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      For a woman determined to solve a century-old mystery, unraveling its secret could lead to an untimely death.

      

      Breckin River Librarian, Lily Keegan discovers a dragon-shaped, jeweled pendant with a ruby center hidden in a 12th century book. Against her best friend’s advice, she wears the pendant. It sets in motion a string of life-threatening near misses, convincing Lily it’s the century-old Cursed Dragon.

      Fireman and Thor lookalike, Brayden Fletcher makes split-second decisions every day of his life. Traumatized by a death in a house fire he couldn’t prevent, Brayden seeks solace with his mother’s dear friend, Carmen, on the other side of the country.

      She shared her theory about the pendant, and it shocks Lily to discover there’s more to her best friend than their age difference. Carmen is a Well Watcher. The future of the Well Watchers is in jeopardy when persons unknown kidnap Carmen. Lily receives a ransom note: the ruby for Carmen. Now Brayden is the only one she can trust.

      By using Lily’s historical knowledge to their advantage, Lily and Brayden race against time to expose the truth and prevent a tragedy. Has Lily made too many mistakes and put their lives in the firing line?
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      Welcome to the third chapter in the journey of The Well Watchers of Breckin River. Of all the tales in this series, this one holds a special place in my heart. Crafting its mystery was a delicious challenge… but it leaves one lingering question: how much faith do you put in curses?

      This book has been edited, proofread, and combed through by wonderful beta readers, yet the occasional typo can still sneak past—humans aren’t perfect. Well… some of my characters might argue they’re not entirely human at all.

      If you happen to spot anything amiss, feel free to send it my way at pollyholmes@pollyholmesmysteries.com and I’ll make sure it’s tidied up.

      That’s enough chatter from me. Settle in, turn the page, and let The Secret Curse reveal its secrets.

      Love

      Polly xxoo

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily Keegan gripped the steering wheel, turning her knuckles pasty white, her breaths coming hard and fast against the pressure squeezing her chest. “I am not cursed. I am not cursed. I am not cursed,” she muttered, squinting her blurry eyes as the high-beam headlights from the oncoming car blinded her. The car behind her was just as bad, its lights reflecting off her rearview mirror as it loomed closer, gaining on her quickly. Her gut clenched, and her heart plummeted.

      What am I? The meat in the middle of a car sandwich?

      She struggled to keep the wheels in a straight line, battling against the growing layer of rainwater coating the asphalt. The evening storm hadn’t made it any easier to navigate the mounting potholes. It was only a matter of seconds until one car rammed her head-on and the other from behind, squashing her little Fiat flat in the middle like a lemon-yellow pancake.

      “What the hell? I’m too young to die. No silly fake curse is going to end my life before I’m ready.” Lily slammed on the brakes and made a sharp left, her wheels sending loose gravel spraying across the road and into the line of the oncoming car. It indicated just how close she’d come to irrevocably changing the course of her life forever. The high-pitched tire screeches faded away as she floored the accelerator, ignoring the speed limit.

      The car fishtailed down the road and Lily kept her foot stuck to the floor, thinking of nothing else but keeping her life intact and her heart beating. She sucked mouthfuls of air into her starved lungs, and a rush of adrenaline spiked in her veins. Her gaze shot to the rearview mirror, hoping against hope…. Black. No sign of cars, no sign of headlights. She grit her teeth together as the wheels skidded to a grinding halt outside the old uninhabited Piper house.

      “What the hell just happened? It’s not as if you could miss my car—it’s bright yellow, for God’s sake.” Her trembling hand flew to her neck. The cold touch of the antique dragon-shaped necklace sent ice daggers up her arm.

      Carmen was right; I should never have tried this on in the first place. Maybe I should have listened to her when she said it was cursed?

      Eight months ago, they moved the entire Breckin River Library into the new purpose-built facility, twelve months in the making. Lily had been ecstatic; she would finally get to sort out the never-ending stack of old boxes from the archives. Little did she know it was going to take her six months to get to them. It had been complete chaos for the first few months, but then it settled down enough that Carmen had let her at least sort them into categories ready to begin, and today had been that lucky day.

      A dense layer of dust coated each one, hiding unknown secrets. It was anyone’s guess how long they’d been sitting in storage. It was as though all her Christmases had come at once. Carmen Winslow, the head librarian, had taken over the job of manning the front desk, so it provided Lily with the perfect opportunity to uncover some old treasures.

      Her breath had caught in her throat when she’d uncovered the jeweled necklace, hidden inside a twelfth-century novel. Whoever had owned it obviously didn’t want anyone to find it; they’d cut a gigantic hole inside the pages of the book just to keep it a secret.

      Carmen’s words replayed in her mind. “Do not touch it and whatever you do, never ever wear it—it’s cursed. I will have someone from the museum come and get it on Monday.”

      “There’s no such thing as curses,” Lily had said with a smirk.

      But now she wasn’t so sure. “How did Carmen know it was cursed, anyway? And why the museum? I would have thought she would have wanted to investigate it further before handing it over to keep it under lock and key.”

      Lily knew Carmen had done research in her early years on witches and curses and it was always one of her favorite topics, but they hadn’t really talked much about it. Maybe that was her mistake.

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood to attention. In the short time since her shift at the library had ended, she’d stumbled down the library stairs...twice. Almost twisted her ankle, broke two fingernails, busted the zipper of her handbag, and snapped the heel of her shoe clean off, too. And now two idiots had tried to make a Fiat sandwich with her car, turning her into mincemeat for sure.

      Refusing to tempt fate any longer, she closed her cold, shaking hand and ripped the unnerving necklace from her throat, throwing it onto the passenger seat. “Perhaps there’s more to this curse nonsense than I first thought?” Lily clenched her fists, her nails biting into her palms. “I guess there’s only one way to find out.” She shook the tension from her hands, then pushed the gearstick into first and took off.

      Shortly after, Lily pulled up outside Carmen’s immaculately kept Tudor-style home on the outskirts of town. Aged in her early fifties, Carmen had worked in the Breckin River Library for most of her life as her mother did before her. The moment Lily had stepped inside the library four years ago, her heart had swelled with jubilation, and she knew she’d finally found a place to call home.

      She’d interviewed for the position of junior librarian, and it couldn’t have been more perfect. Carmen was like a grandmother; warm, loving, and full of hugs, with just enough quirkiness to keep life entertaining. Warm fuzzies worked their way into Lily’s belly at the comforting memory.

      With a begrudging sigh, Lily retrieved the exquisite dragon necklace from the seat. Ironically, the cool metal now burned like hot coals in her hand. Her steely gaze stared at the antique piece, and she spoke to it as if it somehow understood every word uttered from her lips. “There’s a story behind you, and you can bet your ass I’m going to get to the bottom of it.”

      The blood-red ruby in the dragon’s eye sparkled under the stray glow of the streetlight beaming through her car window.

      What the…?

      Lily held her breath. The necklace glowed, and it appeared to be floating in her hand. Cringing, she shoved it inside her purse. “The car-squashing incident must have rattled me more than I thought.”

      Biting at her fingernails, she hurried up the front path to Carmen’s front door. Rapping her knuckles on the embossed wooden paneling, Lily waited. And waited. She shivered against the blanket of cool evening air that settled in her bones. Startled, she flinched as the door flew open and there stood Carmen, doused in pink from head to toe. A smile turned the corner of Lily’s mouth up as she took in Carmen’s pink and white fluffy outfit.

      Carmen’s eyebrows squished together. “Lily, what an unexpected surprise. What on earth are you doing out this late on a Friday night?”

      “It’s only eight o’clock,” Lily countered. “I’d hardly call this late.”

      Carmen tutted, but gestured for her to come inside, flailing her arms as she ushered Lily into her cozy, warm lounge room. “Yes, you’re right. I guess I’m an old fuddy-duddy who likes to be snuggled in her pajamas by the time the sun falls behind the mountains. At my age, I’d rather have an evening in than venture out into the chilly night, especially in winter. Mind you, I’ll never say no to a night out with the girls. They know how to have a good time.”

      Lily balked and stared at Carmen. “At your age? What do you mean? You’re barely old enough to be my grandmother,” she said with a smirk. A scowl crossed Carmen’s face at the age comment.

      Lily chuckled and continued, “And let’s not forget the last ladies’ night out.”

      Carmen dipped her head forward and blushed. “Oh, that was a good one, wasn’t it?”

      Lily’s hand covered her mouth, and she gave a fake cough. “You think? I still can’t believe you were up singing karaoke with Stephen Hallsworth. Of all the men you could have dragged up on stage, you had to pick the one man whose heart I broke.”

      “Pfft,” she said, smiling and brushing the hair behind her ear. “The boy would get over it; besides you refused to get up and sing with me.”

      Lily rolled her eyes. “Ah, there is a very good reason for that. I suck at singing. Big-time.”

      “What was I supposed to do?”

      “Anything but that,” Lily said, an octave higher. “I have to admit it though, it was a good night.”

      Carmen’s smile softened her expression. “It sure was, and it was so good to see Katie let her hair down, so to speak, and have some fun again. I know it’s only been five months since Todd was killed, but she’s been so focused on Ayla and how she’s coping with Todd’s death, she hasn’t had much to smile about recently. It was a night us ladies needed especially after the museum fiasco.”

      “Speaking of the fiasco, what exactly happened?” Lily asked, moving in closer. “I’ve heard so many different versions, but the one that seems the most popular has something to do with magic.”

      Carmen pulled back and her eyebrows shot up toward her hairline. “Where did you hear that?”

      “You know how a small town can talk. You’re close with Lexi and Jamie; you must know the details.”

      “Mmm.” She paused and folded her arms. “Unfortunately, I do.” She sighed. “If you must know, it was jealousy.”

      “Jealousy?” Lily repeated in a deflated tone. “Jealousy can make a woman do some crazy shit.”

      Carmen nodded. “Yes, while Jarret was off on his quest to find the elusive Emerald Pearl, Zara thought if she could make Jamie disappear, Daxon, the head of the museum, would name her as exhibition leader in Jarret’s place. She didn’t count on Lexi, Jamie’s twin sister, rocking up. Being a renowned curator in her own right, Lexi was appointed lead by Daxon, which sent Zara on a downward spiral, attacking them both. And the rest is history, as they say.”

      “Wow, who would have thought? Zara was caught, right?”

      “Oh, she got what was coming to her, believe you me. Once the doctors gave Jamie the all-clear, it was just a matter of time before the celebrations started.”

      Lily smiled at Carmen’s warm sentiment. “And celebrate you did.”

      “There’ll be plenty more where they came from. But for now, let’s get back to your visit. Wait, don’t tell me you’re only leaving the library now? At this hour?” Carmen asked, folding her arms across her chest.

      I wish I’d left when you did.

      Lily’s chest tightened under Carmen’s scrutinizing gaze. “I know I promised to leave early tonight, but the cat returned.”

      “The cat?” Carmen said, her brows pulling together.

      Lily nodded. “Yes, the cat. The one that arrived a week ago.”

      Carmen finished her thought. “And made the book return chute its new home?”

      “That’s that one. I couldn’t leave without putting a bowl of water out for her and making sure she had somewhere warm to sleep. Then I stopped by the grocery store on my way home. My fridge needed a refill.”

      “Hmmm.” Carmen looked at Lily. “I don’t know what it is that has attracted your little friend. It could be the library, but I’m more inclined to believe it’s you and your kind heart. Maybe she sees you as her new owner. A wise choice on her part.” Carmen paused. “I suppose she could be attracted to the books and stories, or you never know, we may have a ghost roaming the bookshelves.”

      Ghost?

      A shiver ran up Lily’s spine, and she stared at Carmen. She brushed her suggestion off with a bit of humor. “Ghost? I would have thought we left them in the old library.”

      Carmen took a seat on the couch and picked up her steaming cup of tea from the coffee table. “How rude of me. Would you like a nice cup of tea to warm you up?”

      The scent of chamomile hung in the air, making Lily’s nose twitch. She bit her bottom lip and shook her head, remembering the reason she’d stopped by. “No, thank you. I won’t stay long.” Breathing deeply, she continued, “Remember this afternoon, when you said the dragon necklace I found hidden in the pages of the old book was cursed?” She kept her tone casual. “What exactly did you mean?”

      Carmen paled, and her hand flew to her chest as if she were having a heart attack. “Oh my god. What happened?”

      “Why do you think something happened?” Lily asked, her voice rising a pitch or two higher.

      Am I that transparent?

      Carmen reached up and grabbed Lily’s arm, pulling her down onto the jade-green Bridgewater sofa next to her. She eyed her intently, drilling her to the spot. “This afternoon, you were so adamant that curses weren’t real, you didn’t want to hear another word about it. I may know differently, but I dropped the subject. Now, out of the blue, here you are, asking about The Cursed Dragon?”

      Lily frowned. “The Cursed Dragon?”

      Carmen’s eyes lit up like a child about to receive their first Christmas present. “Yes, The Cursed Dragon. Breckin River is a small town and known to have its secrets. Things may not always be what they seem. I knew the necklace looked familiar when I saw it.” She paused, her gaze distant. “When I was in my late teens, I vaguely remember my mother talking about a cursed necklace that was supposedly lost hundreds of years ago in Breckin River. Mom said it was in all the papers and it had belonged to one of the original librarians who first worked in the library. Not long before my father passed away, they were discussing it, and I remember her calling it The Cursed Dragon.”

      Excitement bubbled deep in Lily’s belly. “What else did she say about it?”

      Our very own mystery right here in our town. I can see the headlines now: “Breckin River’s town librarian, Lily Keegan, hits the jackpot and solves centuries-old mystery.”

      Carmen shrugged. “I’m not one to gossip, but I recall her saying most people in town believed the woman who’d owned it was a witch. People reported sightings of unusual and strange happenings that could only be explained through witchcraft. She’d cursed the necklace, enchanted it so bad things would happen to anyone who wore it.”

      A witch? Bad things happened to anyone who wore it? Great, there goes my life.

      Lily swallowed past the knot in her throat, the image of the cars barreling toward her a vivid memory in her mind. “Why would she do that? Do you believe it’s true…that the necklace is cursed?”

      Carmen pursed her wrinkled lips together and took another sip of her steaming tea. Replacing the cup on the saucer, she admitted, “I didn’t back then. I was only young, just a teenager. But…”

      Butterflies wrestled inside Lily’s belly as she bit her bottom lip to stop it from trembling. “But what?” she asked, moving to sit on the edge of the couch, ready to soak up every word like a sponge.

      “I remember my mother mentioning several odd incidents that had happened around town, which made me wonder if there was some truth to the witch story.”

      Like falling down the stairs, nearly twisting your ankle, and people almost running you off the road?

      Heat flooded Lily’s chest. Why hadn’t she listened to Carmen when she’d told her to put the necklace in the library safe? “Incidents? Like what? Can you remember what they were?”

      A spark fired in Carmen’s eyes, and she shot off the couch like a firecracker. “I can do you one better. Wait here—I think I have something upstairs that might help.”
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      Brayden Fletcher stood on Carmen’s porch, his fiery blood pumping through his body. Breathing deeply, he drained the last few mouthfuls from his water bottle, droplets of sweat trickling down his moist neck. “Damn, that was a good run.”

      He’d arrived on Carmen’s doorstep unexpectedly that afternoon, but, even though he hadn’t seen her in over a year, it was as if time had stood still; they’d picked up exactly where they’d left off.

      The last time he’d seen her was back in California, at his mother’s funeral, and he’d promised to visit…but the time never seemed right. Until now. He’d taken a break from the fire department. A “holiday,” he’d told them. But, after his gigantic screw-up, he was questioning if he would ever return.

      Grabbing Carmen’s spare key out of his pocket, Brayden made his way inside. “It’s only me,” he called, closing the door behind him. “Sorry I’m late—my run took longer than expected. I needed to do some thinking.”

      He’d hardly taken a step down the hallway when he froze, his gaze glued to a petite woman standing in the lounge room. His chest tightened as she glanced at him with her wide ocean-blue eyes, holding him in a trance. It was as though he was looking at a younger version of Lauren Graham from the Gilmore Girls, but just as stunningly beautiful.

      “Oh, I’m sorry—I didn
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