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            Secrets World introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      As the Danu’s Secrets is a continuation of the Blood Secrets & House Secrets trilogies, some readers may come into the series, unknowing of what has gone before. I’ve added the blurbs for all the Blood Secrets and House Secrets books  to assist you to understand the world you are entering. I have also added the blurb for All that Glitters which is a crossover novella between the House Secrets and Danu’s Secrets stories.

      The Blood Bride Blurb:

      Hope just wants to be an ordinary nestling.  She went to college and escaped, but now she’s back and there’s a secret everyone is keeping from her.

      Xavier is the new master of the nest, ready to welcome home the daughter of the house who he has never met. He’s unprepared for the woman who steals his breath and enchants him. 

       Now Hope and Xavier must fight for lives and those of the innocents. After all, it is only by overcoming the rogues that they will have a chance of a timeless future together. But will it be in time?

      Warning:  If you love sexy alpha males that go bump in the night, hot and heavy encounters and strong females, then this book is for you…

      The Illuminated Witch Blurb

      After years of struggling alone, Celina – a witchling of immense power – must find her place in the world of vampires. 

      Javed is building a new nest – the first new one in a century – and struggling to overcome his own demons, as an ancient evil stirs.

      With Celina in danger, the demands of a fledgling nest and time running out, what are the chances their love can overcome every obstacle?

      The Sorcerer’s Touch Blurb:

      Since the Slaughterhouse Rout, Daniel has nursed his abilities, but the decision he faces will change his life and those of everyone around him. 

      Whether the change is positive or not remains to be seen.

      Cressida fears that history will repeat itself. Once before she lost everything she held dear, but after centuries of hiding she must face her past in order to 

      forge a new future. Has she waited too long and pushed Daniel away too well?

      The darkness draws closer…
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        Just as the House Secrets book follow the original Blood Secrets series, so do the Danu’s Secrets. However, below is a small taste of the House Secrets Trilogy (however Danu’s Secret book 1, takes place after House Secrets Book 2.) As Dawn Breaks takes place at the same time as Blood Secrets “The Sorcerer’s Touch,” and is essentially  a continuation of the Blood Secrets trilogy. To know how the Blood Secrets storyline ends, you do need to read The Sorcerer’s Touch.

      

        

      
        While the books can be read on its own, you have a better understanding of the world by reading the books which precede this one.

      

        

      
        In As Dawn Breaks, we finally learn about David and his happy ending.

      

        

      
        As Dawn Breaks Blurb:

      

        

      
        Genevieve is many things, but no single title fits her quite as accurately as ‘mutt’—the one bestowed by her vicious ex-boyfriend. She’s built a life, far from the family who’ve disowned her—one she’s proud of—as a police officer with the Paranormal Liaison Division, and hiding from the world.

        David is brittle from his experiences with his ex-wife Alexa, the truth his parents duped him his whole life, and he’s trying to come to terms with the fallout of those beliefs, running a nest and feeling like an imposter.

        A chance meeting between Genevieve and David opens up an opportunity for hope amid the grim realities of paranormal warfare.

        Trusting each other may be their only choice, but the past always bites back and this time is no different.

      

        

      
        Edge of Night Blurb:

      

        

      
        Pippa is terrified of her step father, Roger—a dangerous and cannibalistic paranormal. For years both Pippa and her twin Peter, have been prisoners, keeping his house and his home in order allowing him to pursue his desires. When Peter has a chance encounter with Simon, they finally have the support to make a run to freedom.

        Maxim is a fairy trying to put his life back together, rather than hiding as he’s done for the last ten years. Niamh and Simon offer him a home, and a chance to finally achieve his desired career, but chance is a fickle thing, because next door is the timid Pippa and her twin Peter. She innocently ignites his protective side, against his will.

        Roger doesn’t relinquish what is his easily, and the danger grows deeper. Pippa and Maxim along with Peter are moved to what should be a safer location, but the danger follows and while their attraction grows, so do the stakes.
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      All That Glitters Blurb:

      Genny and David had a wild and tumultuous romance, but now the were-pair must travel to Ireland where Genny will undertake her initial education as a leprechaun-were hybrid quickly.

      As with all best intentions, things don’t go as planned.

      Padraic—Genny’s father—is placing a wedge between them, and David is spectacularly unhappy with the growing distance between the pair. He just needs her back where she belongs… in his arms.

      Genny doesn’t see the danger at first, not until the night David doesn’t come to her bed, then realisation hits, but with demons and secrets, demanding goddesses and lore all clashing, the two must work together as a couple.

      They both know the only way to achieve that is with willpower and love.
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        The Downfall of Padraic O’Shaunessy Blurb:

      

        

      
        Padraic is a leprechaun, long-lived and magical, but even those who have lived for millennia can still be surprised. Meeting Fenella throws him for a loop, because there’s just something about her.

        Purchasing her family farm isn’t just a whim for Padraic—it’s the place where he came into the world with his supporters. It’s imperative he protects the location of the portal between the hidden world of his past and the human world. Except there’s these demons with other plans, particularly Marrer, and it’s up to him to stop her.

        Fenella is alone and without anyone to help her. Her family is dead, and despite all the hard, backbreaking work she’s put into the farm, she’s lost it after generations held onto it. There’s not much else to do but pack her belongings. That is, until the buyer arrives and asks her to stay.

        What is this magic Padraic is claiming she has? Why are dangerous people threatening the property, and why is she so drawn to Padraic? Secrets abound as does danger, and the passion between them is fiery, only there’s no certainty they’ll survive it.
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      Please note:

      

      The UK and USA share the English language, but there are many words that are spelled differently. Some words have extra letters in the British spelling, such as the word cancelled. In American English, it is spelled  canceled. There also words that interchange the letters c or s and sometimes z. For example, in America, you spell offense and in Britain, it is written as offence. We also use the letter u in many words, such as colour and flavour.

      These spellings are not incorrect.

      This book is written in UK English to reflect my Australian/English background.

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Imogene Nix

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Ebook: 978-1-922369-72-7

      Paperback:  978-1-922369-74-1

      Editing by Pamela Tyler

      Cover by Dexpress Covers

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where to even begin? I feel like I somehow took a deep dive into a whole new world, one that I never expected to grow like this. When I wrote The Blood Bride (about thirteen years ago) I expected it to be a standalone. Naturally, that didn’t happen like that. Ha! So, I wrote The Illuminated Witch and The Sorcerer’s Touch sure that would be the end of the trilogy.

      

        

      
        My daughter moaned and complained that she wanted David’s story, so I relented and wrote As Dawn Breaks and that was swiftly followed by Immortal Consequences and yes there is one more  planned (and as of writing this dedication, finished!) book for that series. But these characters made their own demands as Padraic O’Shaunessy reared his head, demanding his. That was it. But before I could write about his downfall, I needed to write All That Glitters… Notice a pattern yet? Uh huh. This was never my plan!

      

        

      
        But for all that, I’ve enjoyed the world I’ve created. It’s so similar to ours and has many of the same issues, and yet it’s also just slightly different. Enough that the suspension of reality isn’t so far removed from our lives. Just in case you have a burning need to know, the last book in this world will release in October 2025.

      

        

      
        Anyway, so as you can see I blame Charlotte all the way for the growth of this series… If you want to let her know, send me an email and I’ll pass it along! Lol!

      

        

      
        Ah yes, and while I’m on the subject of Charlotte, congratulations on your wedding baby girl, and welcome Nathan—officially—to our clan.

      

        

      
        Thanks for reading and joining me on this wild ride.

      

        

      
        Imogene

        Feb 2023

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      The ocean was choppy, though Grace still found it lovely. It reminded her daily that she was still alive, in control of her own destiny, and though there were no easy answers for her, those thoughts were reassuring.

      The letter on the seat beside her was also a reminder of realities, though not in such a positive manner.

       

      Dear Grace,

      We regret to inform you of the passing of your mother…

       

      It wasn’t unexpected, and neither was the fact that the notification had come by way of her parents’ solicitors. Not after the decisions she’d made once she became an adult.

      “Too much water under the bridge,” she murmured, glancing at the envelope. The letter was three weeks old, having been sent to her mail redirection service and further sent on in a bulk mail bag to the ship.

      Once she’d left her adopted parents’ home, she’d made every attempt to hide herself from everyone who might seek her, including them. She’d sold everything and taken a job aboard a small vessel sailing out of Brisbane for the Tahitian islands. All she had was a passport, bank account, and mail forwarding service. Her solicitors had been adamant they needed some form of contact. They’d claimed it likely some legal papers may need to be completed when preparing her restraining order on them—her adoptive parents. It was her solicitors who had suggested the forwarding service, and seeing as her expenses were few, it just made sense to keep paying for the assistance.

      Had enough time passed that the one following her wouldn’t come looking? She didn’t know. She rubbed her brow, because while she loved her job and seeing the world, she did, one day, wish to set down roots.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she muttered and flicked through the rest of the mail contained in the packet. She gasped, looking at another letter, this one from her own solicitors.

      She didn’t know whether to open it or not, because what else could there be? Hadn’t she finished all the tasks she’d needed to complete?

      A whistle blew, and she sighed, gathering up the parcel. “No time now.” She rose, shoving them deep into the backpack she always kept beside her. The rest of the crew were streaming toward the deck which held the lifeboats. This was the least favourite of her regular rituals, but she knew that participation wasn’t just mandatory, it could, potentially, save her life.
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        * * *

      

      Luke sighed after another insanely frustrating call with the woman’s solicitors.

      “I’m sorry, Mr Jones, but Miss Cranston hasn’t yet responded to our letter. And no, we can’t give you any kind of estimate on the timeframe. We don’t actually know where she is and are reliant on the mail redirection service to get contact to her.”

      What kind of solicitors didn’t even know where their client was or how to get in contact with them? How did they make contact in an emergency? Like now, his brain added.

      Not that Luke could even begin to explain why this was an emergency. After all, who would believe that a were would be hunting someone in such an unusual situation and her solicitors—the only listed contact—didn’t know where she was.

      Adding to not just the complexity, but strangeness, was that it was a case directed by a leprechaun from overseas via a third party, also from overseas. If I said that out loud, people would think I’m nuts. It wasn’t that people didn’t know weres and vampires existed, but when you got down to angels and demons things got a little hinky.

      “Coffee for Luke! Luke!” the voice at the front of the coffee shop yelled, and he rose, taking the proffered coffee and bag containing a doughnut. The scent wafted in the air, and he inhaled deeply. True, the scent was interrupted by the ripeness of bodies jostling into the store, but he was a were, and his metabolism moved at a rapid rate, requiring constant fuelling. As for the scents? He’d grown used to them over the years.

      He also didn’t miss the appreciative gazes of the women he passed. Being a were meant he was well-built, with plenty of muscles in his arms, abdomen, and legs. His face was young-looking, and after all, he was only sixty-one. Courtesy of his Italian mother, he had dark, wavy hair. Nature had also been kind with a chiselled jaw, aquiline nose, and grey-blue eyes, and he’d made more than women fall for him over the years, simply by using the gifts he’d been granted during his adolescent years.

      Time moved on though, and with that came focus. His pack had requested his assistance, and he was more than happy to provide it, especially when it came with a fat payment. “Which you’ll only get if and when you track the woman down,” he reminded himself.

      He jogged to his office, three blocks away, and entered the building in the heart of Brisbane, answered the hail from the officer in charge of the entry. Ignoring the elevator, he headed to the hidden staircase, bolting up one, two, then three levels before pushing through the door and into his tiny office.

      This back entry had more than once been a welcome relief from the rest of the company, and he liked it that way. His inner animal was comfortable with heights, but in his mind, the ability to come and go without being noticed was infinitely more important than a loftier office position. It also meant that if he needed to leave in a hurry, to satisfy the needs of his inner beast, he didn’t need to run the gauntlet of the reception desk.

      Settling into his seat, he swung up his legs, crossed them at the ankles, and gazed out onto what some called the ‘river city.’ The push to make it more modern had stripped from it the very features that set it apart. When he’d first come to Brisbane in his early twenties, there’d still been original colonial architecture, but the majority of that had long since been swallowed by the curse of modernity.

      Luke grabbed the doughnut from the bag and took a bite, delighting in the warm, jammy squirt, the cinnamon and sugar dusting, and the still-fresh goodness. He savoured the flavours until the very last, licking the sugary residue from his fingers before turning to the milky cappuccino.

      This time of the day was his favourite, because it was just him and food, but all too soon it would pass. So he enjoyed the break before rising and using the private bathroom—the only other demand he’d made in return for the lower office space—and washed up.

      Files waited on his desk, an orderly pile for him to scrutinise, as he settled back in the seat. The first was the human resources recruitment folio. “I hate having to break in a new assistant,” he growled, but in truth he needed one. Someone to handle the calls, which usually interrupted his work, arrange his meetings, and prepare his briefs for clients. They’d need to ensure it was someone who was open to his individual differences.

      Within Freedmont, Jones, and McIntosh Investigations, he was an equal partner, and yet, unlike the other two—humans who’d been taken into his confidence years ago— there was a disconnect. They were aging and looked much older than him, and others bowed to their ‘greater wisdom.’ Yet at fifty and fifty-three they were both his junior. They’d all agreed, years ago, that the who and what of his identity was not to be discussed openly, at least not without his agreement, and they’d both agreed to the stipulation. So his secret remained intact, but Luke knew that soon he’d have to make some kind of announcement or move on.

      He wasn’t sure that was the outcome he desired however, as he’d built his life here, had built a home he enjoyed on a hundred and fifty acres just over an hour away, and he enjoyed his daily routine. The commute annoyed him, but he came and went at times that avoided the peak-hour rush, but perhaps it was time to open a second office, as they’d discussed nearly a decade earlier.

      None of the applications in the folder appealed, and he scrawled a quick message on a sticky note explaining that he’d like to work with a recruitment agency, in case there was a better applicant.

      The next folder was a complicated case, featuring not just one local character, but also his wife, the husband’s girlfriend, and potentially three previously unknown children. “I hate these cases,” he muttered, but he knew the wife had come to them because his reputation for confidentiality and willingness to keep digging until he had an answer were key to the success of the business.

      He settled in to read the latest on the case, noting that the staff he’d assigned were making strides with getting to the bottom of it. Photos were enclosed of the children and potential mothers.

      Until he had something more concrete, it wasn’t an answer, but he suspected that this time, she might walk away from the husband. “Or maybe not. The last time the husband had an affair, she stayed.” But then again, there hadn’t been children involved.
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen was winding down, and Grace surveyed the staff. Three others were smashed into the galley with her. The area felt too small for four, but they worked well together.

      She’d worked her way up the ranks to take charge on this vessel, and the employees worked split shifts of six until eleven AM for half the staff, and nine to two for others. Then the entire galley staff were on from four until eleven PM to ensure food was fresh and the area spotless before they all retired for the evening. On top of that, she had ordering, menu planning, and of course, human resource tasks, and so on.

      This trip they’d been at sea for six weeks, and she knew most of her staff were looking forward to the downtime that came with port calls, though she usually avoided them. For her, it was a time to catch up on sleep, go over menus, and focus on washing clothes.

      As the captain wound his way into the galley, she got a pit in her stomach. “Grace, can I talk with you, please?”

      Her fingers curled into fists at his query, and she nodded in the direction of the tiny cubby she used for her office. He slid the concertina door shut behind him, and the pit in her stomach became a yawning chasm.

      “You’re taking shore leave this time, Grace. I know you prefer to remain on ship, but you’ve been aboard for nearly nine months, and I’ve broken more than a few rules to allow this to happen. But that must change. Either that, or you’re going to have to find another vessel.”

      Closing her eyes, Grace considered the options. Being at sea was safe. Very few knew exactly where she was, and even if they found out, they had to track the ship. She shook her head, trying to make sense of the mess she now found herself in.

      “Grace?” The captain’s voice felt far away in that moment, but she knew he was waiting for her to let him know. To give him an answer. The only thing was, there wasn’t an easy one.

      “When we reach Sydney, I promise⁠—"

      She opened her eyes to see his steady gaze, the set of his mouth. “I can’t allow that, Grace. I don’t know what you’re running from, but you can’t hide on board like you usually do. The enforcement agencies are auditing all the ships entering the port, and I can’t and won’t put the ship at risk. Make a decision.”

      She had a good resume, could find work just about anywhere else, but it meant getting to know the routines and other sailors. But the captain was right. She bit her lip, considering all the facts. She could afford a few days while she scouted another vessel.

      “I’m leaving the ship, Captain. Quitting. Once we dock…” She shrugged. Perhaps the time had come to move on anyway. After all, four years on one ship was a long time. Maybe the danger had passed?

      His face creased. “If that’s what you feel is best. You’re a great cook, but a word from the wise?” He waited, eyes searching her face. “The sea is a mistress who refuses to take second place. Whatever sent you to sea, you need to settle it, otherwise that mistress will take more than just her pound of flesh.”

      Grace watched as he scanned the small office, the one she’d be packing probably later tonight, once the rest of the crew had found their bunks. She’d have to tell them in the morning of her decision and wondered what they’d make of it.

      “We’ll miss you, Grace. Your wages will be deposited into your account and any other entitlements, and I’ll arrange for the paperwork to be sent to the usual location?”

      “Thank you, Captain. If you’d be willing, a letter of recommendation would also be welcome.” She fisted her hands once more, and he gave her a gnarly half-smile.

      “It will be my pleasure. Fair winds, Grace.”

      He turned, opened the door, and stepped from the office, but he threw over his shoulder, “Don’t take too long to decide what you want in life. Time and the seas wait for no one.” Then he was gone, and she knew that her split-second decision had just changed her life.

      Whether it was for the better remained to be seen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Luke snarled at the mess on the road ahead of him. The commute was shit! Three quarters of an hour to travel thirty kilometres, and of course, for the usual reasons. Breakdowns, crashes, and too many on roads clearly unable to cope with the growing needs of the city. How he wished the government would get their act together and really dedicate the funds needed to future-proof the roads.

      “Mum wants to know when or if you’re coming home. My mating ceremony is close, and you still haven’t responded to the invitation. She’s literally crawling the walls,” his sister Paula growled. “We also need to know if you’re going to use your room or not. If not, then we can put someone in there for the weekend.”

      He hissed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I meant to get to that yesterday,” he said.

      “Well, clearly you didn’t, little brother. Time’s wasting away, and I need an answer. The caterer needs numbers, and I still need to finalise who’s going to give me away, because I don’t know if you’re coming.” Her voice was harsh with stress, and he cursed aloud.

      “I’ll be there, right? I said I would. And yes, I need my bedroom.” Being one of seven children, and the second oldest, came with a range of responsibilities. Their father had died nearly twenty years ago, and he’d had to shoulder the burden of pseudo-parenting. The twins, Alfie and Arlie, were little more than kits of three when their father died, and Alfie needed a male figure in his life to keep him from mischief, while Arlie needed a role model to show her that men were reliable and responsible. Caring, even.

      Luke also knew that he just wasn’t around as much as he should be. That too was something he needed to address. The other siblings were older and had more time with their father and those lessons in life had stuck. Alfie and Arlie were the only ones who still lived at home and hadn’t yet matured, and their father had left when they were still infants.

      “Then you need to let our mother know. She needs that card back this week, otherwise she said you’d be in for a world of hurt. Her words, not mine.” Paula’s voice wobbled a little, and Luke frowned. “Do it for me?” she asked. “I know you’re busy, but marrying the alpha is a big deal. Everything has to be right or Nate loses face. That’s not acceptable to me, Mother, or his family, Luke.”

      This wasn’t anything Luke didn’t know, but while Nate was a good man and an excellent alpha, he didn’t live in the world of business. Didn’t have control of a burgeoning multimillion-dollar business. Their pack was small, still re-establishing after it had fractured and broken after the death of Nate’s father. This wedding between his sister and the alpha would be the first time most of the pack had come together. Luke knew the importance of the event. He wasn’t going to let either the pack or his family down.

      “Alright,” he answered, hitting the steering wheel, and inhaling as, finally, the motorway started to open up while night settled in. “I’ll fill out the card tonight and send it via courier in the morning when I get to work.”

      “Are you bringing a guest?” Paula’s question was met with a frown.

      “No, why?”

      Her sigh echoed down the line. “Mother is getting impatient.”

      “I’m only sixty-one. I’ve years⁠—”

      “Not according to Mother. She told me to remind you Father was barely one hundred when he died.”

      “That was during the fracturing, Paula. Nothing to do with age, and more about his health.” But the reminder that by his age he and his sister had both been born and looking to build their own lives was a reminder he wasn’t ready to address.

      “Alright, I need that card back, and you need to let us know when you’re coming home. Mum wants to know what you’re wearing, and you need to attend Nate’s final power-circle meeting beforehand to deliver the details of my dowry. You also need to be on hand to witness the mate agreement documents.”

      “Sure. Send the dates to my phone and I’ll have the receptionist input those into my calendar.”

      “Still no personal assistant?” He heard the frown in her voice.

      “Not yet. But I’m meeting with four potentials tomorrow.” He just hoped the recruitment company had listened, and these applicants did, in fact, meet his requirements.

      “Alright then. I’ll go, but if I don’t have that card tomorrow afternoon⁠—”

      “I get it, Paula.” His exit was looming. “I have to go. Love to Mum and Nate, yeah?”

      “Love you too, lil’ bro.”

      The line disconnected and he used the indicator to let the car behind him know he was exiting the motorway.
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        * * *

      

      Hefting her large pack, while wearing the smaller one on her back, Grace left the boat. She didn’t look back; regrets, she told herself, weren’t something she could afford. If only that rock in my belly agreed.

      What next? Biting her lip, she followed the direction the stream of crew had taken earlier in the day.

      Her legs wobbled, and she put it down to not being on land for so long. She vaguely remembered that her gait had changed once she’d been onboard and guessed it would be the same for a day or two until she reacclimated to being on solid earth once more.

      The air was humid, and sticky moisture pooled between her breasts and at the nape of her neck, and she tugged away her hair, needing relief. “It’s only ten in the morning,” she muttered.

      Looking up, she noted the gathering clouds, heavy and grey. Need to move, she thought and hurried toward the chain-link fence which led to the parking zone. From there she could grab a taxi, and she hoped one was there, because for the first time in a long while, she regretted not having a phone.

      At least this was a busy port, and toward the end of the dock there sat a cruise ship. Grace moved along, looking for a taxi, and on cue, one bowled up, disgorging its passengers with bags full of items, floppy hats, and lanyards swung around their necks.

      Before the driver could leave, Grace rapped on his window. “Can you take me to Brisbane CBD?”

      The driver nodded and popped the boot, allowing Grace to deposit the large bag, while the smaller one she kept close, and she clambered into the front passenger seat as nerves jumped and quivered.

      “You been here before?” he asked Grace.

      “I… A long time ago,” she answered, wanting to avoid any direct questions about where she was from.

      “You off the cruise ship?” the driver tried again.

      “No,” she said, hoping he’d take the hint.

      They drove through the congestion, and the commute was worse than she remembered. Once he’d dropped her near the transit centre, she inhaled. Where to go now? The city had changed in the last few years she’d been travelling.

      The information desk was teaming, but she spied a phone company booth and headed in that direction. She’d need a phone, and she looked at the options. There weren’t a lot, and she was thankful, choosing a small one with limited options. It wasn’t that she didn’t know how to use them, but she didn’t need anything more than phone, text, and the ability to get onto the internet. She paid for the service and handset, then on a whim asked the cashier, “Where’s a good place to stay in town?”

      The woman smiled. “There’s plenty of hotels, but it depends on what you want.”

      “Privacy, quiet. A restaurant and…” She couldn’t think of much else. She needed to find a bolt-hole until she could find another vessel. It probably would have made more sense to stay near the port, but then she’d still need to find transport, likely including a car. That would be harder without a place of residence, and she thought perhaps the forwarding service wasn’t going to do the trick for that.

      So the city seemed the best option. Besides, she needed to buy some new clothes, long-lasting and hard-wearing, given her jeans and t-shirts, not to mention her shoes, were really starting to show their age.

      The woman suggested a hotel down near the botanic gardens. “It’s where parliamentary visitors tend to stay. Not sure how easily you’ll get a taxi, and it’s a hike, but quite nice.”

      Grace hurried to find a taxi rank, and once in a vehicle she gave the name of the hotel to the driver. Thankfully, he wasn’t chatty, and soon he deposited her at the door. While the hotel was older, maybe a building from the sixties or seventies, it looked well-cared for. The portico wasn’t flashy, but inside the dark wood of the walls, the heavy furnishings were comfortable.

      She booked a room overlooking the botanic gardens for a week, unsure how long she’d be staying, but it was better, Grace considered, to book for longer rather than try to re-arrange the stay after a few days. That kind of mess always made things difficult.

      Even though it wasn’t technically possible, the room was available early, so Grace was able to settle in, drop her bags, and consider her next step. Did she make contact with the mail redirection company, or should she check in with her solicitors? And how was she going to find another job? The job boards were all online, and while she had an email account, accessing it from the phone was the last thing she wanted to do.

      “I wonder if there’s an internet café around?” That would solve a big issue for her, she guessed, and if there were more than one, well, life would be simpler. She started hunting on her phone but only one appeared to fit the bill for what she needed. She had to face reality. She really needed to purchase some kind of device for accessing the internet.

      Freshening up, Grace hurried about the room, dragging out the best pair of jeans and t-shirt she owned. All the rest were pretty thin and worn, and she honestly didn’t think they were worth keeping. Sliding her boots over her worn socks, she sighed. She needed all new clothing.

      Considering everything she owned was either stashed in the large backpack or stored securely in a rented storage unit—though there were only three boxes containing photos and mementos from her childhood—it was a sad way to think of her life.

      “I’m not wallowing. I made choices, and I stand by them,” she told herself. After all, it wasn’t like there was much of value from her earlier years. Two years in foster care, then adoption to a couple who… “Not going there,” she said, scooping up the room swipe and heading for the door.

      The backpack on her shoulder swung around and one of the straps broke. “Damn it,” she muttered. That was the first purchase she’d make. Her emergency backpack was far too important to leave to chance.
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        * * *

      

      Luke’s interviews went… poorly.

      The first woman looked like a vagabond, with hair sticking up all over the place. The second stank of garlic, and while he liked that particular root vegetable, too much of a good thing was just that—too much. The third was practically busting out of her top, and he could see issues in the office resulting from that.

      He drank his water and sighed. This wasn’t going at all the way he’d hoped, and if he’d seen the best of the candidates… he’d be severing bonds with the recruitment agency. The phone on his desk beeped, and he slid the glass to the tabletop and prepared himself.

      “This one better be right,” he muttered as he waited for the receptionist to show the applicant in. Checking the resume before him, it certainly appeared that she might fit the bill, but he’d wait and see. After all, hiring an assistant for an investigative firm wasn’t just a case of ‘she looks alright.’ The applicant had to understand the complexities and subtleties of the task, needed to be discreet in all things, and have a passing knowledge of the law.

      Three raps on the door, and Luke sat up in his chair, ready.

      The door opened and in strode a woman who appeared to be in her late thirties. Her eyes were deep-set, hair tied up in a bun that could have been cast in concrete, the grey-white tones showing every perfectly groomed strand. “Thank you for seeing me today, Mr Jones.”

      He indicated the seat, and she settled, folder balanced in her lap. She was still. Perfectly so.

      “Why are you looking for a new position, Miss… Phillips?”

      She smiled, and for a moment, he fancied he saw razor-sharp teeth. Her eyes glinted. “Sometimes, when you’re different,” she purred the words, “you have to move on with regularity. It stops people noticing things that are inconvenient.” Eliza Phillips slid a card across the table. “I was sent here by Nate Davison. I believe you know him well?”

      Nate was Paula’s fiancé. “And you know him, how?”

      “He’s cousin to my father’s best friend. From childhood. I know what he is, and what you are. I understand more than may be apparent at first glance. I know you need an assistant who is comfortable with your needs. He felt I might suit.” She shrugged and listed off her many varied experiences working in a legal firm, a hospital, and even with a government official. “The government official was concerned that there is growing chatter that I’m not aging, and he asked if I had recently had work done.” She sighed and shook her head. “Cosmetic surgery. That’s usually an indicator that my longevity at a place of employment is coming to an end. Especially when you’re a were.”

      “Indeed,” he responded. Her resume was impressive, and she appeared to know people in his world. The staff at his firm, or at least the senior members, were aware of his own nature. It would make choosing her an easy option. “And you live locally to here?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “About an hour or so north of here. In a place called Narangba. But it’s growing, and I’m not sure it will suit for much longer. I have three acres there.”

      He nodded, knowing it well, since he passed the turnoff to that neighbourhood daily.

      “I need to make checks, but I have your number. If you’re successful, how soon can you commence?”

      “Monday would suit me. That gives me a few days to catch up on some family commitments, allow my inner creature to roam and…” She shrugged. “But if you need me sooner…?” The question hung in the air.

      “No, Monday suits me fine.” He stood and she followed his lead. “I’ll be in touch.”

      He waited as she left, then lifted the receiver, pressed the button for an outer line, and dialled. He’d check her references, but for now, he had a feeling he’d found himself a personal assistant.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, Luke dialled her number. “Miss Phillips? Would you like to start on Monday in my office? We open at eight, so you’ll need to be here at around ten to eight. I’ve quite a bit on, so you’ll be hitting the ground running.”

      “Yes, I’ll be there. What time do you close? I need to make parking arrangements, because the trains are… inconvenient, you understand.”

      He smiled, well aware of just how inconvenient they could be when you were an other. “We offer staff parking, particularly for those like myself with… divergent abilities. We close the doors at four, and you’ll be here until about half past completing paperwork and preparing for the next day.”

      She thanked him again and hung up, and he tapped his fingers on the desk. He considered the situation. She lived north of the city and so did he. Was this the sign he was looking for? Was it time to get himself motivated to open that new office?

      Rubbing his hands over his eyes, he slouched back in his seat, questions racing around in his head.

      His phone trilled and he picked it up, the number known only to a few. “Hello?”

      “It’s me again,” Paula’s voice echoed. “Have you sent the card?” He dropped his arms at her question.

      He cursed. “No, I’m about to do it now, but I’ve been interviewing⁠—”

      “Nate told me he’d sent a family friend in your direction,” Paula interrupted.

      “She’s starting Monday.”

      “Well, that’s good to hear. Nate wanted to employ her, but she would have cost the pack too much, and we’re still trying to recoup after the expenses of the fracturing.” Paula’s voice was tinged with frustration. “If the others had been patient, we could have paid all the costs and come out in the black. All they needed to do was give us time to finalise the deals we had on the table.”

      Paula, like himself, had studied hard. They might be weres, but long before the coming out, as they now referred to it, younger members of packs had been encouraged to go out into the world, to gain qualifications and experience before returning with their knowledge and abilities to assist the greater pack. Paula had studied investment banking and had taken control of the financial well-being of the pack since she and Nate had got together, five years ago.

      “Whatever happened to the agreement between the packs worldwide?” he asked.

      Her sigh indicated that the answer to that question was complicated. “Only a few agreed. The Irish, Italians, Americans, and United Kingdom packs agreed with us. The deal fell through. It’s why we couldn’t access financial support we needed.”

      The fracturing had removed some of the architects of the pack’s finances, along with a number of younger members who’d shown great promise in governance. They’d scrabbled afterward, filling the gaps as best they could, but the damage was done, and many years later, they were just starting to emerge stronger and more tightly bound than before.

      “Right.” Luke had little to do with the pack politics. He had enough intrigue on his plate daily without adding to it. His device screen flashed, indicating he had received a text. “I have to go, Paula. I’ve got the card here and I’m filling it out now and will get the receptionist to pop it into the courier system.”

      He hung up and clicked on the screen.

       

      Your subject has been sighted in Brisbane, and you were right to be concerned.

      We believe she’s been working abroad for some time, though there is little to pinpoint her location. She’s been the subject of a long-running hunt to try to discover her whereabouts. Those seeking her are unfriendlies, Luke. The group hunting isn’t affiliated with either houses or packs either.

      Today her bank account shows use at a hotel near the CBD, although it was a cash withdrawal, making it harder for us to pinpoint where she’s staying, but if we’ve found that out, then so have they.

      Maybe it’s time to make contact with Padraic O’Shaunessy. He’s got longer tentacles than we do.

       

      “Not likely,” Luke muttered. The little he knew of the man who’d employed him had only increased Luke’s concern. He was clearly one of the ‘other’ but what… well, he honestly didn’t know. All he could be sure of was some kind of affiliation to the American pack alpha, Simon. Luke had done his homework and reached out to the Lord of the Lycans before accepting this job.
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