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            ABOUT MAGICAL MATES AND KILLER FRIENDS

          

        

      

    

    
      When I unexpectedly inherit the Ancients Agency, it gives new meaning to fish out of water. I'm determined to bring the company back from the shadows that surround it, though. Not an easy task since the agency had a traitor on the inside. Rebuilding trust with my coworkers - I mean employees - as well as our small town will be my biggest challenge. And given what Kellen and I recently discovered, that's saying something.

      

      Forgetting your fated mate is easy. Getting to know your fated mate all over again is a truly surreal experience. Neither Kellen nor I remember the time before, but we were determined to find a way to break the memory spell.

      

      You'd think it was time for a happily ever after, but then another pack member is murdered. Now I must dive into one of my toughest cases yet, and secrets will be revealed that no one sees coming. I've caught killers before, but it turns out this one has been hiding in plain sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The mahogany table gleamed as if it had been polished with the sole intention of reflecting my anxiety back at me. I sat at its head of said table, a position I wasn't entirely sure I deserved, surrounded by the core team of the Ancients Agency.

      The air was thick with the scent of lemon-scented wood polish and expectation. My fingers ran along the edge of my notes, the paper smooth against my skin, while the rest of me tried to embody the confidence Joyce had seen in me when she handed over the reins.

      Lexie. Octavia's voice resonated within my mind, her presence reassuring against my legs as she rubbed herself contentedly. You've got this. The Ancients chose you for a reason. Take a deep breath.

      I obliged, inhaling deeply, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee from the sideboard filling my lungs alongside my resolve. It was a strange type of courage that came from a familiar with the gift of telepathy, but it was effective, nonetheless.

      "Thank you, Octavia," I whispered under my breath, appreciating the invisible nudge.

      A month. That's how long I'd sat on the metaphorical throne, after Joyce had decided that sun, sand, and a piña colada were preferable to leading an agency that dealt with everything from rogue werewolves to mischievous witches. And who could blame her? If given the choice, I might've picked the Bahamas too.

      "Good morning, everyone," I said, my voice steady despite the butterflies performing acrobatics in my stomach. "As you all know, it's been quite a month since the Ancients handed over the reins from Joyce to me." A few nods from the crowd, but mostly, they just watched, their expressions carefully neutral. "I understand the challenges we're facing and the... shoes I need to fill," I said, unable to prevent a hint of dryness from creeping into my tone.

      Out of habit, I reached down to scratch behind Octavia's ears, drawing comfort from her warm presence. Her purr vibrated through my fingertips, a soothing balm to my frayed nerves.

      "Joyce left unexpectedly, yes, but she believed in us—in me—to continue the work we do here." I swept my gaze across the room, locking eyes with each person in turn. "And I believe in us, too."

      A faint rustle of papers and the soft clinking of coffee cups punctuated my words, the only sounds betraying any movement among them. This wasn't going to be easy, but then again, when had anything worth doing ever been?"

      Transparency and collaboration will be our guiding principles moving forward." I leaned forward, pressing my palms flat against the cool surface of the table. "I don't expect blind trust, but I am asking for an open mind. Together, we can achieve great things."

      "Like what, specifically?" Harold's voice cut through the room, sharp and tinged with skepticism. He adjusted his glasses, peering at me as if I were a particularly interesting specimen under his microscope.

      "New cases, for starters," I said, forcing a smile. "We can help those who can't find justice elsewhere. And I plan to ensure that every voice here is heard, valued, and respected."

      The murmurs began then, a low hum of whispers that buzzed around me like bees hovering over spring flowers. I could tell they were still unsure, still measuring me against the shadow of my predecessor. Despite their doubt, I was determined to prove myself worthy of the role fate had thrust upon me.

      I stood and clapped my hands to get everyone's attention. Somehow, standing made me feel more in control—like the captain of a ship rather than a kid playing dress-up in her mother's clothes. I outlined the vision I had for our future, trying to infuse each word with the passion and certainty I hoped would be contagious.

      "Since the Raymond debacle, we've made progress," I continued, hands resting lightly on the table. "We've cleared the names of those unjustly accused and, thanks to your hard work, brought a criminal to justice." I paused, scanning the faces before me. "But we can't stop there. We're reopening with new board members who represent not just experience but also innovation."

      A few nods greeted my words, but the skepticism hung heavy, like cobwebs in the corners of their minds.

      I continued. "Moving forward, I've brought on new board members. We're blending fresh perspectives with the tried-and-true expertise that made this agency legendary." Papers rustled, chairs shifted, and the air crackled with the static of their unease.

      "Change can be daunting, I know," I said. "But it's also an opportunity for growth, for evolution. We'll honor the foundation Joyce built while paving new roads to the future."

      "Lexie," Harold cut in, his tone dry enough to wilt flowers. "That's a pretty speech, but how do you plan to implement these grand ideas? You're young, and pardon my bluntness, inexperienced."

      "Harold, your skepticism isn't unwarranted," I said, tilting my head slightly. "But remember, age doesn't equate to ability. My plan is to cultivate an environment where every agent, no matter their tenure or rank, feels empowered to contribute. We'll tackle new cases with vigor and seek justice for those who have nowhere else to turn."

      The room fell silent save for the scribbling of notes and the occasional creak of leather. I could see the gears turning in their heads, weighing my words against the uncertainty they felt.

      "Thank you for your candor, Harold," I said. "It's crucial we communicate openly. Now, if there are no further questions, let's get back to what we do best—solving the unsolvable."

      Murmurs rippled through the room. I caught snippets of conversations, some curious, others doubtful. It didn't help that I was probably young enough to be the daughter—or, in some cases, granddaughter—of many of these seasoned agents.

      "Listen," I called, directing my attention to the senior staff members whose skepticism was practically tangible. "I value your experience. I'm here to collaborate and build on the foundation Joyce set, not tear it down."

      Harold adjusted his glasses, peering at me with eyes that had seen more bizarre things than most people could dream up. "It's not about age, Lexie. It's about whether you can handle the darkness this job throws at you."

      "Trust me, Harold, I've seen my fair share of dark." I locked eyes with him in a silent challenge. "Let's talk specifically about the future of the Agency.

      Some nodded, but others shifted uncomfortably, their unease rolling toward me like a fog. I could taste the tang of resistance; it was coppery, sharp against the roof of my mouth.

      "Look, I get it. Change is scary," I said, mustering a smile. "But scary doesn't necessarily mean wrong. We're going to blend the old with the new and tackle cases in ways we never thought possible."

      "Speak for yourself," said someone from the back. I couldn't see who it was, but the voice was like a splinter under my skin.

      "Anyone else?" I asked, my gaze sweeping the room. Silence greeted me, and I took it as my cue to wrap up.

      I was just about to lean into my closing remarks when a sudden commotion interrupted. Octavia, my telepathic feline guardian and unexpected mascot of the Agency, leaped onto the polished mahogany table with a grace that should have been silent. Instead, her paws sent a glass of water tumbling across the sleek surface, splashing directly onto Eleanor's meticulously pressed pantsuit.

      "Octavia," I gasped as the room froze.

      Eleanor’s scowl could have curdled cream as she stood up sharply, the dark splotch on her clothing spreading like an ominous cloud. In a frantic bid to undo the disaster, I snatched a handful of tissues from the box on the table, dabbing at the fabric in a futile attempt to absorb the spill. The tissue disintegrated under my fingers, leaving behind pathetic white flecks that clung to the damp cloth like confetti of defeat.

      "Clumsy cat," Eleanor said, her eyes shooting daggers at the offending creature who stared back with an innocence I knew was feigned.

      "Sorry, sorry," I said, abandoning the shredded tissues. "It was an accident, Eleanor. Octavia didn't mean⁠—"

      "Of course she didn't," Eleanor said, brushing off the remnants of my well-meant but disastrous help. "But perhaps if we had less... frivolity in these meetings, such incidents wouldn’t occur."

      The murmurs around us grew louder, and I realized this mishap was more than a simple spill. It was a metaphor for the skepticism swirling around me. My assurance to the team needed to be as solid as the ground beneath us, not teetering like a poorly placed glass on the edge of a table.

      "Everyone," I said, raising my voice above the whispers, "I want you to know that my commitment to this agency is unwavering. Transparency, collaboration, and innovation are not just words—they're the cornerstone of how we will move forward."

      Despite my fervor, I saw the doubt in some eyes, the reluctant shuffles of feet. It wasn't just about convincing them of my vision; it was about proving I could lead them there.

      "Thank you all for coming today," I said, feeling the weight of command settle onto my shoulders. "We're dismissed. Let's get to work and show what we're capable of."

      The team dispersed, some offering me supportive smiles while others whispered among themselves. As the room emptied, I allowed myself a moment to exhale deeply, feeling Octavia's tail brush against my ankle in a silent apology.

      "Next time, aim for Harold," I joked weakly to Octavia, who simply blinked back with an air of feigned ignorance.

      Leaving the conference room behind, I headed to my office, hoping for a moment of solitude to gather my thoughts. But solitude wasn't what awaited me. Instead, I found Kellen lounging in my chair with a boyish mischief that belied his alpha status.

      "Spinning in chairs now? Is that what alphas do in their downtime?" I said as I closed the door behind me.

      "Only when waiting for beautiful CEOs," he said without missing a beat, his blue eyes twinkling with amusement.

      Kellen stopped the chair mid-spin and patted his lap. I hesitated, aware of the absurdity and yet drawn by the comfort his presence offered. With a sigh, I surrendered to the pull and sat down, feeling his strong arms wrap around me in a protective embrace.

      "Hey," he said, his breath warm against my ear. "You doing okay?"

      His scent enveloped me—a mix of pine and something uniquely Kellen—and I closed my eyes, inhaling deeply. It was strange, this connection between us, with layers of familiarity that had no foundation in my memories. We were strangers with a past neither of us could recall, yet the bond was undeniable, magnetic.

      "Better now," I said, allowing myself to relax against him. Kellen had been a pillar of strength during these turbulent times, his presence a constant reassurance amidst the chaos of leadership.

      "Good," he whispered, and I felt his lips press gently into my hair. It was comforting, grounding, and for a moment, I let myself forget about spilled water, skeptical employees, and the burden of expectations.

      The tension in my shoulders should have been the first giveaway for Kellen, who had a knack for reading me like one of those open books with large print. He watched me as I frowned at the empty folder on my desk—its emptiness a mocking reminder of the confidence I wished I could file away and retrieve when needed. His eyes narrowed with concern as he leaned closer.

      "Rough meeting?" His voice was a low rumble, soothing yet filled with an undercurrent of protective fury that seemed to vibrate through the room.

      "Horrible," I said, feeling the word like a rock in my throat. "It's like herding cats, only if every cat were convinced they knew how to run the agency better than me."

      "Let's brainstorm," he offered, a spark igniting in his deep blue eyes. "Maybe there's a way to win them over. A retreat, team-building exercises? Or we could always go with trust falls, but I get the feeling that might end in more than just bruised egos."

      I snorted, imagining Harold, our senior researcher, with the personality of a particularly cantankerous tortoise, falling backward into my arms. "It's worth a try. But if Eleanor ends up dropping Harold, I'm blaming you."

      "Fair enough." Kellen grinned, then grew serious again. "You're doing great, Lexie. They'll see that in time."

      His hands slid from my arms to hold me at shoulder length, his gaze locking onto mine. For a second, the intensity made my heart hammer against my ribs, and I braced myself for a weighty question, something profound or life-altering.

      "Mind if I bust you out of here for a lunch date?" The corners of his mouth twitched upwards, and I let out the breath I hadn't realized I was holding.

      "Kellen Rich, you nearly gave me a heart attack. Yes, lunch sounds perfect." The relief was immediate, though part of me wondered what it would have been like if his question had been as serious as his expression had suggested.

      Octavia, the feline embodiment of intuition and mischief, chose that moment to circle our legs, her purr a comforting thrum in the silence. I'm going to take a nap under the desk," she projected into my mind. Give you two some alone time.

      "Thanks, Octavia," I said, knowing full well she didn't need my gratitude to do exactly as she pleased.

      With a shared smile, Kellen and I headed for the door, my spirits lifted by the promise of escape. However, the universe seemed to have other plans for my afternoon. As soon as we opened the door, Abby, eager and bright-eyed in her new role as my personal assistant, stood with a phone pressed to her ear and worry creasing her forehead.

      "Lexie, it's urgent," she said, her voice tight. "The alpha of the Dark Fang Pack is on the line."

      "Ugh." I wondered what Sid wanted to complain about today. "Is it really that urgent? Kellen and I were just about to⁠—"

      Abby cut me off. "One of his shifters was found murdered."

      The words hit me like a bolt from the blue, derailing any thoughts of lunch dates and brainstorming sessions.
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      The aroma of greasy fries and overcooked burgers wafted through the car as I navigated the midday traffic, Kellen's presence beside me both a comfort and a distraction. Our intended lunch date had morphed into a fast-food feast on wheels en route to Sid's house, an urgency propelling us forward that made my stomach churn more than the questionable patty in my hand.

      "Watch it," Kellen shouted, as a reckless driver cut us off, causing me to slam on the brakes. The sudden stop sent our fries flying like little greasy missiles straight into the floorboard.

      "Great," I said, eyeing the mess. "My car now looks—and smells—like a high school cafeteria."

      "Better your car than my lap," Kellen said, his lips twitching with amusement. "Though I doubt even a pack of starved dogs would go for these now."

      "Ha-ha, very funny." I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t suppress a smile. Despite the tension coiling inside me over Sid's frantic call, Kellen’s dry humor was a welcome reprieve.

      We finally pulled up to the Dark Fang Pack's territory, the heavy iron gates looming before us. There stood Sid, as if he'd been waiting for this exact moment, his posture rigid and eyes scanning the horizon.

      Kellen stayed silent, a solid force at my side, while I stepped out to greet Sid. I could feel Kellen's gaze on me, protective and intense. It warmed me and irked me all at once. I wasn't some damsel in distress. But then again, knowing he was there, that he considered me his mate—even without the full memory of our past—solidified a bond I was only just beginning to understand.

      "Lexie." Sid greeted me with a curt nod. His expression was grim, and it set my nerves on edge.

      "Let's get down to business," I said briskly. "Tell me everything you know about the body found this morning."

      Sid hesitated, his jaw clenching. "She was young, only nineteen. The pack's not had any trouble in a while. We never expected⁠—"

      "Who found her?" I said, my voice steady despite the turmoil within.

      "Two of my men, during their morning patrol." His voice was strained. "They spotted her body in the creek. By the time they reached her...it was too late."

      "Any signs of struggle? Anything out of the ordinary?" I asked, mentally cataloging each detail.

      Sid shook his head. "It's...unsettling. She was alone, no tracks around, nothing to suggest she was with someone."

      "Was she known to visit the creek often? Any reason she would be there at such an early hour?"

      "Miriam..." He paused, swallowing hard. "She liked the tranquility of dawn and sometimes went for runs. But why she was there, in that state, we don't know."

      "Did she have any conflicts within the pack? Any recent behavioral changes?" I watched him closely, searching for any flicker of evasion or discomfort.

      "None," Sid asserted. "She was well-loved, always helping others. Her death...it doesn't make sense."

      "All right." I took a deep breath, the weight of responsibility settling onto my shoulders. "I'll need to see the scene, gather evidence.

      Sid's gait was heavy, each step he took seemed to echo with a profound sense of dread. As we made our way down the winding path toward the creek, a shiver trailed down my spine—not from the crisp air that carried the scent of pine and earth, but from the gravity of what awaited us.

      "Right over here," Sid said, gesturing toward a bend in the creek where the water whispered secrets as it flowed around smooth stones and tangled roots.

      A grim stillness hung over the scene. There she was. Miriam Bernett. Even from a distance, I could tell that life had left her. Her body lay on the bank, an unwanted marionette discarded after its final performance. She was clad only in her underwear and bra, the fabrics clinging to her like the last whispers of modesty. The surrounding grass was flattened, a testament to the hurried efforts of those who pulled her from the water's icy embrace.

      "Looks like she was there all night," Sid said, his voice barely above a whisper. "My men found her this morning."

      I knelt beside her, careful not to disturb the surroundings more than necessary. Sid watched silently, his eyes never leaving Miriam, his face etched with lines of sorrow.

      "Did you know her well?" I asked, pulling out my phone to document the scene with clinical detachment—a skill I had honed over years of investigating the unnatural and the tragic.

      "Miriam was like a niece to me," he said, his voice rough with emotion. "She is, was, the daughter of my oldest friend. Her parents...they're broken by this."

      I nodded, snapping photos from various angles. "So young," I said aloud, though it was more to myself than to Sid. No matter how many murder scenes I observed, the shock of seeing a dead body was something I would never get over. It shook me to my core, and I immediately envisioned the life they wouldn't live. In this case, someone so young would miss out on a lot—marriage, a career, possibly a family of their own.

      I shook my head and tried to focus on the task at hand. "You said she was nineteen, right? Was she single?"

      "Only nineteen," he said. "Not married, not even dating anyone, as far as her family knew."

      "And you're positive she didn't have any enemies?" The question felt hollow, yet necessary. It was part of the dance, the back-and-forth that came with peeling back layers of a life cut short.

      "Impossible," Sid said quickly. "She was our pack's sweetheart—homecoming queen, always helping others, especially the elderly. No one would…

      His voice trailed off, unable to finish the thought.

      "Sorry, Sid, but I have to ask these things," I said, slipping my phone into my jacket pocket. "And just so we're clear, I'm no longer just
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