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        WELCOME TO HOWLING CREEK

      

      

      Lexi Palmer is a witch whose magic has a mind of it own. It never works when she wants or needs to use it. It’s a good thing that she doesn’t really need her magic to be a forest range for the Ancients Agency. She’s okay with that and has learned to adapt to a nice normal life.

      All that changes when her Gigi summons her a familiar to help “fix” her magic. But her real adventures have only begun…starting with a dead wolf.

      

      Howling Creek Mysteries is a 6 book paranormal cozy mystery series with a touch of romance plenty of laugh out loud moments.

      

      
        
        The reading order:

        Familiar Magic and a Dead Wolf

        Magic Mishaps and Hidden Agendas

        Magic Spells and a Double Agent

        Magical Mates and Killer Friends (coming soon)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAGIC SPELLS AND A DOUBLE AGENT BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      With the agency closed and her future more uncertain than ever, Lexi Palmer is in quite a funk. And considering she's someone who has struggled with taming her own broken magic - and fixing her own wacky hair colors - that's saying something.

      

      To pass the time, she's now working at The Elder Tree Day Spa with her mom and Gigi. But Lexi and her familiar, Octavia, both agree that hospitality and relaxation aren't nearly as much fun as investigations.

      

      Speaking of, someone really needs to look into the disappearance of the Ancient Agency's owner, Joyce.

      

      Might as well be Lexi.

      

      With Octavia hot on her heels as always, Lexi gets to work looking for Joyce. Soon it becomes clear that the pair desperately needs help, and not just because a mysterious man in black is now chasing them. Together with her best friend Jamie, Lexi gets closer to the truth. Still, a military plot to control the local wolves and an unexpected connection to her own past are really complicating matters.

      

      But the biggest complication of all might just be Kellen, whose destiny now appears to be irrevocably intertwined with Lexi's own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      "Do you think she'd like this one?" I watched as one of our spa customers shoved a perfume bottle under her son's nose. "Grandma says this is her favorite place to buy bath and body products."

      The boy, who couldn't have been older than thirteen, scrunched his nose. "Eww, Mom. I don't want to smell like a girl. Just get her whatever you want."

      Youths. So little respect for the older generation.

      I stifled a laugh as I realized it hadn't been that long ago since I was a teenager myself. I supposed my time working at the Ancients Agency had given me a harder exterior and, apparently, a grumpy-old-man-next door vibe.

      Honestly, I was just in a bad mood because it had been two months since the agency shut down. Even though Vivian told me it would be temporary, no one seemed to know how long it would take to recruit and train new management.

      The investigation into the poaching ring had led us right to the feet of the Agency's upper echelon of agents and management personnel. Though everyone was relieved to remove the bad apples from the company, we were now left with a skeleton crew and no leadership.

      Octavia jumped onto the counter, interrupting my thoughts with a quick swish of her tail. "Are you going to mope around all day? I'm not an expert in business practices, but I doubt your family will make as many sales with your grumpy face front and center."

      Sigh. Being depressed over losing the purpose I'd found as a lead detective was only magnified by my know-it-all familiar.

      "Thanks for the boost in confidence, Octavia." I rolled my eyes. "It's good to know that my face isn't up to your standards."

      "Lexi, don't be like that. You know what I mean." Octavia purred and rubbed her side against my arm.

      I relented and stroked her long fur. One thing I'd come to terms with was the fact that Octavia and I were brutally honest with each other. Her words might sting at first, but I always forgave her and found some value in her advice. Even if it was unsolicited.

      If it weren't for Octavia, I would've sunk into an even deeper hole of depression. When the agency first shut down, I moped around the house for days on end. I didn't know what to do with myself after many days of investigating and hustling from sun up to sun down. I binge-washed every trashy streaming show I could get my hands on and ate more cookie dough ice cream than I cared to admit.

      Octavia encouraged me to focus that wasted energy on working at The Elder Tree Day Spa with my mom and Gigi. It was a family-owned business that had made quite a name for itself locally and with tourists.

      It helped to have something occupying my mind other than self-deprecating thoughts. Octavia followed me around everywhere I went, and I sensed she was concerned about me, though she never said those exact words.

      With so much time on my hands, we had several positive bonding experiences via magic training. My mind was clearer now that I wasn't consumed with thoughts on how to solve a particular crime, so the magic seemed to flow easier from within. Octavia took her time, carefully walking me through each step of basic spells. Overall, the training sessions were going well. I hadn't created any catastrophes. Yet.

      I glanced at my watch. Jamie would be back soon from her break, relieving me from the front desk. On a slow day like today, I preferred to keep busy working on inventory and re-stocking the shelves.

      "Hey, there."

      I'd know that voice from a mile away. Kellen walked through the front door and made his way to the register.

      He stopped in the Spa several times a week, which I didn't mind in the slightest. Once, he admitted it was the only time he saw me now that I wasn't actively working with him and the other packs. I laughed and told him he didn't need to make up excuses to see me, like purchasing products from the spa.

      "Did you miss me?" Kellen leaned against the counter and smirked.

      I knew he was joking, but deep down, I wished he was being serious. From time to time, I'd considered calling him or even texting. But what would I say? That I missed seeing him?

      That would be too weird.

      "Of course, I missed you, Kellen." I rolled my eyes. "It's been a full three days since I saw you last. I wasn't sure what to do without your strong opinions and towering height looming around the spa."

      He chuckled and stepped back so that a customer could check out. "You know, it's been eerily quiet since the agency closed."

      I handed the customer their bag of products. "Oh, yeah? Well, you probably just jinxed us all by saying that. Don't put that type of challenge out into the universe."

      We both laughed, and I noticed Kellen staring a little more deeply into my eyes than normal.

      Oh, crud. My stomach immediately clenched. Why did he have to be so dang handsome? It really should be illegal.

      "Would you like to go to dinner with me tonight?"

      His question took me by surprise and I dropped the pen I was holding. My cheeks burned, and I knew I had to look awkward. "As in a date?"

      Kellen smiled. "No, not at all."

      Oh. I sensed he was teasing, but sometimes I just couldn't tell with Kellen. And I knew he wasn't looking for a mate after his mate died. From what I'd heard, Kellen had taken it really hard and shut himself off completely from the idea of being in a relationship. I couldn't blame him.

      "A non-date sounds fantastic." I braced myself against the counter, hoping Kellen couldn't see my shaky hands.

      He had that effect on me and I wasn't a fan of not being in control.

      "Great. How does tonight at six sound? I can pick you up."

      I nodded my head. "Perfect."

      "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have a long list of items from the females in my pack." He pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket.

      I couldn't help but smile. The women in his pack always cornered Kellen when they found out he was coming to the spa. He was kind enough to spend his time perusing the shelves for special salves and lip balms, which gave me time to admire his beauty without getting caught.

      After filling a basket with good-smelling products, he handed me his credit card. "Don't even tell me the total. Just ring me up."

      I giggled. "Yes, sir."

      We talked for a few more minutes before Kellen said goodbye. I loved our conversations and how he was so caring and attentive — qualities I hadn't been used to seeing in someone of his status.

      As soon as he left the spa, my heart raced with anticipation of what the evening had in store.

      Jamie passed Kellen on her way back in from her break. She made a beeline for the register. "Looks like I missed it."

      "Missed what?" I busied myself folding towels our customers used after being in the sauna, pretending not to know what she was hinting at.

      "Don't play dumb with me, Lexie Palmer. You have the biggest crush on Kellen I've ever witnessed." Jamie pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose. "You might be fooling yourself, but you're not fooling me."

      I cleared my throat. "Well, you'll be interested to know that I have a non-date schedule with Kellen this evening."

      "A what?" Jamie wrinkled her nose.

      "A non-date." I shrugged my shoulders. "That's what he said it was, so that's what we're doing."

      Jamie crossed her arms over her chest and smiled. "Well, don't let him fool you into thinking it isn't a date. If he is taking the time to take you out and show you a good time, it's totally a date, even if he won't admit it."

      I shrugged. "We'll see, I guess."

      Jamie patted my arm. "Just have fun tonight and don't worry too much about what it is or isn't. Just enjoy the moment."

      She was right. I needed to stop analyzing everything and just enjoy Kellen's company. But I couldn't stop thinking about the time we'd have that evening and, before I knew it, the rest of the work day had flown by.

      Just before we closed up, Abby, the receptionist from the Ancients Agency, walked through the door. I knew it was her in an instant with her bright purple hair.

      "Well, hello, stranger." I met her at the front of the store. "What brings you to this part of town?"

      I'd never seen Abby in the wild before, only behind her desk. Something was up.

      She leaned in close to me. "Can I speak to you privately?"

      I glanced over my shoulder. "Sure. We're about to close for the day, anyway. Let's grab some coffee."

      I let Meg and Gigi know I was heading out for the day and followed Abby out the door. Octavia ran and squeezed through before it closed shut.

      We walked up a few blocks to the local coffee shop. We ordered coffee and a bowl of milk for Octavia with a touch of vanilla in it.

      I watched as she rubbed against Abby's legs.

      "I never had a familiar." She scooped Octavia up in her arms. "Not all witches have one or call for one."

      Octavia purred and turned to face Abby. "Sometimes familiars are just drawn to their witch and don't need to be summoned."

      "Good point." Abby sat her down and allowed her to lap up her milk while we sat in a corner booth to chat. "I'll get straight to the point of why I wanted to meet with you today."

      I sat my coffee on the table and leaned forward. "Yes, please. The suspense is killing me."

      Abby held up a finger. "Just a minute."

      She raised her hand in the air and made a swirling motion.

      "What was that?" I asked.

      "I cast a spell around our table to keep the conversation private."

      Cool trick. Note to self: have Octavia teach me how to do that.

      Abby continued. "I'm worried about Joyce. No one has seen her in two weeks. There was a meeting to discuss the trials of those being charged with poaching. After that, she just vanished."

      "What about the coven?"

      Abby was in the same coven as Joyce. It was the same one I was technically a member of, but I never went to the meetings. Gigi and Meg went occasionally, but not enough to keep tabs on the other witch's attendance.

      "No, she's not been to the meetings and no one else has heard from her." Abby shook her head. "I'm concerned something's happened to her."

      I took a sip of coffee. "Do you think this has something to do with the corruption within the agency?"

      "No." Abby scowled. "Joyce had nothing to do with the poaching. I'm certain of it."

      I sighed. "What should we do?"

      Abby narrowed her eyes at me. "I want your help. If anyone can find Joyce, it's you."
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      The morning sun was a warm, golden caress on my skin as I stretched into a downward dog pose. Octavia attempted to mimic my movements, but her furry limbs tangled together in a comical way. We were in our backyard, doing our morning yoga routine. It had become a ritual for us ever since the Ancients Agency had shut down. It was a great way for me to calm my racing mind and prepare my body for a long day of stress eating and binge-watching reality tv series.

      "Okay, Octavia, let's talk about Joyce," I said, switching to the tree pose and trying to maintain my balance. "Where could she have gone? And why would she go into hiding?"

      Octavia looked up from her feline version of the warrior pose and narrowed her eyes as if deep in thought. "Well, it's suspicious for her to just disappear like that," she admitted, her voice only audible to me and not to the human family walking down the street. "Maybe she isn't as innocent as you want her to be."

      I sighed, feeling a pang of disappointment at the possibility that Joyce could be involved in something nefarious. Still, my gut told me that there was more to the story than met the eye. "I agree, but I can't shake the feeling that something bigger is going on," I confessed. "It's like the mess with the agency isn't over yet, though I'd hoped the mass arrest of double agents would be the end of the drama."

      As we continued our yoga routine, Jamie's car pulled into the driveway. She hopped out with a wide grin on her face. She surveyed the scene before her and burst into laughter. "I've seen a lot of crazy stuff in my life, but I've never seen a cat do yoga before."

      "Believe me, she's not very good at it," I replied with a chuckle, watching as Octavia got distracted by a passing butterfly and abandoned her pose altogether. "She keeps getting sidetracked by butterflies, squirrels, leaves… you name it."

      "Excuse me," Octavia huffed indignantly, her tail flicking in annoyance. "I'll have you know that I'm a master at yoga because I am so bendy."

      I couldn't help but laugh again as I relayed Octavia's response to Jamie. "She says she's a master at yoga because she's so bendy."

      "Of course she is," Jamie said with a smile, shaking her head as she watched Octavia stalk the innocent butterfly. "Only a magical cat would think that way."

      Our laughter slowly died down, and I took a deep breath, inhaling the fragrant scent of freshly cut grass and damp earth. The backyard was alive with the sounds of birdsong and rustling leaves, and for a moment I allowed myself to be fully present, soaking in the peace and tranquility of our little oasis.

      Even though I was technically unemployed, it was a relief to see that I could overcome my mild depression and enjoy the simple pleasures of life. A paycheck would be even more enjoyable, though.

      "Ladies," I announced, clapping my hands together with a sudden desire to make myself useful. "We've got a mystery to solve. Let's get to work."

      Jamie gave me a mock salute while simultaneously looking at me like I had two heads. I hadn't told her about my conversation with Abby yet.

      Even Octavia seemed eager to dive into the case, her ears perking up and her whiskers twitching with anticipation.

      I never would've thought that I'd discuss a case with Jamie, but there we were: witch, human, and magical familiar, all excited to discuss a mystery together.

      Once inside, I set about fixing a pot of tea for Jamie and myself while she and Octavia settled in around the kitchen island. The warmth of the kitchen enveloped us as the kettle hissed softly on the stove. The rich, earthy scent of the loose-leaf tea filled the air. I inhaled deeply as I handed the teacup to Jamie.

      "Your tea-making skills are legendary, Lexie," Jamie complimented with a grin.

      "Thanks. I do pride myself on providing the finest blends to my esteemed guests," I replied with mock grandeur, earning a chuckle from Jamie. Meanwhile, Octavia hopped onto an empty stool, her tail swishing playfully as she watched us.

      As I poured the steaming water into our cups, I took a moment to study Jamie's face. There was a lightness to her expression that I hadn't seen in months, and it made me happy to see her so carefree after all the turmoil she had been through. Her laughter seemed genuine, no longer forced or tinged with sadness like it had been when Billy and the agency were weighing heavily on her mind.

      She'd moved back to her apartment only a few days ago, but we still texted and chatted on the phone every day. Pulse, I typically popped into the spa and helped Gigi and Meg since I had so much time on my hands. Needless to say, Jamie and I still spent a lot of time together, regardless of the updated sleeping arrangements.

      "Hey, Lex," Jamie began, sipping her tea gingerly. "Who was that woman you were having coffee with yesterday? You never got around to telling me."

      "Ah, that was Abby," I explained, stirring a spoonful of honey into my own cup. "She works at the Ancients Agency as their secretary. We talked a little about Joyce, and she mentioned that she might have gone into hiding."

      "Joyce?" Jamie's brow furrowed in thought. "Should I know who she is?"

      "Oh." Sometimes I forgot Jamie didn't live in the same world I did when it came to magical beings and an agency that patrolled and regulated them. "Joyce is the CEO of the Agency. According to Abby, she's nowhere to be found."

      "Do you think she could be involved in whatever's going on with the agency?" Lexie asked. "Maybe she was somehow involved with the double agents and the shifter murders?"
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