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Chapter 1


The light cast by the headlights punched through the dark. He should have left earlier. He knew that. Finding this place at night would be a challenge. He glanced at the dashboard clock, fretting at how long the journey was taking. Why hadn’t he planned better than this? 
A shape loomed out of the dark, caught in the beam of light. A roo. Daniel braked and swerved. The tyres connected with the loose surface on the side of the road, sending the vehicle careening in a zigzagging trajectory. He tried to pull the car back on the bitumen and realised he’d over corrected. Too late. The car spun onto the other side of the road and plunged into a culvert. 
The seat belt dug into his chest. His head whipped back, striking the headrest. 
“FUCK!” 
He hit the steering wheel in anger and frustration. The headlights projected at a weird angle through the bush. He unstrapped the belt and pushed at the door. It didn’t open easily, with the metal groaning in protest. The extent of his dilemma was obvious. It was a full moon, and he could see there was no way he would get the car out by himself. He needed to call road service. At this rate, he would never reach the cottage.
He pulled out his wallet and searched for his membership card and the phone number to call, then dialled the numbers. No response. Pulling the phone away from his ear, he peered at the screen. No coverage. Fuck. He would have to walk until he either found a house where the occupants were still up, or until he had bars on the phone again.
Daniel locked the car and started walking. The road was isolated and traffic non-existent. There would be little chance of flagging down a passing car. A lone mopoke kept up a mournful cry, somehow earie in that environment. In spite of the moon, the canopy from the trees lining the road blocked out much of the light. Something rustled in the undergrowth as he passed it, causing him to take a step closer to the centre of the road and away from the verge. If another vehicle came, he could move out the way quickly enough. If only.
A small animal skittered across the road ahead of him, too fast and distant for him to make out what it was. A rabbit? Fox? He realised he was clenching his teeth and could feel a small pulse in the space above his jawbone and in front of his ear. The whole scenario seemed other-worldly.
He walked for about ten minutes before coming across a track leading off to the left. It looked to be well-used, so perhaps it led to a house. If so, they might have a phone he could use. He checked his mobile screen once more. Still no bars. He dithered uncertainly. There weren’t any signs or even a mailbox. Who knows how long he would have to keep walking along the road?
Five minutes. That’s what I’ll do. I’ll walk along the track for five minutes and if I don’t come across anything, I’ll turn back. He pressed the torch icon on his phone, and shone it ahead down the track. It appeared reasonably straight and that was reassuring. He could pick out the track in the moonlight and turn off the light. He didn’t want to flatten the battery.
Five minutes… okay, just a little further… no, this is going nowhere. Time to turn back. He flicked on the torch again, and there it was. A small sedan sat on a grassed area to one side of the track. He approached it, scanning the surrounds for any indication of the driver. Peering in through the window, he could see the car was empty. There must be someone around. Who would just leave a car here? A house must be nearby.
“Hello? Anybody there?” 
Beyond the rustling of the trees, there was no response. This was getting ridiculous. Perhaps it had been stolen and abandoned. It happened. He stood, hands on hips, looking around. Clearly, nobody was within hearing distance. Just as he turned to retrace his steps back to the road, he caught a glimpse of a flickering light, deeper into the scrub. It wasn’t very strong, which was probably why he had missed it when he first peered ahead. It didn’t look like a house light either.
No harm in checking it out. Instinctively, he didn’t call out again and turned the torch off. He would see what or who was creating the light, and if need be, would quietly retrace his steps. Possibly hunters, given the moonlight. He didn’t want to be shot in mistake for a stray kangaroo.
The track narrowed ahead. Now he understood why the car was parked in that location. It couldn’t have been driven any further. Grass brushed against his shoes, sounding incredibly loud in the absence of other noise. Rounding a slight bend in the track, he stopped in surprise, and then ducked behind a low shrub to take stock. Ahead of him was a clearing and in the middle was a woman. She appeared to be alone, unless others were out of sight. A female hunter? She wasn’t dressed like a hunter. She was wearing a long gown of indeterminate description. He couldn’t see the detail.
As he watched, she placed numerous items on a flatbed stone in the middle of the clearing. She walked around the stone in a circular motion, scattering something on the ground, forming a circle. Possibly red petals, but he wasn’t close enough to see. The light he had seen came from several candles, each standing in a glass jar providing a wind break. The woman now took the jars, and leaving one on the stone, placed the others at the four quadrants of the circle. 
She stood, surveying it for a moment then shucked off her garment, dropping it to the ground. It had been a cloak, and that wasn’t all he saw. She now stood stark naked, bathed in the moonlight. With her long hair flowing around her bare shoulders, he briefly thought of Botticelli’s Venus, except this was in the middle of the bush, not the sea.
Holy shit. What was going on? No way could he call out now. Who knows what he would be accused of? Perving? Stalking? He hardly dared breathe in case she heard. He squatted lower behind the bush, wincing as his knees cracked in response.
A cloud drifted over the moon, and the scene before his eyes dimmed.
She threw back her head, her arms raised to the heavens. He strained to hear what she was saying.
“Mother Gaia, I call upon you in the guise of Aphrodite, always desirous one, sensual lover, to join me here and to witness this sacred rite.”
She slowly turned on the spot, her arms still raised. “I call upon the elements of earth, fire, air and water to watch over me, to guard, guide and protect me during this, my rite. Blessed be.”
The woman moved to the flat stone and picked something up. She plunged it into a candle flame, until the tip glowed red, releasing an aromatic smoke. She moved slowly and deliberately around the perimeter of the circle, leaving a trail of curling smoke in her path. He couldn’t see what she was holding, but he could faintly smell something pungent. It was vaguely familiar. Eucalyptus. That’s what it was.
Returning to the centre, she focussed on the stone and the items placed there. Her voice faded in and out. It was impossible to hear everything she said. It was more of a low, melodic chant. Occasionally, he heard “hear my prayer” and the goddess featured as well. He caught his breath when she raised a dagger above her head with both hands, blade pointing downwards. Surely she wouldn’t… she wasn’t…?
She stood poised, her head towards the moon, face raised. He caught a glimpse of her features, arresting and commanding. In a swift movement, she brought the dagger down, not into her breast but into something that lay upon the flat stone. Was it some form of sacrifice? What had she just killed? He couldn’t see clearly enough from his hiding place. No way was he creeping closer.
She raised a goblet to her lips and drank, before casting the residue on the ground.
“I offer this gift to Gaia, mother of us all. May she look kindly on this libation and hear my prayers.” She returned the goblet to the stone. “I call upon the Goddess Aphrodite to close this circle. Blessed Be.” She walked the circuit of the circle once more only this time in the opposite direction, stooping to extinguish each candle flame at the quadrants, before stepping outside. The candle flame on the stone still burned, throwing off a soft, flickering light.
Her body bathed in the moonlight had a delicate, pearly sheen. Her long hair curled around her breasts but didn’t hide their ripe fullness. His gaze travelled over the soft mound of her belly, down towards the dark triangle. Unbidden, his cock stirred in response, straining against his tight jeans. He stifled a groan. Was he dreaming? He breathed out in short, sharp bursts, trying to bring the situation under control.
As he watched, he realised she was packing up. She plucked her cloak off the ground and flung it around her shoulders, fastening it at her neck. Time to go. He had no idea what would happen if she found him watching her but wasn’t going to hang around to find out. Perhaps turn him into a frog, or maybe a pillar of stone.
Backing away as quietly as he could, he walked back along the track, past the parked car and headed for the road. It was a blue Mazda. A perfectly normal sedan. He half expected a pumpkin pulled by mythical beasts. When he hit the road, he kept walking, keeping well to the side. It was only another ten minutes before he came upon a driveway—a proper well-formed driveway. This must surely lead to a house. He had taken a few steps into the drive when a car swept past along the road. It was a blue Mazda. The figure behind the wheel was only a silhouette.
Turning back to the driveway, he could see the lights from a house in the distance. Approaching the dwelling, he was startled when a dog started to bark and outside lights were flicked on. A man emerged from the door, shielding his eyes as he peered into the darkness. Daniel hoped the dog was tied up.
“Hi, there,” he called. “Sorry to bother you at this time of night. I had a slight accident back along the road and need to organise a tow. There was no connection on my phone. I wondered if I might use a landline to call road service?” He moved into the light so that the man could see him. He didn’t want the dog unleashed.
There was a moment’s silence while the man sized him up. “You just passing through?”
“No, I’m renting Lanes End Cottage for three months. I thought I’d be there by now.”
“That would be Bob Russell’s place. He said he had a short-term tenant. Come in.” He held the door open, inviting Daniel to enter. The bright light of the interior was welcome in its normality. What he had so recently seen was anything but normal. He was about to mention turning off the road on the rough track but then decided against it. What would he say, anyway? He would be living in this community for the next few months. Best to keep some things to himself.
Michael Fielding, for that was the man’s name, offered him the phone, and then a cup of tea while they waited for the tow truck. The biscuit he also provided did little to fill the ravenous hole in Daniel’s stomach. He had planned to pick up a pub meal in the town and be at the cottage long before this. All the pub kitchens would probably now be closed.
The mechanic rang back on Michael’s phone to say he would be at the car in ten minutes.
“Great. I’d better get walking. It will take me a while to get back to where I left it.”
“I’ll drive you there, mate,” Michael said. “You don’t want to be walking on a night like this. When there’s a full moon, anything could happen.”
“Are you going to tell me there are werewolves in the bush? Bunyips perhaps?” His mirth was barely concealed.
“Don’t laugh. Never assume the country’s safe on a night like this.”
“What do you mean?”
“Nothing.” Michael picked up his car keys and inclined his head towards the front door. “Just keep your wits about you, that’s all.”
Daniel pondered those words but followed Michael outside. He was pleased to have a ride back to the car. The tow truck driver introduced himself as Raff. He surveyed the Saab and turned back to Daniel with a wry grin. “Got yourself a spot of trouble, mate.”
“My fault entirely,” Daniel said. “Got distracted by a roo and I was probably driving too fast.” He looked with relief at the solid build of the man standing alongside him. “Can you get the car out of there?”
“Easy. It won’t be the first car I’ve pulled out of a ditch.” He connected the winch beneath the chassis and set about the business of elevating the front end, and then slowly pulling it back onto the road surface. 
The three men inspected the panels for damage. “Lucky there’s plenty of moonlight,” Raff said. “Looks like the fender’s bent and a few bits will need replacing, but it should still be driveable. If not, I’ll tow it back to town.” He took a lever from his truck and prized the bent metal away from the tyre. “Bring it into the workshop tomorrow and I’ll see what I can do with it.”
Daniel turned the ignition and drove a few metres up the road and then reversed back again. “You’re right. It handles fine. What do I owe you?”
“Fix me up when you come in. Michael said you’re staying at Lanes End, so I’ll know where to find you. Don’t drive further than the town. You don’t want to push your luck in a damaged vehicle.”
“Well, you two have got things sorted, so I’ll leave you to it,” Michael said. With a nod in the direction of them both, he returned to his car and climbed in. He’d not spoken otherwise.
“Talkative chap, isn’t he?” Daniel remarked as Michael’s vehicle disappeared up the road. He realised belatedly he’d not thanked the Good Samaritan for his help. He would make sure to do so in the next couple of days.
Raff shrugged. “He says all he needs to say.”
“I’ll be on my way then.” Daniel stuck out his hand. “I would’ve been in strife if you hadn’t come out.”
Raff’s handgrip was firm. “Pleased to help. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He clambered back into his truck, and his tail lights soon disappeared into the distance. Daniel followed at a slower pace, fuelled by a mixture of caution and tiredness.
He drove cautiously through the town, noting a couple of pubs were still open, but more than anything, he just wanted to get to the cottage. He stopped off at a 24-hour petrol station and bought a meat pie and a carton of milk from a disinterested girl behind the counter. It was hardly gourmet fare, but it was warm and would have to do. He could shop for supplies in the morning. 
The directions for finding the cottage were accurate. As he unlocked the door, he heard again the call of a mopoke. Perhaps it was the mopoke. Ridiculous idea. There must be hundreds of them.

[image: image-placeholder]Cassie picked up the cloak and flung it around her shoulders, clasping the toggle at her neck. It wasn’t cold, but there was a chill in the air for anyone who was sky-clad. She heard the mournful cry of the mopoke, and the irregular call of other night birds. You were never truly alone in the bush. The cries were clustered back along the track towards where she had parked the car. Had something disturbed them? 
She strained to listen, but aside from the thudding of her heart, she heard nothing. Instead, she felt a faint vibratory tremor, one that started in her core and shimmied out to the tips of her toes and fingers. It was a warning of something, but of what she had no idea.
As she moved to blow out the last candle on her altar stone, the mopoke swooped out of the darkness and flew a circuit over her head.
“What is it, my friend? Has something disturbed you?”
Such was its ability to blend with its environment, she never saw the bird unless it chose to show itself. That didn’t happen with every ceremony, but she was always aware of its presence. Sometimes she glimpsed the outline of Boobook Man, standing in the protection of the adjoining trees, his cloak covered in brown flecked feathers. 
She never approached him. She had too much respect to do that. If he wished, he would approach her. Was tonight’s flyover a warning, or was it a flight of support? Surely the latter. There was no danger out here. Perhaps he carried a message from Aphrodite. She knew the goddess would not be rushed. Answers would come when the timing was right.
With one last look around to be sure nothing was left behind, Cassie made her way back to her car. It was difficult not to be impatient. Now she had decided to ask for help, she wanted immediate results. That was unlikely to happen. Like Aphrodite, he would come to her when the timing was right. Who could it be in a town the size of Harrow, anyway? She knew most of the men, those who might be considered eligible. She had already considered them, and that was the problem. None of them measured up.




Chapter 2


Daniel took stock of his surroundings in the early morning light. He had slept solidly, but as was his custom, woke early. With a warm mug of tea between his hands, he stepped out onto the front veranda. The dawn chorus greeted him from the top of the surrounding eucalypts. There were no near neighbours, from what he could see. That suited him fine. He was here to work, not socialise. 
Mostly he would work from the dining table inside, but there was a table on the rear deck as well, and perhaps sometimes he could bring the laptop out in the fresh air. A change of scenery always helped inspiration. He moved back inside to take stock of his new accommodation. 
The bathroom was basic, but the water was hot. That was a tick. Again, the kitchen was basic, but it seemed to have everything he would need, and a few supplies were in the pantry as well, perhaps left by previous tenants. There was an open lounge-dining room, with a table that could seat six people, and then a cluster of saggy lounge chairs facing an open fireplace. It obviously got cold in this region. Hopefully, not during this visit. Two bedrooms led off the main room, and he had taken the larger of the two.
It didn’t take long to shower and unpack his belongings.  That just left breakfast. He opened the pantry door. There was a jar of oats, and an open Weetabix packet. He peered into the box and was met with a gauzy mat of weevil web. Eugh! It looked like breakfast would be in town. Later. Nothing would be open yet.
To pass the time, he set up his laptop and workspace, and checked the internet connection. The assurance that reliable and fast Wi-Fi was available was the deciding factor in renting Lanes End. It was crucial for his work. That done, he took a walk around the perimeter fence, noting a gate at the rear boundary. Something to explore? The cottage sat on a couple of acres, mostly natural scrub, but a small orchard grew close to the house, plus the remnants of a vegetable garden.
He surveyed the fruit trees hopefully. Any produce would be lucky to survive the ravages of marauding possums. He found a few almonds untouched. It reminded him how hungry he was. Except for odd bird calls, it was quiet. He liked that. He’d come to Harrow to get away from distractions. It would be perfect. Still, he was glad the town was in walking distance, especially when breakfast beckoned. This time he would drive. He needed to see the mechanic as well.
[image: image-placeholder]There was a choice of three cafés in town. That was promising. In time, he could try all of them. He wandered into the first he came to, Beans2U, deciding it was as good as any. Hopefully the name meant it had good coffee. He was aware of curious stares as he selected a table and sat down. Tourists must be thin on the ground if a stranger in town was so obvious. A waitress, whose name badge proclaimed her name to be Amber, approached his table and thrust a menu at him.
“Just coffee, or are you eating as well?”
“Is coffee the only choice? Perhaps I was planning on ordering a cup of tea.”
Amber ran her tongue suggestively around her generous lips, and pulled her shoulders back, thrusting her breasts in his direction. Daniel was momentarily reminded of the scene last night, and the breasts of the unknown nymph in the bush.
“Mister,” Amber husked with a low-lidded look, “you can order whatever you like, but right now I want to know if you want something from the menu, or just want to order something to drink.”
Phew. He felt the heat. It was enough to make his toes curl, and that wasn’t all that stirred. Was that a personal invitation or did she come on to all male customers like that? “I’ll take the menu, thanks, but I’ll start with a mug of flat white while I consider the options.”
“Coffee coming up. When I bring it over, you can tell me what else you’d like.”
Amber sashayed to the next table before looking back over her shoulder and delivering a quick wink, so fleeting he’d almost missed it. Looking around, Daniel realised the woman behind the counter was watching and had probably witnessed the whole exchange. He felt the heat rise in his cheeks. This wasn’t how he’d planned his first sojourn into town. The last thing he needed was a reputation. Not the lecherous sort, anyway. He would try one of the other cafés next time.
The venue began to fill, and Amber was kept busy. He managed to place his order and eat his breakfast with minimal interaction. He was careful not to make eye-contact again with the waitress. When he fronted the till to pay for his meal, the woman behind the counter took his money.
“You’ll be the man staying in Bob Russell’s cottage.” It was a statement, not a question.
“Yes. How did you know?”
“I saw the car you drove up in. My husband, Michael, gave you a lift last night. He told me about it.”
Daniel hadn’t seen her the previous evening. Perhaps she’d been out, or in bed early. “I see news travels fast around here.”
“It does,” she replied flatly, still holding on to his change. “Don’t pay too much attention to Amber. She plays up a bit, but it doesn’t mean anything. I wouldn’t want you to get the wrong idea.”
He was being warned off, or was that only his imagination? That was two warnings from the Fielding family. Strange sort of coincidence. Daniel smiled at her to diffuse the situation and dropped his eyes to her name badge. Carmel. “I’m Daniel Burton. Pleased to meet you, Carmel. Your husband was a saviour last night. I must think him properly some time.”
“No need,” she said. “We’re neighbourly people around here.”
“As I’ve seen.” He pocketed his change. “Thanks for breakfast. I need to see about my car.”
The sunshine was bright when he emerged from the café. Raff had given him the address of his workshop, and it wasn’t hard to find. The man in question emerged from the rear of the shed. He wiped his hand on a rag before extending it in greeting.
“Morning. Found your way, I see. Can you leave your car here for a while? I’ve a job I need to finish, and then I’ll check yours over and see what needs to be ordered in. I’m not sure if that panel is repairable or if it should be replaced.”
“I don’t need it today, Raff, so you can have it as long as you need it.” 
The two men surveyed the damaged.
“It won’t take long to put the quote together,” Raff said. “I’m an ay-one mechanic, but automotive painting is not my forte. I’ve got a mate dropping in later today, and he’ll give me a price on that side of things. I can fit the new panel to the car, but he’ll have to do the painting.” He slapped Daniel on the back. “Don’t worry, mate. We’ll soon have it looking as good as new. I’ll give you a call when the quote’s ready.”
“Not a problem. I’ll take a stroll around the town and explore my new territory.”
“There won’t be a lot to check over.  I’ll catch you later.”
Daniel nodded, and turned back towards the main street. He’d leave the bulk of the supermarket shopping until he had the car again, but for now he could locate the post office and the bank and whatever else was of interest. Raff was right. It didn’t take him long to walk up one side of the main street and down the other. 
He came to a central square and the civic centre. To the rear was the library. He decided to duck in. He wanted to check out what research facilities were available, and it probably had the daily papers. While he waited for his car, he could catch up on the news.
The library was already full of patrons. There were lots of children, and at one end, a librarian was reading a story to a sea of pre-schoolers seated on the floor around her. She sort of looked familiar, but that was silly. He hadn’t been to Harrow before. Keeping as far from the reading session as he could, he found the papers and scanned them. There wasn’t much of interest, but then there rarely was. 
He wandered over to the reference section, pulling out a couple of books that might help with his historical research. He glanced at his watch. Nearly lunchtime. Perhaps he could join the library and then could borrow the books. The librarian he’d seen earlier was sitting at the processing desk when he approached. He was taken by her unusual green-blue eyes, fringed with dark eyelashes and set in olive skin. The darker skin and light eyes were an unusual combination.
She looked up from her work and smiled. “Can I help you?”
The voice. It was familiar, but surely not? This was the voice of the woman he’d seen in the bush clearing last night. How could it be the same? She looked up at him, raising her eyebrows. He hadn’t answered her question. 
“I’d like to join if I may, and then to borrow these two books and to put in a reservation for a third.”
“Do you have some ID?” Her voice was mellow and smooth, tantalisingly so. 
Daniel fished out his wallet and handed over his driver’s licence. “I’m staying at Lanes End Cottage, so for the duration of my time in town, that will be my address.”
She smiled politely and quickly processed his paperwork, gave him a library card and checked out his books. She tapped out some details on the computer keyboard, before looking up again. Those eyes. He could immerse himself in sea-green pools like that. He brought his attention back to what she was saying.
“I’ve reserved the book for you. It’s at our sister library in Eden Valley. It should arrive in the next day or so. I can text you when it’s in.”
“That would be helpful. Thanks.” He tucked the other two books under his arm. They would keep him going for a while.
“Enjoy your time in Harrow, Mr Burton. The books are due back in a fortnight.”
He opened his mouth to thank her again, but her eyes had already moved to the next person in the queue. On impulse, he didn’t leave immediately, but took his place at a reading desk, pretending to read one of his books. When there were no more customers wanting her attention, she jumped up from the desk and swapped to other tasks. 
He watched her as she moved about the library, pushing the shelving trolley. In his mind’s eye, he saw those ripe, luscious breasts falling free, the nipples hardening in response to the night air. Her hair, previously flowing free, was now caught back chastely in a barrette, giving an altogether different impression, along with the shirt and practical trousers she wore. 
As he watched, she scanned the library, seemingly to check nobody needed her attention, and then selected a book from a shelf, skimming it for a while before pausing at a particular page. She was engrossed, leaving him free to observe her. Surely, he was mistaken. How could this serious, professional person be the same woman he’d observed in the bush?
Someone wanting assistance rang the bell at the front desk. Quickly, she jammed a piece of paper in the book at the page she was reading, and leaving it on a reading table, hurried off to answer the summons. On impulse, Daniel slipped over to the table to see which book it was that had caught her attention. Australian Native Orchids. Unusual choice. Perhaps she grew orchids as a hobby. He knew some people did that. Opening the book at the slip of paper, he saw the page featured a description of the Musky Caladenia. The deep purple flower was known for its musky scent. Unusual.
He glanced at his watch again. He should make a start on his self-allocated word count for the day. As he left the library, Raff called him to say the car was ready.  The shortest route back to Raff’s workshop was through the library carpark. Parked in one of the bays was a blue Mazda sedan. 

Once the children’s book session finished, the library settled down to the normal routine. There were the regulars who came in to read the paper or use the library’s internet connection. Then there were others who came in to exchange their books. If she saw Mary Fischer, she knew it was a Monday; if Gertie Ferguson, then it was a Tuesday; and so on. Her regulars were dependable.
Daniel Burton had broken the routine. She reviewed
[image: image-placeholder]
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