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      Welcome to the fourth adventure in The Well Watchers of Breckin River. This story has been waiting patiently in my drawer for quite some time, and in its first life it even placed second in the Romance Writers of Australia Sapphire Award. I adored it then, and I’m thrilled it now gets to shine as part of this series.

      Although this book has been carefully edited, proofread, and reviewed by wonderful beta readers, the occasional typo can still sneak past. Humans slip up… and a few of my characters aren’t exactly human anyway.

      If you spot anything that needs fixing, feel free to send it through to pollyholmes@pollyholmesmysteries.com and I’ll make sure it’s taken care of.

      That’s enough from me. Slip into your favourite reading spot and let The Secret Princess sweep you into its world in its own time and its own way.

      Love

      Polly xxoo
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      Life takes a turn for the worst when a woman discovers her daughter’s life is in danger and she is her only hope of survival.

      When a mysterious phone caller threatens Katie Garcina’s and her precious daughter’s lives, she’s terrified. They demand she return a package belonging to her late husband, but how can she? She never knew it existed.

      Entrusted with the powers to protect and serve, Katie fears it’s connected to her duties as a Well Watcher. When the threats increase, she calls on a good friend for help.

      For wolf shifter Zac Tanner, protection is his game, but when he failed to protect the one he loved, he closed his heart off to all women. Now he’s determined to live out a life of penance alone.

      He’s out of the protection game for good, but when his old mate, Detective Kayden Langford, calls on him to repay a debt, he can’t say no, or risk going back on his word, and if nothing else, Zac is a man of his word.

      Entrusted with protecting Katie and her daughter, Zac is determined to keep them safe at all costs. Nothing prepared him for having Katie wrangle her way into his frozen heart and ignite a passion in him he thought he’d lost forever.

      With their lives in danger, Zac and Katie must work together to keep her daughter safe and make it out alive so they can have a second chance at love.

      Trigger Warning: Please be aware there are trigger warnings in the Chapter Three and Four for attempted sexual assault and drugging.
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      Katie Garcina looked at the glowing smile on her daughter’s face, and all the angst and stress of the last few days washed away. This was Ayla’s day. She pushed the fact that she may have a stalker or two to the back of her mind and focused on her bundle of joy. “Three cheers for the birthday girl,” she called out over the top of the rowdy party guests. “Hip hip.”

      Hooray blasted from all directions.

      “Hip hip.”

      A joyous hooray roared throughout the playground, and all eyes were on the giggling five-year-old sitting in the center dressed as a princess.

      Katie made a circle with her hands around her mouth and bellowed the last one at the top of her lungs, “Hip hip.”

      A final hooray was followed by a round of thunderous applause and wolf whistles. Katie watched her little girl interact with the guests as they gave her high fives and hugs. It’d been an upward struggle since her husband’s death fourteen months ago. The news of Todd’s death hit her hard, ripping her heart out, but she had to be strong for her daughter. She may be a mother, but she was also a magical Well Watcher here to serve and protect the Shardore Eye from evil. For centuries, its protection rested on the shoulders of the Well Watchers, and she couldn’t let them down. She wouldn’t let them down.

      Raising Ayla as a single mother was never in her plans. She’d screwed up more times than she could remember, but there was always someone there to pick up her sorry butt and talk sense into her. Now, she’d do whatever it took to put a smile on her little princess’ face, including a princess party at Ayla’s favorite playground. Katie remembered the wash of relief that ran through her when she found the only day the playground was available to book the party was the exact day Ayla was born. She was to upset last year after losing her father to celebrate, so Katie had to make this years birthday extra special.

      “Mummy … Mummy?” Ayla called, skipping over to where Katie was standing. She would never grow tired of hearing that sweet voice.

      Katie crouched down to her level and smiled, brushing her hair from her face. “Are you having fun at your birthday party, sweetheart?”

      Ayla’s eyebrows shot up and her eyes widened. Her face lit up like fireworks as she nodded. “It’s the best party ever. Can I open my presents now?”

      Katie glanced over at the table piled with presents of all shapes and sizes. They were in a public playground, a designated party area away from the general public, but an open area nonetheless. She wasn’t keen on the mess the wrapping would make. They lucked out with the weather considering they were heading into winter. “How about you open a few and we’ll save the rest for when we get home. You don’t want to leave a mess in the playground for other children, do you?”

      Ayla stuck her bottom lip out and shook her head. “I guess not. Can I open Uncle Kayden and Aunty Tash’s present?”

      “Course you can.”

      “Thanks, Mummy.” Ayla spun on her heel, her princess dress catching in the cool breeze. She skipped, yelling at the top of her voice, “She said I could open it, Uncle Kayden.”

      Katie laughed and stood, her gaze glued to Ayla as she bounced over to where Kayden was waiting with a rather large present in his hands.

      His gaze caught hers and he dipped his head. Katie laid her hand over her heart and returned his nod. Kayden Langford was Todd’s best mate and partner. He’d been her rock after she lost Todd in the drug bust. In her heart, she knew it was time to move on and stand on her own two feet. If anything, it would let Kayden and Tash’s relationship thrive.

      “Oh my god,” Tash Redman said as she sidled up, eased her arms around Katie’s waist, and pulled her close to her side. “This has to be the best kid’s birthday party ever. Jumping castle, face painting, and jugglers, you sure know how to impress. I hope when Kayden and I have children, you’ll help me organize their parties.”

      A hearty giggle worked its way up from Katie’s belly, and she smiled at her good friend. “It’s called outsourcing. Works like a charm. You two have to tie the knot first, then we’ll discuss children and birthday parties.”

      Tash’s cheeks glowed a rosy pink, and she dipped her head. The hairs on Katie’s neck stood to attention, and she glared at her. “Since you’ve been with Kayden, your cheeks glow red when you have news to share. Spill.”

      Tash’s eyes widened, and her hands flew to her cheeks. “No way.”

      “Yes way. Now tell me, what’s going on?” Katie asked. “It’s obviously something good, otherwise your cheeks wouldn’t be the color of that cotton candy over there.”

      “It is.” Tash’s eyes sparkled. “We’ve finally set the wedding date for June seventeen, and we were wondering, if it’s okay with you, we’d love Ayla to be our flower girl.”

      “Okay by me?” Tears welled in Katie’s eyes, and she threw her arms around Tash letting the love and warmth in her heart seep through. “Of course, it is.”

      “Thank you. We were hoping you’d say that.” Tash pulled back and turned to look at Kayden over by the present table. She nodded, and Kayden picked up a smallish present and moved over to where Ayla was sitting.

      “What’s happening?” Carmen Winslow asked as she joined them.

      Katie laughed and wiped the tears from her eyes. Carmen was the head librarian at the local library, but more importantly, she was one of Katie’s closest friends.

      Carmen huffed. “There’s way too many hugs going on over here.”

      “Tash has some exciting news,” Katie said.

      “Well, don’t keep me hanging,” Carmen snapped, folding her arms across her chest.

      “I was going to save it for after Ayla’s party, but I suppose the cat’s out of the bag now.” Tash glowed. “Kayden and I have set the wedding date for June seventeen next year.”

      Carmen’s breath hitched, and her fingers touched her parted lips. “That’s fantastic, a June wedding. Oh, how wonderful, and plenty of time for me to get a new outfit and find a date.”

      Tash held up her hand. “Let’s remember today is Ayla’s day, we can celebrate later, and we will celebrate.”

      The three ladies erupted in giggles and returned to watching Ayla and the festivities.

      “Mummy, look what I got.” Ayla stood and held up a princess karaoke machine complete with microphone. “Now everyone will be able to hear me singing and I can practice every day.”

      Katie gritted her teeth and glared at Kayden. “Gee, thanks, Uncle Kayden, just what we need.”

      A cheeky smile branded across his face, and he held up a smaller box. “We’ve included a box full of batteries so there’ll be no excuse for her not to sing her heart out.”

      Katie glared at Tash, and she held up her hands in a defensive pose. “Don’t blame me, Kayden insisted.”

      “It’s all right, but just remember this day when you have children.” She smiled. “You know what they say about payback. I feel a drum set coming on.”

      The three women broke into laughter, and Katie savored the infectious sound. Both Tash and Carmen were Well Watchers like her, as was Lexi Raine. She loved these women like they were sisters.

      The hairs on the nape of her neck stood up, and her skin pricked sending goosebumps catapulting through her. She shivered. The sensation so familiar she tensed her insides.

      Oh God, they’re here … they’re watching me now. Why can’t they just leave me the hell alone and give me time to find this damn package they think I have?

      Katie’s pulse raced. Over her dead body would she let anyone hurt her daughter or her friends. Discreetly, she scanned the area surrounding the party and flinched as her gaze fell upon two men in suits standing on the outskirts of the playground half obscured by the overgrown trees. The tension in her body ramped up ten notches, and every instinct told her to go over and find out once and for all what the bastards wanted, then at least the harassing phone calls would stop.

      Get away from here, you assholes.

      “Mummy, look what I got,” Ayla called.

      Katie curled her hands into fists, and her baby’s sweet voice broke through her deep thoughts, guiding her back to the present moment.

      “Mummy … look.”

      “Katie, what’s wrong?” Kayden asked in a worried deep voice.

      “Excuse me?” she asked, her focus locked on his. She hadn’t even noticed he’d joined them.

      He paused, tilted his head, and his brow wrinkled as though trying to read her mind.

      Everyone looked at her, and a rush of heat invaded her neck and cheeks. Katie’s gaze turned to the men once more, but they were gone. Maybe she imagined them. She pushed down her jittery insides and refocused on Ayla who stood in front of her holding up a t-shirt. The words on the front were covered in pink sparkles.

      “Is everything all right?” Tash asked.

      “Yes, of course. Why do you ask?” Katie did her best to brush off the comment.

      Kayden opened his mouth to speak, but Tash was the first to challenge her. “I don’t know, it looked like you were off in another world altogether.” Tash paused and bit her bottom lip. “Were you thinking of Todd?”

      Todd?

      A sharp pain stabbed the back of her throat, and she swallowed. She should have been thinking of Todd on her daughter’s birthday. Instead, her thoughts were distracted by the threat of danger to her family and friends.

      Like that is ever going to happen.

      “I suppose subconsciously he was there. I guess I was just lost in the moment.” A change of subject was in need. She bent down to Ayla and smiled. “What’s that you’ve got, sweetheart?”

      Ayla held up her shirt. A stray beam of sunlight broke through the clouds and caught the sparkly pink words. “It’s from Uncle Kayden and Aunty Tash. He said you would know what it means.”

      Katie smiled at her precious daughter and nodded. “I most certainly do. It says flower girl.”

      Ayla screwed up her face and looked at the words. “What does flower girl mean?”

      “It means Uncle Kayden and Aunty Tash have set a wedding date, and because they love you so much, they want you to have a very special part in the ceremony.”

      Ayla turned and ran toward Kayden, and he scooped her up into his burly arms. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” Ayla said, planting loving kisses over his cheeks, nose, and forehead. “I’m going to be the bestest flower girl ever.”

      He chuckled and squeezed her tight. “I have no doubt about that. Okay, okay, easy does it on the kisses. You don’t want Aunty Tash to get jealous, do you?”

      Ayla froze in his arms and looked at Tash, and the gathered crowd burst out laughing. Jamie Raine, Lexi’s twin sister moved up to join them and tickled Ayla in the ribs, her shrieking giggle flooding eardrums all around. “You are going to make such a gorgeous flower girl.”

      “She sure is,” Tash said, grinning from ear to ear.

      Ayla flattened her hands on either side of Kayden’s face and squished his cheeks together, his lips making a fish face. “Can we go on the jumping castle now with the other kids? You said we could after I showed Mummy the shirt.”

      Kayden placed her on the ground and looked at Katie. “As long as it’s all right with your mum.”

      “Of course, it is,” Katie said, ruffling Ayla’s hair.

      Jamie added. “Why not take Aunty Tash with you?”

      Ayla jumped up and down and clapped her hands together. “Yay. Let’s go.”

      “Hey, Ayla.” Katie crouched down to her level, put her hand up to Ayla’s ear, and whispered, “You remember the lollipop game you used to play with Daddy? The one when you dragged him to find the lollipops Mummy had hidden?” Ayla nodded. “Let’s pretend the jumping castle is the lollipop, and the race starts now.”

      Ayla’s eyes widened, and she grabbed a hand in each of her little hands and dragged Kayden and Tash toward the jumping castle in a race for her life.

      Katie pressed her lips together trying her best to block the giggle ready to explode. She failed when she caught sight of the horrified expression on Tash’s face. It was soon replaced with a joyous smile as all three ran toward the jumping castle.

      “Katie?” Jamie said, tapping her on the shoulder. “We need to talk.”

      Katie’s chest tightened. “Okay. What’s wrong?”

      “Nope, it’s not about me,” Jamie said, pulling Katie and Carmen off to the side. “It’s you who needs to tell us what is going on. I didn’t imagine you zoning out or the tension that invaded your body when you saw those two men standing on the outskirts of the playground. Who were they?”

      Oh God, she saw them too? It wasn’t my imagination.

      “Pfft,” Katie said, brushing her hand nonchalantly. “What men? I have no idea what you’re talking about?”

      Jamie folded her arms across her chest and stuck her hip out, tilting her head scrutinizing her. “Your relaxed manner is fooling no one. Now, what gives?”

      A chill wrapped itself around Katie’s chest, and she looked first at Jamie and then Carmen. They were standing in an open space, yet it was as though her surroundings were enclosing her, trapping her in a world she was slowly losing a grip on.

      “Katie, you can tell us anything,” Carmen said, resting her hand on Katie’s forearm. “You have to know that, right?”

      “Of course, I do.” The worry etched in their expressions clawed at her heart. “But I have it under control.”

      At least, I think I do.

      Carmen cocked her head, and a lone eyebrow shot up. “Really?”

      Katie nodded. “Yes, really.”

      Please don’t make me out to be a liar.

      “So those men in suits had nothing to do with it?” Jamie asked, pushing for more information.

      “I didn’t say that. But I’m working on the situation,” Katie said around the tightness in her throat.

      Jamie frowned and dug her teeth into her bottom lip. “Does it have anything to do with the Shardore Eye or either of us Well Watchers?”

      Oh God, I hope not.

      The thought sent a knife-like stabbing pain through her body. “I know you’re trying to help, but until I can get it straight in my head first, I’m not about to worry any of you about it.”

      “If you need help you know we’re here for you, and that includes Kayden. He’d do anything for you.”

      Carmen agreed. “You could always tell Kayden. I’m sure his police contacts could help.”

      Katie’s stomach bottomed out, and the mention of police jarred her. “I know, but he’s the last person I want to worry. He’s taken all this time to set the date for the wedding, I’m not about to throw a wrench in the works and hold that up.”

      “But—” Jamie said.

      “No.” Katie’s hands flew up putting a stop to the interrogation. “No, I said I have it under control and I do. You, ladies, are going to have to trust me.”

      “Okay, okay, but you can’t blame us for worrying about you,” Carmen said, squeezing Katie’s hand. “You’re one of us, and we look out for each other.”

      “I know, and I appreciate it.” Katie paused, her mind consumed with a way to appease the women. “Look, I promise if things get away from me or I’m in need of help, Kayden will be my first port of call. How does that sound for a compromise?”

      Carmen and Jamie exchanged glances and then nodded.

      “I can live with that,” Carmen said, giving Katie a broad smile.

      “Me too.” Jamie sighed. “But just to put my crazy mystical mind at ease, why don’t we meet Monday by the well and I’ll cast a warding-off spell to keep the darkness away? Then we can do coffee.”

      I’ll take any help I can get.

      Katie nodded. “Sure, sounds good to me.”

      “Is Ayla still having a birthday sleepover with Tash and Kayden tonight?” Jamie asked.

      “Yes, as far as I know. Why?” Katie folded her arms across her chest and sucked in a shallow breath.

      The two women linked arms with Katie, flanking her on either side, and they guided her back toward the festivities.

      “Well, as you know my trustworthy twin, Lexi, and her boyfriend Jace have accompanied Jarett on his latest quest to find the Emerald Pearl which means I’m alone in my big house and I could use some female company.”

      A comfortable warmth took over her chest. “Why do I get the feeling you’re trying to set me up?”

      “Me?” Jamie said, her jaw dropping and her hand flattening against her chest. “I would never do such a thing. I’m alone, and tonight you’re alone.”

      Carmen added in a comical tone. “And I’m always alone.”

      “Right, so why be alone when we can all be together?” Jamie said, stopping to look at Katie. “We could do dinner, and then you can either stay at my place if you’ve had too much to drink or go, up to you, but it’s time you had some you time, to focus on you.”

      She couldn’t argue with that. Katie couldn’t remember the last time she did something for herself.

      “I agree,” Carmen said, her eyes bright and glossy. “A girls’ night, that’s just what you need. I’m up for it.”

      She nodded and her heartbeat quickened. “That sounds perfect. I’m in.”

      The two women squealed like monkeys, and laughter rose from Katie’s belly. These women were family bound together by magic.
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        * * *

      

      Katie placed the last of Ayla’s presents in the back seat of her car and wiped the sweat from her forehead. After seven trips back and forth from the party location, she slammed the car door shut for the last time. She turned and took a moment to rest her weary body. Who knew a five-year-old’s birthday party could be so exhausting?

      “That just about does it for my car,” Carmen said, joining Katie. “So much leftover food. You did an amazing job catering, but you’ll be having leftovers for a week.”

      Katie shrugged. “Saves me cooking.”

      “I was pretty impressed that Ayla didn’t kick up a fuss when it was time to leave,” Carmen said.

      Katie’s spine stiffened. “Why would she?”

      Carmen thinned her lips and paused. “No particular reason, I just thought with all the excitement of the day and with Todd not here, she might have wanted her mother.”

      Katie tucked her hair behind her ear and licked her lips. “She’s a smart girl. I’m sure she misses Todd, but she also trusts Kayden and Tash, as I do. I have no doubt she will have them run off their feet in no time.”

      “You’re right, it will give them some practice for when they start popping them out.”

      “It sure will,” Katie said. She twirled the car keys around her finger and opened the driver’s door. “If you meet me at my place, I can empty your car and get the food straight into the freezer, then I’ll freshen up, throw a few things in an overnight bag, and meet you at Jamie’s house.”

      Carmen tapped two fingers on her forehead as though she were saluting. “Sounds like a plan. See you there.”
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