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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
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        Familiar Magic and a Dead Wolf

        Howling Creek Paranormal Cozy Mysteries, book 1

      

      

      

      Howling Creek's favorite local forest ranger is no ordinary human, but she still masquerades as one. Just because she was born a witch doesn't exactly make Lexie all that powerful. After all, most witches have magic they can actually control, but Lexie's powers have been broken for as long as she can remember. Her gifts only show up on their own terms—usually unannounced—at the most inconvenient of times. Things have gotten so bad that Lexie's new familiar was compelled to take all her magic away. 

      

      Temporarily, of course. 

      

      Fortunately for Lexie, her day job doesn't require much supernatural skill. Working at The Ancients Agency doing forest patrol means she just has to watch for signs that the resident shifters are misbehaving. Keeping the wolf packs and leopard pride under control is well above her pay grade.

      

      Which is honestly for the best considering that one of the wolf shifters just turned up dead.

      

      When Lexie's supervisor tasks her with leading in the murder investigation, this would-be-witch finds herself face-to-face with Kellen Rich. As the Alpha of the Howlers Wolf Pack, he wants vengeance for his fallen pack member, and the crime is jeopardizing his attempts to forge a peace treaty with the rival wolf pack, the Dark Fangs.

      

      Irresistibly handsome but extremely aloof, Kellen gives Lexie a few leads and a lot of interesting feelings. But she can't afford to worry about a crush when she's working to get her magic back all while hunting a killer. As the most cursed member of the coven, does she have what it takes to administer justice and keep the wolves from going to war?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      The screeching sound of my alarm jolted me from a deep sleep. Ugh, I was so not ready to be awake. How dare my phone attempt to wake me at eight AM on my birthday? My thirtieth birthday, no less.

      Sure, it was my fault for forgetting to turn the alarm off before I went to bed, but I wasn’t awake enough to admit that out loud.

      Aimlessly stabbing at the phone screen, hoping to hit the right toggle, I succeeded in putting an end to the horrible alarm tone I had chosen. What was I thinking? It sounded like an elephant unsuccessfully escaped a predator in the savanna.

      “Stick it where the sun doesn’t shine,” I muttered to the black screen as I rolled over and pulled my white, fluffy duvet over my head and sighed deeply. I guess the dying elephant was right. A thirtieth birthday was no excuse to lie in bed all day, although I did have the day off from work.

      As an agent for the Ancients Agency, it was my responsibility to patrol the forest and ensure the local shifters were on their best behavior. Two of the wolf packs had a history of fighting over territory. And the leopard pride had their own set of issues. It would be nice to have a day to solely focus on myself and not on the problems of other magical creatures.

      Giving up on going back to sleep, I stretched and slowly made my way to the bathroom. Maybe a hot shower would wake me up. Glancing in the mirror, I leaned in closely to see if I looked any different. Nope. Still plain ‘ol Lexie Palmer. There really was no better way to describe me. Brown eyes? Check. Shoulder-length brown hair? Check. Average height of five feet, five inches? Check. I didn’t mind having an ordinary look. I’d much rather be comfortable in my own mediocre skin than to spend a ton of cash transforming my hair and face into something unrecognizable.

      Thirty. Another year where I would continue to be the oddball of the family. Being the only human in a family of witches had its challenges. Well, I wasn’t a human, but I felt like one. While they integrated their powers into everyday life, I couldn’t even summon my magic on-demand. Sure, I could occasionally pull off a neat trick or two, but nothing compared to Meg, my mom, or Gigi, my grandmother.

      For example, a few months ago, I attempted to use my magic to remove the ice from our sidewalk. I didn’t want to slip and fall like a helpless creature if I could easily remove the danger. With a flick of my wrist, the ice had cracked. Thinking that the frozen hazard was in the process of melting, I felt pretty proud of myself. A few moments later, though, the ice began to spread out over the surrounding plants and up the side of our house. Needless to say, Meg had to interfere.

      Maybe my abilities had changed since I was now a year older? Just to be sure, I pointed my finger at the towel hanging next to the shower and summoned it to the bathroom vanity. Not surprisingly, the dang thing dropped directly to the floor. Welp, that settles it. No signs of magic development at age thirty.

      After a quick shower, I decided to let my hair air dry. I pulled on my favorite sweatshirt, which proclaimed, “It ain’t easy being purrrrfect” with a cute kitten lounging on a couch. Yeah, I had a thing for cats.

      When I was a little girl, Meg surprised me with a black kitten on my seventh birthday. Midnight followed me everywhere and always waited on the front porch for me to arrive home from school. She had lived fifteen years until she succumbed to a heart-muscle disease. I mourned that cat’s death for years and refused to experience that same loss again. For now, my printed shirts and the neighborhood cats would have to do.

      As I walked down the hallway, I caught a whiff of Meg’s famous cherry turnovers. She had remembered. Of course, she did. She was my mom after all.

      “Good morning, birthday girl!” Meg smiled from ear to ear as she donned a birthday hat and presented me with a tray of gooey turnovers. “I can’t believe you’re thirty today. It seems like only yesterday that you were shooting out of me like a lit cannon on a pirate ship.”

      “Aww, Meg! Thanks for that graphic description of my birth.” I chuckled and grabbed one of the gooey turnovers. “What time did you get up? It looks like you made three dozen pastries.”

      “It’s no problem. I’ve only been up for about an hour. But your Gigi was up at the break of dawn. She wanted to get to the spa early to package a new cream she’s been developing. Supposedly, it assists our paranormal clients with intuition by heightening their skin sensations.”

      Meg fiddled with her long braid draped over her right shoulder. She always gave off hippie vibes and I adored her for it. She hadn’t changed over the years and remained amazingly unique with her long skirts, bangle bracelets, and cloud of patchouli fragrance that followed her from room to room. After placing the tray of turnovers on the kitchen counter, Meg wrapped her arms around my shoulders. She was slightly taller than me and I welcomed the motherly embrace.

      “And don’t you worry about me, sweetie. I used a little magic to speed the baking process along.” Meg winked. “Sorry to rush off, but I’ve got to get down to the spa. I’m leading a meditation group at nine. You should come. Maybe a little relaxation will help you connect to your powers.”

      “Maybe. Speaking of my powers, I kind of hoped turning thirty would somehow enhance my abilities. No such luck.” I licked the last of the cherry filling from my fingers.

      “Don’t get discouraged. I know your magic will straighten out in due time,” Meg said.

      As if knowing we mentioned her name, Gigi suddenly appeared in the middle of the kitchen. She shoved her long black and silver-streaked hair out of her eyes. “Why do you look so surprised to see me, Lexie? Did you think I’d forget my own granddaughter’s thirtieth birthday?”

      “Nah. But I did think you’d give us a fair warning before just popping in. Geez Louise. Good thing I already went to the bathroom this morning.” I clutched my heart for effect, which Gigi seemed to appreciate. Seriously, though, that trick never got old.

      “Megan, you should already be at the spa. Aren’t you leading the meditation group?” Gigi sauntered over to the kitchen island and plopped down on a stool.

      “Yes, Mom. Don’t worry. We can all take the car together. We’ll leave in about five minutes. Let me get this mess cleaned up.” Meg instructed the dishes to clean themselves while the broom swept up the crumbs from the floor.

      “Before we head to the spa, I want to have a little chat with you.” Gigi patted the stool next to her as she took a bite of a cherry turnover.

      “Umm, okay. Am I in trouble?” I asked. I hadn’t been in trouble in a long time.

      Gigi wasn’t one to sit and have a heart-to-heart. Why did I get the sense that she wanted to discuss my magic, or lack thereof?

      “You’re not in trouble, but I am a little concerned about your magical abilities. I know you feel left out when you can’t contribute to the family like your mom and I can. And I also recognize that you’d like to hone in on your skills for your own satisfaction. Just to know for sure that you can do it, right?” Gigi reached for my hand.

      “I can’t say that you’re wrong. I even tried moving a towel this morning and it just dropped to the floor. It’s like I have half magic. Just enough to recognize there’s an ability, but not enough to make a difference in this world.” I looked down at the counter and scratched at a spot of dried food. The conversation was making me uncomfortable. Why beat a dead horse, so to speak?

      “Well, I might have a solution for you. I’ve been thinking long and hard about your predicament, and I think we should cast a spell to summon a familiar for you.” Gigi stood up and began clearing off the kitchen counter.

      “Whoa. I don’t know about that. Wouldn’t a familiar require a lot of care and attention? I don’t exactly have a ton of free time on my hands since I’m working long hours for the Agency.” I eyed Gigi suspiciously as she continued to prep the kitchen for spell conjuring.

      “Lexie. Just hear your grandma out. She’s dealt with magic a lot longer than you have.” Meg gave me the parental stare–the one that silently told me I’d better straighten up. At the age of thirty.

      “A familiar would guide you on your journey and perhaps help straighten out whatever’s causing your magic to go awry. I’m not saying it’s a definite solution, but wouldn’t it be worth trying?” Gigi asked as she pulled her hair back into a ponytail.

      I had to admit that I’d try anything at this point. Heck, if someone told me that eating grass from the front yard would fix my magic, I’d be down on all fours. Maybe. Years of practicing magic had yielded, well, nothing. It’d sure be nice to receive a magic overhaul, if that was a legit option.

      “Okay, I guess it won’t hurt to give it a shot. What’s next?” I followed Gigi’s lead and pulled my hair into a messy bun, using the scrunchy Gigi conjured just for that purpose.

      “Come stand next to me.” Gigi moved to the center of the kitchen, to the left of the island. She snatched a bowl from an upper cabinet and hovered her right hand over the top of it. “It’s been a while since I created a familiar spell, but if my memory serves me right, this oughta do it.”

      I did as I was told and stood next to my grandma as the bowl quickly filled with a purple liquid. I’d say most humans would be freaked out by a substance that seemed to drain from their grandma’s palm. Not us. It was just a typical day in the Palmer house.

      “Alright, Lexie. Hold the bowl.” Gigi shoved the porcelain dish into my hands and grabbed ahold of my shoulders. Closing her eyes, she began chanting quietly. I couldn’t quite make out the words. Even if I could, they wouldn’t have meant anything to me. I’d never learned any spells because my magic never did as I instructed.

      After a few moments, I started to question Gigi’s techniques. Just as I began to think that my magic was too weak to justify a familiar, an unfamiliar voice came from behind me.

      “Hey, there. Over here, on the counter,” a soft, female voice instructed.

      I turned and stared at s small, calico cat on the kitchen island, softly licking her front paw. She was mostly white with large light-and-dark-brown patches strewn throughout her long fur.

      A cat. I couldn’t handle the cuteness. Would it be frowned upon for me to grab her and smother her in kisses? Better not. She was magical, after all.

      “It worked! Whew, what a relief.” Gigi took the bowl from me and placed it in the sink. “Well, what are you waiting for, Lexie? You should introduce yourself.”

      “Oh, umm, hello.” I walked cautiously toward the cat since I had no experience with a familiar. Was there a specific protocol I should follow? “My name’s Lexie Palmer. I’m assuming you’re my familiar?”

      “That’s right. My name’s Octavia and I’ve been summoned to assist with your powers. Come closer so that I can see into your eyes.” The cat stood on all fours and leaned in, attempting to get a better view of my face.

      There was nothing unique about my brown eyes, but I wasn’t going to question the cat’s methods. “How old are you, Octavia? You remind me of a kitten I once owned.”

      “I’m only one-year-old. But don’t let my age worry you. I’m fully equipped to guide you.” Octavia stared into my eyes as if trying to read my soul. “Come closer, please.” She sniffed the air as I approached the island.

      Mesmerized by her emerald-green eyes, I didn’t notice my proximity to the island and slammed my left knee against the solid wood. “Ouch,” I rubbed the sore spot without taking my eyes from Octavia.

      Thwap.

      What in the world? My familiar slapped paw against my face. Well, maybe it wasn’t exactly a slap since she had chosen to leave her paw affixed to my right cheek.

      “Ummm…can I help you with something, Octavia?” I glared, wide-eyed, at my familiar, who refused to answer me. She just stared into my eyes with her soft paw pads firmly planted on my face. My cheek began to burn slightly. Again, never had interactions with a familiar animal. However, even I could tell this wasn’t the norm.

      “Lexie, hold still. Octavia knows what she’s doing,” Gigi assured me from across the room, enjoying the show, no doubt.

      Octavia finally removed her paw from my clammy cheek. “Lexie, I don’t want to alarm you, but there’s something wrong with your magic. I couldn’t pinpoint the problem, so I took it.”

      “You took it? What does that mean?” I rubbed my cheek, which actually felt hot to the touch.

      “I removed all magic from your body. I’ll return it to you once you learn to use it correctly.” Octavia hopped down from the island, obviously done with the conversation.

      Happy birthday to me.
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      “Come on, we’ve got to hit the road. I’m going to be late for the meditation group.” Meg snatched her purse and keys and walked out the back door. Gigi followed close behind, grabbing one last cherry turnover for the road. And right on her heels was the newest member of the family, Octavia.

      “Whoa, Octavia,” I interjected. “There’s really no reason for you to come with us to the spa. You’re welcome to hang out in my bedroom.”

      “Hang out in your bedroom? Do you see me as some sort of pet that needs to be contained while her owner’s at work?” Octavia’s tail flitted from side to side, and I swore she glared at me.

      “Umm, no. I just don’t see a reason for you to observe me in the middle of a meditation class. If you want me to earn my magic, this won’t be the best environment for proving myself worthy.” I couldn’t contain my snarkiness nor the eye roll that followed. This cat had a lot of gumption. First, she stole my magic. Now, she insisted on following my every move? No bueno.

      “Lexie, you summoned me to assist you with your magic issues. And that’s what I intend to do. I will stay with you, and I will go where I see fit. End of discussion.” Octavia walked out the door.

      “Actually, Gigi summoned you,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What was that?” Octavia spun around and cocked her head to the side.

      “Oh, nothing. We better catch up or they’ll leave us behind.” I locked the door and jogged to the car, where Octavia was perched on the hood of Meg’s red sedan.

      “After you,” Octavia held out her paw as if directing me through a school crosswalk.

      Maybe I didn’t love cats as much as I originally thought. Correction, I loved cats, just not those who could talk and were bossy.

      The drive from our house to the Elder Tree Day Spa was a short one, approximately five minutes. Which was a good thing since we were running late.

      On the drive, I looked at the town and surrounding naturescapes with a new set of eyes, since Octavia was, presumably, seeing it all for the first time. Our small town of Howling Creek was situated in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains in Georgia. The cozy town was surrounded by thick forests, mountain ranges, and was adjacent to Blue Ridge Lake. It really was an idealistic place to live.

      The downtown area was always bustling with locals and tourists, alike. The buildings featured original brickwork from the early 1900s, when the town was established. When you walked down the cobblestone streets, you felt like you had been transported back in time. Our spa was located in the center of town, so it was easy for customers to pop in while running errands or sightseeing.

      “Lexie, you can bring Octavia into the meditation class. Just be aware that people will ask about her. Make sure you tell them she’s our new pet and spa mascot.” Meg pulled into a parking space and put the car in park. “Oh, and Octavia, please don’t display any magic. We do have some paranormal customers, but the majority are humans.”

      “No problem, Meg. We’ll be on our best behavior, right Octavia?” I nudged my familiar gently. Based on the snarled lip, I assumed she did not approve of the nudge.

      “Yes, ma’am. My goal is to observe Lexie during her normal, day-to-day interactions. Hopefully, I can get a good understanding of any character or personality flaws that may have led to her magic being broken.” Octavia hopped out of the car, following Gigi into the spa.

      “Hey! What do you mean flaws? Spoiler alert. I happen to have no flaws.” I chased after Octavia in pursuit of an argument. Instead, I tripped over the curb.

      “Oh, yes. I see what you mean. No flaws.” Octavia chuckled.

      I didn’t even know familiars could laugh. Go figure.

      The Elder Tree Day Spa was owned by Meg, but Gigi and I worked there, as well. Gigi contributed her famous concoctions, like creams, oils, shampoos, and soaps. She also enjoyed leading yoga classes once a week. For her old age, she sure was a limber ‘ol broad. In the human world, she was considered to be eighty-five-years-old. But she was actually two-hundred-thirty-two. The oldest known witch had lived to be five-hundred. Gigi still had a lot of life to live.

      Even though I was just part-time help when I wasn’t busy patrolling for the Ancients Agency, I still knew the customers and staff well. Honestly, coming to the spa was more like a retreat than work. I could be myself and let my hair down, so to speak.

      The first thing customers notice when they walk through the doors of the spa is the incredible aroma that completely fills the space. That would be the work of Gigi, who is always experimenting with new combinations of earthly elements and magical concoctions. The results never disappointed.

      “Hey, Lexie! I didn’t expect to see you here today. Happy birthday, friend!” Jamie Harris, my best friend, waved from behind the front counter. Jamie was an absolute jewel. Her abilities were limited since she was human, but I couldn’t hold that against her. She knew absolutely everything there was to know about the products sold at the spa and customers always looked to her expertise and guidance when making new purchases.

      “Good morning, Jamie. Yeah, Meg convinced me to come in and take her meditation class. She seems to think it will help mellow me out. Think it’ll work?” I asked, grinning.

      Jamie pulled a vase of flowers from beneath the counter. “I thought you might show up today, but if you hadn’t, I would’ve sent these home with your mom.” She held the flowers out to me and grinned from ear to ear.

      “Aww, Jamie. You shouldn’t have.” I took the vase and breathed in the fresh scent of tulips and lavender. “My favorite. But how did you get fresh lavender clippings so late in the season?” I asked.

      “I have my ways.” Jamie giggled just as Octavia hopped onto the counter.

      “Oh, my. Who might you be, little fella?” Jamie reached out to pet Octavia’s head as she pushed her thick black-rimmed glasses up on the bridge of her nose.

      “Little fella? Can’t she see that I’m clearly a female? How rude.” Octavia moved her head so that Jamie could scratch behind her left ear.

      “It’s not that obvious.” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “What’s not obvious?” Jamie asked.

      Oh, yeah. Humans couldn’t hear familiars speak.

      I cleared my throat. “It’s not very obvious why I would want to participate in a meditation class on my birthday. But I figured I’d give it a shot.” I forced myself to stroke Octavia’s back. “What do you think of our new cat? This is Octavia.”

      “She’s beautiful. Where’d you get her?” Jamie rested her elbows on the counter to get a closer look at Octavia.

      “Actually, it’s a funny story. She just showed up at our house begging for food. The poor thing looked like she had taken a mud bath. Meg couldn’t turn her away. So, after a bath and some food, she was officially a Parker. We weren’t planning on bringing her in today, but she insists on staying right with me. Looks like the spa has a new mascot.” I looked at Jamie, hoping she bought the story. She could always see right through me.

      “We’ll have to make a sign with your pretty face on it, Octavia. We’ll let our customers know that you’re here for their enjoyment and that you’re happy to be petted.” Jamie was already pulling out her phone to get a headshot of the soon-to-be infamous spa cat.

      “That’s really nice. Don’t you think, Octavia? Aren’t you glad you followed me to the spa today?” I couldn’t help but laugh when Octavia gave me a death stare.

      “Everyone who is taking the meditation class, please join me in the studio,” Meg softly announced. A small group of us followed Meg into the back room where we typically held yoga and meditation classes. Sometimes, we would add tables and Gigi would lead customers in making their own bath products.

      “Please choose a mat and sit upright with your legs crossed.” Meg dimmed the lights and sat down at the head of the class on her purple cushion.

      I was just getting settled into my position when something tickled my right arm. Octavia planted her tush on my mat and wagged her tail slowly from side to side.

      “Really? You can’t sit in the back of the room?” I asked, scooting to the left of my mat.

      “Who’s your friend, Lexie?” Billy Whitlock turned around from his cushion two rows ahead of me and strained his neck to get a better view of Octavia. Billy was a regular at the spa and he always seemed to find a way to shoot the breeze with me. Gigi said that he obviously had a crush on me. I don’t know about that, but the poor guy definitely annoyed me to my core.

      “This is our new cat, Octavia. Apparently, she’s joining us for meditation this morning.” I glanced down at Octavia, who had made herself comfortable by sprawling out on the cushion.

      “Let’s begin.” Meg closed her eyes and brought her hands into her lap. “I’d like you all to close your eyes and focus on your intentions for the day. Some of you might have added stress or worry that is weighing you down. I’d like to invite you to focus on those burdens as we take a deep inhalation.”

      Just as I took a deep inhalation, I heard Octavia speaking to me. “Lexie, focus on your magic. I want you to try and summon it.”

      “Right now? Here?” I shout-whispered. Everyone turned to look at me as I had obviously interrupted the group. I closed my eyes and pretended nothing had happened.

      “Lexie, I’m serious. Now is the perfect time to try and summon your magic. You’re in a relaxed state and your mind is open to my instructions. I’ll allow you to use some of your abilities.” Octavia touched my leg with her paw and held it there, just as she had done earlier that morning when she removed my magic.

      “Get your paw off of me. I don’t want to do this right now.” This time, my voice was much louder.

      “Lexie.” Meg shot me a glare from the front of the room. “Does Octavia need to use her litter box?”

      Good save, Meg.

      “No, she’s fine. Sorry for the interruption.” I pushed Octavia’s paw from my leg and closed my eyes.

      “Lexie, call to your magic. Our familiar bond will allow you to channel the magic through me.” Once again, Octavia put her paw on my leg.

      Okay. I guess this was happening.

      I took a deep inhalation and focused on my magic abilities, whatever they might be. Nothing happened.

      It’s not working, Octavia. Can I please just focus on meditating? Remember, Meg told us not to display any magic. At this point, I had realized that speaking to Octavia in my mind was much safer than verbalizing my thoughts.

      “Try one more time. Come on, Lexie. I know you can do this. Your magic is strong, there’s just something broken. I know we can fix it, but you have to try. I need to see how the magic flows through you. Meg will understand.”
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