
        
            [image: Cover]
        

    
   Contents

   


   Title Page

   Copyright

   Dedication

   A Note About the Text

   Chapter One

   Chapter Two

   Chapter Three

   Chapter Four

   Chapter Five

   Chapter Six

   Chapter Seven

   Chapter Eight

   Chapter Nine

   Chapter Ten

   Chapter Eleven

   Chapter Twelve

   Chapter Thirteen

   Chapter Fourteen

   Chapter Fifteen

   Chapter Sixteen

   Chapter Seventeen

   Chapter Eighteen

   Chapter Nineteen

   Chapter Twenty

   Chapter Twenty-One

   Chapter Twenty-Two

   Chapter Twenty-Three

   Chapter Twenty-Four

   Chapter Twenty-Five

   Chapter Twenty-Six

   Chapter Twenty-Seven

   Chapter Twenty-Eight

   Chapter Twenty-Nine

   Chapter Thirty

   Chapter Thirty-One

   Chapter Thirty-Two

   About the Author

   Other Books by Lia


















UP IN SMOKE

The Profane Series

Book Three



Lia Cooper

DISCLAIMER This work contains language and sexual content that may not be suitable for readers under 18. This work contains EXPLICIT SEXUAL  CONTENT. Not your cup of tea? Don’t read it. Otherwise, please enjoy.



This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

UP IN SMOKE. Copyright © 2026 by Lia Cooper. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission.



Cooper, Lia (2026-01-31). Up in Smoke, THE PROFANE SERIES BOOK THREE. The Spec Press. First Edition.

All rights reserved.





To everyone who has kept reading even after all these years.

Thank you.



And to DT—more giving than I could ever be worth of.



The Profane Series takes place in the same fictional universe as The Blood & Bone Series and can be read as a sister series in either order. You may notice several characters from The Profane Series who were introduced in previous Blood & Bone novels and vice versa.



The Author’s Suggested Reading Order:



The Duality Paradigm (Blood & Bone #1)

The Convergence Theory (Blood & Bone #2)

Medium Rare (The Profane Series #1)

The Symbiotic Law (Blood & Bone #3)

Remainders (Blood & Bone 3.5)

Vapor Trail (The Profane Series #2)

A Sanguine Solution (Blood & Bone #4)

Heart Eater (The Profane Series #2.5)

Up in Smoke (The Profane Series #3)

COMING 2026 Bad Blood (The Profane Series #4)







February 2013 - Capitol Hill - Lachlan



Lachlan stood in front of his tiny walk-in closet and considered the row of button down shirts. They’d been hanging there untouched for going on three years now, since his resignation from the Seattle Police Department and abrupt career shift into coffee slinging made them obsolete in his day-to-day wardrobe. Picking one for tonight’s rehearsal dinner shouldn’t feel so difficult, but he’d already stood here for too long. It wasn’t as though anyone was going to pay him much attention, him, the Norm in the midst of a werewolf pack. And besides, what did it matter if he picked this shade of blue or that one?

He hesitated because he was nervous. He didn’t really want to attend the dinner, but he knew how important it was to his boyfriend because of how important it was to the werewolf pack. A part of Lachlan even appreciated the invite extended by the alpha herself. But it had been a lot easier to attend Pack McClanahan’s Fourth of July barbecue when he was full of righteous anger over his friend Alan’s recent murder and Detective Patrick Clanahan’s seeming indifference to the case. Lachlan didn’t have that anger now, he just had himself, and he was a very different man from the one in he had been in July.

He wouldn’t use the world “lesser” even in the privacy of his own thoughts. For one thing, the hospital therapist had spent a significant amount of time in their sessions reminding him that just because he had reduced physical capacity that didn’t make him a lesser man. He’d done the recovery song and dance once before, and he knew a little bit about how bad his own head space could get when he gave into depression. Back then it had cost him his career at the Seattle Police Department as well as his financial stability. It was hard not to let dark thoughts creep in, but he made a conscious effort to fight them. Instead, he settled on different.

He was different than he had been seven months. 

He was in a different place. 

It wasn’t just his injury, it was the fact that he had Vector back, and he had new career goals. Or he’d had new career goals before the attempt on his life. Just at the moment, Lachlan didn’t entirely know what he was doing with his future, except that he had to look presentable for this werewolf dinner. He was already going to be out of place enough—not a wolf, not a member of the pack like Detective Mallory, hell, not even a supernatural like the mage Ethan Ellison—he would rather not stick out like a sore thumb because he didn’t pick the right blue shirt either.

Lachlan sighed and scrubbed his hand over his face. He was exhausted, and he hadn’t even begun.

He grabbed the first shirt his hand landed on and yanked it out of the closet, picking a pair of black slacks to go with it and a black belt. Black was an inoffensive color, right? As long as he wore a different color shirt it wouldn’t look too much like he’d dressed for a funeral. He had to pull the belt a couple notches tighter than the last time he’d worn it, the result of his extended stay in the hospital, but when he’d smoothed down the shirt and slipped on a pair of dress socks and his one nice pair of shoes, Lachlan decided he looked presentable enough. He considered the sports jackets and discarded them for a grey cashmere sweater his mother had gifted him for Christmas the year before. He didn’t need any more obvious reminders of his changed physique, the jacket wouldn’t look right on his body now.

Finally dressed, he considered himself in the bathroom mirror. He’d shaved that morning, but he hadn’t had a haircut in months, and his light brown hair fell across his forehead longer than he’d ever worn it since maybe middle school. He should have planned for this too. 

“Damn it.”

“Damn is right,” a low, deep voice cut through his thoughts, it belonged to his boyfriend Vector Clanahan. Plenty of people had described Vector’s voice as “dead inside,” but to Lachlan it sounded like a warm, velvety glove slipping over his body. “Don’t you clean up good,” the werewolf murmured, reaching out to draw his hand down Lachlan’s back and settle on his hips. He stared into Lachlan’s eyes through the mirror, dark brown, almost black, and penetrating.

“I won’t disgrace you?” he asked, more than a little serious.

“Never.”

Lachlan rolled his eyes and stepped away to dig out his only nice overcoat: charcoal grey wool, another gift from his mother who probably wished he had gone into a more respectable career where he could wear all of these nice clothes. Boy had he failed on all fronts, bad enough he became a cop but even worse that he’d thrown it all away, turned in his badge and gun for a minimum wage paying job at a coffee shop.

“You ready?” he asked the werewolf.

Vector always looked put together. Unlike Lachlan, he’d actually traded up in the years since they’d worked together at the SPD, taking a position with the FBI as a special asset, a Tracker, whatever the hell that meant. Lachlan had an idea, but he was still coming to terms with all this werewolf stuff. He had been raised by a puritanical mother who considered all aspects of the supernatural demonic, and this past year had been a steep learning curve as his life increasingly collided with various forces of the weird and magical. It was part of the reason for his nervousness now. 

“We don’t have to rush,” Vector said. “I can almost guarantee that the pack will be running late tonight with everything going on.”

Lachlan frowned. “I don’t want to be late.”

“Did you take your antibiotics?”

“Of course.” 

The werewolf handed him a small travel size bottle of painkillers. Nothing crazy strong, but even the store brand ibuprofen helped ease the constant pain in his lungs if he made sure to take it regularly. Pity his kidneys. He didn’t know how much talking they’d expect him to do so better safe than sorry. Lachlan pocketed the pills and then touched his neck.

“Should I wear a tie?”

It might help cover some of the scarring, but damned if he didn’t want to avoid putting pressure on his neck.

Vector shook his head. 

“You look gorgeous. I wish I could keep you here.”

“You’re the one who wanted to go,” Lachlan reminded him and then regretted the words.

The wolf frowned and turned him so that they faced one another.

“If you don’t feel comfortable going we don’t have to. It’s not like I’m in the wedding party. Hell, I don’t even know the bride or groom.”

And the thing was, Lachlan knew that his boyfriend meant it. If he said he didn’t want to go tonight or tomorrow, Vector would call it all off and stay home with him. If the past couple of months were anything to go by, the wolf would do just about anything, twist himself into any shape necessary, to try and make Lachlan comfortable. Lachlan suspected a lot of this had to do with lingering guilt over their long separation and the misunderstandings that had prompted it. In the end, Vector was the one who had run away and the one who kept acting like he had reparations to pay despite all of Lachlan’s protests to the contrary.

He shook his head. 

“No, it’s an important pack event. I want to be involved. With the pack.” Lachlan wasn’t sure how convincing he sounded, but it was more or less true. He wanted to be involved in Vector’s life and Vector’s life involved his werewolf pack, which meant Lachlan was just going to have to get over his nervousness and try to fake it until he made it. He told himself it wasn’t any different than any other undercover job he’d done in the past. Like tonight, these clothes didn’t feel like his anymore. He hadn’t dressed like he was going into an office in years and on top of that nothing fit him right anymore. They were like a costume, a part of this persona of the respectable boyfriend he wanted to project to Vector’s alpha.

Whether Vector actually believed what Lachlan said or if the wolf chose to take it at face value when they both knew it to be a lie, Lachlan wasn’t sure, but the werewolf smiled and ran hand gently over his chest. Vector was always so fucking careful with him since the accident, and a part of Lachlan wanted to grab him and hold him close, cover his mouth with his own, and kiss him until Vector forgot to be careful and just touched him. But if he did that right now, they really would be late for the dress rehearsal.

The McClanahan werewolf pack was not the largest pack in Seattle and part of the reason, he’d discovered, was that they did not allow in members who were not related by blood or mated to a blood relative. It meant that compared to a pack like the Sutalos who maintained three distinct branches each inducting members who did not have to be related, the McClanahans grew slowly. Tomorrow marked one of the rare occasions when the pack would expand as the beta from another pack wed one of their own, bringing with him a sister. Beyond that, Lachlan didn’t really understand the underlying politics of the situation. Vector had been spare with the details, and maybe that was because his job had taken him out of town recently, requiring travel across the mountains on three separate occasions and even a trip up to British Columbia back in January. Or maybe he thought Lachlan wouldn’t care.

And to be honest he didn’t really care about a stranger’s wedding, but he always liked to know what he was walking into.

Vector threaded their fingers together, jingling his keys to bring Lachlan back to the moment.

“You ready?”

He sighed, but carefully. It didn’t pay to aggravate his sensitive lungs.

“You could let me drive.” The wolf was disquieting behind the wheel of a motorized vehicle and now that he felt better, Lachlan really wished Vector would let him drive more.

Vector’s face fell. “I thought you didn’t mind my driving.”

“I don’t,” he lied. “Forget it. I’m ready.”

What did it matter, at least he had an empty stomach.

Twenty minutes later they turned onto the pack’s quiet, tree lined street. Pack McClanahan had settled in Seattle near its founding, and they occupied a stately Victorian mansion set amongst similar, multi-million dollar properties. Cars lined the road along either side of the occupied driveway, forcing them to circle the block. Vector tried to make him get out in front of the house while he parked but the last thing Lachlan wanted to do was stand around on the pack’s front lawn waiting for his partner. 

Vector parallel parked with some difficulty and leapt out of the vehicle to come around and help Lachlan out. He tried to put Lachlan’s hand in the crook of his elbow for support, instead Lachlan grabbed his hand, squeezed it, and let go.

“I’ll be fine,” he said softly.

Queen Anne Hill - Lachlan



The evening was pitch black with an empty sky over head and for once it wasn’t raining. Street lamps lit the way as Vector led him through a stranger’s backyard to the McClanahan’s front door. He didn’t bother knocking, why would he? He’d more or less grown up living in this house. The second the door swung open, spilling warm light into the cool evening air, Lachlan was hit by a wall of noise. The sound of dozens and dozens of voices thrusting him back a step in alarm. He knew it was going to be busy, the whole pack was supposed to be in attendance for the wedding and the induction of the new werewolves, but it was one thing to know there were six or seven dozen McClanahan werewolves coming into town and being confronted with the reality of them.

Maybe catching on to his nervousness, Vector took his hand again and this time didn’t allow Lachlan to let go. He brought him inside.

They removed their coats, but the front entryway closet was already overflowing so Vector threw both over one arm and told Lachlan he wanted to say hello to his aunt, the alpha. Lachlan didn’t know how in the hell they were supposed to find anyone in this crowd. Everywhere he looked there were werewolves chatting, drinking, running around in the case of the dozen young children underfoot, and others stood with plates and napkins eating food. For some reason, he’d thought a rehearsal dinner would be a more organized affair including a sit down feast, but now that he could see just how many people were present, it would have been impractical to find enough chairs let alone table space for a formal dinner. He needn’t have been worried about showing up late. The festivities were already in full swing. It was like the biggest Christmas party he’d ever had to attend.

Lachlan touched the collar of his shirt to adjust the tie he’d chosen not to wear and grimaced around a nervous swallow. This was way more people than he’d mentally prepared himself for. Vector’s touch didn’t do much to stave off the panic crawling around in his guts.

“I’ll find Mallory,” Vector said into his ear, his lips pressed against Lachlan’s skin. 

Lachlan didn’t want to let him go, but the wolf slipped from between his fingers and disappeared into the crowd. Lachlan followed abortively. The crush of werewolves was too overwhelming; if anything, he had to suppress the urge to turn around and run right back outside, at least he’d be able to breathe out there. He felt useless and out of place standing in the front hall sans his own werewolf escort. A bunch of children came trooping down the hallway, bumping him out of the way. Of them, a small young boy with bright red hair wrinkled his nose and stopped to stare at him.

“You smell like a human,” the kid declared.

“That’s because I am a human,” he replied.

“Are you supposed to be here?”

But thankfully, one of the other kids grabbed Red by the elbow and tugged him up the stairs after the others.

“Don’t be rude,” the second kid, a young girl with curly brown hair, hissed into Red’s ear. “He can’t help being human.”

Lachlan rolled his eyes. He needed a drink. He decided to go looking for one, hugging the wall to slip through the crowd. Most of them ignored him despite the fact that he smelled out of place. He made one wrong turn that landed him in a family room crushed with wolves watching a sporting event on the television, but after a couple of minutes he found the kitchen—he’d only been in this house once, briefly, and it overwhelmed his senses full of this much noise. The kitchen island had been transformed into a bouquet of liquor bottles, glasses, and bowls of ice. A blond man in black pants and a black shirt stood hunched over the bar, mixing drinks and knocking them back. Lachlan started when he recognized the mage, Ethan Ellison, looking pale and annoyed as he stared into the bottom of his empty glass. The mage looked up and his face twisted into an indecipherable expression. He clearly recognized Lachlan.

“Fuck, you too?”

Before he could feel offended, Ellison continued.

“How did they rope you into this nightmare? I figured Vector would have more sense. Fuck, would have thought you’d have more sense on your own.”

Lachlan snorted and considered the drink options. He wished Ellison would take his elbow out of the bowl of limes. The mage looked wasted, and Lachlan wondered when he’d started drinking.

“Nope, not a shred of sense,” he said.

Ellison considered him. “You want a drink?”

“Yes.”

It maybe wasn’t his smartest move considering he hadn’t had alcohol in almost five months, longer really when you took into account his general leeriness of anything stronger than the occasional beer. He’d had a bad time of things after Vector left the SPD, spent too much of his time drinking, partying, and going to work either hungover or still hammered from the night before. It had been his only escape from what hindsight told him had been deep depression. Here and now, it might not be wise to indulge around a bunch of werewolves with preternatural metabolism that made alcohol less effective, but he saw a bit of his own desperate discomfort mirrored in Ellison’s pale blue eyes.

His inebriation didn’t seem to affect Ellison’s ability to measure and shake rum and grapefruit juice in a shaker with a couple bar spoons of simple syrup and ice. This he poured into his own glass and sipped. He sighed in pleasure and waved a hand at Lachlan.

“Okay, what’s your poison.”

“I didn’t know you were a bartender in a past life,” Lachlan said.

“I’m not. I just drink a lot.” Ellison laughed, an awkward chuckle that had him doubling over the bar island. Definitely drunk. “Come on, what’s your liquor?”

“Whiskey,” Lachlan said automatically.

Ellison nodded and sipped his drink. 

Lachlan tried to superimpose the image of the wizard who had suggested they go into business together over this version: laughing into his elbow at his own thoughts, flushed, with his blond hair standing on end where he’d been running his hands through it, over a third memory of Ellison grim and talking to unseen ghosts as he used casual magic to disarm Lachlan in his own house. He wouldn’t call Ellison a friend, but they’d become—if nothing else—friendly over the last couple of months. In part because they were both dating a Clanahan, and in part because they had both been nearly killed by the same vampire coven. It was the kind of life threatening experience that brought people together, even people as different as himself and this magician. 

Ethan Ellison wasn’t the first mage he’d met, that dubious honor belonged to a young man named Roberto Ramirez, who he’d run into while investigating his friend Alan’s murder. Ramirez had similarly been trying to find his missing sister who had also been Alan’s…girl friend? Dupe? With Alan too dead to ask, Lachlan wasn’t entirely sure whether their relationship had been genuine or just another piece in an intricate puzzle involving werewolves, vampires, magical drugs, clubs, and somehow, Lachlan himself. He didn’t know when his life had become this thing embroiled with the supernatural, surrounded by werewolves, and watching an inebriated mage mix him a drink.

“Whiskey,” Ellison murmured under his breath, selecting one from the array of bottles. “Rinse this out, will you?” he asked, tossing Lachlan the dirty shaker. He did as asked and set it down in front of the mage. Ellison’s hand was steady as he measured out whiskey, lemon juice, simple syrup, and a dash of bitters. Did he have an encyclopedic knowledge of drinks as well?

“You sure you haven’t been a bartender before?”

Ellison grinned, added ice, and then he did something Lachlan could not have predicted. He closed his eyes and raised his left hand, brushed his fingers lightly across the metal. A spark jumped from his skin into the shaker which rose and trembled in the air before them, started to jitter, then shake. Ellison’s eyes snapped open and he caught it before it fell.

“I’ve been working on that,” he said with a twisted expression. “Don’t quite have it though.”

“How long have you been in here?”

The mage shrugged and poured the drink into a round squat glass, garnished it with a slice of lime, and presented it to Lachlan with a flourish—thankfully not magical. 

“I don’t have egg whites,” Ellison mourned.

“That’s fine. Cheers.”

They clinked glasses and drank.

A couple of werewolves barged into the kitchen and carried away heaping platters of finger foods.

“There’s more in the fridge if you’re hungry,” Ellison said.

He could have eaten, another good reason not to start drinking straight away, but solid food could be tricky. Lachlan opened the fridge and considered his options. Behind him, Ellison said, “Oh, let me make you something!” and it took Lachlan a beat to realize he was speaking to someone else. He glanced over his shoulder and found Detective Sabira Mallory eying the bar and the over eager mage. Vector had not accompanied her to the kitchen.

“What are you drinking?”

“Papa’s best doblé.”

Mallory took his drink and sniffed. “Would you call this your specialty?”

“You wound me. I’m a specialist at a lot of drinks.”

“I think I’d like a beer,” she said in her crisp English accent and selected a brown bottle from the ice chest under the bar.

“Then let me…” Ellison bit his tongue in concentration. “I’ve been working on this one too.” 

He snapped his fingers; Lachlan flinched, expecting an explosion of flying glass, but the crimped metal cap tightened, convulsed, and popped off the bottle without incident.

“Forget the police,” Ellison murmured, “you’re right, I should have been a bartender. Alas, a misplaced youth. What was I thinking?”

Mallory raised on eyebrow and took a long sip. “Impressive.” She leaned against the edge of the sink and considered the two men. “Hello, Mr Graham.”

He gave her an awkward wave.

“Why do I sense that this is the misfits room?” she mused.

Ellison snorted his drink and coughed. He glanced around as though just realizing they were the only ones in the kitchen. Lachlan too felt surprised, there had been other wolves in here when he arrived but they’d disappeared during Ellison’s magical antics.

“That’s because it is. I think we smell funny,” Ellison said, tapping his nose and winking at Mallory.

“Did Vector find you?” Lachlan asked Mallory in a low voice. No sense straining his vocal chords when they had managed to create the only quiet room in the house.

She nodded. “He was looking for the alpha and the wedding couple to pay his respects. How are you doing?”

It was the one question Lachlan despised more than any other at this point, but he hadn’t seen Mallory in a couple of weeks and therefore forced his irritation down with another sip of whiskey before answering.

“I’m great.”

“You look sharp,” Ellison said, slapping his shoulder companionably and only spilling a couple drops of his drink. “I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to talk to you.

Mallory shared a look with him, her eyebrow firmly planted in the middle of her forehead. She reached for the rum bottle but it slid across the counter into Ellison’s waiting hand. He grinned down at it as though surprised to find it there.

Lachlan had never see the mage perform this much casual magic before, and he wondered what the fallout would be when he sobered up.

“You’re getting adept at that,” she said, echoing Lachlan’s thoughts.

Ellison frowned and curled his sparking fingers in front of his face.

“I know; it’s weird. It’s been getting stronger, easier to summon.” He shot Lachlan a lopsided grin. “Would you believe, I was the most useless practitioner in my graduating class? Talk about a disappointment for dear old daddy.”

Mallory widened her eyes over Ellison’s shoulder and shook her head. Lachlan didn’t know much of Ellison’s history but he was curious.

“Could barely light up baubles or cast triangulation spells a year ago. Now look at this shit, don’t even need the props or incantations.” But even as he spoke, Lachlan could see a glassy exhaustion sheening the mage’s eyes. He slumped against the island and started pouring liquor drink straight into his glass.

Mallory reached again for the rum bottle.

“Maybe you should take a break,” she interjected.

Ellison leaned back and closed his eyes. He settle the bottle and glass down with a dramatic flourish.

“I feel spin-y,” he moaned.

“Food,” Lachlan said. “I think we could use some food. There has to be something normal to eat in here.” He meant something other than fussy little finger foods.

“It is strange all this catered food,” Mallory said. She opened a cupboard and brought out a bag of chips which she offered up like a prize. “Mr Clanahan swears by these. Or at least, that’s what Grace tells me.”

“Salty? Crunchy? Sounds perfect.”

Mallory opened another cupboard and produced a large bowl—how much time had she spent here?—and poured out the contents of the bag. They were not chips in the sense that Lachlan had expected, but a pale yellow puffed crisp like a Cheeto puff but with less powdered cheese. They had a pleasant, lightly cheese flavor and an addictive crunch that dissolved on his tongue. The two humans herded Ellison over to an arm of the kitchen counter where there were chairs and empty trays. Ellison slouched on his bar stool but obligingly ate the puffs and drank the glass of water Mallory set down in front of him. Lachlan slid onto the second chair and did the same while Mallory leaned on the counter across from them, her brow wrinkled.

She sighed and addressed Ellison. “I was going to update you on the Jenny Westin case, but now doesn’t seem like the best time.”

This broke through Ellison’s thoughts, he sat up straight and leaned into her space, if somewhat drunkenly. “No, it’s fine.” 

Lachlan was shocked by how steady his voice sounded.

“It’s not much, but I’ve connected ten total homicides committed in the twelve months leading up to her…disappearance.”

“You’re sure?”

“You mean, could I make all of them stick in a court?”

“No, are you sure?”

“Yes. Most of them were concentrated in Washington, but there were two in Idaho and one in British Columbia.”

“How the hell did you connect that one?”

“Vector lent me a hand.”

Ellison went to drink from his cocktail glass only to find it empty. Lachlan nudged the water over to him. 

“Do you think there are any more to find?”

“I can’t say definitively, but thirteen is a powerful number, and we know that these weren’t random killings. I was hoping maybe you could shine some light on the spell she intended to perform. That might help narrow down whether I’ve uncovered all of the victims. To be honest, there’s a real chance we’ll never know the extent of her work, unless she surfaces again, but I was under the impression—”

“She won’t,” Ellison said in a dark voice, cutting off further speculation. “Ten victims. Drained of blood. I don’t know.”

“There’s ten pints of blood in the human body, plus or minus,” Lachlan offered. He’d learned that after he almost lost a fatal number of pints himself.

“She took more than a pint.”

“It might have been symbolic?” Mallory offered.

Ellison shrugged. “The Medusa’s curl drank blood, and according to legend it has the power of resurrection. I never got the chance to ask her the details, but I think she intended to use the curl to resurrect our—my mother.”

Lachlan kept his face neutral even though all of this was new to him.

“My guess is that it would have been a spell of her own devising…or Deirdre’s,” Ellison said, “She was a powerful witch and the curl had originally belonged to her. One of the few possessions she took with her when she left my father and I.”

“Some kind of life insurance policy.”

Ellison shrugged, “I guess you could call it that. I’m sorry to hear about the other victims. I’ve been trying to decide if I should contact the families—”

“I wouldn’t,” Mallory interrupted. “I can’t actually charge Jenny Westin with the deaths. Technically the case will be filed as unresolved with connection to her. I’ve told her parents we suspect her involvement but— It’s all so messy. What would you even say to them?”

“You’re right. I just feel like I should do something. She was my family. Sort of.”

“Is there anything you could say that would bring them closure?”

“No,” Ellison said flatly. He stood. “No, you’re absolutely right. There’s no closure. Not for any of us except my own peace of mind that I stopped her from performing the resurrection.”

Lachlan’s mind spun. He couldn’t help wondering what his Protestant mother would think if she heard Ellison speak so candidly about resurrecting someone other than her precious savior from the grave.

“And what about our vampires?” Ellison asked. He skipped the shaker this time and went straight to pouring alcohol and citrus into his glass, topped it with ice that he swirled with a wave of his fingers, and then drank. Lachlan’s eyes burned a little watching him. He’d made a point to sip his own drink despite the urge to knock it back and ask Ellison to make him another one.

The mage’s question made Mallory’s face darken. Her fingers picked at the paper label on her beer bottle, tearing it into strips. 

“We’ve been shut out, both Patrick and myself. Our Captain’s been promoted out of the department and her replacement Simmons so far has refused to give us new assignments or let us continue our old ones. According to Simmons it’s been reassigned to the appropriate department, though he won’t say who that would be.”

“A special supernatural task force.”

“I doubt it.”

“No, because that would be the logical thing to do,” Ellison said derisively.

“What about the werewolves you brought in during the warehouse sweep. The ones connected to…Alan’s death?” Lachlan asked. He’d been waiting weeks for an update.

“The Prosecutor’s office is pursuing that case, specifically with the wolves we’ve been able to connect to your attack. I’ve got a deposition scheduled next week. I’m surprised they haven’t been in contact with you—I’m sure they have questions to ask and they’ll have to get a complete statement on the record. We were able to link one of the wolves from the warehouse sweep to your attack using physical evidence and Vector’s sworn testimony. The FBI is handling the Omen investigation though, and it’s all connected to that.” She frowned. “Have you considered bringing a personal injury lawsuit against the werewolf? I’m not a lawyer, but it seems like you’d have room to do so.”

He hadn’t, and he wondered why he hadn’t thought of it. The bills from his extended stay in the hospital were mounting, not to mention his inability to return to his job due to the lingering—perhaps permanent—disability. Vector had been covering his mortgage payments for the last couple of months, claimed it was the least he could do since he was living there, but even before the accident Lachlan’s finances had been strained. Faced with an empty savings account, he’d started taking on independent detective work the previous summer, but he hadn’t been able to do any of that since his accident. And as a minimum wage worker at a privately owned restaurant, he hadn’t had any medical coverage. So far the bills had been deferred for a couple of months due to strained circumstances, but even with payment forgiveness, he still owed a hell of a lot of money.

“I don’t have a lawyer,” he said.

Mallory pulled out her phone, “I know a couple from university that practice in Seattle. I’ll text you some numbers.”

“Thanks.”

“Someone tried to murder you,” Ellison said darkly, “they shouldn’t get away with that and leave you holding the bag.”

Mallory nodded her agreement.

“It might not be so bad if I could at least work,” Lachlan said, even though he thought they weren’t far off.

“Well, my offer is still open,” Ellison said. He picked through the bottles on the counter, grabbed three glasses, and returned to where they were sitting. He poured an inch of amber colored liquor into each glass and slid them in front of each of them. “I don’t mind cutting you in on the offer either, Ms Mallory. We could use someone with your research skills.”

Mallory raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“Your offer? It’s my business,” Lachlan grumbled.

“What’s this then?” she asked.

Lachlan rolled his eyes and indicated the mage. “He wants to work for me.”

“Partners, I said we should be partners.”

“Private detectives?”

“Why not?” Ellison said. “The SPD doesn’t want me, but will you look at this?” 

The mage extended his left hand in front of him, spread his fingers, and a gust of wind whipped through the room, jolting the glasses across the counter and into each of their hands. Lachlan jumped in surprise; his fingers felt statically charged. It took a great deal of concentration to get his hand to relax and let go of the glass.

“More powerful than I’ve been in my entire life,” Ellison mused. He raised his glass to the both of them. “Come on, to working together.”

“I don’t remember agreeing to this,” Mallory said.

“You want answers, we want answers, and we all three of us know that werewolves are useless.”

“Vector’s not useless,” Lachlan protested.

“No, he’s a Fed. That’s worse.” Ellison waved a hand at Mallory. “Fine, we won’t call this a binding agreement. You can be a witness to Graham and me.”

“I think Patrick would object to your marriage.”

“Ha ha. Partners, officially.”

“Not officially,” Lachlan protested, “I don’t have the cash to change the business license. I’ll have to hire you.”

“Both of you are ruining the moment,” Ellison whined.

“Wasn’t this supposed to be a rehearsal dinner? I thought I was going to get food, but all I’ve got is too much liquor and cheese puffs,” Lachlan grumbled.

“If you drink with me I’ll make you a smoothie.” Ellison winked, “I’m sure Mallory here knows where the blender is.”

He scowled on principle.

“We’ve got vampires who’ve tried to kill both of us. Vampires that Mallory’s bosses don’t want her pursuing. You can’t tell me that doesn’t frustrate the crap out of you. Both of you.”

Ellison wasn’t wrong. Lachlan had left the SPD over three years ago because he’d been depressed and emotionally devastated after his last case with Vector went sideways and instead of sticking around to deal with it, the werewolf fled across the country into the arms of the FBI. Quitting had been the best thing Lachlan could do for his mental health. Better out of the force, then compromised while carrying a gun. He’d nearly died, and his bosses hadn’t done shit to try and find the vampire responsible for draining him. They’d cut him out of the investigation, said he was compromised, and then as far as he could figure they’d swept it all under the rug—a lot like they were trying to do now with the attack on Ellison—had it been another vampire? The same one? From the same coven? Or completely unrelated? They didn’t know because the people in charge weren’t interested in looking. 

And what about the werewolves Alan had been working with to distribute Omen? They had been fingered for assaulting Lachlan, but this was just the tip of a much larger organizational iceberg. He still didn’t know what had prompted them to kill Alan. He’d been working with them to get the deed to The House of the Mystic from Beau Ramirez before her death. Had Alan helped them? Had it been as simple as an overdose? Or had they killed her? He had to have known about it; he’d had the deed to Beau’s club hidden in his own house like an insurance policy—what little good it had done him. And the werewolves who had tried to kill Lachlan had been looking for it. 

It was all so tangled. They had pieces of the puzzle, but not even edge pieces, more like random bits of cloud and sky and nothing to show them the finished picture.

“Yes, it frustrates me,” Mallory said, startling Lachlan out of his thoughts. It was hard to imagine the immaculate Sabira Mallory frustrated but she looked it now, her forehead deeply lined as she stared into the amber liquor. She surprised him even more when she threw it back in one smooth swallow and offered her hand to Ellison. “After the wedding, I’ll get you everything I have that isn’t already in Lachlan’s possession. Maybe with fresh eyes not under department scrutiny you’ll be able to find something for me to investigate.”

“That’s the spirit,” Ellison said grinning and shaking her hand.

Lachlan rolled his eyes. He supposed it was a good thing he liked Detective Mallory. She was compassionate, thorough, and intelligent, but would it have killed the mage to ask him first before inviting more people into what was ostensibly his business? Forget paying to change the license to make Ellison a partner, he was going to get him a receptionist’s desk and put it in his front hallway. 

He grinned and took his own shot. Ellison slapped him on the back.

“There you are!” Vector’s voice cut through the camaraderie of the moment and zipped through Lachlan’s head. He looked up and caught the werewolf frowning at the scene. “I was going to introduce you to the alpha.”

“I’ve met her,” the worlds rolled off his tongue.

“I meant, we should say hello. You’ve been drinking.”

“Would you like one?” Ellison jumped up.

“No. Lachlan are you okay?”

He rolled his eyes and stood. “I haven’t had that much. One drink.”

“And the shot,” Ellison said.

Lachlan shot him a quelling look. He took Vector’s arm and steered him out of the kitchen.

“I’m fine,” he reiterated. Whether the wolf was convinced or not he kept his peace at least and steered them into the crowd of werewolves, snagging aunts, uncles, and cousins to introduce as they went, all of them blurring in Lachlan’s memory as a sea of strong, pretty faces, preternaturally youthful.

The rest of the night passed in a swirl of sound, light, and strange smells. He met more werewolves than he’d known existed. Most were more interested in talking to Vector than Lachlan, allowing him to blend into the shadows at his boyfriend’s side. Lachlan wouldn’t call himself an introvert, per se, but by the time the party had started to break up for the night and Vector steer them back out to the car in the cold, dark night, he felt drained. So much so he dozed off on the ride home and woke to the werewolf attempting to carry him out of the parking garage.

Lachlan grumbled, insisting that he could walk.

Warm palms cupped the side of his face and drew him into a soft, lingering kiss.

“I love you,” the wolf murmured against his lips.

The words made something warm bloom in his chest. He grabbed Vector and drew him into a second, deeper kiss. The wolf pushed him against the side of the car and kissed him until he was breathless—easier to do these days. 

“I love you too,” he said when they broke apart.

Vector’s mouth quirked into a happy smile, his eyes shining in the dark.

Of course, it would be too much to ask for this perfect moment in their lives to last.

Capitol Hill - Lachlan



It wasn’t his fault that they were late. It was, in fact, the fault of the FBI who had called Vector out of his bed at four in the morning to consult on a crime scene in Burien. He hadn’t returned to Lachlan’s apartment until almost 2:30 PM, covered in sweat and dirt from where he’d been following a scent trail all over the suburbs in his werewolf form. 

They’d planned to leave the apartment by 2 PM, and to that end Lachlan was dressed and ready to go in an outfit nearly identical to what he’d worn the night before. He’d tried on one of his sports jackets, but it had proved as boxy and over-large as he’d feared it would be—he needed to get back into the gym before his muscles completely forgot what a dumbbell felt like—so he’d put on another one of the expensive sweaters from his mother. If they had been on speaking terms, she would have been scandalized to know he had finally worn all of her gifts to attend various werewolf pack functions.

Vector hurried into the shower upon his arrival and went about making himself presentable. Lachlan had set out clothes for him and made him a protein shake to eat on the go. Werewolf metabolism was a bitch in this line of work when meals could be irregular, but especially when his boyfriend also had to run around on four legs to do the work.

They left the apartment twenty minutes later with Lachlan insisting he could drive while Vector ate. The werewolf must have been more tired than he looked because he folded to the argument almost instantly, sliding into the passenger seat with the shaker bottle and a deep sigh.

The wedding was to be held at the McClanahan pack house—where else really?—beneath a series of large white canopies in case of Seattle’s infamous rain. Traffic was never good in the city, and it figured that they hit the tail end of lunch hour traffic clogging the streets as they tried to cross through South Lake Union to Queen Anne Hill. Between Mercy and Denny it was bumper to bumper cars and buses, the city washed out under a grey sky and drizzling clouds. He hoped the rain wouldn’t get any worse.

The wedding of Claire Clanahan and Vincent Costa was scheduled to start at 3 PM, which would have been fine if they’d left when they’d intended too.

Vector had one hand braced against the dashboard as the traffic ahead of them ground to another unexpected halt. He made a disgruntled noise.

“It’s not like you could help it,” Lachlan offered. 

“I took my vacation this week for a reason,” the wolf replied.

It was true, but what did the Bureau care about their trick werewolf’s family responsibilities?

“What did they have you doing?”

“You know I can’t talk about it.”

He did, but Lachlan was nosy and figured it didn’t hurt to ask. He glanced across the vehicle and caught the dark look on Vector’s face as he stared out the passenger window.

“Finish your smoothie,” Lachlan said, smiling when that same dark look got shot his way. He’d had to suffer through innumerable smoothies during his recovery at home, it felt cathartic to turn the tables on the werewolf.

“It’s too sweet,” Vector complained.

“It’s good for you.”

More grumbling. They started moving again. The digital display in the car read 03:12. Vector wasn’t part of the wedding party so it wasn’t as though they would be holding anything up if they were late, but he understood Vector was trying to reincorporate himself into the day-to-day workings of his pack, and this was a big event. Also, as one of the alpha’s nephews, he considered it important to put in a good showing. 

The weather ignored their prayers, a small roll of thunder crashed in the distance, and it started to pour. This didn’t stop any of the drivers around them from driving like maniacs or riding Lachlan’s bumper despite the slick streets.

“We’re so late,” Vector muttered as they finally turned onto the McClanahan’s street.

“It’ll be fine,” Lachlan soothed.

Would they have waited? Maybe if they were lucky the whole wedding would be running late, that always seemed to be the case in movies, right?

“I’ll drop you off and find a place to park,” he said, slowing down as they approached the packed driveway.

Vector readied himself to jump out, but he never got the chance as more thunder cracked the silence, close this time, so loud it was like it had landed right on top of them, splitting the air into noise and heat. Lachlan slammed on the breaks as a wall of air rocked the car on its wheels. The glass windows rattled and it felt as though the whole car shuddered, expanded, and then contracted as it fell back onto all four wheels, tipped like a boat at sea.

Lachlan’s ears rang from the noise as he tried to process what had just happened. That wasn’t thunder. That was—

He hunched down in his seat and stared out the passenger side window, around Vector’s twisted body braced against the Honda’s interior, at the flames licking into the sky above the McClanahan pack mansion. It took several long deaf minutes for his brain to reassemble the jagged pieces into the dark shape of a house blown away, smoking and flaming in outrageous guts of bright orange against the dark grey afternoon sky. It was raining, but that rain put little damper on the fire raging. And the lawn was strewn with debris, the cars in the driveway crunched and shattered from flying timber. 

Beside him, Vector made a small, horrified noise and scrambled out of the car. Lachlan lurched across the center console to grab him, but he was too slow. The werewolf flew across the lawn and disappeared into the haze.

“Fuck,” Lachlan hissed. He made to follow but sense grabbed hold of him and he fumbled a call to 911, explaining to the operator who picked up that there had been an explosion, gave the address, agreed he would stay put until firefighters responded, and then promptly ignored that instruction in favor of hopping out of his car to try and find Vector. 

It had been less than two minutes, but Lachlan felt as though time were speeding past him in a blur.

He regretted leaving the safety of his car as wind and rain blew smoke into his face. It choked his lungs and sent him stumbling against one of the parked cars lining the street. He jerked away from the heat. In his chest, his breathing turned labored. Lachlan’s eyes watered, the whole landscape turned blurry, and he felt lightheaded from the lack of oxygen. He wouldn’t be any good to anyone if he passed out on the front lawn.

Already in the distance he could hear the soft Doppler whine of emergency vehicles and prayed they were headed this way.

From the ruins of the house, blackened figures emerged covered head to foot in streaks of soot, coughing and clinging to one another. A few other stragglers appeared around the side of the house, skirting the merrily burning fire.

It had been an explosion, he realized. A bomb?

No, that was ridiculous. A gas main? 

Lachlan wiped sweat off his forehead and scanned the lawn, looking for Vector, praying to a god he didn’t believe in that the wolf hadn’t run straight into the burning building as it collapsed around his ears, knowing that this was too much to hope for. This was Vector’s family, his pack, of course he had run headlong inside to try and save anyone he could.

He stared up at the flames. The whole top half of the building, the third and fourth floors, was just gone, no doubt accountable for the boards, stone, and twisted metal littering the lawn. The second story was consumed by fire, and thick clouds of black smoke billowed from the first floor windows where they’d been blown out by the initial explosion. A sea of glass glittered in the firelight.

Someone grabbed his arm and jerked him to the side. It took him a second to recognize Sabira Mallory and he felt a rush of relief to see her on her feet. She had another small woman—he could see it was her girlfriend Grace, Vector’s younger cousin—draped over her left side. Sabira’s eyes were bloodshot, her cheeks covered in soot, and there was a gash along her temple streaming bright red blood. He reached to help her with Grace, lungs straining, as he shouldered most of the young werewolf’s weight, guiding them over to the far side of the parked cars where there was less debris.

Mallory tried to say something but descended into wracking coughs, her voice a thin wheeze.

At that moment, the firetrucks came roaring up the street, all of their lights and sirens spinning against the dark to clear the way, and trailed soon after by cop cars to cordon off the street as the firetrucks filled up the road on either side of the McClanahan mansion.

Lachlan hoisted Grace—unconscious, or close enough to be little help—higher against his shoulder and directed them towards the EMT vehicle that pulled up behind the firefighters. People in uniforms flocked out of the vehicle and hurried towards the victims straggling out of the house. He tried to shout for someone’s attention but his voice came out as a croak and a sharp pain slashed through his vocal chords. One of the EMT’s saw them and hurried over help Grace into the back of the vehicle. The young woman had deep lines in her forehead as she barked orders into a radio clipped to her shoulder requesting more responders.

Mallory collapsed on the van’s bumper and closed her eyes. Lachlan leaned in so that he wouldn’t have to shout to be heard over the noise of the responder vehicles and the fire. He couldn’t have imagined the sheer noise of the destruction as it raged behind them

“I think Vector ran inside, I need to go look for him.”

Mallory clutched his elbow and shook her head.

“Your lungs,” she croaked.

Lachlan glanced into the emergency vehicle and grabbed a disposable mask out of a netted cubby. He fitted it over his face and squeezed her shoulder in reassurance, then he hopped down and made his way back towards where the air rippled hottest. Already smoke had combined with the rainclouds overhead, turning the sky almost midnight and blocking out what little weak afternoon sunlight there had been. It felt like he waded through night as he crossed the lawn. The mask helped with his breathing, enough so that he didn’t pass out before he reached the edge of the blast and came up against the line of firefighters. Someone stopped him like a brick wall and shouted at him to get back!

Lachlan couldn’t speak over the noise or the mask on his face. He tried gesturing at the house, but of course, no one was going to just let him waltz inside.

He stepped back as directed, but kept scanning the scene for a glimpse of his boyfriend.

There was a loud cracking noise above his head and a portion of the second floor, weakened from flames, fell in on itself. In response to stirring wood and oxygen, fresh flames leapt higher over the collapse and people screamed.

Flames spurted from one of the front windows and then a crack appeared in the facade, splitting the house down the middle like tectonic plates. The sound of splintering wood and stone shattered the air, deafening him all over again, and everyone—from emergency personnel to survivors—ducked away from the shattering noise. Blue sparks, unlike the flames, came skittering out of the crack in the house, seeming to push it wider, seeming to hold back the orange fire so that a half dozen blackened figures could come stumbling out of the front room to collapse on the burnt grass at the firefighters’ feet. Lachlan coughed behind his mask and watched with wide eyes as the blue fire pulsed and visibly struggled against the weight of the walls of fire before a smoke stained figure in a ruined suit appeared in the split, stumbling under the weight of another body that he half carried, half dragged from the destruction. As soon as the last two figures cleared the ruins, the blue flames winked out, orange roared in to take their place, and another section of house collapsed. 

Lachlan was closest and he stumbled over to help Ellison with his burden—no mistaking that heavily muscled body as any other than the mage’s werewolf mate and the pack’s beta: Detective Patrick Clanahan. Looking the worse for wear, his face and arms blackened with soot, blood streaming from cuts on his temple, arms, and chest. His clothing was charred and curling off his body, revealing smoking craters of blackened flesh already weeping fluids—more than just blood. 

Sweat rolled off Ellison’s tense face, he stumbled and nearly fell but for Lachlan there to catch the two of them. He wasn’t strong enough to carry Clanahan by himself, but he wrapped the unconscious werewolf’s limp arm over his shoulders and took some of the weight off the mage who hissed out a grateful noise as they worked together carry his mate over to the EMTs. The firefights were busy helping the other people who had come out with Ellison’s light show. 

More emergency vehicles were arriving on the scene with fresh hands to take Clanahan. The wolf looked bad to Lachlan’s untrained eye, and Ellison looked drawn and pale under his grim expression as he watched them place his mate on a stretcher. Clanahan was whisked into a vehicle full of critical injuries. It roared away from the scene first. A medic tried to put an oxygen mask on Ellison but he pushed them aside, his gaze fixed on the retreating taillights. He looked like he wanted to run after it.

Lachlan caught sight of Mallory approaching them; she carried her own portable oxygen device. He grabbed Ellison’s shoulders and maneuvered him toward the detective.

“Are you all right?” she demanded in a hoarse voice, no louder than a whisper.

“Fine,” Ellison replied. “Grace?”

“Unconscious. She hit her head, but we were pretty far from the blast.”

The mage nodded.

“What the hell happened?” Lachlan demanded.

Ellison shook his head and turned to stare back at the ruined house. 

Mallory pulled off her oxygen and said, “An explosion in the central room of the house.”

“No, it was in the library,” Ellison clarified. 

“The alpha?”

The mage covered his face with his hands and knelt on the grass. Another EMT shouldered the three of them apart and started to examine Ellison, instructing Mallory and Lachlan to go sit down and stay out of the way.

“I have to find Vector,” Lachlan told Mallory. She followed him when he started picking his way back towards the fire.

“How was Patrick?” she asked, having to shout to be heard over the commotion.

“He looked bad.”

“If the alpha is dead—” her voice cracked on the word, “If Teagan Clanahan is dead, Patrick will be the new alpha.”

By the look of things, the firefighters were struggling to get a handle on the blaze. Could it be that the house, old and constructed of wood over a century ago, was just so much kindling ready to fuel the fire? Or did it suggest something more sinister? The actions of someone who wanted to make sure that the explosion hurt as many people and did as much damage as possible?

He wanted to ask Mallory if it had been a bomb, but he didn’t want to start shouting about bombs out in the open, just in case.

It looked like most of the wolves who had been able to get themselves out of the house had been those congregated in the backyard. A half dozen wolves looking bruised and battered but still ambulatory. They huddled in a group on the edge of the lawn, staring at the blaze. He didn’t know where to look for Vector.

Shouts drew his attention to the house where another portion of the second story had begun its collapse into the center.

Mallory’s hand on his arm hurt his bones.

“My gods,” she whispered.

Lachlan’s heart beat hard in his chest with fear. What if Vector was in there right now? What if he was trapped in the collapsing walls? Would they even know until it was all over?  His stomach lurched at the thought of losing the wolf now after they’d escaped the explosion.

A figure appeared from the far side of the driveway, carrying a small figure in his arms, with a couple more—all children barely hip height—clutching at his clothes. Lachlan rushed to Vector’s side, Mallory on his heels. They helped him get the kids—five in total—into the care of the responders. Some cried, others were strangely blank faced. Vector’s chest rose and fell with panicked breaths. He’d lost his nice suit jacket and his pale blue shirt was stained and ripped on one shoulder. He had soot stains crawling up his forearms and smeared across his deeply tanned skin.

The werewolf grabbed Lachlan and pulled him into a quick, fierce hug.

“I couldn’t—I tried to get in to the alpha, but the fire…” his words were bitten off gasps of air against Lachlan’s skin, panic threaded through each. Lachlan tried to recall when he’d heard this tone in the werewolf’s voice, but it was like trying to recall a memory from another life, hazy, it slipped away from him. Vector made a fist and pressed it against his breastbone. He made a loud, bitten off sound, like the start of an anguished howl. His legs wobbled and he might have fallen, but Lachlan caught his weight in his arms as Vector moaned and made another series of heartbreaking noises in the back of his smoke roughened throat. Lachlan panicked, thinking that he’d been injured somewhere they couldn’t see, but Vector huffed words against him, hard to make out but becoming more distinct through repetition.

He realized with a start that the wolf was crying when he felt hot dampness against his neck.

“She’s dead,” he whined, and then again, over and over until the words blurred together.

And that’s when Lachlan knew for certain the McClanahan pack alpha was dead. 

Long live the alpha.

Later - Lachlan


He drove Vector to the hospital after the last of the survivors had been carried off in emergency vehicles. Mallory rode shotgun with the distraught werewolf huddled in the backseat, his face pressed to the cold glass, still crying with those awful, hitching little cries that made something in Lachlan’s guts twist and tear up inside him. She didn’t speak; she’d said she was worried about Grace and then grown still as carved stone. He wondered if she could sense her girlfriend’s health. Vector had said the two women were mates, and while Lachlan didn’t understand what that meant—especially between a human and a werewolf—he imagined it had to come with some kind of supernatural connection. 

They arrived at the hospital and Mallory led the way inside, taking charge at the nurse’s station to figure out where the pack wolves had been taken and used her badge to get a status report. Patrick Clanahan was in surgery along with several others who had arrived with life threatening injuries. Lachlan could hardly imagine what would be considered life threatening for a werewolf, they were so damn difficult to injure, especially if they were mated. Grace was apparently unconscious in an observation room, which the nurse tried to keep them out of, but caved when Vector roused enough to growl and mutter something about pack. 

Lachlan stayed behind in the waiting room while the werewolf and Mallory went to check in on the wolves that were conscious. He caught the nurse’s scared expression and offered her a wry smile.

He cleared his throat and asked, “Did a mage come in with the werewolves? Name of Ethan Ellison?”

She narrowed her eyes and said, “And how would you be connected to all of this?”

“Family friend.” 

She shook her head. “I’m afraid we can’t just give out that kind of information.”

“Sure. Sorry. They’re just worried about their family,” he reminded her.

“Doesn’t mean he has to be rude,” she snapped.

He sat in one of the uncomfortable waiting room chairs, folded his hands in his lap, and then started coughing uncontrollably as his lungs reminded him that they did not appreciate being taken into a fire zone. Lachlan jumped when a hand touched his shoulder and he looked up to find the nurse there with a paper cup of water offered out to him.

“Thank you,” he croaked.

She sat back down behind her station and busied herself with charts.

He sipped the water and watched the minute hand on the analog clock hanging over the nurse’s head as it slowly counted down the hour. And then a second hour… and then a third.


Vector


Surviving pack members were still being transported in. There was a large room where they found those who were not in immediate danger being treated for broken bones, cuts and scrapes, or smoke inhalation. There were about sixteen, including the children Vector had led from the burning house. Another dozen had been treated for more serious injuries and placed in shared rooms to recover quietly away from the noise, while a further four or fives had been ushered into emergency surgery, including his cousin Patrick, the pack’s beta.

No, Vector shook his head. There was a sharp headache pounding behind his eyes where his connection to the other members of his pack lived, where the echo of his alpha had lived before it was torn away from him. Now that space bubbled with confused anger and pain bleeding into him from Patrick. His cousin wasn’t the beta anymore, he was the alpha, there was no mistaking this, even if Vector’s conscious mind shied away from the knowledge.

He couldn’t absorb the reality that his aunt, the woman who had more or less raised him after his own mother’s passing, was just…gone.

They were supposed to be celebrating a wedding, bringing new wolves into the fold, but with a thought, he could pick up each individual heartbeat of the McClanahan werewolves left alive and count them. So few that there wasn’t any chance of him losing track of the number. His stomach twisted at this knowledge, a yawning black emptiness in his chest where a hundred wolves should have been present.

It wasn’t that they were all connected like a hive mind, but they had been a pack and they were werewolves, there was magic fueling their supernatural change and that magic—anchored in the alpha—branched tendril-like between the members. Much like a family tree, names connected by threads of ink had connected one wolf to another and now without warning a massive chunk of that web had been ripped out of his chest, leaving behind a gaping sense of loss.

Vector wandered between pack members, touching them on shoulders and backs, holding hands as they reached back to him in return, murmuring nonsense reassurance that he didn’t feel himself, aware of the roiling pain in the back of his head that meant his cousin was still alive, fighting. Mallory had been with him at first but she was gone now, and he didn’t know where. Had she found Grace? He hoped for his cousin’s sake that the detective had been able to get to her side. They were mates, and Mallory should be able to lend Grace some of her own strength, even if she was only human.

The swinging doors crashed open and a woman, flushed and sweating, her face a mess of grief, burst into the room. She moved as though in a fever dream, looking into the faces of wolves, searching them for someone before moving to the next, growing increasingly frantic. Vector felt a tug in his chest, and he reached for her as she passed close.

“Don’t touch me,” she snarled in a crackling voice, wet with suppressed tears. At his touch
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