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  Dedication


This one's for my Mumma. Yes, I know, I've dedicated other books to her before – but this one's special. 
You see, she doesn't much like vampire stories – but this one she enjoyed. 
So, this one is for my mother – my biggest fan and my favorite person to help me write the best stories. 
Love you, Mom. 






  
  Epigraph


Some will open your heart, others will open your eyes. – c.c.aurel 






  
  Chapter One


When the explosion ripped through the crowd and send bodies and debris into the air, Jed had a scant moment to realize he'd miscalculated. Then the force of the blast threw him off of the rooftop and into the side of the next building. He never felt the drop to the alley, five stories below. 
The medical examiner determined COD to be blunt force trauma, and Sami could see the trajectory and the blood splatter on the wall where the body hit first, then on the ground where it landed. She crouched at the roof edge as the wind ruffled her short black hair, the purple streaks fluttering like streamers. With her dusky skin, dark eyes, and full lips, Samira Kahn looked more like a model than a forensics specialist and medic. It was the speed with which she moved that gave her away to those who knew what to look for. Only vampires moved with that kind of grace and speed.
A voice rumbled in her ear through the earbud. "Sami, one of the victims woke up. Detective Cullen is going to let Ash talk to him, so we need to get over there."
"I hear you, Fenty," Sami replied. "But I need to stay here and look around a bit longer. Go ahead and take His Grace over to the hospital and I'll let you know when I'm done so you can come pick me up."
A different voice piped up then. "You know I hate it when you call me that."  
"You are a Duke, aren't you?" Sami replied, laughter in her voice. "Just go see what the wit has to say, Ashton."
She pulled the earbud out of her ear and tucked it into the pocket of her leather jacket. Deep purple leather wrapped her from collar to waist, with bronze snaps and buckles that chimed when she moved. Under the jacket she wore a pale lavender silk shirt tucked into black jeans with leather trim and short black boots with rugged treads. A badge was clipped onto the dark purple leather belt threaded through the jeans belt loops, and a 9mm Staccato XC rested in the shoulder holster on her right.  
Sami stood and looked at the view from the roof once more. She knew this was where the bomb-laden drone had been launched from, since the controls had been wedged into the grate of an air vent on the roof from the force of the blast. The prints on the controls matched the prints from the body on the ground – one Jedediah Burns. Good ole’ Jed had been thirty-eight years old and a resident of Bluff City, Tennessee until he'd quit his job, left his trailer, and disappeared six weeks ago. Now, his remains were in the Bristol, Tennessee morgue.  
Sami only wished he were still alive so she could beat him into making a confession. It wasn't right, but it would've made her feel a whole lot better. The bomb had blown through the top two stories of the building she stood on, killing fifteen people while they were in their own homes. It had then started a fire on the roof of the next-door building – a school for the arts that had been packed with kids and teachers. No one had been hurt there, but the school would need extensive repairs. If the drone had managed to drop lower, it could've killed over a hundred kids. Operator error saved a lot of lives. This time.
There had been seven people injured on the street below when the bomb went off, and one of those was the young man Ashton had gone to speak to at the hospital. Sami had a pretty good visual of what had gone down, but more eye witness accounts could only firm up the case. As she picked her way through the debris to head back down, she wondered if the rest of the team was having any success.
Gracie had been sent to talk to the coroner, Fenty was driving the tech van and playing chauffeur, and Ash was collecting intel and reporting back to the boss, Director Jolene Wilder. Director Wilder was someone Sami admired and she enjoyed working with her team. On this team, Sami was the forensic specialist and medic – and it was usually she who spoke with the medical examiners or doctors, but the ME in Bristol was from a hunter family and refused to deal with a vampire – so they sent Gracie instead.
She really hoped he didn't find out Gracie was a witch.  

      [image: ]Graceann O'Malley walked out of the morgue and headed up to the patient floors to catch Ashton and get a ride back to the hotel. While dealing with the obnoxious ME, she'd managed to avoid putting a curse on him and got a piece of information Ashton would find useful – and no, the jerkoff ME had not figured out she was a witch. Her long red braid swung past curvy hips clad in dark blue denim. Bright blue high-top sneakers were on her feet that matched the blue fuzzy sweater she wore under a dark green puffy vest left open to better show off her well-endowed bust. Her skin was creamy with a dash of freckles across her nose, bright blue eyes that seemed brighter still with the blue sweater, and lush lips that seemed to draw the eye and drive one to risk temptation.  
Fenty was in the waiting lounge, tablet in hand, when Gracie stepped off of the elevator. She dropped down beside him and he startled and looked over at her.  
"Do you have to do that?"  
"Do what?"
"Make me jump?"
"Luv, you were staring into the depths of your tablet," Gracie replied. "I just sat down. Not my fault you've got no spatial awareness."
Fenton Jones looked like the stereotypical shaggy blonde surfer dude – if that surfer dude also turned into a mountain lion. Fenty was a tech genius and a member of the Supernatural Intelligence Network's pack of shifters. A graduate of M.I.T., he'd become bored with the desk work at SIN and rotated out to join the team of Gracie and Sami – a team that now also included Ash on loan from the Orion Group.  
"You two ready to go?" Ash said from near the elevator bank.  
Gracie got up and started to walk away, then sighed and turned back to put a hand on Fenty's shoulder. "Hey, Ash is here. Let's go."
"Oh, right," Fenty said and slid the tablet into his bag and slung the strap over his shoulder. "Sami sent a message that she was ready for us to pick her up. She's in the coffee shop a block from the bomb site."
"Then let's go get her," Ash replied and held the elevator door so they could all pile in. In the parking garage, he slid into the passenger seat, buckled in, then scrubbed his hands over his face.  
"You okay, Ash?" Gracie asked.
"Just tired. Let's get Sami and get back to the hotel. We can debrief over a meal, then I'm going to shower and sleep."
"Food sounds good," Fenty rumbled.  
"Food always sounds good to you," Gracie teased. "But yeah, food, shower, and sleep sounds like just what I need as well. I don't think any of us has had more than four hours of rest in the past two days. We can't keep going at this pace or we'll crash and burn."
"Or make some deadly mistakes," Ash added.
"Or that," Fenty agreed.






  
  Chapter Two


The hotel suite contained two bedrooms with a kitchenette, living area, and dining area in between. Two queen sized beds were in each bedroom, and each bedroom had their own ensuite bath. So, Gracie and Sami were in one side and Ash and Fenty in the other. 
Right now, they were all seated around the table, the remains of room service meals scattered across the surface.  
"Yeah, he said he saw the drone and looked up, then realized it wasn't a toy drone and remembered the news stories. He grabbed a woman with a little girl and pulled them behind a box truck, then saw an older man he knew and ran over to pull him to safety. That's when the bomb went off." Ash leaned back in the chair and scrubbed his fingers through his hair. His dark red hair was standing up in spots from the many times he’d done just that, and his hazel blue eyes were shadowed with exhaustion. A blue cashmere sweater hugged his wide shoulders and black jeans tapered from narrow hips to the expensive black hiking boots on his feet. His mouth was neatly framed with a dark red mustache and short goatee that he rubbed idly. "The old man had some cuts and bruises, but Steven covered his body with his own, so he took the brunt of the damage. A concussion, a broken arm, and a lot of cuts and bruises on his back where building debris fell on him. He's lucky to be alive."
"He sounds like a hero," Gracie said. "Unlike the asshole perp in the morgue. He had a Proud Patriot's eagle-and-sword tattoo on his chest, and a 14/88 branded on his right forearm. But he was all human. No residual magic lingered, no sign of being a vampire or shifter."
"And he's not from a hunter clan," Fenty said. "I did some digging once we got his name. His family is all from the Bluff City area. Jed was divorced, no kids, and his ex-wife moved here to Bristol two years ago. She recently married a woman, and Jed had a bit to say about that on his socials. None of it nice."
"I'm sure," Sami muttered.  
Ash sighed and stood to begin cleaning up the mess. "Jed's ex-wife was Mary Evans. Her new wife, Rachel Evans, teaches in the school for the arts that was damaged. They lived in the top floor apartment that faced the school. Mary was one of the people killed in the blast, along with Rachel's nine-year-old twin daughters, Emma and Ella."
Gracie closed her eyes and pressed a hand to her chest. Sami just shook her head and got up to help Ash, while Fenty made a soft 'oof' sound and sighed, then spoke. "Is there anything we can do to help Rachel?"
"Stopping these assholes would probably go a long way to easing her grief," Gracie said.  
"I agree," Ash replied. "Okay, everyone. Hit the sack. We need to be better, and it's a long drive back to Maryland."
Fenty turned to look at Ash as he slid his tablet into his bag. "We're headed back in the morning?"
"We are," Ash replied. "I've got to brief Jolene and the rest of the board, and we've gathered all we're going to get from this site. Rest up and we'll head home, and hopefully have enough to stop them before the next attack."
"Here's hoping," Sami said as she headed into the bedroom. "I'm getting tired of these fascist bigots being a step ahead of us."
"Agreed," Gracie replied as she followed Sami in.  

      [image: ]Jo leaned over the desk and plucked her tablet off of the shelf, then poured herself another cup of coffee. It was early evening and the summer sun glinted off the silver candlesticks on the fireplace mantle. She glanced up at her reflection in the mirror that hung on the wall behind the candlesticks and an arrangement of white roses and smiled. She had to admit she looked damned good for two hundred and twenty-one.  
Her sleek black hair was cut to shoulder length and framed an oval face that most would think belonged to a woman in her thirties. Her ivory pale skin held a faint blush as she'd fed earlier, and her wide blue eyes shone with wit and intelligence. Jo enjoyed clothes and today's outfit consisted of a pair of rose linen slacks and a darker pink silk blouse with a rounded collar. Over the back of a chair rested a pale gray linen jacket that matched the color of her stylish heels. Pearl and diamond studs decorated her ears and a strand of pearls interspersed with diamonds rested against her chest, with a bracelet of the same on one wrist. The other wrist held a smart watch with a silver band and there were three or four rings on her slender fingers.  
There had been several meetings during the day, both in-person and virtual, and she could just consider the day over, but she was waiting on a call from Ashton. They'd had some trouble with the van and had stopped in Fredericksburg, Virginia, to get it repaired. Because it was going to need a part delivered, they were stuck in a hotel until it was road worthy again. Since Jo didn't want to wait for the briefing, she'd asked Ash to video chat when he got settled in his room.  
He said they had come up with something that matched a lead The Orion Group had found that related to the Founder's Day bombing in Stonewall Gap, Virginia. 
Her own Supernatural Intelligence Network had been unable to find a definitive answer as to who had perpetrated the bombing, but the few threads they'd found all led back to a pocket of homegrown terrorists called Proud Patriots. These so-called patriots appeared to be all human, but they couldn't confirm. Rumor said there was a witch and a shifter in the group, but for now those simply remained rumors.  
Jo was frustrated by the lack of information and progress, but real life wasn't like a TV show. You couldn't always wrap up the mystery by the end of the episode. In all of the years she’d helped build and develop SIN, the first rule was that nothing ever went to plan.  
The DC area was full of think tanks and research organizations, but SIN was, for the general public, under the radar. They presented as The Wilder Institute, since most of the world didn't know supernaturals existed. Jolene was the director in charge of SIN and the institute, while Ashton worked for Orion. SIN was an off-the-books intelligence agency disguised as a think tank, and the exact opposite of the Apex Consortium, a dark money think tank that did their best to foment anger, hatred, distrust, and most of all, fear. While Orion worked under the aegis of the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, SIN was its own entity with ties to a variety of law enforcement and intelligence agencies.  Orion was an intelligence think tank with teams of agents and operatives that served worldwide and not off-the-books like SIN.  
So, when Ash said he had something Orion had dug up – it could be from Orion directly, or from the ODNI. Jo didn't really care where the tip came from, if it parlayed into actionable intelligence that they could use to stop the drone bomber.  
The first strike had been at a parade in Stonewall Gap, Virginia. The second had been at a street fair in northeastern Tennessee to celebrate the opening of a youth center that counseled LGBTQ+ kids. The death toll from the two attacks was over five hundred, with another two thousand injured, and pride month started June first. They had to stop him before he had a smorgasbord menu of targets for the month of June.  
The chirp of her watch signaled a call coming in, so she picked up her phone just as it rang. A tap on the screen and Ashton's face appeared. "Sorry it took so long," he said. "I needed a shower after crawling around under the van."
Jo settled into her chair once more and gave him a smile. "I was waiting, and beginning to think you were just being a tease."  
She watched him look around, then lean in a little closer to the phone. "Careful, someone might think you actually like talking to me." He chuckled, but the laughter faded fast. "Orion got a tip that the Proud Patriots were headed to a campground outside of Pineville, Kentucky. There's an inclusive family camping event going on this weekend and it sounds like they want to hit it."
"Have you reached out to the campground and the event organizers?"
"We have. They've agreed to work with us. Two more teams are headed to Pineville so we can get the families out of there and have a few people around so it looks like the event is still going to happen."
"What did you find out in Bristol?"
"It's definitely the Proud Patriots that are doing the attacks. I haven't been able to determine if any supes are working with them, but it's a pretty strong suspicion based on the chatter we're hearing. The perp's body had a Proud Patriot's tat on his chest and a 14/88 on his forearm."
Jo shook her head. "Of course. The fourteen words that reference the popular white supremacist slogan, and the eighth letter of the alphabet, with 88 equaling heil Hitler. Some days I wonder if we'll ever get past this brand of hatred."
Ash gave a wry smile. "I hear you." The smile faded fast. "This guy managed to kill his ex-wife and her new wife's two children, along with a dozen other people at last count. A couple of the injured are still in ICU. Most of the dead are children, Jo."  
She looked at his face and saw the exhaustion in his eyes. "You're not personally going to Pineville, are you?"
"I have to. We're the main team on this case. We've seen all three sites so far, so if there are any similarities, we'll pick them up. We might be able to keep their death toll from rising." He took a sip from a paper cup and stared into it for a moment before he looked back up at the camera. "We need to stop them, or make it so costly for them that they stop on their own."
"Get some sleep, Ashton. If you want, we can fly you out and let the team meet up when they get there. That way you can coordinate the whole thing and not be playing catch-up."
"I appreciate it, but we'd have to drive to DC to fly out anyway. Easier to just head west once more and do it together. But first, sleep. I'll text you in the morning when we're on the road."
"Rest well, Ashton," Jo said. "Stay safe out there."
"Always, Jo," Ash replied and disconnected the call.  
Jo sat there for a few minutes and thought about what he'd said. There were pieces missing, but the picture was starting to come together. Maybe it was time for her to reach out to Jace and see what he knew.
Jace Mellin had been Jacobus Melville when she'd first met him over two hundred years ago. He was a vampire, older than Jo, and someone whose wit and intellect she admired and enjoyed. Currently, he worked with William Harrington, the US President's chief of staff. William also happened to be a wolf shifter. Jace was the one that had brought the information about the Apex Consortium to Jo's attention, and she wanted to ask him if he thought they could be pulling the strings for the Proud Patriots.  
She sent him a text and poured herself more coffee. She had a while to wait. In the meantime, she could read another report – or she could think about Ashton Lennox. She took a sip of her coffee and settled in. When they'd first met at a White House event, she'd found him to be an arrogant asshole. The more she'd learned, the more she understood it was a defense mechanism and not the real person behind it all.  
As she'd begun to know him, she found him to be highly intelligent with a quick wit and a wonderful sense of humor, as well as someone with a strong moral code. He also had a willingness to accept others with an ease she herself didn't possess. It wasn't easy for Jo to trust. She could trust, to a point, but there was always a wary watchfulness and an expectation that something would likely change her opinion to the negative. Experience had taught her that one, so while she would give Ashton Lennox a nod of friendship, she would be keeping him at a distance.  
It was better for everyone that way.
Jace’s face showed on her screen as Jo accepted the call on her tablet.  
“There she is,” Jace said with a smile. His short dark curls, pale skin, and bright blue eyes spoke of a mixed heritage that he proudly called Irish-Italian-Jewish mutt.  
“Hello, my friend. We have more information about that group you brought to our attention a while back and I was wondering if we could use the other line and chat about it?”
“Ah,” Jace said with a nod
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