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Chapter 1


She wanted to puke. A warm, yeasty smell filled the kitchen and spilled out into the shop through the doorway. To think that some people loved that smell and treated it with nostalgia filled her with irony. Loaves huddled together on the cooling racks, surrounded by smaller rolls, looking like a cluster of round, crusty bums.  
Evie picked up a tray of loaves and took them into the shop, lining them up in the racks behind the counter. The bakery was almost empty. The initial morning rush had passed, and the next wave was yet to begin. Anna Morris sat at her usual table, eating a vanilla slice and drinking a coffee. People came from miles away for those slices—and the lamingtons, bee stings, and yeast buns. They were welcome to them.
She regarded the loaves resentfully. The dome-topped shapes might just as well be millstones hanging around her neck. The effect was the same. She was anchored in the bakery, learning the trade and serving behind the counter.
Evie glanced at her watch. There was still time—just. If she left now, she could get to the city before it started. It was wishful thinking, though. She wiped her hands on her apron, wondering if she should tell her mother she’d done enough for the day, or just go, avoiding the inevitable objections.
She’d started work at five am, baking the loaves that had been left to prove overnight. Then the yeast buns needed icing and the lamingtons had to be dipped in chocolate and rolled in coconut. Only her mother worked on the vanilla slices. That, as far as Evie was concerned, was a small mercy. The offending loaves sat in their wire baskets, oblivious to the hostility in her glare. 
“By the Blessed Lady, they could disappear in a puff of smoke for all I care.”
Anna Morris looked up briefly from the paper she was reading, a small frown creasing the centre of her forehead. She resumed her reading when it was apparent Evie wasn’t talking to her. Evie blew out the breath she’d been holding. If talking to yourself was the first sigh of madness, she must be well on the way.
Astonishingly, a whisp of smoke rose from one of the loaves. Perhaps it was steam, as they were still warm from the oven. The plume darkened and thickened, and a delicate ripple of flame danced across the uppermost loaves, leaving the distinct smell of toast. Evie gaped in amazement, and in the next moment, the smoke alarm started screaming.
Anna Morris added to the din, jumping from her seat and flapping her hands in the air, all the while screeching, “Put it out, put it out!”
Water! I need water. Evie ran to the sink, looking around for a large jug. She grabbed a stainless-steel milkshake container and turned on the tap, holding her breath so as not to inhale the smoke.
“Get out, Anna—get outside!”
Anna ran for the door, still screeching. Evie’s heart threated to burst from its bony cage. Her mother ran in from the kitchen at the back, struggling to carry a fire extinguisher.
“What have you done, girl?” she hollered, while trying to read the directions on the side of the cylinder. 
The front door slammed. Evie looked up as a figure in black ran in, pausing briefly to assess the scene and then raced behind the counter to grab the fire blanket hanging on the back wall. He tore the pouch open and flung the blanket over the burning bread, beating on it as he did. Within moments, the flames died, leaving behind the stench of carbon and lingering trails of smoke that curled towards the ceiling.
The smoke detector continued to scream. After lifting one side of the blanket to be sure the flames were out, the stranger dragged a chair to a point underneath the ceiling where the detector was installed, stood on the chair and reaching up, unclipped the device. He removed the battery and pressed the reset button. After a residual protesting squawk, the screaming stopped, and he replaced the detector before jumping down from the chair.
“Surely, there’s a better way to toast your bread?” His tone made light of the incident.
Evie put down the container, which had only partially filled in the short time available, and considered the man. He was not from Harrow. He wore heavy leather boots, and they, combined with close-fitting black jeans and leather jacket, indicated he might be a biker. They often came through town, usually on weekends. The drive from Adelaide into the hills that framed the eastern side of the city presented lots of challenges for keen motorcyclists. The picturesque town of Harrow had a reputation as a tourist destination, with good food and culinary experiences. 
She hung onto the side of the counter, willing the shaking in her knees to stop. Why hadn’t she thought to grab the blanket? She’d panicked, that’s why. Embarrassingly, she’d frozen in fright. Her throat was parched from inhaling smoke. So, probably, was his.
“You’re right,” she said, more calmly than she felt. “A toaster would have been more effective. Thank you for coming to the rescue.” She reached for a glass and began to fill it from the tap. “Can I offer you a glass of water?”
“Sure. I was after a coffee and one of your yeast buns, but a glass of water now would be good.”
“Sit down, and I’ll bring it over, plus a coffee. On the house. Just give me a moment to clear up this mess.” 
Anna had come back inside and stood uncertainly inside the door, alternately regarding the shelves of baked goods with concern and then her seat at the table with now cold coffee and the half-eaten vanilla slice.
“You too, Anna. Sit down and I’ll bring you a fresh cup of coffee.”
Only the top shelf of bread had been burnt, but toasted crumbs were scattered over the floor. Her mother had already removed the destroyed loaves, with a look thrown in her direction indicating repercussions would follow. There was no point in even thinking about the film workshop now.
Evie swept up the crumbs and re-folded the blanket. She snuck a look at the hero of the moment. The BMW parked out the front confirmed her initial impression of his mode of transport.  His height had been helpful when disconnecting the smoke alarm. The back of his jacket was unadorned, so presumably he was a lone rider, not a gang member. The broad shoulders suggested he was someone not to be messed with. His swarthy complexion and stubble were offset by startlingly blue eyes. A striking combination.
The shop filled again, and Anna regaled those customers she knew with a description of what had happened, with each re-telling becoming slightly more dramatic. Evie sighed. The fire would be all over town by lunchtime. The reporter from the Harrow Times would be in next, looking for a story. 
The puzzling thing was, she had no idea what had happened. One minute she’d been stacking freshly baked loaves and the next, they were in flames. Who knew bread could spontaneously combust like that?
Sonya, the part-time assistant, turned up to help with the mid-morning rush and Evie nodded to her as she carried the coffee and bun to the table where the biker sat. He was looking at his phone, but when she approached, he glanced up and smiled. The look he gave her was enough to make her go weak at the knees all over again. His blue eyes flashed with a hint of sapphire and a directness that made her drop her own gaze in an act of self-protection.
He put down his phone and scrutinised the bun appreciatively. “Thank you—most kind. All recovered from your sizzling drama?”
Sizzling drama. That was one way of describing it. Nothing compared to what the consequences would be. “I think so. Sure gave me a fright.”
“How did it start?”
“I’ve no idea. It must have been developing before I brought the loaves out, then perhaps it was fanned by a rush of oxygen from the open door.  I’ve not heard of it happening before.”
He stirred a spoonful of sugar into his coffee. “Lucky the fire blanket was on hand.”
“Evie, are you bringing me that cup of coffee?” Anna’s querulous voice broke into their conversation.
“Coming right up, Anna.” 
She turned back to the biker before heading back behind the counter. “Let me know if you want a refill.”
“I will… Evie.”
He gave her a wink, and she hurried back before she was called out by Sonya for skiving off. There was still a discussion to be had with her mother, and she didn’t want to add any fuel to that fire.
The conversation didn’t come until after the lunchtime rush was over. Evie slipped out into the kitchen to grab some cleaning cloths to wipe down the tables and wasn’t quick enough to evade her mother, who was icing a batch of melting moments biscuits.
“Evie… you’ve got some explaining to do. Protesting about working here is one thing, but setting fire to the baked goods is totally unacceptable.” Rosie’s voice rose a pitch as her indignation increased.  “You could have burnt the place down. Is that what you want… to destroy the business your father and I have worked so hard to establish?” 
“Mum, it was nothing to do with me. I’ve no idea what happened. I stacked the bread on the racks and suddenly, the top loaves burst into flames.” Her protest sounded weak, even to herself.
“Bread does not spontaneously ignite, Evie. It’s never happened before.”
“Well, it’s happened now.” The accusatory tone was beyond reasonable. “I’m upset about the workshop—absolutely—but I don’t know how you could even suggest I would do a thing like that.”
She undid the ties and flung off her apron. “I need some fresh air. I’m going for a walk.”
“Evie… you can’t just—"
She let the back door to the kitchen slam behind her. It was juvenile but satisfying. Walking briskly helped, talking to other people did not. That was difficult in a town like Harrow. There was always someone on the street she knew and who wanted to have a chat.
Rather than walk down the main street on which Wilson’s Bakery was located, she ducked down a side street and headed towards the river. There were quiet nooks and crannies there if you knew where to look, and having grown up in Harrow, Evie knew them all. 
Traipsing down the narrow path, trodden through the undergrowth by generations of feet, it was easy to leave the township behind and to slip into a cooler, quieter and more magical place. The air smelt fresher, bird calls were clearer, and there were plenty of frogs, dragonflies and small rodents and other creatures. It was a good place to de-stress and unwind.
Evie found her rock. It was a large slab of granite with a flattish upper surface and overlooked a bend in the river. The water flowed fast around the bend and the rock was a great place to watch the progress of the water, or the odd cormorant or duck. She lay back on the massive stone, knees bent and face to the sun, inviting its warmth.
The rock was already warm, and she felt the gentle heat permeating her back. She inhaled and blew out a deep breath through her mouth, then did it again. Her lurking tension headache began to ease, and she reviewed the previous twenty-four hours.
Her identity was tied to Harrow, and she loved living there, but her future didn’t depend on the town. At least, not the way her mother wanted. These days, most young people went on to further study in the city after leaving high school, but the expectation was that they would return to Harrow and their place within the Clan. Rosie Wilson had expected that Evie would return to work in the family business and would establish her roots with a partner who also belonged. That was so not going to happen. It couldn’t.
She had never asked the deities for help before, but this must be the right time. She focused. Lady Artemis, I seek your guidance and support. Help me to honour my true feelings and stand up for what I know to be right. Give me the strength to remain true in the face of adversity. Surround me with those who would support me in my endeavours. Blessed be.
A fly buzzed her face, and Evie sat up, waving it away. She stood up, brushing grit from the back of her trousers before jumping from the rock onto the path that now ran along the riverbank. She should be heading back to the bakery but wasn’t ready. She would walk a little further before doing that.
Fern fronds brushed her face and low branches and shrubs snatched at her legs as she pushed through the overgrown path. Frogs called to each other from the rushes at the water’s edge. Nothing ever seemed to change in this part of the world. As she knew it would, the path opened out into a grassy area behind the central park in town. Here, the bank sloped gently down to the water, and a small wharf gave access to recreational boats and kayaks.
Regretfully, she left the river and headed up the bank and into the park. It would be a shortcut back to the main street and from there to the bakery. Kids clambered over the playground and a couple of mothers sat chatting on the grass, with their small bundles of joy lolling nearby on blankets. A fitness class was in progress in another section, with the voice of the trainer carrying clearly over the distance between them.
Evie paused and watched the red, sweaty faces and strained expressions of those in the class. It didn’t look as though they were having fun.
“Amazing that people actually pay money to be put through physical torment, isn’t it?”
Are you talking to me? Evie glanced around and saw the biker. He sat on a park bench, watching the scene in front of him and yes, it appeared he was talking to her.
“It looks to be a form of torture.” There was underlying bewilderment in his voice.
“It could be that. They might get a buzz from the exercise endorphins, or perhaps there’s the satisfaction that comes with achievement.”
“If you say so.” He turned his attention back to her—those blue eyes again. She tried not to stare but they were utterly mesmerising. 
“Finished for the day?”
“No… taking a break.” 
“Haven’t burnt down the bakery yet, then?”
That’s not funny. She eyed him suspiciously. He probably thought he’d wandered into a town of local yokels. What was he doing here, anyway? What she meant to be an ironic smile felt like more of a grimace. “I didn’t do such a good job of it today, so I’ll have to try again tomorrow. I’ll wait until you’re not around.”
He burst out laughing. “You’ll have no problems there. I’m only passing through. I should be in Mt Kenton by now. I had some phone calls to make, and that task was easier in the park than on the bike.” He looked over his shoulder towards the river. “Nice place to stop for a while. I haven’t been here before.”
“Nice place to stop for a while,” Evie echoed. “That about sums it up.”
He lifted one eyebrow with his head tilted to the side. “Do I discern an element of cynicism there?”
“Yes… no… I always look forward to coming back to Harrow.”
“But you don’t want to stay here, is that what you’re saying? At least you’ve got a job in the bakery. Unemployment would be higher in the city.”
“I’m not going to spend my life working in a bakery, no matter how good the reputation.” She didn’t intend the words to be as forceful as they came out. 
He put up his hands defensively. “Then you don’t have to, surely? What are you going to spend your life doing?”
Evie closed her eyes, massaging her forehead with one hand before opening them again.  She plopped down on the seat beside him. It was easier to sit beside him than to look directly at him. Her mother would be furious she was gone for so long, but what the hell. 
It was odd, but a weird tingling started in the vicinity of her stomach and radiated outwards. That only happened with connecting with members of the Clan, not with outsiders. Tension did amazing things to the body and mind.
“You’ll just think I’m living in la-la land, like everyone else does.” He didn’t answer, just looked at her and waited. “I completed a degree in cinematography at Flinders University. I want to pursue a career in the film industry, and I can’t do that from Harrow.”
“So, you have to leave. That’s a familiar story. It’s often necessary for people to travel if they want to follow their ideal career path. What’s stopping you?”
“My family… Harrow… the Clan… It’s complicated. People who grow up in Harrow never stray far.” She flung out her hands, palms up in an open-handed gesture as though it explained everything. “There’s an unwritten expectation that everyone comes back and supports the town. When I studied for my degree, my parents thought I’d have been better placed at the School of Catering and Hospitality, but indulged me when I insisted it was film or nothing. Now they’re pressuring me to keep working at the bakery with the intention that one day, I’ll take it over.”
“Can’t you make your own decisions? It’s your life.” His tone indicated his confusion.
“There are things about Harrow you’ll never understand.” She didn’t try to hide her bitterness. She stood up, looking at her watch. “Speaking of bakeries, I’d better get back. I didn’t mean to be away so long. Thanks again for helping out today, and sorry for bending your ear.”
He inclined his head in a nod of acknowledgement. “I should be on my way as well. Happy to be of assistance. Just remember—you only have one life and it’s up to you how you live it. Bye, Evie.”
He surprised her by formally extending his hand. The touch was warm, sending a frisson of heat along her arm and lodging in the pit of her belly with a slow burn.  
“I’ll watch out for you in the credits on the big screen.” He looked directly at her with those eyes that made her think of the colour of the Aegean Sea on picture postcards. He withdrew his hand from hers and slung her a casual two finger salute with the words, “Take care”. He turned towards the street bordering the park, where she could see his bike was parked. She watched him walk away, with long, loping steps, not wanting him to go but not understanding why.
“But I don’t know your name,” she called after him.
He stopped and half-turned. “Conor. My name’s Conor.”




Chapter 2


Rosie shut the door of the fridge with a bang. The look she cast at her daughter was colder than the cooling appliance. “This business—the one you seem to despise so much—paid for your university education and so much more. It’s given us a good life, and now you seem to think you’re too good to work here.” 
Evie up ended the last of the chairs on the tables so she could mop the floor. It was covered in crumbs and the occasional scrunched up paper serviette. “I don’t, Mum. You’re twisting my words. I appreciate everything you and Dad have done for me, and I’m happy to help in the short term, but this is not where I want my life to be.”
“You taking off as you did this afternoon was the last straw, Evie. We’ve been patient with you, but you’ve always known that the bakery was waiting for you. This film career you’re on about is not going to happen in Harrow, is it? You have to face facts.”
“I have to? I think you and Dad are the ones who need to face facts, as you put it. You’re right, it’s not going to happen in Harrow, so I’ll have to leave.”
She saw the expression on her mother’s face, her lips pressed into a narrow line. It was the same look she’d received as a child when she’d brought home a bad report card. It was a combination of disappointment and bewilderment at the cuckoo in the nest.
“I’m not leaving you, and Harrow will always be home.” She spoke faster, trying to make her mother understand. “But I’ve got to do this. It’s what I’ve studied for. If I’d gone to that workshop in the city today, I could have made heaps of useful contacts.”
Rosie didn’t look directly at Evie and continued bagging up the leftover bread and buns. The surplus would be collected at any moment by a local food bank. “Evie, you don’t understand what it’s like in the city, away from everything you know and your close supports. You don’t realise what can happen. You can’t be surprised I worry about that.”
I’m not a child. Evie drew a breath to voice the sharp retort, but her mother held up her hand in a halting motion, finally turning to look at her daughter.
“Your father and I have been talking.”
That sounded ominous. Nothing good ever came from those parental discussions. Evie waited, maintaining a poker face.
“We don’t think you really understand what it means to be part of the Clan and the obligations that inclusion entails. Some of the women are organising a retreat over the coming week, and we want you to go.”
Her mother couldn’t be serious. She knew all she needed to know. Wicca had been a way of life since forever. 
“I’ve been raised within the Clan. I appreciate how the Goddess influences our life, but I don’t—”
“Hear me out. It’s only for four days. You can learn more about the ways of our people in a supportive environment, without the distractions of the outside world. If you do this… if you go and tell us on your return that you still want to pursue this film career thing, then you can do that with our blessing.”
There had to be a catch. Evie knew it wouldn’t be so easy. They’d had so many disagreements already over her future. Now her mother looked directly at her.
“There’s a time limit. If you don’t succeed in your film career by December three years hence, then you have to come back to Harrow and to the bakery.”
“And if I don’t return?”
“Then the Goddess knows you’ve made your choice and you’ll no longer be welcome within the Clan.”
The callousness of the words stunned Evie. Her mother couldn’t mean that, surely? If her mother thought she could be bullied into staying in Harrow, she was mistaken. She would show her; she’d show them all. For now, if it would stop the arguments, she would go on this retreat, and then she would be off. Bright lights, here I come.
[image: image-placeholder]It made sense for them to carpool. Cassie Craven picked her up the afternoon the retreat was to begin.  Of those attending, she was the closest in age to Evie, and there was an easy camaraderie between the two women. A couple of years previously, Evie had taken the role of the ceremonial maiden at a Winter-Sun Ceremony led by Cassie, but in her daily life, Cassie had a small business developing herbal and medicinal tinctures from local plants and flowers. She knew most people in town. 
Daniel, her husband, was a screen writer and mostly worked from home. That meant he could look after their toddler, Isla, in her absence. Father and daughter had a great bond, and as Cassie said with a wry laugh, probably wouldn’t miss her at all.
The retreat property was owned and maintained by the Clan, and although close to the regional centre of Mt Kenton, it lay an easy distance from Harrow. The two women chatted about general town gossip before Cassie brought the conversation around to the reason Evie was attending the retreat.
“Are you looking forward to the next few days?” Cassie took her eyes off the road momentarily to look at her passenger.
Evie didn’t hide her heavy sigh. “You’re probably aware I didn’t have a lot of choice about attending. My parents made it a condition if I want to leave Harrow and the bakery, and pursue a career in the film industry. I know I could just leave, but I want their blessings for my life choices.”
“Hm… tough decisions. It’s possible to base yourself here, of course. It doesn’t take long to travel from Harrow to the city if he has commitments there, and Daniel travels to the States occasionally but does a lot of collaboration online.”
“Daniel’s a scriptwriter, so yes, he can do that. I want to work on the production side, so first I need to get myself a job on set. I’d make the tea and coffee if it got my foot in the door.”
“He can probably give you some contacts to follow up. I’ll ask him when we get home. In the meantime, you’ve got a few days to develop your understanding about the beliefs of the Clan, and then you can decide what it means to you.”
“I thought I already knew enough. My mother obviously believes otherwise. It’s not as though I have any special gifts like you or other people in Harrow. I’m not even allowed to make the vanilla slices!”
Cassie laughed. “I saw you brought a container of goodies from the bakery.  They’ll go down a treat with everyone. Seriously though, it can take a while for your gift to emerge. Sometimes it’s already there, but you don’t recognise it for what it is. That’s all part of developing greater self-knowledge. Retreats are good for that.”
They were the first to arrive at the hostel, which meant, as Cassie pointed out, they had first pick of the bedrooms. Six were available, plus a communal kitchen and living area. A dormitory-style bunk room was in a separate building, but as six women were attending this event, they were only using the main house.
Next to arrive were Rowena, Cassie’s aunt, and Marnie. Marnie was an indigenous woman, and her ancestors had lived in the area longer than there were records. Audrey Galbraith drove up in her Rav4, bringing with her several bottles of mead from the Galbraith vineyard. 
“You drink wine here?” Evie asked. “I thought it would only be herbal tea or water.”
“You’re welcome to drink tea if you prefer,” Cassie replied, rolling her eyes theatrically. “I’ve brought a couple of bottles of Shiraz. I might have a glass with my meal tonight. You’re welcome to join me.”
The last to arrive was Carmel Fielding. Never known for her sparkling wit or good humour, she wasted no time in complaining about not having a choice of bedroom, as the others had already been claimed. She had brought chocolate with her, so Evie decided they could put up with her moaning for a while.
“First things first,” said Cassie, who seemed to be the natural leader even though the other women were older. “I suggest we hold our opening ceremony around seven, but before that we should bathe and cleanse ourselves in preparation for receiving the Goddess.”
“Sounds good to me,” said Marnie, “but I’m not doing anything until I’ve had a cup of tea. If we don’t eat until after the ceremony, I’ll fade away from hunger.”
Evie opened the container of pastries she’d brought with her. “No need to starve. I’ve brought afternoon tea, complements of Wilson’s Bakery. I’ll leave it in the kitchen, and you can all help yourselves.”
She didn’t have to repeat herself. The vanilla slices went first, of course, but there was plenty to go around. Evie took advantage of the distraction to make first claim on the bathroom. She ran a deep bath and added drops of rose and honeysuckle oils. Fat pillar candles sat on the ledge at one end, and she lit three of them and turned out the overhead light. 
The best way to describe the experience was bliss. Pure bliss. She normally had showers rather than baths, but being able to stretch out in the hot, foaming water and just relax reminded her she should do that more often. Perhaps that was part of the self-knowledge the retreat was supposed to foster. Her blond hair swirled in the water around her head, making her feel as though she could float and drift in a warm, soporific haze forever.
She ran her hands down her body, the skin now silky-smooth with a coating of oil. She had been taught her body was a holy vessel, to be treated with respect. She traced a path over her breasts, pausing as her nipples responded and then down to her stomach, and onto the dark triangle beneath. She imagined another hand following the same path, a hand that moved with purpose and promise, both asking and claiming. Unbidden, an image of the biker came to mind. She smiled to herself. A man like that was unlikely to appear in her bathroom.
“Evie, have you drowned in there?” Carmel thumped on the bathroom door.
”Won’t be long.” Evie quickly rinsed the soap from her hair and applied a generous amount of herbal conditioner and then rinsed again.  After drying herself, she slathered her body with a luxuriant lotion she had been saving for a special occasion. This surely qualified.
No other activities were scheduled before the opening ceremony, so she was free to rest in her room, but wandered out to the communal area at six thirty. Evie wasn’t sure what to expect. Her mother had just said that the others would guide her when the time came.
Audrey gave her a small glass of the famous Galbraith liqueur honey mead, and the sweet, fiery liquid helped settle her nerves. At the appointed time and wrapped in ceremonial cloaks, the women collected in the living area before wandering outside. Cassie led them along a narrow path that ran away from the building, into the adjoining bush.
After a distance of about fifty metres, it opened into a natural clearing. A large, flat stone sat in the middle, and someone had already made preparations for the ceremony to come. The outline of a circle had been cast in eucalyptus leaves. The women took up positions around the circle, standing on the outside of the leaf-marked delineation. 
As Evie watched, the others shed their cloaks and stood sky-clad beneath the rising moon. Quickly, she allowed hers to slip to the ground as well.  A light breeze skipped through the clearing, and she tried not to focus on the cool fingers that now caressed her skin.
Marnie stepped forward and holding a switch of smoking gum leaves, walked around the edge of the circle with soft trails of smoke following her progress. She spoke in a language with words not understood by anyone else, but in the tongue of her ancestors. When she reached her starting point, she switched to English.
“I honour the ancestors, the traditional custodians of this land. I acknowledge the sacredness of this site, and request permission for us, the women of Harrow to be on this land, conducting our ceremony tonight.”
She bowed her head, and a flock of birds rose from an adjoining tree and swept over the clearing. Large, pillar candles encased in protective glass containers sat on the stone and Cassie moved forward and lit them. She raised her arms to the sky above.
“Lady Brigit, honour us with your presence. We ask that you bless us with your energy in this place of ceremony. Guide us in making the right decisions as we review our life
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