

  




  [image: cover]




  THE BRIMSTONE CONSPIRACY BOOK 2: WHISPERS FROM THE DEAD




  by




  Terence West




  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  




  Published by


  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Copyright © 2009 by Terence West




  Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.




  Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.




  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  ISBN: 978-1-60313-560-3




  Credits


  Cover Artist: Molly Courtright


  Editor: Chere Gruver




  Printed in the United States of America




  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  The Brimstone Betrayal




  >Rose Webb isn't the chosen one. She just has a job to do. Part hunter, killer, and public relations agent, Rose is a Brimstone Syndicate Seeker. It's her responsibility to ensure that no humans learn of the Syndicate's existence, and all Inhumans are obeying the laws. Unfortunately she is also a one hundred and thirty year old vampire, and that is easier said than done. Humans still consider those things that go bump in the night just a myth, and the Brimstone Syndicate will do anything to keep it that way. A botched operation to clean out a nest of illegal vampires leads Rose and her partners, a young werewolf and a pissy goblin, directly into a confrontation with powers that threaten to subvert the Syndicate. Rose must use her connections in the underworld to investigate, unravel, and solve the mystery and not everyone, or everything, is as it seems.




  ~~For my wife Natalie, and my daughter Lexi.~~




  Chapter 1




  April 17, 1906




  Wrapping my lips around his throat, as my fangs pierced his flesh and venom was injected, I heard the child whimper. Gently caressing his face, I drew his crimson life into me. It would be over soon enough. His warmth began to spread through my body. Sliding my fangs into the punctures again, I twisted, widening them. As I ran my tongue over the wound, he involuntarily winced. I could feel his blood vessels starting to collapse and his heart slowing. He was not more than three years old and I wondered if his short life was flashing before his eyes. Pulling my mouth free, I tossed back my blond hair and felt the last of his blood run down my throat. The child’s head made a hollow thump as I dropped him to the hard wood.




  I took away his future, just as mine had been taken. My pain, my heartache, my suffering was thankfully dulled again. Almost euphoric, death was the only thing that brought me peace, the only thing that made me forget myself. It was always fleeting, but I didn’t have to worry about that right now. I was alive again and it felt good. Turning away, I almost pranced across the floor.




  Grabbing his five-year-old sister by the shoulder, I pushed her out of the high-backed chair where I had deposited her. As she landed in a heap next to her brother, I watched her twitch. She wasn’t dead yet, despite the fact I had almost completely drained her of blood ten minutes ago. She was still clinging to life, refusing to shuffle off her mortal coil. Her hand slid slowly and painfully from beneath her as she fought my neurotoxin in her veins. As her fingertips brushed against the flesh of her brother’s face, the rigidity of her posture relaxed. Seeing his fate was the same as hers, she finally let go. She didn’t have to protect her little brother anymore.




  She was too late.




  Sinking into the chair, I loosened the laces on my black, strapless corset and tried to wipe a spot of blood off my matching ankle-length skirt. The short jacket I had been wearing messily hung off the mantle. It was unladylike to show this much skin, but I really didn’t care anymore. I didn’t have to wear layers upon layers of garments, or suffer squeezing into ever-tightening corsets, or pull my hair up into a painful bun on the top of my head all in the name of fashion. I wasn’t a slave to society’s whims anymore.




  I looked with satisfaction over the dying family before me. In the flicker of the gas lamps, their shadows danced on the floor and walls, seeming almost alive. The mother, a brunette almost the same age as I had been when I was turned, was the first to die. She had been kind enough to invite a cold, hungry stranger into her home, and had been repaid with death. The children were next. Stalking them playfully through the house, I captured the son first. As he lay paralyzed, I bled his sister. He watched with wide eyes, unable to help. Seating her in this chair, I took great care to prop her body into a lifelike position so she could watch her brother die in turn. The man of the house had been absent and the kill had come, unfortunately, much quicker than I anticipated.




  Still, I had what I came for.




  I thought of my own family for a moment, but it was fleeting. As pleasure swept across my brain, the memories vanished. I couldn’t seem to hold onto them, couldn’t rise above the wreckage of what I had become.




  It had become a game to me. Each time I had to up the ante. I started with vagrants and migrant workers, simply killing and leaving the bodies where they fell, but that had simply become boring. I had to find new, interesting ways to entertain myself while still attaining the release I craved. I was an addict looking for my next fix. Others turned to prostitutes or opium dens to quench their carnal needs, but I was a Vampire. My needs were much more—I paused, searching for the right word—substantial than theirs.




  “What have you done?”




  I craned my head around expecting to see the man of the house, but instead found a familiar Vampire standing in the doorway. “Drew,” I greeted him flatly. I wasn’t in the mood for a scolding.




  Drew, short for Andrew, looked in dismay at my handiwork. His long, brunette hair was pulled into a perfect ponytail, and even though it was raining outside, his midnight-blue overcoat seemed dry and immaculate. But his most striking feature was his sea foam green eyes. They, in the right light, could look almost ivory white, or the richest shade of emerald I had ever seen. Tonight, however, they were dulled with anger. He was my adopted teacher, and at one time, I considered him my savior. He had lifted me from the filth. But there was a vital component missing from him, something he could never truly understand. He was given the choice. I wasn’t. This had become the divide I couldn’t cross. It was amazing how easily we could knock down the pedestals we placed our heroes on.




  “You killed a family?” he asked.




  I shrugged.




  Slipping into the chair next to mine, he let his eyes wander to each of my victims. “Rose,” he said my name carefully, “your bloodlust is becoming disturbing.”




  “Why should it matter?” I retorted. “We can do what we want, Drew. Anything.” I stood from the chair and strode to the fireplace. Snatching my jacket, I slipped it on, but left it unbuttoned. “Society’s rules no longer apply to us.”




  “Is that what you truly think?” Slightly uncomfortable, Drew shifted in the chair and sighed. “This isn’t who you are. Where is the woman I held crying for days because she had lost her family, her daughter?” Drew asked. “You were forced into this life,” he reminded me, “but you had no intention of living this way.” He crossed his legs and paused, before saying, “And yet, here we are.”




  I couldn’t hide the hurt and anger on my face. “Don’t you dare preach to me. You have no idea what I endured! The Vampires who made me tortured me for months!”




  Drew nodded. “And now it’s time for a little retribution? Is that it?”




  I gritted my teeth. “I lost everything!”




  Drew’s gaze was unwavering. He showed no signs of disgust or anger. He was simply discussing a topic with me. “Is that how this works now?” he asked, trying to understand my logic. “You lost everything you held dear, so everyone else should too?”




  My blue eyes hardened. “Yes.”




  Sorrow washed over his porcelain features. “I see.”




  Drew’s gaze finally fell from mine. I watched him sitting quietly for a long time, thinking. I wasn’t sure what I wanted, but silence wasn’t it. Maybe I wanted him to yell at me, even though he had never raised his voice to me, and scold me like a disobedient child? Was this some sort of plea for attention, the sweet release from my pain that I so desired, or simply self-destructive? What did I want?




  Drew stood from his chair and straightened his coat. “I am going home.”




  His words were quietly desperate. Come home, he pleaded. We can fix this if you just come home. Please, Rose, just come home to me...




  I didn’t respond.




  He waited for a moment longer, hoping I would say something. But I didn’t. Without saying anything further, Drew walked out of the room. Moving to the window, I looked out onto Market Street and saw him appear on the rain-soaked road. With one fleeting glance, Drew turned and slunk silently into the night. His posture was no longer that of the proud Vampire I knew, had come to love, and despise. His shoulders were hunched and his head drooped.




  Not even realizing my own movements, I pressed my hand to the cool glass but slowly let it slip away. I turned away from the window, and from Drew.




  Resting my arm on the mantle, I looked at what I had done. In my mind’s eye, I saw the family singing, laughing, and playing and my memory again flashed to my own daughter. I remembered watching her take her first tentative steps into my husband’s waiting arms, seeing the innocent sparkle of discovery in her blue eyes, and her gentle laugh as she played or learned something new. She was incredible, truly a miracle, and I had taken that away from this family. In my need to quiet my own Demons, I had destroyed their future, and possibly my own.




  In my silent grief, I uttered a prayer for the dead, hoping God, if there were such a being, would take these people into his loving embrace and offer some sort of solace. Reaching into my jacket pocket, I produced several coins. I had watched Drew do this a thousand times, but never understood the ritual...until now. Sliding a coin gently into each of the deceased’s mouths, I stood, turned, and left the grim scene behind.




  When I wandered out into the night, spring rain fell heavy on my face as I stumbled through the thick fog that had just rolled in off the bay. Wandering up and down the hilly streets, I saw warm golden lights emanating from windows of families living and loving. It seemed a siren’s call to me, beckoning me ever closer, yet I knew I only brought Death. He stood at my side, sneering with his evil, toothy grin, waiting for me to deliver more souls into his icy embrace.




  How I hated him for it...




  I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t know where I belonged. I was lost again. It had been so long since I had been at rock bottom, yet here I was again. But I didn’t go home to Drew.




  Not ever again.




  Chapter 2




  Present day




  “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said and sighed.




  Casino patrons scattered in terror as the beast rose up on its hind legs and spread its leathery wings. Thick, armored scales ran from its slender head down to the tip of its tail with two horns stretching back from the crest of its reptilian head. When it craned its long, slender neck, its emerald green eyes stared at me as a wisp of smoke escaped its nostrils. As it stood atop a bank of slot machines in the middle of a busy casino, the last remaining pieces of eggshell slipped from the dragon’s light green flesh and cracked on the shattered display case.




  Karl, my twelve-inch tall, effervescent Goblin partner, pointed at the dragon and laughed. “It’s Puff!”




  Considered a delicacy by some Inhumans and powerful weapons by others, dragon eggs had become a hot commodity on the black market. Sources informed the Syndicate that a ring had set up shop in Las Vegas and were breeding and trafficking rare and highly illegal dragons into Phoenix, Los Angeles, and across the border into Mexico. Unfortunately several of the eggs had been stolen in transit and one had ended up on display in the Aztec Casino. Not sure what they actually had, the human buyers thought it was nothing more than the recreation of a dinosaur egg and proudly placed it in a glass case in the center of the gaming floor. As the seemingly endless series of unfortunate events compounded, the hot display lights had acted as an incubator and, amazingly, the baby dragon hatched.




  My partners and I had been looking for this egg for nearly a week. Not learning of its new home in the Aztec until it was too late, we had to somehow capture or kill the beast, and keep this off the front page of every newspaper in America. As I stared up at the seven-foot-tall dragon before me, I knew it wasn’t going to be easy.




  Just the way I liked it. My name is Rose Webb, and I’m a Brimstone Seeker.




  “Rose.” Toby moved to my side. He pulled his Beretta and clicked off the safety. “Do we have a plan?”




  “Puff the Magic Dragon...” Karl warbled in his unique, helium-inflated falsetto.




  “Puff was purple,” I corrected him then glanced to my Werewolf partner. “We have to slay the dragon,” I started.




  “And bring peace to the kingdom,” Toby finished without looking at me. His comment seemed distant and almost dreamy as if he were living some boyhood dream.




  I couldn’t help but smile, my fangs glinting in the glittering light of the casino. “We’ve got to get this guy out of here,” I said, unwilling to take my gaze off the dragon. “We can’t fight it in the middle of a casino.”




  As the last of the word escaped my lips, the dragon lunged. It seems it had a different idea. Feeling trapped and threatened by the screaming humans, the newborn dragon lurched forward, shrieking and sending two slot machines crashing down. Flapping its wings wildly, the dragon hit another row of four machines, which also came careening to the ground. Amidst the electronic shrill of the dying slots, coins clattered to the floor. The people, who hadn’t already run away screaming, ignored the dragon, fell to the floor and started scooping up handfuls of money. Greed was a powerful motivator.




  I dodged just before the dragon’s toothy muzzle snapped shut. Ripping its head back, it clipped me with its horns, knocking the Beretta from my hand. Latching onto the dragon’s neck, I wrapped one arm around its snout. I hoped all those hours of watching The Crocodile Hunter on television were about to pay off. Crocodilians have an incredible bite force, but the muscles used to open their jaws are not nearly as powerful. With nothing more than hand strength, a man can keep their jaws closed. Praying dragons were somehow connected to their reptilian brethren in the family tree, I clamped my hands over its muzzle. The beast bucked and whimpered, but couldn’t seem to open its mouth.




  Unfortunately, Steve Irwin’s training failed me at that point. I felt the flesh of my hand sizzle. Only concerned with getting the croc’s mouth closed so it couldn’t bite, he never had to worry about it breathing fire. I yanked my hand away with a yelp, as the dragon’s mouth snapped open and unleashed a massive fireball.




  Dragons, in the same way fish have swim bladders, have flight bladders filled with constantly replenished hydrogen. The gas serves to increase their buoyancy, and can be expelled from high-pressure glands at the back of their mouths. Combined with naturally occurring chemicals that can be expelled from their throats, dragons can create instant combustion. The burning jets of hydrogen act like a flamethrower and become a fearsome weapon capable of almost instantly frying a man, or in my case, a Vampire.




  Rolling behind a row of slot machines, Toby and Karl barely avoided the flames. When it unleashed another blast of fire, I held tightly to the dragon’s neck as it bucked and tried to dislodge me. As we slammed into an elaborate display promising a chance to win a brand new Cadillac, the dragon flitted its wings, finally launching me free of its back. Crashing through the display, I felt my head crack against the supporting wooden base.




  “Rose!” I barely heard Toby shout above the commotion.




  The dragon threw its head back and unleashed another hell storm. Machines in every direction were set alight as the newborn vigorously defended itself. As the casino’s sprinkler system snapped on, I watched the dragon flap its powerful wings and lift off the ground.




  Screeching, its stare focused into the distance. Carefully following its line of sight, I saw what it wanted. I swallowed hard. It wanted freedom.




  “Toby,” I yelled, lifting myself out of the wreckage and pointing to the exit, “don’t let it get out! We’ll lose it!”




  Toby didn’t hesitate. Launching off a nearby stool, he caught the dragon by the tail in midair. An adult dragon can snatch pretty much anything—cattle, horses, humans, and even other dragons—and maintain flight, but this baby was far too weak to support Toby’s added weight. The two thumped down to the floor and rolled. Toby skittered to his feet as the dragon snapped its mouth open. I think I could actually see the jets of hydrogen eject from its glands before they ignited. In an amazing display of speed and power, Karl appeared out of nowhere, dropped his shoulder, and knocked Toby away just before the flames ripped past him. Rolling before the dragon could react, Toby and Karl once again took shelter behind a bank of slots.




  “Thanks,” Toby breathed. “It was going to fry me.”




  Karl laughed. “I just didn’t want to smell burnt dog hair.”




  Digging myself out of the wreckage, I watched the newborn dragon lift off the ground again. It was still intent on the exit. Flapping its massive wings, the dragon skimmed across the top of the gaming floor at an incredible speed. Hitting the front doors at full speed, the dragon found its freedom amidst an explosion of shattered glass. I heard its call one more time before it was gone.




  “Damn,” I breathed. Spotting my Beretta on the floor, I scooped it up and returned it to the holster on the hip of my jeans.




  My nearly barbequed partners stood from their hiding place and joined me. Huge drops of water from the sprinkler system rained down around us, trying hard to quell the flames that still roared around us. Beyond the damaged entrance, I spotted the telltale alternating red and blue flashes of law enforcement and firefighters. What should have been a simple smash-and-grab had turned into a major incident. I was definitely going to hear about this from my boss.




  “Come on,” Karl turned to Toby and then to me, “we need to get out of here.”




  “We have to try and contain this,” Toby warned. “All of these people are witnesses.”




  I nodded. “Karl,” I looked down at my green-skinned partner, “did you bring an eraser?”




  “Always prepared,” the Goblin replied with a grin. “Somebody around here has to be,” he added snidely. Reaching into his pocket, Karl produced a small glass vial and handed it to me.




  “Thanks, Karl.” Technically known as an Erado Vial—I wasn’t sure why the Brimstone Mages insisted on giving everything a Latin name—most Seekers simply called it an Eraser. No longer than an inch, and less than a quarter of an inch in diameter, the vial was clear except for a silver cap on each end and appeared much smaller in my hands than it did in the Goblin’s. It looked like an electrical fuse, minus the bubbling green substance inside. Once broken, the spell would be activated and delete the short-term memory of all humans near us. There was one drawback: as the spell disseminated, its effects lessened. Those nearest would loose a big chunk of recent memories, while people further away would only forget the most current. Inhumans, for some reason, weren’t affected by the spell. It wasn’t perfect, but it’s what we had.




  Holding the vial with both hands, I shook it, then cracked open the glass. With a poof of smoke, the spell became active and the green substance transformed to purple. Tossing it over my shoulder, we started away from the flames.




  “Wait.” I felt a hand grab my arm.




  Turning, I found a frightened human in a drab, brown business suit clinging to me. Streaks of wet soot clung to his face while his tie was badly singed at the bottom.




  “What the hell was that?” he asked. “It looked like a damned dinosaur!”




  I could have put the whammy on him and made him forget, but it wasn’t necessary. He was going to catch the full brunt of the Eraser in a moment. I smiled and gently pulled his hand from my arm. “That was a weather balloon.”




  His face contorted in anger. “A balloon? Are you out of your freaking mind, lady? You expect me to believe that all this was caused by some kind of goddamned balloon?”




  I nodded. “Nearby swamp gas was reflecting off the surface of the balloon, causing it to become luminous.”




  I saw his jaw go slack and his pupils dilate. The spell was beginning to affect him. “Swamp gas,” he muttered. “What about the fire?”




  “Defective slot machine,” I answered. “You really should be more careful, sir. Casinos are very dangerous places.” Letting his arm go, I noticed him stumbling back.




  The man looked at me then to the fire behind him. Running his hand over his face, he lifted his scorched tie and stared at it in disbelief. “What the hell happened here?”




  He was done. His memory was gone.




  “Sir,” my smile faded, “you need to evacuate. The fire department is on the way.”




  Nodding, the man stumbled back as if inebriated. His face was thick with confusion. Turning away, he shot me one more glance over his shoulder before he disappeared beyond the flames.




  Toby placed his hand on my shoulder. “That wasn’t very nice.”




  Karl giggled. “Funny though.”




  I started back toward the exit. If we were lucky, we would get lost in the rush of humanity trying to escape the casino. As we walked out into the crisp night air, I watched the first of the fire trucks pull into position flanked by two police cars. As the firefighters began to work, Toby, Karl, and I eased unnoticed into the darkness. Turning, I looked again at the entrance of the Aztec Hotel and Casino. It had certainly seen better days. Still, it was the humans’ fault for constructing it with actual stones from Teotihuacán in Mexico. They had created a mystical focal point in the heart of Las Vegas. Did weird stuff like this happen at Caesar’s Palace, or The Mirage? No. The designers had brought this on themselves.




  I frowned. It was Brimstone’s job to clean up the mess.




  Amidst the gathering crowd, I caught the fleeting glance of a tall, dark-haired man. Quickly whirling away from my gaze, he wound through the people as if they weren’t really there and vanished inside the Aztec. I felt the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Hoping for another glimpse of him, I kept my stare trained on the entrance, hoping for another glimpse of him. Something about him seemed to set off my senses, but I wasn’t sure why. He gave me the heebie-jeebies. He was probably just another Inhuman, but still...there was something about him. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it though.




  “Come on, Rose!” I heard Toby shout from the other side of the parking lot. “Karl’s gotta tinkle.”




  “Sure,” the Goblin protested, “tell all of Las Vegas I have to pee.”




  I spun and shot my partners the stink eye. With one last look over my shoulder to the Aztec, I headed toward the car. I had other things to worry about; like how I was going to explain to Maynard that I had lost the dragon.




  Chapter 3




  Even at two thirty in the morning, the Brimstone Building was a hive of activity. Winding through the various Inhumans and cubicles, I found my way to my desk. There was paperwork to be done on tonight’s event, but it wasn’t on the top of my priority list. First, I didn’t want to have to admit that the dragon escaped, and second, the dark-haired being I had glimpsed at the Aztec was weighing heavily on my mind. Who was he, and why did I get such an intense feeling of dread when I looked at him? I wanted answers but time was short. Overtime wasn’t really an option for me since daylight brought me to a quick and fiery death.




  Toby and Karl had wandered down to the commissary for a late-night snack. I remember the Goblin muttering something about waffles before the elevator doors slid shut. Sliding into my chair, I set my palms flat on my desk. My eyes wandered slowly and suspiciously over the night shift, carefully noting anything irregular. Chithula’s Las Vegas cloning operation had been shut down, but there was no way to know if the Ifrit had continued his work elsewhere, or had multiple cloning sites. There was a distinct possibility that Maryut clones walked among us now, but there was no sure-fire way of detection.




  Anyone could be a pod person...and that scared the hell out of me.




  My gaze slowly settled on the cubicle across the narrow aisle. I stared at the drab, gray-colored walls until I saw a hint of movement. A head with jet-black hair bobbed up and leaned back with a yawn. As she lifted her arms to stretch, she slowly swiveled in her chair and locked gazes with me. Her yawn was instantly gone as her arms shot down to her sides. Her dark eyes hardened. I nodded once to Elena Ramirez, Brimstone’s top Seeker, and she returned the gesture. Since her help in clearing my name after a botched Vampire nest raid late last year, and my rescue of her from Chithula’s cloning operation, we had developed an uneasy truce. I think there was a mutual respect for each other’s skills, yet I had the distinct feeling the Witch still hated me. It was no secret that she was a racist and didn’t like Inhumans, but there was something more there. I hadn’t been able to crack her leathery outer shell to find out what, and I’m not entirely sure I wanted to. It was enough that we didn’t try to kill each other at the office anymore.




  “Hey, Rose?”




  Spinning in my chair, I found a familiar man leaning on the edge of my cubicle. Dressed in a pair of khaki cargo pants, a white polo, and a worn denim jacket, he looked straight from the early ’90’s. His dark hair neatly combed with an almost perfect part down the right side, Grant Gough’s plain exterior was a far cry from the sadistic J’om Demon hidden within.




  “What’s up, Grant?” I asked casually. I only knew Grant professionally, but he always seemed nice enough. He was a good, but not fantastic, Seeker. It was hard to believe this plain, boring, vanilla individual was one of the most vicious species of Inhuman the Syndicate had ever classified.




  Grant ran his fingers through the short hair above his left sideburn. If he had longer hair, he would have been tucking it behind his ear. Maybe it was a remnant of a previous hairstyle, or just a nervous habit. “Have you seen Louis?”




  Louis was one of our numerous office managers, and one of the more obnoxious ones at that. Imagine every Louis you’ve ever met, roll them into one, short, annoying man with Coke-bottle glasses, and you have a pretty good amalgam of our manager. “No.” I shrugged. “Sorry. Why?”




  “I haven’t seen him all day,” Grant answered. He rubbed his chin. “Or all this week, as a matter of fact.”




  That struck me as highly unusual. Louis was a pain in the ass, but he was efficient, and loyal as a neutered dog. In the entire time I had been with the Syndicate, I couldn’t remember the office manager taking a day off...ever. “Has anyone seen him?”




  Grant shook his head. “No one. Little punk has the paperwork on my latest collar. I have a bitchy Vamp cooling his heels in lockup downstairs that I’m getting pretty tired of. I’m getting verbal warnings from security almost every day.” The Seeker sighed. “This is ridiculous.”




  “I wish I could help,” I offered.




  “Thanks, Rose,” Grant said.




  I nodded. “If I see him, I’ll point him in your direction—”




  “Rose!”




  Shaken by my name being barked, I spun quickly in my chair to see Maynard leaning out of his office door with his telephone receiver waggling in his hand. Glancing down at my desk, I saw two missed calls on the tiny LCD screen and cringed. I had been so wrapped up in Grant’s problem, I hadn’t noticed my phone ringing. Or maybe it was because I kept the ringer off. Way to stay on the boss’ good side. “Be right there, Maynard,” I said, standing up.




  Elena smirked devilishly at me before disappearing back into her cubicle. She knew something.




  Damned old Witch...




  Ignoring Elena, I moved through the cubicles and headed for Maynard’s glass office. A Dendro Demon, basically a living tree, Maynard liked it to be as bright as possible but it left me uncomfortable as there was little privacy. If the boss yelled at me, the whole office knew it. Still, Maynard was a good man...er, demon. Either way, he helped me clear my name last year when he didn’t have to. Outside of my partners, he was one of the few in the Syndicate that I trusted with my life.




  As I stepped into his lush, plant-filled office, the assistant director motioned for me to sit down. “Where’s my dragon egg, Rose?”




  I smiled sheepishly. “It flew away.”




  Maynard seated himself in his large, leather chair opposite me and immediately started to drum his fingers on his desk.




  “Funny thing.” I laughed softly. “Seems they had the egg on display in the casino, and the lights in the case were warm enough to act as an incubator. We arrived just as it hatched, and were unable to contain it.”




  Maynard ran his fingers through his wavy blond hair. “And how is that funny?”




  I thought about the question for a long moment, hoping I really didn’t have to answer.




  The Dendro waited.




  He actually wanted an answer. I sighed softly. “I guess it’s more ironic—”




  “Dammit, Rose,” Maynard barked. “Why do I continue to have the same conversation with you?”




  “My charming personality?” I interjected before my brain registered it was a bad idea.




  “You could be the best Seeker in the entire Syndicate, but you’re sloppy.” Maynard stopped. Leaning forward in his chair, he folded his hands and rested his arms on his elbows. He leveled his gaze at me. “The Tribunal is putting pressure on me to find some kind of resolution. They are very displeased with this situation.”




  The Tribunal... This had apparently gone all the way to the top. I couldn’t help but wonder if Chithula had something to do with this. Perhaps this was revenge for shutting down his Las Vegas operation? I knew the Ifrit and his clone Maryut were still out there...but where?




  “I didn’t want to do this,” Maynard said slowly as though he had been practicing, “but my hand has been forced. I want you to know that I went to bat for you, Rose.”




  “Do what?” I asked quickly. Being part of the Syndicate was like being in the mob. People weren’t fired, they were killed. If my employment was to be terminated, that meant I was too. I was suddenly scared out of my mind. “Just tell me, Maynard.”




  Maynard nodded. “You’re being placed on administrative probation.”




  It was a shock, but at least I wasn’t being executed...yet. “What the hell does that mean?”




  “It means your Seeker status has been revoked,” Maynard explained.




  “What?” I shot up from my seat and slammed my palms on Maynard’s desk. “My case completion ratio is still well above Syndicate standards. I don’t deserve this.”




  “I agree,” Maynard said calmly. He waited for a moment then motioned for me to retake my seat.




  I slowly complied.




  “Like I said, Rose, I went to bat for you. I don’t think you deserve this.” Maynard exhaled slowly. “But the Tribunal doesn’t see it that way.”




  My head fell forward in what I can only describe as defeat. I felt like Maynard had ripped my heart cleanly from my chest and stomped on it. I was devastated. This was all I had. The Syndicate had become my life. It had taken a rogue Vampire and given her purpose and a second chance. Still, if this was how the Syndicate treated one of their top Seekers, I was seriously considering a career change. It was too bad that would probably entail my death. I locked stares with Maynard.




  “You’ll be placed under one of the other Seekers and have to report directly to them, effective immediately,” Maynard finished.




  “That’s insulting,” I spat out at the director. “I’m being treated like a first-year rookie!”




  Maynard started to retort, but I stopped him.




  “I know, I know,” I said, patting the air with my hands. “I know what you’re going to say. I just wanted to voice my objection.”




  The Dendro Demon took a long, slow breath in through his nose, and finally nodded. “Your objection has been noted.” Slipping a red folder from the top of a stack on the right side of his desk, Maynard reached over and handed it to me.




  I already knew what it was before I opened it. Maynard liked to use color-coded folders for cases so he would know what it was before looking inside. I always thought it was a bit obsessive-compulsive, but it seemed to work for him. Staring at the heavy red folder, I felt the insult growing deeper like the Dendro was actually rubbing lemon juice in my open wound.




  “Are you serious?” I asked, my brow furrowed in annoyance.




  Maynard’s expression remained unchanged. Steepling his fingers, he pressed them against his lips and leaned back in his seat. He simply sat, apparently contemplating what I had said.




  “You’re assigning me a Quiris? A Demon Out of Zone?” I tossed the red folder onto his desk. “This is a slap to the face as far as I’m concerned.”




  Maynard still said nothing.




  I waited.




  Finally taking another breath, he lowered his fingers from his mouth.




  I shook my head. “This is—”




  “Bullshit,” Maynard barked. “That’s what this is. Your attitude is unprofessional and childish. Throwing a tantrum won’t get you anywhere. Would you rather be dead?”




  I almost wished I was.




  We sat staring at each other, a cold war stalemate the likes of which had not been seen since before the Berlin Wall came down. He was resolute, as was I, but he had all the cards on the table, including the one that was my life. I was a rogue Vampire once, and killed more people than I care to remember, so I know the Syndicate would have no trouble executing me. Maynard knew this, and he wouldn’t argue anymore. The director had said his bit, laid down the law, and no amount of arguing would change his decision. I wasn’t happy with it, but that really didn’t figure into his equations anywhere.




  Picking up a pen and situating a notepad before him, Maynard got back to work. “Report to Natasha Keenan. That will be all, Rose.”




  “Please reconsider,” I breathed.




  “That will be all, Rose,” the Dendro said without looking up at me.




  I nodded. Standing slowly, I retrieved the red folder from Maynard’s desk, along with my heart that he had torn from my chest. We were done.




  Walking briskly through the office, I hung my head and headed straight for the elevator. Keenan was on the floor below. In a span of ten minutes, I had been threatened, berated, and demoted. This was not turning out to be a good day.




  I just wanted to go home.




  The chime of the elevator’s arrival caught my attention. As I looked up in dismay, the doors slid open and I found Toby and Karl standing inside. They were exactly the two people in the building I didn’t want to see right now. I had trained them, and was there when both were given Seeker status. Now to tell them that I had been demoted... I didn’t want to deal with that right now. I felt like a failure, in more ways than I cared to admit.
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