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  Chapter one
Foreword


Harrow is a matriarchal clan the lives by the way of the Goddess, but that doesn’t deny the role of men in their society. The township is located in the Adelaide Hills, above the city bearing that name. Harrow is supported by the local agricultural industry, but the people you meet throughout the series work in a variety of occupations, as you would expect in any community. 
Theirs is a simple life, strongly influenced by the seasons and the rhythms of the natural environment that supports them. Ceremony and ritual play a strong role in guiding their daily lives. What makes these people different is that some have powerful gifts granted by the Goddess. 
Those gifts may allow them to manifest desired results, or to transform to different living beings in times of stress or danger They have a strong understanding of the importance of supporting each other, knowing that the strength of everyone who lives in Harrow rests on the efforts of them all. Aside from that, they lead lives that would be recognizable in any small town today.
Wild Spirit, written after the series launch, introduces characters who appear in later life in the series, and acquaints the reader with the alternative universe that survives in the hills beyond the city.
Bronwen sacrifices her future with her soulmate when she realizes that she alone can save the clan from a devastating curse. Kieran fights to save the woman he loves. He pits a combination of grit, magic, and skill in an attempt to rescue her from the fate that appears unavoidable. This is a unique romantic fantasy series in an Australian setting. There will be some references to the Australian first nations people and their cultural practices. Australian spellings will be used.






  
  Chapter two
Chapter 1 – The Curse


If they couldn’t stop the children dying, who could? The somber mood hung like a thick pall as the women filed into the room. Morgana moved between them with a bottle of wine, filling their glasses as they took their customary seats. Ruby was the last in the door, nodding a greeting before taking a seat near the fire. 
“I came as quickly as I could.”
“You’re here now.” Morgana glanced at them all before taking the lead. “I think you all know why I called you here. Teresa’s babe arrived this morning. The poor mite was born sleeping.”
“It was a boy then.” Jeanie closed her eyes briefly, but they all saw the beginnings of a tear at the corner of one eye.
“It was. I don’t want to count how many we’ve lost, but we must put a stop to it. I just don’t know how.”
Rosie looked up from stroking the large cat that had sought the warmth of the fire. “This loss is targeted. It’s only happening to the women of Harrow, not the surrounding communities. No boy babies are surviving, only the girls. If there was something detrimental in the environment, in the water for instance, it wouldn’t just affect the boys. Someone has created a powerful hex.” She stopped petting the cat and spat the words out. “It must be those boggins from Redbank. Only they would devise such evil.”
“You could be right,” Anna agreed “It’s their way of weakening the Clan. If there are no more menfolk in years to come, the way is left open for a takeover by stealth.”
“We don’t know that for sure,” Judith said, ever the diplomat. “They don’t like us women, there’s no disputing that, but we don’t want to make things worse with accusations that aren’t based on fact.” 
Rosie thumped the arm of her chair. “What could be worse than mothers losing their children? The time has passed for playing nice. Time for action. Our powers should be stronger than theirs.”
“I could speak to the ancients. This might be a job for the feather-boot man.” Marnie belonged to the Peramangk people, first nation inhabitants of the area.
Rosie’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “I didn’t think you could simply summons him.”
“That’s true. I can pass the word along that some bad-fella magic is happening here, and who I think is responsible. Whatever happens after that is outside of my control.”
Judith dropped her face into her hands. “I don’t understand. I asked the Goddess for her help. I prayed to Lady Damara and anyone else I could think of who might help us to overturn this blight, with no result. My requests have never been ignored to this extent. Whatever evil has been concocted against the clan is stronger than I’ve encountered before. I’m at a loss.”
Morgana had paced the room during this conversation, but now she stopped and turned to face the others. “It’s not just who that we need to know, but why. I agree the Redbank Clan are likely culprits, but if not, we need know quickly so we can look for other sources. I propose that Judith and I meet on neutral ground with Dougal from Redbank. He’s the most reasonable member of their Clan and one with whom I can have rational discussion.”
She spoke determinedly, as though daring the others to object. They digested her words with a moment’s silence.
Ruby was the first to comment. “You’ll be fine. I’ll ask the Boobook Man to watch over you. He can observe from afar, and let us know if you’re in need of assistance.” As the oldest of the group, she had more influence in some matters than the others. She also had the gift of sight, and the women trusted her word and experience.
“Judith… you’ll come with me?” Morgana posed more of a statement than a question.
The other woman nodded emphatically. “Count me in. I haven’t mentioned it before, as she’s only just told me. My Rowena is pregnant. She’s expecting a baby in the Spring.”

      ***Bronwen looked up as her mother returned. “Did you resolve anything with the women?”
“You know those meetings are confidential. I can’t discuss what happens within the Circle.”
“But it’s about the babies, and now my sister’s expecting. I’ve prayed to Hera to protect her and the bub, but what if it’s a boy? I don’t know if my gift is strong enough to protect the little one.”
Judith shut the door to the kitchen and drew her daughter close. “You mustn’t let on that I’ve told you. I wouldn’t say anything except that if anything happens to me, you must look after your sister when the baby comes.”
“You don’t have to ask. You know I won’t repeat anything you tell me.”
The two women each sank onto a chair at the kitchen table. “We’ve all agreed that the men from the Redbank clan are possibly behind this. They scorn our lifestyle, but more than that—they’re jealous of our success. We have a fertile valley with clean water. Our crops do well and livestock thrives.”
“Perhaps if they lived by the ways of the goddess, they’d have similar results.”
“That’s as maybe, but we women have gifts that they’ll never have—gifts ensuring the success of the Harrow clan. They could hold their breath until they turned blue, but they’d never achieve the same results.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Morgana and I are meeting tomorrow morning with Dougal from Redbank. It’s been arranged. We’ll challenge him to level with us. Have they put a hex on the babies?”
Bronwen’s eyes widened. “You’re taking a risk, confronting him like that.”
“We can look after ourselves. He wouldn’t dare cross us. We’ll have the collective power of the women at our backs. We’ll be fine. It’s the wee bairns I’m worried about.”
Bronwen hugged her mother. “I know you’ll be safe. I’ll ask the Lady to watch over you.” She rose from the table. “Don’t cook for me. I’m out for dinner tonight.”
“Kieran again, is it? That man’s soft on you. Don’t stay out too late. These are challenging times. I plan a ceremony at daybreak tomorrow morning, seeking the blessings of the Athena. I’d like you to come with me. I need support on this one. We’ll go to the top of Mt Benson and greet the sunrise there.”
Bronwen could barely contain her surprise. It would be the first time her mother had included her in a ceremony such as she described. “Of course. I’ll be up early to accompany you.” She kissed her mother’s cheek before heading out the door. “Don’t wait up. I’ll see you early tomorrow.”

      ***She tried not to let her concerns for her sister overshadow her pleasure at seeing Kieran again. He’d been in the city for a few days, attending a professional development workshop. He worked with his father in the family construction company, and was keen to introduce improved building practices to company operations.
They had known each other since they were children—it was impossible not to when living in a country town—but had developed a deeper relationship when their paths crossed at the harvest feast. Kieran and his father were assembling kiosks and pavilions, and Bronwen had submitted some of her paintings as part of a local artists’ exhibition.
“Need any help?”
Bronwen sensed as much as heard him. He took the three pictures from her and hung them on the designated partitions. A low-pitched hum resonated in the air, startling her when he brushed against her hand. A vibration swept over her body. In her astonishment, she had dropped the placard she was holding. He’d knelt to retrieve it, and as he looked up from the crouched position, she lost herself in the vortex of his dark eyes. He had smiled in recognition, and in that moment, she had understood that the Goddess had meant their paths to cross that day.
That had been a couple of months ago. Bronwen was in no hurry. They had the rest of their lives ahead of them. Kieran lived in a small cottage in the center of Harrow. The garden backed onto the river, and they were dining al fresco that evening. Bronwen brought a selection of salads and a loaf of home-made bread, and Kieran had promised to grill some trout he’d caught in the river.
She pulled up behind his work truck in the driveway to the cottage, and after retrieving her basket from the car, hurried around to the back garden. She found him stirring the coals beneath the barbecue grill. His eyes lit up in welcome, and casting the poker aside he grabbed her in a bear hug but his kiss was soft and tender.
“I’ve missed you. Several days in the city was too long.”
“I’ll have to send you away more often if I get a welcome like this on your return. For the record, I missed you too.”
“Sit down while I fetch you a cider. You can fill me in on any news while the fish cooks.”
The seasoned fish and foil-wrapped potatoes were ready to be placed on the grill. Bronwen loved watching him work, whether it was on one of his construction projects or cooking her dinner. He tackled any task with the same dedication and planning. He’d donned an apron, bearing the slogan Life is short, let’s go straight to dessert.
Her sentiments exactly. She knew with certainty what dessert she would have now if she could choose, but kept her thoughts to herself. This was a man on a mission, and he took his cooking seriously. There was plenty of time for sweet treats.
She sat at the outdoor table where he suggested they should eat their meal. As he poured their drinks, he gave her a rundown on his workshop, the people he’d met and the key points he’d learned. His enthusiasm was obvious as he talked about the changes he wanted to implement in the company.
“But that’s enough of my talk. What’s happened with you since I’ve been in the big smoke?”
“I finished the painting I was working on of Marnie and her elderly mother. They are the last of the first nations people in Harrow, so I wanted to capture them on canvas. The bond between them is incredibly strong.”
“I’ve seen the power of your paintings. If the bond wasn’t strong before, it certainly will be now. You have the gift with your work.”
“Sometimes, but not always. I wish I could help Teresa now.”
“Teresa? You mean Teresa Donovan? What’s happened?”
“She went into labor last night and the baby was born this morning. He didn’t survive the birthing.”
He shook his head as though repelling the news. “I’m sorry to hear that. The family doesn’t deserve such bad luck.”
“And neither have any of the others… all boys. Something bad is happening. If it would help, I’d wrap my arms around her. Something, or someone is preventing the babies from living.”
“Are you sure it’s not a coincidence? There must be a logical explanation.”
“None that I know of, and none that the women know of either. They have a theory, but still have to put it to the test.”
“Not much gets past them. I’ll put the fish on to cook while we talk. It won’t take long.”
“That’s not my only news. My sister Rowena… she’s just announced she’s expecting a baby. The family is delighted but I’m so scared for her. What if it’s a boy?”
“Why don’t you paint her picture? Paint her with a healthy child in her arms. That should place a protective shield around them both.”
“I’ve put in a word for her with the Lady Diana, asking her to watch over them, but yes, I might do that. I’ll paint their future happiness, and hope that my gift overcomes the bad.”
While Kieran hovered over the grill, Bronwen sat back sipping her cider. Was anything sexier than watching a man cook for you? There undoubtedly was, but in her mind’s eye, she saw him naked except for that apron tied around his middle, exposing his well-toned body and deliciously tight buns. The apron would allow him to maintain a modicum of modesty. She grinned to herself at the mental image she had conjured. Wishful thinking.
“Something’s made you smile. What’s so amusing?”
The fantasy was best kept to herself… for now. In truth, she had yet to see the man in all his naked glory. Their relationship had undergone a slow build from that initial interaction, growing from friendship through to certainty. As sure as she was from day one, she wanted Kieran to arrive at that understanding in his own time. Besides, they had all the time in the world. She enjoyed the opportunity of getting to know him better without any pressure or expectations.
“I was enjoying a laidback evening and watching you cook. That’s enough to make me smile.”
“Don’t get too excited. You haven’t tasted it yet.”
“If your past efforts are anything to judge by, it will be fine. Anyway, I adore having a man cook for me.”
He turned and gave her a low-lidded look and a suggestive wink. “I do have more talents in the toolbox. Remind me to show you sometime.”
“Kieran Craven, I do believe you’re flirting with me. I like it.”
He raised his drink in salute with a cheeky grin, before sliding the fish onto serving plates and bringing them to the table. Bronwen had already uncovered the salads and set the table with cutlery and condiments. She already knew her way around Kieran’s kitchen. 
They slid into an easy conversation, talking about everything yet nothing in particular. Throughout the meal, Bronwen was conscious of Kieran stealing glances at her when he thought she wasn’t looking. His expression was speculative, sparking her curiosity. Mind reading was not one of her gifts. Her intuition however told her he wouldn’t be able to hide it for long.
She was right. They had adjourned to the old sofa on the back verandah after finishing their meal. It had seen better days, but was still serviceable and comfy.  Kieran produced a bottle of botrytis and some locally made cheese, and they sat and listened to the nightbirds and the sounds of the river at the bottom of the garden. Even the sound of a boobook owl carried on the night air which curled around them, gently teasing. Kieran had an arm slung loosely around her shoulders.
“It’s so peaceful here,” Bronwen murmured, licking the sweet, sticky residue from her lips. “I love listening to the night.”
“I want to talk to you about that,” Kieran said, shuffling in the sofa so he could face her. “We ought to discuss our future. I know my feelings and I’ve a reasonable idea about yours. Soon after we met, I knew you were the one for me and nothing has happened since to change my mind.”
He kissed her lightly before continuing. “You know it, but I’ll say it anyway. In this short time, you’ve crept into a corner of my heart. I never want to let you go.”
The evening could hardly get any better. She knew of his growing feelings for her, but had wanted to hear him say it anyway. “There’s no secret about my feelings. The goddess brought us together, I’m sure of that. She knew what she was doing when she picked the right man for me. Of course, I love you.”
“Two minds thinking alike. That’s a great omen for the future,” he whispered into her hair before claiming her lips with his. If her heart leapt before, it was nothing to the sensations he evoked as they settled back on the sofa, now reclining rather than sitting. Kieran ran his hand up the length of her outer thigh, with his thumb massaging small circles. As he did Bronwen could feel the sensory vibrations created by the contact between them. They had an audible humming component, and a soft lilac aura hovered on the edge of her vision. She opened her eyes to find Kieran’s only a hair’s breadth away, staring into her own.
“I’m not pressuring you, but having you so close is driving me crazy. I’ve never desired anyone as much as I do now. Will you stay tonight?”
“Any other time, yes, but I can’t tonight. I need to accompany my mother before daybreak to Mt Benson. She’s making an offering to Athena, seeking blessings and protection for a journey she must take. She has asked me to support her.”
His eyebrows lifted slightly and he sighed, but knew better than to ask questions. Clan business was always important. “I’m disappointed, but I understand. But soon? Let’s make it soon.”
As she reversed her car out of his driveway some thirty minutes later, Bronwen had the feeling of being watched. Night had settled around her, but when she looked back towards the river, she saw the figure of a man. His eyes were an amazing golden colour and he wore a long cloak that appeared to be made of feathers. As she watched, he raised a hand in greeting, then abruptly turned back towards the trees lining the bank. In an instant, he was gone. 
She stared into the darkness for a moment, willing her eyes to see beyond the solid shapes of the trees. She knew who it was, even though she’d never seen him before. She’d just encountered the Boobook Man.






  
  Chapter three
Chapter 2 – Meeting with Redbank


Ribbons of eerie mist draped across their path as the two women drove up the winding track in the pre-dawn. They could only go so far in the car, and after parking in a small clearing below the apex of the mount, they covered the remaining distance by foot. The path had been formed by many feet rather than by mechanical means, and part of their climb involved negotiating stones and tree roots embedded in the path. Judith led the way wearing a headlamp to illuminate the track ahead of them. 
Their breath showed up in short sharp puffs in the cool night air. Bronwen appreciated the warmth of her cloak, hugging it close. By tacit agreement, they had elected not to conduct this ceremony sky-clad.
A small cleared area sat at the top of Mt Benson, with a large flat-topped stone in the middle. This had served as an altar for many earlier ceremonies. Judith spread a purple cloth on top of it, and placed two candles at either end, protecting them from the breeze by standing them in large glass vases. She added a plate of oatmeal biscuits, a carafe of mead, and three goblets. She also placed a smooth river stone on the altar, on which was painted the runic symbol for protection.
Lighting a smudge stick of compressed sage and eucalyptus leaves, she walked a wide circle around the altar.
“Lady Athena, goddess of peaceful solutions, bless and consecrate this place of prayer. We open our hearts to you in order that we might receive your divine wisdom.”
The smokey entrails left by the stick hung in the air, bathing them in an aromatic scent. Now alight, the flickering candles cast a gentle light around them. The haunting call of a boobook owl could be heard in an adjacent tree. A faint glow in the east indicated that dawn approached.
Judith threw up her arms in supplication. “Lady Athena, I beg you, hear my prayer. We seek your strength and clarity of thought. This day, I must advocate on behalf of our clan and for the future of our male children. I ask for a peaceful and rapid resolution to our troubles. Guide me in my role in this meeting today with the men of Redbank.”
She picked up the runic stone and kissed it before speaking again. “I ask that you imbue this stone with the protection I need against any negative energy directed towards me.”
Bronwen stepped forward, and opening a small vial of lavender oil, anointed her mother’s forehead with the outline of the runic symbol. “May the wisdom passed down from the ancients be with you today.”
Judith rang a small brass bell, and walked around the altar following the path of her previous circuit. “I call upon the ancestors to watch over Morgana and myself as we enter the valley of the unknown. Watch over the health and safety of our clan; watch over the children of our daughters. Save our sons.”
Bronwen picked up a biscuit from the platter, broke it in half, and laid it on the altar. She then offered one to her mother and took one for herself. “With gratitude, I offer you the sustenance which sustains us, and which results from the labor of all those gone before us. Blessed be.”
She then picked up the carafe of mead and poured some of the golden liquid into each of the three goblets. Picking up the first, she poured the mead onto the ground. “With gratitude, I offer you the fruits of the earth, and the juice of your endeavors, respecting the skills and knowledge of those gone before us. Blessed be.”
She and Judith then picked up a goblet each and drank deeply. The first rays of the morning sun cracked the horizon, bringing a pale golden wash to that corner of the sky. Turning in that direction and raising her face to the heavens, Bronwen began to sing. Her voice hung on the air, carrying to the edges of their clearing and possibly beyond. The words of Morning is Broken written by Yusuf could have been written for just that moment. 
Judith bowed her head in silent contemplation, before speaking once more. “Lady Athena and the ancients who are gathered here—I need your strength, courage and protection. Just as you guided the clan through difficult times in the past, now help me to solve the problem we’re facing today.”
“So mote it be,” Bronwen murmured beside her. 
Judith walked the circle around the altar once more, this time in the opposite direction. “Spirits of the earth, fire, air and water, close our circle and keep sacred our prayer. Blessed be.”
Encroaching daylight made it possible to pick out the surrounding trees and vegetation with greater definition. The two women packed up the items associated with their ceremony, and made their way back towards the path leading down the slope to where their car was parked. Hearing a whooshing of wings, Bronwen paused at the edge of the clearing and looked back towards the stone altar. She had left the oatmeal biscuits there as an offering to the goddess and the elements. A boobook owl landed on the altar, and picking up a piece of biscuit in its beak, flew off to the sanctuary of an adjacent tree. The cycle of life continued.

      ***Morgana picked up Judith shortly after breakfast. She had arranged to meet Dougal from Redbank in the Pepper Tree Café in Mt Kenton. This location was acceptable to both parties. They could sit at a table outside, ensuring privacy for their conversation, but people would be nearby if needed.
Judith clutched the runic stone in her pocket, drawing strength from its smooth surface. Normally cold, it felt warm beneath her fingers and a small vibration indicated it pulsed with energy. Her confidence rose with the knowledge that the goddess had their backs.
“You’ll take the lead?” she asked Morgana. “What will you say?”
“I could hardly sleep last night for thinking about that. I’ll make Dougal think that we know more than we do, that we know they have instigated the loss of the bairns. If he thinks we already know, he won’t waste time denying it.”
“That’s a good strategy. Whereas it’s counter-productive to open the conversation with a threat, we need to tell him that if this hex isn’t lifted, we’ll ensure the milk from their cows dries up, their grapes will wither on the vine, and no rains will water their valley.”
“Can we do that?”
“I’m not absolutely sure, but I would try. Hopefully bluff works first.”
“By the blessed lady, we’ve got to make it work. The clan can’t sustain any more loss.”
They found a free carparking space in front of the café. Surely that was a good omen. Judith whispered one last prayer before getting out of the car. They had arrived early, with the intention of selecting the best table; not too close to other people, not noisy, and not with the sun in their eyes. 
They already satd with drinks in front of them when they saw Dougal pausing at the entrance of the courtyard, looking around for them. He filled the entrance with his bulk. As he approached, they saw he wasn’t alone. A short man with a sharp, pointed nose and eyes that seemed to be almost located to the side of his narrow head followed behind. He reminded Judith of a weasel. She’d hoped Dougal would come alone, but given that she and Morgana had elected to come together, it wasn’t surprising that Dougal also had support. 
“Ladies,” Dougal said, approaching the table and giving a small bow. “Greetings from across the valley.”
Introductions were made, before the men placed their order with the café. Weasel man turned out to be a member of the Redbank Clan named Ronan.
“What a creepy little man,” Morgana hissed with a small shudder as they waited for the men to return. “Something about him makes me feel very uneasy, and he’s hardly said a word.”
“He is an odd-looking creature, I agree. I hope we don’t have much to do with him.”
They ceased talking as the men returned and took their seats on the opposite sides of the table.
Dougal gulped a mouthful of his foaming beverage, then sat back, wiping his wet moustache with the back of his hand. “You wished to discuss a matter of some importance?”
Morgana glanced briefly at Judith and leaned forward across the table, fixing him with steady eyes. “We know what you’ve done, Dougal. The Redbank clan has invoked an evil and despicable curse on the birthing women of Harrow.” Her voice was firm, but pitched for the ears of the two men only.
“Is that so?” he drawled, burping softly. “If you know so much, why haven’t you done something about it? I thought you women of Harrow had a direct line to the powers that be, and through your gifts could twist the gods around your little fingers.”
Ronan snickered. “Perhaps your powers aren’t as strong or effective as you thought.” 
Morgana gave him the side-eye, but focused her attention on Dougal. “You’re right, we have many gifts granted to us. We thank the goddess daily for that. This curse doesn’t originate from the goddess, but from a darker entity. It is not designed to leave the world a better place, rather to create death and destruction.”
“And you’re telling us this because…?”
“Don’t play games, Dougal. We know Redbank is responsible. There is no-one else who might wish us ill. If this curse isn’t lifted, we are not without resources. We can ensure your crops fail and your animals don’t reproduce. Cows will stop milking and hens will no longer lay eggs.”
Dougal snorted. “Do you think that is any different to what is already happening? You would have to do more than that if you wanted to threaten us, woman. A blight has been on our clan for some time.”
“Then why? Why would you do such a thing to our children? Defenseless babies who have nothing to do with you?” Judith had meant to remain silent, but in thinking of Rowena, couldn’t stop the outburst.
“Because it got you where we wanted you. On your knees.” 
Ronan didn’t bother to conceal his glee. Judith realized that to think of the man as a weasel was denigrating the poor animal. She and Morgana looked at each other in silent dread. Whatever these men had to say, it wouldn’t be good.
“You women in the Harrow clan have had your way for too long. It ain’t natural, women having such say in the matters that rightly belong to men. Too bad your menfolk don’t have balls.” He snickered. “We’ve got enough to keep all of you happy.”
Judith shuddered and refused to look at him. She clutched at the stone in her pocket and made a silent prayer. Lady Athena, hear my prayer. Imbue these men with a sense of peace and kindness. Diffuse their aggression and facilitate a peaceful resolution. Blessed be.
Dougal waved a hand at his companion as though to silence him. “Ronan is right. The gods have not treated us equally, and you women have used your wiles to advantage. This is not how it should be. If you want the curse lifted, it will be on our terms.”
Morgana lifted her head, with one eyebrow raised in query. “Really? And what are these terms?”
There was no humor in his thin-lipped smile. “If you want to save your sons, you’ll have to give us your daughter.”
In focusing on her prayer, Judith had locked her gaze on the garden shrubbery to one side of their table. She jerked her head around to see that Dougal looked directly at her. His words made no sense. The hand of fear gripped her belly. “What do you mean?”
“We know of the gift that the women in your lineage have. You have a direct line to the goddess. When you pray to her, your prayers are answered. You guarantee the weather is favorable, that you have rain when you need it, and ensure the success of your crops. Your clan thrives, and you make sure it does. We know this gift was passed down to you from your mother, and from you also it passes to your daughter. We want your daughter.”
When he grinned, Judith noticed that one of his front teeth was chipped. “That’s preposterous. My daughter is not a chattel to be acquired for your benefit.” Her voice rose with indignation, and people at an adjacent table looked at her curiously. Morgana prodded her leg under the table, causing Judith to clamp her lips together.
“Judith is right. Sending Bronwen to you is out of the question. It is possible that we can petition the goddess on your behalf, but that can be done from Harrow.” Morgana kept her tone reasonable. 
“It’s up to you,” Dougal said flatly. “As my partner, she’ll produce daughters who also have the gift. The Redbank clan will thank you for it. I’ll treat her well,” he added earnestly. “You could even visit her, after she was settled and understood her place. There are plenty of others who wouldn’t be as reasonable.”
Judith shook her head, as though to deny the words she was hearing. “Not my Bronwen. She has her whole life ahead of her. She’s not a brood mare to be used for your benefit.”
“Shall I spell out for you what will happen if she doesn’t come? No boy child will survive, and eventually your clan will die out. Then Redbank will take over your lands, including your crops, your river, your town and everything in it… and all your women. It’s only a matter of time.”
“Less time than you think,” Ronan sneered. “Now it’s the babies; next your men will fall ill with unknown diseases, and who knows what will happen after that? You’ll be begging us to come and save you.”
Judith repressed a shudder. She would never beg Ronan for anything. “There is no secret to our success. Hard work by everyone in the community is what counts. Sure, I ask the goddess to look favorably on us, but we make our own blessings. If you lived your lives by the same principles, you would have greater success in your endeavors.”
Dougal yawned as though the conversation tired him. “There’s more to it than that. We need more immediate results. There is a special crop we are growing that must survive. It has been on-sold to a group in the city, and if we don’t deliver, it will be a pox on all our heads.” He leaned forward with both hands on the table, fixing them with red-rimmed eyes. “If you think we’re evil, you haven’t seen anything. These boys are truly bad news, and they don’t discriminate. Redbank… Harrow… it’s all the same to them. They know the clans are related. If we don’t give them what they want, they won’t care who is in their sights. They’ll be nastier than your worst nightmare.”
The women stared at him with a mixture of shock and horror. Judith clutched at the stone. This was worse than she’d thought. These men wanted her daughter to ensure the success of a drug crop. 
“What you’re proposing is not an option,” Morgana repeated flatly. “If you’ve made a deal with the devil, you are the ones who will have to pay. You can’t implicate us in your problems. We’re not going to be involved in ensuring the success of your drug crops.”
“We can implicate you, and we will. You can bank on that.”
Morgana stood. “This conversation isn’t going anywhere. We’ve heard all we need to. Blessed be, gentlemen. By the time we’ve finished with you, you’re going to need all the blessings you can get.”
Judith pushed her chair back and jumped up as well. The sooner they were out of their company, the better. Just breathing the same air made her uncomfortable. They didn’t dare speak until back in Morgana’s car with the windows wound up.
“Morgana, what are we going to do? I can’t let him take Bronwen. She and Kieran are getting close. She hasn’t said as much, but I’m sure she thinks she’s found the one. They would be so happy together.”
“We’ll come up with something. At least we know for sure that Redbank are responsible for our troubles. We have to find a way around this hex. The stakes are too high not to act quickly. I’ll contact other clans and ask for guidance and help. This can’t be the first time such evil has been perpetrated against our sisters. We are not going to sacrifice one of our own.” 
An uneasy silence settled on them as they drove the distance back to Harrow. A meeting of the Circle of Women would need to be called as soon as possible, but of immediate concert for Judith was her daughter. Should she tell Bronwen what Dougal had asked, or try to keep that information from her? She wanted to ensure the safety of one daughter and grandchild, but would that be at the expense of the other daughter? There had to be another way.






  
  Chapter four
Chapter 3 – The Decision


Focusing on her work was challenging. Maintaining an even heat in the distillation process was important, and she couldn’t afford to be distracted. Bronwen’s thoughts kept wandering to the meeting the senior women were attending. She stopped working mid-morning for a break and to make a pot of herbal tea, drinking it in the garden. Her workshop was a converted shed, separate from the house and covered on one side with burgundy bougainvillea. The morning sunshine replenished her soul, and she dedicated another prayer to Mother Gaia for the women’s success before resuming work. 
The soft purr of the motor alerted her. Bronwen looked up from the recipe she’d been considering and peered through the workshop window. She saw her mother climb from Morgana’s vehicle. They were back. She waited in the kitchen by the time her mother came through the front door.
Unexpectedly, Judith hugged her. “You know I love you girls so much. I would never allow any harm to come to either of you. I’m going out again shortly. Morgana is convening another meeting of the Circle of Women, and then I’m visiting with Rosie.”
Bronwen pushed her hair from her eyes, as she considered her mother. That was an odd comment to make. In spite of the embrace, there was something off about her mother’s mood. Judith wore a pinched look, with her lips pressed tightly together and she avoided eye contact. 
“What happened this morning? Did you meet with Dougal from Redbank?”
“We’ll talk about it later. I don’t want to keep the others waiting.”
Bronwen shrugged uneasily. She would soon find out what had happened that morning; she always did
She watched her mother light a small candle on their private altar before bowing her head in silent prayer.  Something heavy must have happened at the meeting. She retreated to her workshop, her place of safe haven. She hoped to fine-tune the recipe that occupied her mind. The tincture would assist women through their pregnancy, and of course Rowena was uppermost in her thoughts.
Like many of the women in her matrilineal line, the Goddess had bestowed the Gift upon her. Their prayers were usually answered, but with a proviso. The prayers to the Goddess had to be for the common good and for a purpose. Her mother used it regularly to ensure a bountiful harvest, or to ensure good weather on a day of clan festivities.
Not all women in the family had the Gift. Sometimes it missed a generation, or might be granted to one daughter and not the other. When she was a teenager, and had a hint that perhaps she had the Gift, Bronwen had tried to use it to her advantage. First, she had asked the Goddess that her first crush notice her existence. He paid her no more attention than usual, and she tried to analyze her obvious failings. Staring in the mirror at her then nubile chest, she had asked for bigger breasts. Judith heard that prayer and reprimanded her daughter, with the advice that this request was frivolous and inappropriate. That first crush had been a passing phase, and time had taken care of the physical development that the goddess hadn’t, but Bronwen had learned her lesson.
The Gift could present itself in different ways. Besides receiving a positive response to their prayers, it could be extended to other abilities. Bronwen was an accomplished artist, and the scenes depicted in her paintings often came to pass. She also distilled tinctures from locally grown herbs and flowers, with a variety of uses. A solution for facing fear was one of her first attempts, and since then she had developed recipes for attracting a partner, feeling overwhelmed, and dealing with tension, amongst others. The pregnancy tincture was her latest.
Rowena was the herbalist in the family, and her gift manifested itself in knowing which plants and substances might be used to create salves and ointments for medicinal purposes. She trained under Rosie, but had developed an in-depth knowledge of her own. Judith joked that between the two of her daughters, she had her health and welfare issues covered.
Bronwen held the tiny vial of precious liquid up to the light. She had blended angelica, lady’s mantle and chrysanthemum, but she still wanted another ingredient. She had never used this component before, as the plant was rare and only a tiny amount of the tincture had been produced. The Metallio Sun Orchid only grew in limited areas, and it hadn’t been easy to gain access to the plants. This was the final element she wanted for maximum effect with properties that would be beneficial to a woman and her unborn child.
With that task complete, her thoughts turned to her own future. That it would be with Kieran was not in doubt, at least in her mind. Who would their children take after? Would her daughter be blessed with the Gift? Would they have a son who followed his father and grandfather into the family business?
Her gut clenched at the thought. Unless the women could remove the hex on the babies, there would be no sons. The thought of losing a future child was horrible.
On cue, her phone rang. “Hi Cushla, how’s your day? Are you coming over this evening?”
“Can’t survive another day without me?” she teased. “I’d hate to be the one to cause you such mortal distress, so I suppose I’ll have to. I’ll pick up a Vietnamese take-away and bring it over.”
“Sounds great. I’ll see you at the usual time. I’ll have some champagne on ice. We need to talk.”
He rang off before she could interrogate him. Champagne? That sounded like a celebration. She smiled to herself, imagining the likely scenario. Only that morning, she’d picked a bowl of ripe strawberries in the garden. They would be a worthy contribution. And cream. Absolutely, she needed cream to go with them. They would celebrate in style.
Judith hadn’t returned by the time Bronwen slipped out to buy the cream and run a couple of errands. She had deliveries to make, and on impulse stopped for coffee at Wilson’s Bakery. The days had almost reached the autumn equinox, and soft light bathed the afternoon in dappled colours. Rather than drink her coffee inside, she sat on a bench out the front. A light breeze carried the sweet scent of honeysuckle from an adjoining garden. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, wondering if she should investigate it for another tincture.
“Sleeping in the street now?”
Bronwen jerked her eyes open. The figure between her and the early afternoon sun was in silhouette, but she would have known that voice anywhere. Marnie.
“Just absorbing the moment. Isn’t that smell heavenly?”
Marnie plucked one of the bell-shaped flowers and pinching a small piece from the base, sucked out the sweet nectar. “They taste pretty good, too.” She plopped down at the bench and stretched out her legs, as though she had just stopped after a long walk. “How’s that sister of yours? I hear she’s expecting.”
“She’s fine, but it’s early days. You wouldn’t know she was pregnant, except for the glow she’s wearing. We’re so excited. It will be the first grandchild in the family. The only concern is what will happen if it’s a boy.”
“Yeah, I know.” Marnie heaved a sigh. “That demand from Redbank was unreasonable, hey? I was sure they were behind the hex on the piccaninnies, but never expected they would ask that of us. Your mum was right to say no.” Despair crept into her tone. “I don’t know what the solution will be. Morgana is consulting the other clans to see if any of them have dealt with something like this.”
Bronwen froze. What had her mother said no to? Marnie obviously assumed she knew. If she asked outright, the other woman might clam up. Discussions that took place in the Circle of Women were supposed to remain confidential. She took a sip of her coffee to compose herself and kept her expression neutral, focusing on the scent of honeysuckle. 
“Absolutely. They couldn’t expect mum to agree to that.”
“No.” Marnie shook her head. “It’s not as if I have any kids, but I’d die before I let one of them mongrels touch my daughter. They’re aiming way above their league.”
Daughter? Did that mean her or Rowena? Why would they want to touch either of them?
She drained her coffee. “I’d love to sit longer in the sunshine, but I need to get home with my shopping. Have a nice day.”
Judith’s car was parked in the driveway when Bronwen arrived home. She burst into the kitchen, dropping her shopping to the floor. “And when were you going to tell me what the men from Redbank wanted? Were you planning on keeping your daughter in the dark?”
Judith had been standing at the kitchen window, her back to the room as she looked out over the garden. She turned slowly, with the reflected light catching the lines that appeared to be newly etched into her face. “Who told you?” She shrugged without waiting for an answer. “It doesn’t matter what they wanted. Allowing them to take you is out of the question.”
“Take me? Take me where?”
Judith frowned. “I thought you’d been told. Dougal from Redbank says they’ll lift the hex if you join them… as his partner, his wife. The magic they’ve used is powerful. They threaten the welfare of our menfolk after destroying the babies. Morgana is seeking help from others who may have more experience than us in combatting the black force. We have to explore every avenue available, and that doesn’t include sacrificing you and your future.”
Bronwen raked her hands through her hair in frustration before thumping the table. “But this concerns me. You should have told me. It’s my decision to make, not yours or anyone else’s.”
“Daughter, you have your life ahead of you. Don’t think I’m not aware of your hopes for Kieran and your future together. You can’t throw that away… I won’t let you. These are bully tactics and we can’t let them win.”
“And how many more babies have to die? Why me? I hardly know Dougal.”
“He knows you have the Gift. He thinks that if Redbank can harness your prayers, their fortunes will change. In particular, their current drug crop will thrive. You might also bear him daughters, and Redbank would welcome that bloodline.”
“If they put in the hard work that we do, they might have the success they seek.” Bitterness crept into her tone. The suggestion was preposterous. She wasn’t a brood mare for a man whose major interest was in growing illegal cash crops rather than food to feed his clan.
“That’s another reason Harrow will not be held to ransom over this issue. The women are all agreed. There has to be another way to deal with them. At least we have confirmation that the men from Redbank are responsible.”
A car pulled up outside. A door slammed, then footsteps crunched over the gravel.
“It’s Rowena,” Judith hissed. “You mustn’t say anything to her. She can’t know about this, not in her condition.”
“I’m not likely to,” Bronwen muttered. “I need to finish some work. I’m seeing Kieran again tonight.”
She retreated to her workshop as she heard her sister enter the back door. It wasn’t that she was avoiding Rowena, but she needed time to digest what she’d just learned. She assembled what she needed for her next order while turning over the situation in her mind. She couldn’t possibly agree to Dougal’s demands, but what if there was no other option? What did that mean for her life with Kieran? 
She had to decant the tincture for the orders she had into tiny bottles. The aromas of lemon myrtle, cinnamon and red cedar swirled around her as she supported the vials in a small wooden holder, made for that purpose. Holding her breath in concentration, she squeezed droppers of pale golden liquid into the tiny receptacles. Each ingredient had been distilled in an alcohol base over a couple of months until the right level of concentration was achieved. She wasn’t sure if she blinked at the wrong time or if her hand shook. A dropper-full of the precious liquid squirted onto the benchtop rather than into the vial.
“Damn!”
She swung around and reached for a cloth to mop up the spill, and in doing so, knocked the wooden holder to the floor. The glass vials shattered on the tiled surface.
“By the blessed mother—”
“Is this a bad time?” Rowena stood at the door, pausing as though not sure whether to come in or run.
“Rowie, come in. I’ve suddenly developed butter-fingers. Never done that before. Sit over on that chair while I clean this mess up. While I do, you can tell me your news.”
“Not much to tell, really. I wouldn’t know I was pregnant if it weren’t for the fact that my breasts feel like melons. I’ve kept the pregnancy test to remind me that it’s true.” Rowena rubbed her belly reflectively. “I heard about Teresa’s baby. I try not to dwell on it, but…” Her eyes welled with tears. “Bronnie, what if it happens to me? What if this baby’s a boy and doesn’t survive like all the others?”
“Of course, your child will survive. Whatever is happening will have been identified and dealt with by the time this little one’s due. You’ve got months to go. I’ve already raised a prayer to safeguard you both during this time and through the birth. Mum will be doing all she can as well.”
Bronwen swept up the shards of glass and deposited them into a bin, releasing an aromatic misty cloud as she did. The tincture was a stimulant for the immune system. She opened a window to minimize the exposure for her sister. 
Rowena wrinkled her nose. “That’s quite a pong in concentrated form. I might leave you to it. I just wanted to see if anyone is helping Teresa. I’m hesitant to see her at the moment. Here I am, pregnant, and she’s just lost her child. I don’t know what to say to her.”
“She’s being cared for. I’ll let her know you’ll drop in to see her soon. She’ll be upset if she thinks you’re avoiding her.”
“You’re right. I can take her something to help her sleep and to dry up her milk. She’s going to need both.”
Rowena took a couple of steps out of the workshop before stopping and turning around. “Mother says you’ve been seeing a lot of Kieran lately. Is there anything to tell me about that?”
I wish. “You’ll be the first to know when there is. We’re simply enjoying each other’s company.”
“Very much so, from what I’ve seen,” she said with a wink. “Good luck to you both. On a more serious note, can you double your prayers? I’d die if something happened to my child.”
“It won’t and of course I will.” Bronwen blew her sister a kiss, hiding her anxiety. She slumped down onto the chair her sister had vacated. She couldn’t let the unthinkable happen to Rowena. There was only one way to gain that surety. If she capitulated and joined with Dougal and the Redbank Clan, the women of Harrow and their babies would be saved. It would remove the stress hanging over everyone, not just her family but all members of the clan.
What of her future, her life with Kieran and their babies? Fat tears forged a path down her face. She couldn’t desert Harrow in this time of need. The words she’d thrown at her mother echoed in her head. It was her decision to make, and hers alone. Well, she’d made it. She would have to make Kieran understand. She would also make sure this night was a night to remember.






  
  Chapter five
Chapter 4 – The Proposal


She sat in the car, making the most of the final moments in which her world revolved on its rightful axis. The front door of the cottage opened, and Kieran stood outlined in the doorway. He put a hand up to shield his eyes from the rays of the setting sun, peering in her direction. 
“Are you coming in, or are you spending the evening in your car?”
“I was listening to the end of a song on the radio,” she lied, as she climbed out of the car. Bronwen locked the vehicle behind her, and made her way to where her man waited. Maintaining eye contact, she wrapped an arm around his neck, bringing his head down to hers. Pressing her body against his, she gave him a deeply passionate kiss. For a second, his response was minimal, before he slid his hands around her body, one hand tangling in her hair at the back of her head, and the other grasping her butt cheeks and pressing her closely to him. A low moan escaped his lips when he surfaced for air. 
“I think we’d better take this inside. That’s one helluva greeting.”
“I thought you’d never ask. I brought strawberries and cream.”
Kieran smiled. “You’re full of enticing surprises this evening. Can I bring it in for you?”
“Holy mother, I was so excited to see you that I left the basket in the car—and the take-away I picked up on the way here.”
She pressed the remote to unlock the car and Kieran removed her basket from the back seat. She had been so anxious about the night that lay ahead, and the inevitable conclusion, that she’d totally forgotten the basket of food. Rather, she’d wanted to set the tone and make the most of every moment. The smell of the warm food as Kieran carried it in reminded her that there were several layers to the evening, including the sharing of a meal.
Kieran carried the basket into the kitchen. He’d already set the table with plates, and wine glasses sat by each setting. She noticed an ice bucket to one side, containing a bottle of top shelf sparkling wine produced on the local Galbraith Estate. It would be a night of celebration… she would see to that. Bronwen divided the containers of food between their plates while Kieran uncorked the wine and filled their glasses. 
“Here’s to us, Cushla.” He raised his glass in salute, before kissing her lightly on the lips. “We’ve a long and happy life ahead of us.”
She sipped her wine and smiled her acknowledgement. This was a time to treasure and she wanted every second of it imprinted in her memory. “We should eat while the food is still warm.”
He looked as though he would happily let the food go cold while he explored other options but obediently sat at the table.
“I’ve been thinking,” he said between mouthfuls of food, “there’s room in the back garden down towards the river, to build a workshop.”
Bronwen raised her eyes to his. This was the moment she had dreamed of, but now dreaded. She had to put on the best performance of her life. The look of warmth and affection he gave as he reached across the table to take her hand almost broke her heart, more than it was already broken.
“I’ll happily get down on one knee if you want, but I don’t think there’s doubt in either of our minds, unless I’ve read the signs wrong. We can make it formal as soon as you like. I don’t see any reason to wait any longer, do you?”
She stared at him wordlessly. No reason, and yet now every reason. Her heart screamed yes, a million times yes, but her head said it could never be. She forced herself to smile.
“It’s not every day I leave you speechless. Dammit Cushla, I’m asking you to marry me.”
Tears sprang to her eyes. “Of course, I’ll marry you. The offer of a workshop built by a master craftsman is too much to resist.”
Kieran didn’t hide his look of astonishment. “The workshop? That’s all that’s important to you?”
“You great oaf! I’m teasing. Of course, it’s not. I love you and have from the first day we met… well, perhaps the day after. It feels as though I’ve known you and our future forever.”
“I don’t have a diamond ring. I hadn’t done any advance planning about tonight, but we can choose that together. In the meantime, I quickly made this in the workshop today. Not very glamorous, but it symbolizes my love for you.”
He held out a small wooden band, the size of a ring. “I had a piece of red gum that I turned on the lathe this morning. My love is as steady as those ancient trees.”
Bronwen slipped the wooden band onto her finger. It fitted perfectly. The finely polished surface sat smoothly against her skin and the rosy-pink colour radiated warmth. “It’s beautiful. I don’t need diamonds to symbolize our love. This will always be so special.” He would probably never know how much.
He refilled their glasses and raised his in a toast. “To the most beautiful woman who has agreed to be my wife. We and our children have a fine life ahead of us.”
“Children?” She raised her eyebrows in mock astonishment. “How many are you planning on having?”
“As many as the goddess sends. No set number.”
“We may need a bigger house!”
“We’ll address that need as it comes. For now, our cozy cottage is just fine. I like the idea of just you and me, closing the door and shutting out the world for a while.”
Bronwen glanced out the window.  She loved the view towards the river, but as they ate, night had set in. Solar-powered fairy lights were strung through one of the trees, and now the delicate lights lit up its branches, creating an appearance of a magical world. Sometimes when they watched, small mammals that lived in the reaches of the river wandered past, caught in the frail light. She loved that micro-world. To have a workshop in that environment would have been so wonderful.
Whatever the future, this night was going to be memorable. “A man with dreams for the future and the determination to carry them out. What more could a girl want?” 
She fetched the bowl of strawberries and the cream. “Let’s eat this outside. It’s a beautiful night. I want to remember it just like this.”
“There’ll be lots of nights like this to come.”
Sure, but I won’t be here.
A gentle evening breeze welcomed them as they made their way to the garden bench. Kieran clutched the almost-empty bottle of wine, and Bronwen carried two bowls of strawberries and cream. Chirping cicadas and the occasional frog serenaded them as they sat in blissful silence, engrossed in their strawberry desert.
Kieran spoke first, though only after his spoon had scraped the bottom of the bowl. “Do you fancy a wedding in Spring, or maybe closer to Christmas? We could be handfasted on Beltane if you like.”
Making these plans was like a wonderful game of make-believe. Bronwen shut off thoughts of the reality. “I think Beltane would be the perfect occasion. It’s always a time of celebration, and it gives me time to find a dress and plan the menu. Nothing too ostentatious, just an intimate event with our nearest and dearest. I want to state my commitment to you in front of those who love and support us.”
“You don’t want a choir, a string quartet, a dozen attendants and a fleet of limos?”
“I absolutely do not. I just want you, as quickly and simply as possible.”
Bronwen placed her glass on the small outdoor table, and taking Kieran’s glass from him, placed it there as well. She turned to face him, caressing the side of his face.
“In fact, I want you now.” She leaned forward and deposited a butterfly kiss on his lips in unmistakable invitation.
“Cushla, I’m a red-blooded man. If you tempt me like this, I won’t be responsible for the consequences. I’m likely to ravish you on the spot.”
“Perhaps inside would be more comfortable.” She pulled back a little so she could look him in the eyes. “Just to be sure you understand, I brought my toothbrush with me.”
Comprehension filled his eyes. “Are you sure? I’m delighted but is this what you want?”
This time, she pulled his head down to hers and kissed him hard.  “You talk too much. You should know by now that I don’t do anything I don’t want.”
“A woman who knows her own mind… that’s so sexy. Don’t knock words, Cushla.” He dropped his voice to a low-pitched, seductive level. “When I make love to you, it will be with my body, my hands, my lips… and what I say to you. Words… words can be full of passion and leave you gasping for more.”
He stood, and pulled her to her feet. She reached his chest height. Her eyes followed an upward trajectory, over the smooth skin beneath opened neck of his shirt, past the slight cleft in his chin to those well-formed kissable lips. The smile there stretched up to the eyes that now surveyed her with longing. The wave of heat that swept over her delivered a pulsating sensation with an urgency she’d never experienced before. She took him by the hand, led the way into the house.
Kieran paused at the door to his bedroom and swung her around to face him. “I know I asked you to marry me, but I don’t want you to think that it was a ruse to get you into my bed. You know you don’t…”
Bronwen place a finger over his lips. “Have you done talking? I thought you were a red-blooded man who threatened to ravish me.”
“Never let it be said I’m not a man of my word.” He scooped her up in his arms, easily lifting her and carried her through the door before lowering her onto the bed. She attempted to rise to a sitting position, but he pushed her back down.
“I’ve got this.”
He slid her shoes off, one by one and placed them on the floor at the end of the bed. She could have sworn there was an electric charge when he placed a hand on the bare skin of her foot, then slowly slid it up the length of her leg until reaching the button at the waist of her jeans. While making eye contact, he undid the button, and slid the zip down.
“Lift your butt, hen.” 
She obediently raised her buttocks from the surface of the bed, and he deftly pulled her jeans from her legs, discarding them on top of her shoes. Grasping one foot, he delivered tongue-flicking kisses from her toes up to the crease where her thigh met the rest of her body. She shivered in anticipation as cool air hit her legs, with the sensation a contradiction to her inner heat.
Next, he focused on her blouse, starting with the top button first. She had to resist the urge to just rip it off, instead of schooling herself to stay in the moment, submitting to the attention. He kissed the hollow at the base of her neck, then his lips followed a path down her front, kissing the area of exposed flesh as he released each button from its hold on her blouse.
She lay exposed in the matching bra and knickers she’d chosen with care, anticipating the moment when she first disrobed before his eyes. She had passed over a red pair as being too blatant, and the pastel pink as being too passive. The deep purple, she had decided as she fingered the fine satin and lace, was just right.
He delivered one last kiss to her belly before stripping off his shirt, pulling it over his head rather than undoing the buttons. It was discarded on the floor. Bronwen admired his finely-honed physique as he unzipped his trousers, and stepped out of them when they pooled around his ankles. Next, he stepped out of his jocks, and his physique wasn’t all she admired.
His eyes darkened with desire. “You’ve no idea how long I’ve thought about this moment.”
“You’re not the lone ranger,” she responded. “I’ve relished the anticipation in recent weeks, but this is so much better.”
She reached for him as he joined her on the bed, sliding her hands over his chest and around to clutch his back, pressing him closer to her. He slid a leg between hers, and the resultant pressure on her mound made her gasp with heightened pleasure. She wanted to feel her skin against his, all of it. Wriggling out of his clutch and sitting up, she unclasped her bra and flung it to the floor. Raising her butt to the bridge position, she slithered out of her knickers and flung them in the same direction as the bra.
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