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  Free Gift


Free Gift for you! 
Thank you for choosing to read First Assignment, the Prequel for The GUARDIAN Files. 
As a reward for choosing to read this book, I want to offer a FREE copy of the Prequel to my Series: Echoes of the Crescent City.
Voodoo Queen – Origins is the prequel to this four-book series. 
Follow this link to receive a FREE copy of Voodoo Queen – Origins
One woman’s forgotten past holds the key to a city’s magical future. She thought her life was ordinary until time itself came calling.
1935, New Orleans. Marguerite Beauregard never imagined the quiet rhythms of her life on Bayou Road would shatter with the arrival of a mysterious woman claiming to be her great-great-granddaughter. She brings a warning: an ancient power is awakening in Marguerite’s blood, and a secret occult society known as Les Ombres will stop at nothing to destroy it.
Descended from the legendary Voodoo Queen Marie Laveau, Marguerite is the last living link to the mystical crossroads that guard the soul of New Orleans. But claiming her birthright means confronting buried truths about her family, her destiny, and the cost of rewriting a future already written in time.
As timelines unravel and the city’s shadows close in, Marguerite must choose: protect what she loves or vanish into legend before her legacy begins.
Voodoo Queen – Origins is the spellbinding prequel to The Voodoo Queen and the first installment in the Echoes of the Crescent City series, a time-travel romance steeped in Southern Gothic mystique, magical inheritance, and occult suspense.
Start the journey where it all began—and discover the hidden magic history tried to erase. Read Voodoo Queen – Origins today.  






  
  Disclaimer


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, locations, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or organizations is purely coincidental. 
This story draws inspiration from real-world locations, folklore, and spiritual traditions, including Vodou and related practices. These elements are portrayed within a fictional narrative framework and are not intended to represent or define any real belief system, culture, or practice. Any interpretations, rituals, or supernatural elements depicted are fictionalized for storytelling purposes.
The author acknowledges and respects the living traditions and cultures that inspire this work.






  
  Introduction


She was meant to follow orders. But when the land calls her name, obedience becomes a death sentence. 
Morgan Monroe doesn’t belong, not to GUARDIAN, the covert magical agency that sidelines her, and not to the bloodline that made her both powerful and expendable. Assigned to cover dry wells and small-town city council stories, Morgan expects another dead-end case ... until a withered horse carcass, a farmer’s desiccated body, and an unnatural hum beneath the West Texas soil hint at something older, and far more dangerous, waking beneath her boots.
The leylines are splintering. Ghosts are appearing where they shouldn't. Ancient spirits are rising. And the land remembers her.
When Morgan’s investigative magic accidentally fractures a sealed spiritual tomb, she partners with a reclusive leyline witch. Together, they uncover a conspiracy buried by Morgan’s own ancestors, one that could unravel the very fabric of magic. As the earth’s fury builds, Morgan must choose: obey the agency that ignores her ... or answer a call older than GUARDIAN, older than her bloodline, and far more terrifying.
If she fails, it won’t just cost her freedom—it will cost the world.
Fans of Licensed to Curse and The Raven Cycle will be spellbound by this slow-burn paranormal fantasy filled with witches and magic, secret rituals, mystery romance, and a heroine who refuses to break.
First Assignment is the gripping prequel to The GUARDIAN Files, the upcoming occult suspense series from Best Selling Amazon Author Elizabeth Whitmore. If you loved Echoes of the Crescent City, don’t miss what comes before Book One, Unproven—where it all begins.
Start reading now—before the land goes silent forever.
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  A Vow Carved




The Plains will not wake angry.
 It will be confused and afraid.

Afraid of drills and memory,
 of promises made once
 and never sung again.


In the tranquil places,
 where dust recognizes the shape of bones,
 The Earth remembers every hand
 that pilfered and never listened.

Guardians are not chosen
 by those astray,
 but by those who stay—
 who hear the hum beneath the soil,
 and answer it with oath and blood.

Balance is not a command,
 It is a vow.

And every covenant, broken or kept,
 is carved into the land.

— Elizabeth Whitmore









  
  Chapter 1


The highway shimmered ahead, heat rising in waves off asphalt that stretched toward nothing. I shifted my grip on the steering wheel and pressed my foot harder on the gas. The AC rattled but kept pumping, barely enough to cut through the July heat pressing against the windows. Through the windshield, the horizon blurred where earth met sky, both the same washed-out shade of bleached denim. 
Seven years since boot camp. They'd tried to break me there. Three months of magical combat drills, containment protocols, and political posturing disguised as team-building exercises.
I'd watched recruits from established families breeze through wards that took me hours to construct. Watched them smirk when my bloodline came up in whispered conversations they thought I couldn't hear. The Delacroix heir had laughed once, just loud enough for me to catch it, when my ward collapsed during a timed drill. His reconstructed in forty seconds. Mine took six minutes.
Baptiste, only by blood, but it was a name that carried baggage I hadn't earned and suspicion I couldn't shake. Every instructor who called roll paused before calling my name. It was like they were deciding whether to acknowledge me. 
But I graduated. Top marks in investigative magic, even if my combat scores stayed middle of the pack. They couldn't deny the results, so they smiled, shook my hand, and sent me to Abilene, Texas.
I'd spent two and a half years in that wind-battered town where the most exciting thing on a Friday night was deciding which chain restaurant to visit. Great people. Good station. The kind of place where everyone knew your order at the diner by the second week. Absolutely nothing happened beneath the surface. No leyline activity. No rogue shifters. Not even a haunted barn. I hadn't called HQ once. Not a single incident report filed. Not a single reason to prove I belonged in the field.
By the time Lubbock came through, I'd been ready to take anything that looked like forward momentum. And it was forward, sort of. It was a bigger market, with better resources, and actual stories that required more than standing in front of a Dairy Queen with a microphone. 
I'd gone to Texas Tech, so at least the city felt familiar in the way old places do when you'd rather they didn't. But I'd never wanted to come back. Coming back felt like I was settling.
I'd wanted to go south and get closer to the bayous and the humid air that still filled my dreams, even all these years after Katrina. Closer to the magic that ran thick and old through the water and soil, not buried under dust and oil rigs. Down there, magic didn't hide. It sang through the cypress roots and clung to the mist that rolled off the swamps at dawn. Out here, it slept. If it existed at all.
Lubbock had given me more action than Abilene. I'd handled a skinwalker dispute that could've turned bloody, tracked it through three counties before cornering it in an abandoned grain silo. Cleansed a possessed traffic camera that kept looping the same fatal accident, frame by frame, every sixteen seconds. Brokered a truce between two feuding witches whose hex war nearly killed an entire cotton crop and put a dozen farmhands in the hospital with respiratory infections no doctor could explain. All of them were small things that no one at the home office even noticed. I wrote up cases in clean, concise reports that disappeared into the system without acknowledgment.
The vampires avoided the area. Too much sun, too little cover, and nowhere to hide when the sky stretched open for miles in every direction. The werewolves stuck to the canyons, hunting deer and keeping their distance from human settlements. Even witches were scarce out here, scattered across ranch land and fading into the background like tumbleweeds. The ones I'd met were old, quiet, and more interested in keeping their area healthy than making trouble. They didn't trust GUARDIAN, didn't trust outsiders, and barely trusted each other.
Nothing major ever happened in Lubbock. Nothing ever would, and now I was driving to the edge of creation in the middle of summer because a well went dry.
I checked the GPS. Another twenty minutes to the ranch. The little blue dot crept forward along a thin gray line that represented the farm-to-market road I'd turned onto ten miles back. The fields outside my window looked dead. Cracked earth stretched in all directions, broken only by brittle grass and fences that leaned like they'd forgotten how to stand. The sky stretched overhead, too big and too bright, relentless in a way that made you feel small and exposed. Nothing to break the line of sight. Nowhere to hide from the sun or from whatever might be watching.
A dry well. That's what Russ had said when he'd leaned into my cubicle that morning, coffee cup in one hand, assignment sheet in the other. We need you to check it out. Probably won't amount to a story, but if it does, it could be huge. Farmer's making noise about something wrong with the water table. It could be environmental, or it could be something for the evening broadcast. Go see what you can dig up.
I'd heard that before. Send the pretty blonde out to cover something benign. Maybe viewers will watch because she's easy on the eyes, and if there's no story, at least they got some B-roll of a woman in a blazer standing next to a barn. My fingers drummed once against the wheel, then stilled.
They wanted me buried out here. They wanted me handling livestock deaths and property disputes and dry wells until I forgot what real magic felt like, until I stopped asking questions and stopped filing reports they had to pretend to read. Until I became just another field agent who clocked in, followed orders, and never made anyone at headquarters uncomfortable. But I wouldn't. I wouldn't let them break me. Not after the way they treated me at boot camp, and not with their tactic of suppression, distance, and assignments that led nowhere. I would never forget, and would never quit!
The cotton looked sick. You don't live in West Texas for six years without picking up on farming data. One embarrassing interview in Abilene, and I'd spent months reading extension office reports and irrigation manuals, trying to sound halfway intelligent when I talked to farmers who'd spent a lifetime working the fields. 
The plants should've been knee-high by now, green and sturdy, pushing toward the summer harvest. Instead, they looked stunted, brittle stalks rising maybe ten inches off the ground, with leaves curled inward like fists. The rows stretched toward the horizon in pale, uneven lines that didn't match the careful geometry of the furrows.
Most cotton farmers out here irrigated their fields. They had to. The rainfall wasn’t reliable enough to depend on, so they pulled water from below, pumping it up through center-pivot systems that rolled across the fields in slow, mechanical circles. I'd seen those rigs from the air when I first flew into this area. Massive frames arcing over the crops like steel rainbows, spraying water in controlled bursts that kept the plants alive through the worst of the summer heat.
But the fields I passed now looked parched. Dust clung to the leaves. The furrows between rows had cracked open, exposing red clay that looked more like pottery shards than soil. The heat shimmered above it all, bending the air into something unsteady and false.
It had been hot lately. Almost record highs for the last three weeks straight. At least according to the weather reports, Russ played every day before the staff meeting. But it was always hot in July. Heat wasn't news out here. Heat was expected. Heat was why farmers grew cotton here in the first place. Cotton liked it hot, as long as it had water. 
If the wells were going dry, though, that would be different. The Ogallala Aquifer stretches beneath eight states, one of the largest underground freshwater reserves in the world. Over a hundred and seventy thousand square miles of water trapped in sand and rock, built up over millennia from ancient rivers and glacial runoff. It fed farms from South Dakota to the Texas Panhandle, supplied drinking water to millions, and kept the Great Plains from turning into a dust bowl. In West Texas, it sat fifty to three hundred feet below the surface, close enough that farmers had been tapping it for generations without worrying about running out.
There shouldn't be a shortage. Not here. Not from an aquifer that deep and that vast, but the cotton told a different story.
The GPS read five minutes to the McClendon ranch. The blue dot crawled forward, and I eased off the gas slightly, giving myself time to think. Roy McClendon had agreed to the interview without much prompting, which surprised me. Farmers out here didn't like reporters. They especially didn't like the implication that something on their property had gone wrong through some fault of their own. But when I'd called, he'd said yes almost immediately. His voice had been rough, tired in a way that sounded deeper than physical exhaustion.
You can come out. I'll show you what's happening. Maybe you'll believe me when you see it.
Believe him. That phrasing stuck with me. It wasn't, maybe you'll understand, or maybe you'll see the problem. It was, maybe you'll believe me. Like he'd already told someone else and they hadn't.
The driveway stretched a quarter mile from the road, dirt packed hard and rutted from decades of truck tires. Dust kicked up behind my car, hanging in the air like smoke that refused to settle. It drifted slowly in the still air, backlit by the afternoon sun, and I could taste it even through the closed windows, gritty and mineral-sharp. 
The house sat squat and practical at the end of the drive, a ranch-style structure with faded white siding and a metal roof that had turned rust-brown at the edges. No decorative landscaping. No flower beds or ornamental trees. Just dirt, gravel, and a pair of mesquite trees that cast thin, spindly shadows across the front yard. Everything about the place spoke to function over comfort, survival over style.
A barn stood behind the house, bigger than the residence itself, with peeling red paint and doors that hung open to reveal darkness inside. The structure listed slightly to one side, its foundation settling unevenly into the West Texas soil. Two men stood near a Ford pickup with its hood raised, bent over the engine. The older one straightened as I pulled up, wiping his hands on a rag that looked like it had been clean sometime last year.
I killed the engine and stepped out. The heat slammed into me immediately, dry and heavy, like standing too close to an open oven. It bore down on my shoulders, stealing moisture from my skin before I could even register the sweat. The older man walked toward me, squinting against the sun. Wiry frame, weathered skin like tanned leather, grey hair under a stained cap. He moved like someone who'd spent a lifetime working in a region that didn't forgive mistakes.
"Roy McClendon," he said, offering a hand. His grip was firm, callused, the kind of handshake that came from decades of manual labor. "This is my son, Josh."
The younger man nodded but stayed near the truck, arms crossed over his chest. Thirty-five, maybe. Same lean build as his father, same cautious expression that bordered on suspicion. He didn't look hostile, just careful and evaluating.
"Morgan Monroe." I shook Roy's hand, then glanced at Josh. "Thanks for agreeing to meet with me."
"Figured someone ought to see it." Roy dropped the rag into his back pocket, the motion automatic. "Before more folks think I'm crazy."
"What's going on?"
"Wells are drying up." He said it simply, as if he were reporting the weather or the price of diesel. "All of them."
I frowned. "Can't you just drill deeper?"
Roy shook his head slowly, the gesture tired. "I'm farming three thousand acres across six farms in this area. All of them are going dry."
I stopped and tried to get my mind wrapped around that. "How many wells is that?"
"Twenty."
The number hung in the air between us. Twenty wells. Spread across that much acreage, pulling from the same aquifer. That wasn't a drought. That wasn't even a regional drop in the water table. That was something structural, something damaged beneath the surface, something that stretched farther than one man's bad luck.
"Let me show you something else that can't be explained." Roy turned and walked toward the barn without waiting for an answer. I followed, my boots crunching against the gravel. Josh stayed behind, watching us go with his arms still crossed, his expression unreadable.
We rounded the corner of the barn, and the field opened up beyond it. Dead cotton stretched in uneven rows, stalks brittle and broken, leaves turned to ash-colored scraps that clung to the stems like dried skin. The ground had split open in places, cracks wide enough to lose a hand inside. Deep fissures that ran parallel to the rows, cutting through the irrigation lines like surgical incisions. The earth looked wounded.
Near the edge of the field, something dark lay crumpled in the dirt that
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