the travel sites that had their own search functions and lots of pictures. Searching the word temples produced almost as many confusing choices as India itself had.

      She sighed and scrolled through the pages anyway. Nothing looked familiar. She was about to give up when she brilliantly thought to seek out places where tigers and temples might occur together. She didn’t know much about tigers, but they were called Bengal tigers, right? That was a province or part of India… Sheesh, she knew next to nothing about India too. Well, it was time to learn.

      Bengal, India temples. Finally she felt like she might be getting somewhere. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a town named Bengal. There was The Bay of Bengal and West Bengal, which she gathered from the map, was a state. Fan-fucking-tastic. A whole state to search.

      Haley started to slam the cover closed but stopped herself, and not only because the piece of electronic junk would probably die just to spite her. Part of her knew she was on the right track.

      Should she check the flight and accommodations? What the heck, she was already on a travel site, and it wouldn’t hurt to look.

      Okay, here goes nuthin’. She decided to check round trip flights from New York to Calcutta—only now it was called Kolkata. Okay, that was the first step.

      Now she had to insert something in the space marked Dates. New York winters were brutal and her favorite time to get away, but she might be looking at their monsoon season. Besides, she couldn’t wait until her Christmas break. She knew India could be a little hot in summer, but thank Goodness the area she was planning to visit was in the north. How bad could it be?

      Summer vacation was fast approaching, and that was pretty good timing. She had planned to teach a summer class, but if she could begin her sabbatical right away, perhaps she’d return before the new semester—immortal lover in tow. If she didn’t find him in three months, she should probably give up. But what if she did find him?

      I’ll fill out the necessary paperwork tomorrow.

      Excitement coursed through her as she realized she was really going to do this. Haley looked at her calendar and typed in the day after the semester ended. Summer brought with it loads of tourists in the city, so she’d escape that too.

      She hit the enter button and up popped the flights and prices.

      “Eighteen hundred friggin’ dollars? Holy crap!”

      Haley didn’t have enough to get there and back, and stay in decent hotels where she could drink bottled water and eat the mildly spiced food made for tourists, who weren’t used to setting their tongues on fire.

      Sorrow set in as she wondered how she could possibly swing this. Damn.
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      Jamir leaned over the quiet pool that formed near a bend in the river. He was going there to wash his face when a shocking picture formed just under the surface. A beautiful, pale woman with blue eyes stared back at him. Short tousled blond hair framed her heart-shaped face. A startling recognition hit him. It’s her eyes! Helen’s eyes. He whipped around hoping she was standing behind him.

      Alas, no. He was as alone as always.

      He could have sworn the look of surprise on her
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