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      August 21st, 1924

      

      “Fifteen minutes ‘til Chicago!”

      Darren glanced up from his novel to the train attendant swaying down the center aisle of the passenger car. He repeated his announcement as he went, his voice booming over the rattle of the wheels rolling along the iron tracks.

      Passengers throughout the car began their preparations for departure. Books were stowed in bags, children were told to put their toys away, women checked their hair and makeup in handheld mirrors, and many turned their eyes to the wide windows overlooking the outskirts of the city.

      Logan, who sat across from Darren, hadn’t torn his gaze from the rolling countryside since they sat down. Steely grey eyes took in the sights from Cincinnati all the way to Illinois. This was the farthest north he had ever been in all his forty-three years. Anyone who passed by their seats would have assumed he was nothing more than an eager eighteen or nineteen year old looking forward to his first visit to Chicago.

      Dustin, unimpressed by the scenery, sat beside his grandson and spent his time reading the newspaper or playing solitaire with a stack of battered playing cards. The other passengers might have guessed that Logan and Dustin were related by their similar features, but they would never suspect the full truth. Even though Dustin was his grandfather, the man hardly looked to be a year above thirty. No one would have thought that he was well over a century and a half old and a veteran of the Civil War.

      Neither would they have thought that Darren was as old as he really was. Three hundred years did little to a werewolf. At least, not in the physical sense.

      Darren bookmarked his place with the letter he had received from Will Croxen a week prior.

      “You don’t need the directions?” Dustin asked, motioning to the closed book.

      “I’ve already memorized them,” Darren replied as he folded his hands in his lap. “It doesn’t seem that complicated to get to Milwaukee Avenue from Grand Central Station.”

      Dustin let out a derisive laugh. “It’s Chicago. If it’s anything like New York, it’s pretty easy to get lost.”

      “Do you think that’s why Will chose to move there after what happened in New Orleans?” Logan’s input in the conversation was unexpected. “People like us can hide well in a big city, right?”

      “We might be able to hide,” Dustin said, “but that doesn’t make it ideal. The noise, the smells, the crowds…” He shuddered at the picture his imagination painted for him. Years spent in Europe had provided enough experience on that score.

      “Isolation doesn’t seem to work either,” Logan countered.

      Darren took in a slow breath. They knew what isolation could do. There was a reason Will was granted guardianship over his nephew’s son. The late Robert Croxen had given explicit instruction that Forrest should be sent to Chicago if the worst should happen to them in Devia. The worst did happen twenty-six years ago and it was still fresh in their minds.

      “To each his own,” Dustin said with a shrug. “Apparently a former pirate does well in a big city. Who knew?”

      Darren had heard the stories from Robert first-hand. A reformed pirate and rougarou didn’t seem the ideal mentor for a young loup-garou – werewolf – like Forrest. But if Robert had confidence in the man’s abilities to look after his own son, then Darren had to trust that Logan would be looked after with the same care.

      “You’re sure about this?” Darren secretly hoped that Logan would change his mind and decide not to take this chance for independence from his pack.

      The young loup-garou shot him a look. “That’s the hundredth time you’ve asked that, and yes, I’m sure. I haven’t seen Forrest or Mitch in years.”

      Darren looked out the window as the first signs of civilization came into view. He had thought allowing Logan some freedom from his training would do him good. Perhaps a change of scenery would make him appreciate all that Darren and Dustin had tried to do for him. Or maybe it would all backfire and Logan wouldn’t want to come back after they returned. He didn’t want to take that risk. He had let Dustin into the world too soon in his training and Logan became a casualty of his poor choices. Given Logan’s deficiencies, what kind of trouble would the youth cause in a metropolis like Chicago?

      Dustin pulled out a shiny, golden cigarette case from his vest pocket along with a pack of matches. “You worry too much,” he mumbled as he lit up and snapped the case shut.

      Darren slid him a glare. “If I worry too much, then why are you smoking?”

      “It’s not like it’s going to kill me.” He took a long drag and blew the smoke toward the passenger car ceiling.

      Knowing Darren’s detestation for the stench, Logan made quick work of the window until fresh air rushed through the top crack. Some vices ran too deep to be cured after almost fifty years away from his pack, and it might have been too much to hope that Dustin would revert to the man he was before they parted ways.

      “Why are you so worried?” Logan asked as he sat down heavily on the upholstered bench. “You don’t trust Will?”

      Darren shut his eyes and took a deep breath before choosing his words carefully. “I trust Will to do his best to keep you out of trouble.”

      “You just don’t trust me.” The contempt was palatable.

      He looked to the boy who had become like a son to him. “I don’t trust this city. Any place that manages to stay in the headlines of newspapers across the country because of its violence is no place to live.”

      Dustin gave a sweeping gesture to the occupied seats around them. “And yet, they’re flocking to one of the biggest and grandest cities in the country.”

      Curious eyes turned to the trio. Some disregarded Dustin as eccentric, but others stared and Darren disliked the attention. He passed a hard look to his beta before turning back to Logan.

      “Promise me that you’ll take extra measures to stay safe and – “

      “We’ve been over this.” Logan rolled his eyes. “I’ll watch my back. Will, Forrest, and Mitch will watch it too.”

      That wasn’t much of an encouragement. He had watched Forrest and Mitch grow into young men, and while the former could conduct himself with dignity, he wasn’t too sure about the latter. Darren tried to convince himself that thirty years could work the mischief out, especially after living through the downfall of Devia.

      The conductor pumped the train’s brakes, causing the occupants to gasp and lurch as they rolled through the outer limits of Chicago. Logan eagerly turned to the window, but Darren wouldn’t crane his neck to see the urban sprawl.

      It came into view slowly, like the first trickling flow of a creek. A smattering of houses and businesses along well-divided streets gave way to something more expansive and industrial. The creek of civilization expanded into an ocean of towering brick buildings and congested avenues. Darren had never seen this kind of urban density on American soil. Mobile and New Orleans might have been the only exceptions, but neither city boasted ten-story office buildings that dominated the skyline.

      “It’s incredible,” Logan mumbled. His forehead and nose occasionally bumped the glass as the train continued to rock along the tracks across the iron bridge that spanned the Chicago River.

      “A lot different than the little towns we’ve been passing through,” Dustin replied, his eyes equally riveted upon the sights of the city. And this was just a taste of it.

      They weren’t the only excited travelers. Children stabbed fingers at the window and exclaimed over the marvels to their parents. Smiles and starry eyes were on the faces of everyone on the train, except those who were already acclimated to Chicago’s wonder. Yet, even they could afford soft smirks at the sight of the city.

      Right now, Darren wouldn’t mind being in one of those little towns in the middle of nowhere. Searching for a lone loup-garou who didn’t want to be found would be preferred over getting lost in a place like Chicago. At least they wouldn’t stay long. Just long enough to drop off Logan and be on the next train headed south.

      The train continued to chug along the track, slowing significantly as they neared Grand Central Station and the giant open pavilion. Like the gaping maw of a mythical beast, the train was swallowed, and the racket of the train echoed against the network of steel supports high above them. The electric lights in the cab fought back the shadows as everything ground to a jittering halt at the concourse.

      The platform outside their window buzzed with activity as station attendants rushed forward with carts to unload the passenger cargo. The engine of the train released the last of its repressed steam, hissing into the great chasm between them and the roof of the pavilion.

      Logan was the first out of his seat, but Dustin grabbed at the tails of his jacket and pulled him back down.

      “Not so fast, kid. Let the rest of them get off first. We’ve got time.” Dustin motioned to the other eager passengers with what was left of his cigarette.

      Businessmen, couples, and families filed past, all talking about their big plans and schedules once they collected their baggage. When the passenger car became mostly empty, Dustin let go of his grandson and Logan jumped up to join the masses.

      “One might think he was impatient to get rid of us,” Dustin muttered to Darren as they followed their youngest pack member to the end of the car.

      Darren didn’t return the quip and pulled the brim of his hat low over his brow, stifling a grumble. How could he forget the last few weeks as they debated the wisdom of this decision? How could he forget the look of total excitement on Logan’s face when they finally gave in to his argument? Leaving him with Will had been one of the hardest decisions of his life this far. But Logan didn’t want any part of their search for Ben Myers, the man Dustin had turned into a loup-garou back in 1862 in order to save his life.

      Ben wasn’t the boy’s problem. It was Dustin’s, and they had scoured the entire southeastern half of the country with no luck. Logan hadn’t voiced his complaints every day, but they were clearly telegraphed in everything he did. This break from the search would be good for the youth’s morale if nothing else. And he had come along far enough in his training that a bit of freedom might have been overdue.

      They came to the platform and found Logan staring at the maze of beams and truces of the train pavilion. He was like a pup emerging from the den for the first time, wide-eyed and in awe of something so new. Having a sharp mind for architecture and engineering only fanned this excitement into near giddiness.

      As Darren stepped to the side to allow the other passengers to make way, he saw Logan begin to wander off. “Logan! Don’t go too far!”

      His words boomed over the heads of the civilians, but the loup-garou drifting toward the baggage claim acted as if he hadn’t heard a thing. Darren knew damn well he had been heard. A loup-garou with their keen ears would have heard him from a block away, even inside the station.

      “Go watch him while I get the bags,” he ordered to Dustin.

      “Aye, captain.” The taller of the two nodded and stomped out the stub of his spent cigarette before running after Logan. He had already made it to the glass paneled wall that separated the train pavilion from the carriage house.

      The long queue to claim Logan’s suitcase tempted to annoy him, but Dustin was right. It seemed like half the world was clamoring to walk the streets of Chicago. Their own bags would be held until their connecting train left in just over an hour.

      By the time he joined the rest of his pack, Logan was in the middle of a lecture about the engineering significance of the carriage house in relation to the rest of the station and Dustin was on his second cigarette.

      Beyond the glass barrier, carriages and cars lined up to pick up disembarking passengers. Families waited eagerly for their visitors along the sidewalk platform that skirted the drive. The ceiling wasn’t nearly as high as in the train house, amplifying the voices and rumble of the motors. The exhausts from the engines were suffocating enough without Dustin’s cigarette smoke and Darren caught himself snorting and clearing his throat a few times as he approached. Sometimes he wondered which was worse, the fuel emissions or the stench of horse dung in the streets. He would never be used to big cities.

      “You just had to buy him that architecture book, didn’t you?”

      Darren smirked at his beta as he passed the suitcase to Logan. “The boy showed an interest. Why not?”

      Dustin rolled his eyes and blew more smoke into the air above their heads. Logan took his bag, which contained all his worldly possessions. A couple of books, three changes of clothes, and his whittling knife. They had all agreed the moment they stepped foot on American soil that they would travel light until they could find Ben and settle down. With luck, that day would come soon and they could come back to collect Logan from this god-awful place.

      Darren began to recite the directions to the butcher shop. Through one of the three bricked archways, they stepped onto Harrison Street and he directed them immediately west. Cars, buses, and pedestrians funneled across the bridge, crossing the Chicago River again to become immersed in the West Chicago scene.

      Once more, Logan’s head was on a swivel. He took in everything, from the passing Ford roadsters and touring sedans to the soaring structures that made the grid-like pattern of the streets like a hedge maze. Darren, unimpressed, had his eyes on something else entirely. Women came under the beta’s lurid gaze, but instead of turning up their powdered noses at him, painted red lips spread into flirty smiles that only encouraged him. More than a few times, Darren had to forcibly steer Dustin on the right track to keep him from chasing those skirts that were entirely too short.

      Once on South Canal, it was a straight shot north until they came to Milwaukee Avenue. They stayed just between the river and the true metropolis. On the edge, they could still hear the chaos within. The honking, the shouting, the music. Smells made their stomachs curious as it seemed the whole of European cuisine had been crammed into one city. Languages and accents drifted above the city noise, adding flavor to the scene that Darren hadn’t fully expected. Chicago was working overtime to create a history and culture all its own as the people of the world flocked to its overcrowded streets. He wondered what the city would come to offer in the decades and centuries to come.

      Keeping his two packmates on track paid off and they were soon on Milwaukee Avenue. All three sets of eyes read the various signs, looking for “Billy’s Boucherie”. It didn’t take long. The noses of their wolves led them right to the corner of Milwaukee and Evergreen.

      The striped awning shaded the windows that looked into the whitewashed interior. Upon them, written in straight golden letters was the list of what one could expect to find within. Many Darren recognized. Sausage, ground beef, pork loins, lamb, ribs, bacon, steak, and poultry. Others were foreign. Boudin being the first, followed closely by tasso ham and cracklins.

      Above the awning was his storefront sign bolted into the brick façade of the two-story building. The savory and spicy aroma of the meats showcased in the window made their mouths water, and the nearness of a new loup-garou sent sparks from the back of their heads down their spines.

      Logan’s hand was on the door handle before either Darren or Dustin could stop him. A bell announced their arrival, but Will would have known they were close. He would have felt their presence as strongly as they felt his. The four humans inside would have seen them as any other customers. They stood behind the long counter display, each busy with their own task. One was stuffing sausage casings, another grinding a slab of beef while his partner packaged it up in parcel paper, and the last was weighing an order on a giant scale at the opposite end of the counter.

      The glass display case featured every kind of meat the window had advertised, while other selections hung from the ceiling toward the back of the lobby. Sides of pork and legs of lamb dangled from hooks near a cabinet of spice bottles and pre-packaged bundles. A thin, disturbed layer of sawdust covered the tile floor and there pervaded a distinct chill about the store. It took a moment for Darren to realize it came from the display case packed with sausage links and steak slabs. He had heard of the new refrigeration machines, but he had never seen one in person.

      Darren checked Logan for any sign of a slip in control. He remembered the days when the first sign of raw meat or a fresh kill would bring out the hungry, golden eyes of the wolf. Not just in his protégé, but in Dustin and even himself. It was a craving they could never fully escape, but time and training helped them to cope with the instincts. Thankfully, Logan’s gray eyes never changed. He had learned so much in the last couple of decades.

      Before any of the clerks had time to greet them, the swinging door that led into the backroom opened and their loup-garou host sauntered through. Darren shouldn’t have been surprised that they were close in age. Will Croxen had lived during the Golden Age of piracy, after all. He was still a hair younger than the alpha, but just as brawny as a beta in form and height. His rolled up sleeves displayed powerful forearms and a plain shirt stretched over broad, muscled shoulders.

      Black hair was pulled back at the nap of his neck with one rogue strand curled behind his ear. Will had his hands turning in a stained and tattered towel, his white apron equally tarnished by the dark brown gore of his work. In his tanned face were the features Darren knew well. John Croxen’s prominent brow and square jaw were handed down to all his descendants from Bart to Forrest. Will was no exception. Darren caught himself in awe at the privilege of knowing so many Croxen men within his one lifetime.

      He took a moment to assess the loup-garou on a deeper level. His appearance told the story of a hardworking man who earned every last bit of his muscle, but what did his wolf think of the loup-garou who had once been feral? Their wolves touched on a subliminal level and he approved. He had dominance, but there was nothing dark or overly intimidating in his presence. Earlier fears were put to rest as Darren decided, before ever speaking a word, that he could be trusted.

      “Darren Dubose?” Dark eyes flitted between Dustin who stayed in the doorway to finish off his cigarette and the other two loups-garous in his shop.

      Darren stepped forward and offered out his hand. “Will Croxen?”

      The butcher shook it and smiled. “Good to finally meet you. And this is Logan?”

      They both looked to the youth who had his eyes focused on the swinging door to the slaughter room as if he were expecting someone else to come running out. It took a light backhand to his stomach to draw his attention to what was more important than a reunion with his old friend. Standing in front of him was the loup-garou who would be his guardian. It was better to make a good first impression.

      Logan finally looked to Will and extended the same courtesy as his alpha.

      “Forrest has told me a lot about you,” Will said. “He and Mitch are running an errand, but they should be back soon.”

      To Darren’s surprise, Will bore no accent. Perhaps it was forced into hiding, as Dustin’s Irish brogue had been, or maybe living in so many places like the Caribbean and New Orleans had negated it somehow over the years.

      Dustin finally entered and it was his turn to shake Will’s hand. “So, you’re the man who’s going to take care of our boy?”

      Will nodded proudly. “Like he was my own.”

      Darren couldn’t help but smile whenever Dustin laid some sort of claim to Logan. In many ways, he was their boy. They had raised him longer than his own mother had, and they had become like a family since they all reunited in 1912. A strange, preternatural family, but a family nonetheless.

      “Do you live above the shop?” Darren asked, motioning to the ceiling and second floor above. “I thought you mentioned that you had your own flat.”

      “We do. On Maplewood. The upstairs is rented out by a friend as office space.” Will gestured to Logan’s suitcase. “Is that all you have?”

      Giving a quick listen, Darren assumed Will’s friend wasn’t working that day. Upstairs was as silent as the grave.

      “Everything I own,” Logan replied.

      “We’ll have to fix that.” Will gave him a wink and turned his attention back to Darren and Dustin. “Do you know how long he’ll be with me?”

      Darren slid a look to the employees who seemed to be absently listening to the exchange. If only they could have this conversation in a more private place. “We’re not sure yet. We’ll be sure to write and keep you both appraised of our progress.”

      Will planted a firm hand on Logan’s shoulder and shook him a bit. “I’ll make sure to keep him busy.”

      By the look on Logan’s face, Darren could tell he wasn’t thrilled with the concept of working in a butcher shop.

      “If you want to wait a bit, the boys should be back in a couple of hours.”

      Darren thumbed toward the door. “We have a train to catch. If we had more time, we would certainly stay.”

      Will seemed genuinely disappointed. Perhaps Forrest had been looking forward to seeing Darren again as well. They had parted under sad circumstances and it would have been refreshing to see Robert’s son again after all that had happened.

      The subtle shift he perceived in Logan had not gone unnoticed. They locked stares and the alpha saw the flicker of uncertainty. Had it just occurred to him that they really would be leaving? Not just for a few hours, but potentially a few years. That was a fact Darren had already grappled with before they ever stepped foot on the train. This was truly happening. The trio would really be parting ways in a matter of minutes and he hadn’t been ready.

      “You’re sure about this?” Darren asked one more time, braving the awkwardness of asking it in front of Will himself.

      Logan didn’t roll his eyes, didn’t sigh, or tease him. He froze, lips parted and silent for just long enough to give Darren cause to hope. When the hesitance wore off, he nodded and replied, “Yes, I’m sure.”

      Dustin was the first to move and grabbed Logan’s hand to shake it. “Good luck, kid. Take care of yourself and don’t give Will too much trouble, okay?”

      The manly handshake quickly dissolved into a tight hug, one that Logan didn’t brush off or squirm out of as he had sometimes done in the past. Dustin clapped his grandson on the back and turned to stride toward the door.

      It was Darren’s turn and he wouldn’t hold back. He embraced Logan and whispered in his ear, “We’ll miss you. Watch your back.”

      His packmate only nodded against his shoulder. When they pulled away, Darren saw Logan’s throat work and jaw tighten as he braved the goodbyes. At least he wasn’t the only one suffering. Will gave another assurance that he would look after the boy and Darren found himself on Milwaukee Avenue. The pull in his pack bond to march back into the butcher shop was almost impossible to resist.

      Dustin was already half a block away and lighting up another cigarette, but seemed to be having a hard time of it, thanks to the winds that swept down the street.

      “That’s your third cigarette within an hour,” Darren remarked, hating the way his side felt empty without Logan. They walked back southeast, retracing their steps.

      “Don’t lecture me,” Dustin mumbled as he finally managed to get the end of the cigarette to catch. “I’ll smoke as much as I feckin’ want to. It’s not your lungs to worry about.”

      The resurrection of Dustin’s Irish accent gave Darren the first clue as to how his beta was holding up to this big change.

      “He’ll be fine with Will. He knows what to watch for in Logan to make sure he doesn’t hurt anyone.”

      “I know that. You don’t need to tell me.”

      For the first time all day, a pretty lady passed them by and gave Dustin the onceover, but the loup-garou didn’t even notice. That was his second clue.

      “It’s alright to admit you might be worried.”

      Dustin glared. “I’m not worried. Why should I be worried?”

      “This is the first time Logan’s been truly separated from us and you’re acting like you don’t give a shit.”

      Dustin took such a long drag of his cigarette that Darren waited for him to cough or choke. He didn’t and the smoke came billowing out as he talked. “I do give a shit. I give lots of shits. But if I let giving a shit get to me, I won’t be able to leave this town. Logan’s got to learn how to get by in the world without a collar and leash. It’ll be good for him. And I’m going to keep telling myself that until I stop giving a shit altogether.”

      Darren allowed himself a smile and wrapped his arm around Dustin’s shoulders. “How about we keep reminding ourselves of that while we look for your old friend, huh?”

      At the mention of Ben Myers, the old Confederate soldier that Dustin had carelessly turned during the war, Dustin shook his head and let out a groan. “That farm boy’s proved to be more trouble than he’s worth.”

      “Shouldn’t be too much longer,” Darren consoled. “I’ve got the list of alphas and we’re already halfway there. Ben wouldn’t be in any big cities and we’ve narrowed down that he’s not in the south, and he wouldn’t go north. West is the only way.”

      “That’s a lot of territory.”

      Darren nodded. “Yes, but the faster we search through it all, the faster we can come back for Logan.”
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      “You’re sure you’re all right?”

      Logan looked up to Will standing behind the butchering table, hands and knife paused over the side of a calf he had been working on for the last half hour. Fat and bone had been trimmed away, leaving the choice cuts for which people paid well. Now he understood why the floor was covered in sawdust. If it weren’t, they would have been slipping on blood at every turn.

      The smells within the lobby of the butcher shop had been almost enough to tip him over the edge. In the back, where Will conducted most of his work, Logan had to exercise every ounce of restraint to keep the wolf at bay. Clearly, he hadn’t done a good job of hiding his struggle to his new guardian.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to wait for Forrest and Mitch out there?” Will pointed toward the swinging door with the tip of his sharpened blade.

      The lobby would have been worse. The four clerks had witnessed his mawkish goodbye with Darren and Dustin, and they would have questions. Who he was, where he came from, why he was staying with Will… He could hear them talk amongst themselves and speculate the answers already. Logan wanted nothing to do with it. He had a hard enough time grappling with the realization that he was truly in Chicago and his alpha had let him stay.

      “I’m sure.” Logan watched as Will continued his slicing and chopping. The razor edge of the knife slid through the tough, half-frozen beef as if it were nothing. “Why a butcher?”

      Dark eyes pinned him in the chair. “What’s that?”

      “Why a butcher?” Logan jerked his head to the rows of carcasses hanging from the ceiling by metal hooks. “It seems like an odd profession for our kind.”

      Will’s lips quirked into a knowing half smile as he resumed his work. “Not that odd. My wife’s family were… to put it kindly, unique. They were loup-garou, like us, but they lived outside of society. I suppose Robert took his cue from them when he first thought up the idea of Devia. Anyway, the men of their pack went to hunt, and they butchered the kill for the rest of the family. I spent a lot of time with them and learned their methods. When I left, I had a choice. Continue as a blacksmith - a dying art in itself - or turn to something else I knew well.” Will held up a perfectly trimmed slab of steak, veins of fat marbling its deep red muscle. “And that was butchering.” He tossed the steak into the pile at the corner of the table with the rest of the cuts that would be packaged by the clerks.

      “Is that why you call it a ‘boucherie’?”

      Will nodded. “That’s why. It’s French. Or, as close to French as the Acadians wanted it to be.”

      Logan knew some history, but only what Darren thought was important to teach him. Little was said about New Orleans apart from the obvious that it was a melting pot of ethnicities. He also knew one more thing about their culture to which Will was irrevocably connected.

      “I thought maybe your choice of profession had something to do with… you know.”

      Will froze, blade in mid-slice, and gave him a hard stare. “With what?”

      Logan nearly caved under the miniscule increase of dominance that seeped into the room. Like a thick haze, it nearly strangled his throat and kept him from speaking. “Darren told me about… about the time before New Orleans. When you were a pirate and a…”

      He couldn’t understand why he couldn’t bring himself to say the word. Maybe because of his own innate fear of its meaning and the fear of that long-ago time when he would have given anything to avoid such a fate.

      “A rougarou.” Will had no qualms with the word and spoke it so clearly, so abruptly, that Logan almost flinched and regretted ever bringing it up. A few long seconds ticked by before Will finished off his task, tossing the last few bones into the bucket near his workstation. “No. It has nothing to do with that.”

      Logan’s macabre fascination and fear for the idea of a rougarou, a loup-garou who had become addicted to human flesh, occupied much of his imagination over the years. What could drive a man to eat humans? Did it begin with simple murder? Was it an accident? How could someone come back from such a low? Ever since the concept had been introduced in his training, Logan had taken great measures to steer clear of anything that would put him on that path. Darren had once said that if a mind was wholly focused to avoid something, to not think about something, it was bound to turn back to it time and time again, which defeated the purpose.

      It was that same fixation that caused Logan to burn with questions that couldn’t be contained.

      “What does it taste like? Human flesh, I mean.”

      Will’s back was turned as he hauled the tub of fatty pieces across the back room. He barely reacted to the question as Logan had expected. No hitch in his step, no brushoff. He simply set down the tub, gave one glance over his shoulders and then disappeared into a back storage room. He came out a half a minute later and tossed a pressed ball of bright red ground meat his way.

      “Taste for yourself.”

      Half in shock, Logan almost missed the catch. He held the meat in his hands and wrinkled his nose. A thousand questions buzzed through his mind. The loudest being, why the hell did Will have human flesh in his butcher shop?

      He looked up and knew he had fallen for the gag. Will, hands braced on the edge of the butcher table, grinned back at him. Logan tossed the meat back at the old pirate, who gave a hearty laugh and scrambled to catch it before it hit the ground.

      “Relax, boy. It’s just a bit of beef and lamb.” He lifted up the disfigured ball to show him. “It’s the closest combination I’ve ever found to resemble human flesh.” He pinched off a bit and popped it in his mouth. “Of course, the real thing does have a distinct flavor. That’s why our kind can get addicted so quickly. It’s like nothing else in the world.”

      A bit of heat rose up Logan’s neck out of embarrassment that he had been fooled for that brief moment. If it had been human flesh, if Will had somehow reverted back to his old ways, Logan would have left the shop and hopped on the next train to race after Darren and Dustin. He didn’t mind being in the company of a reformed rougarou, but not a backsliding one.

      “And that’s also why it can twist the mind,” Will continued, still nibbling on his snack. “It’s like a drug. It seems harmless at first. Sometimes out of necessity or pure curiosity. The first time, you may not feel it. Maybe not even for the second or third meal. But it happens fairly quickly. You can feel your wolf start to take over. It controls your words, your actions, your feelings, even more than it does when you’re clean. You can feel yourself slowly receding and after a while, you’re not yourself anymore. The wolf has total control and all it wants is the next meal, the next hunt. It craves the smell of fear and every time you eat human flesh, it tastes better and better.”

      Logan’s heartbeat quickened at the very idea. The wolf within him had always seemed so close to the surface. To have it any closer, to have it take total control, was terrifying. “How do you come back from something like that?”

      A shadow fell over Will’s expression and his gaze fell to the bloody, pitted surface of the butcher table in front of him. “In most cases, you don’t. Rougarous become careless and that’s their downfall. Hunters look for those signs. While I’d never wish a hunter upon a loup-garou, I will always cross my fingers that they will take down a rougarou. That may be the only thing hunters are good for.”

      Logan wouldn’t allow himself to linger on the idea of hunters. Not when the memories were still so fresh. “Then how did you come out of it?”

      Will finished off the ball of ground meat. “My father found me before it was too late. Bart had his flaws, but he saved rougarous who might have been better off dead. He had a method of starving the sickness. It was effective… most of the time.”

      It was a wonder that any rougarou could be saved at all. The system was bound to backfire, and Logan knew enough to understand that tragic look in Will’s eye. He remembered what Adam Swenson had told him during his training in Devia.

      “Someone told me about what happened in New Orleans. Is that when you left?”

      He nodded and took a deep breath. “That’s when I left. My wife had died some years prior to that and I had no reason to stay. Bart turned his back on New Orleans after the incident, and I did too.” After a pause, Will straightened and waved his carving knife at Logan. “Didn’t Darren teach you how to make shallow, meaningless conversation?”

      Before Logan could reply, an old familiar scent broke through the thick aroma of raw meat. It was soon joined by the tingling along his scalp. He was already on his feet and making his way toward the back door when it opened.

      Forrest hadn’t changed. He might have looked a few years older, but he had the same fiery red hair hidden underneath his hat and calm blue eyes that made him feel at home somehow. The suit was new and it looked expensive. Certainly more expensive than his own miss-matched suit and vest that had been purchased secondhand years ago. Forrest’s dark navy suit and gray felt hat made him look more like a businessman than the carpenter apprentice he had known.

      Memories of Devia and that first traumatic month of his loup-garou training came flooding back. All the fear, the uncertainty, and the feeling of finally belonging to something. Forrest was his oldest friend, even before Darren. He had been the one to remind him that they weren’t monsters. Not completely.

      It had been over twenty years since they’d seen one another, but time did little to dampen their friendship. They took a moment to look over one another, comparing the old loup-garou they once knew to the one that stood before them today. Only then did they smile and rush forward to greet one another. Logan wasn’t one for hugs, but he allowed it for family.

      “It’s so great to see you again.” Forrest pulled back to look him over once more. “Time’s been kind to you.”

      Logan gestured to his friend’s professional ensemble. “I could say the same for you.”

      Forrest shrugged, as if it were nothing. “I’ve had my moments, but things are good right now.”

      Another loup-garou entered through the open doorway. “One might say we’re in the clover!”

      Mitch strode through, bringing with him the energy and excitement that Logan remembered. Like his cousin, he wore clothes that seemed so out of place in the back room of a butcher shop. Dressed in a dark gray pinstripe suit, wool vest, and felt hat, Mitch meant what he said. They were doing well for themselves. But how?

      He came up to Logan and gave him a hug, just as Forrest did. When he let go, Mitch playfully knocked Logan’s cap from his head. “Would it kill you to write? Not a single letter or postcard! One could think we meant nothing to you.”

      Logan smiled and bent down to pick up his hat. “It’s good to see you, too.”

      Being with Forrest and Mitch again made the separation from Dustin and Darren bearable. This had been his decision, his choice from the beginning. Just when he had begun to second-guess himself, his friends made it all worth it again.

      “Are you boys done with errands?” Will asked. He hadn’t moved from his station since his wards came in.

      Forrest nodded and patted his lapel. “All done.” Logan distinctly heard the crinkling of paper with each pat.

      “Good. Take Logan to the flat and get him settled in. Are you hungry?” Will looked to his newest charge.

      “Starving.” His stomach hadn’t shut up since he first arrived.

      Will turned to the finely dressed loups-garous. “Get him something to eat while you’re there. And don’t make too much noise unless you want Mrs. Kelly to bother you.”

      Mitch rolled his eyes and made his way toward the back door while Forrest smiled and explained, “Mrs. Kelly is our landlady. She lives on the first floor.”

      “That old bat tries to feed us cakes and sweets every chance she gets.”

      Will narrowed his eyes upon Mitch. “She’s a widow. Who else is she going to feed?”

      Forrest pointed at his cousin. “She makes a fantastic roast, though. You can’t deny that.”

      Mitch conceded with a shrug and wave of his hand. Logan caught a flash of glass and brown leather around his friend’s wrist as his sleeve shifted with the movement. How could he afford a wristwatch? “I’d rather her bring up a roast than those damn shortbread cookies. We have to throw them out every time.”

      “Are you just sad we can’t eat them or sad for the waste?” Forrest asked as he and Logan gravitated toward the open doorway to join Mitch.

      “Both! If I didn’t want to be sick to my stomach for the rest of the day, I might risk a bite or two.”

      Logan didn’t have to be reminded of their limitations. So many foods were closed off to loups-garous. Pastries and breads were just a few treasures they had to give up in exchange for everything else the wolf gave them. Adam, his old mentor from Devia, had called them gifts. They never felt like that. It had been a curse from the beginning, one that Logan had to live with for the rest of his nearly immortal life.

      For now, he’d enjoy this time with loups-garous closer to his own age. Forrest and Mitch weren’t so old that they couldn’t remember what it was like before the change, before the restricted diet, the inhuman abilities, and the wolf that bonded with their souls. They were about a decade older, but they still complained just as Logan did. They wouldn’t lecture him or make him feel as if he were deficient in some way. He always felt they were kindred spirits and they were together again. His pack could take their time looking for Ben Myers. Logan was comfortable right here.
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      “You’ve been just about everywhere.” Mitch was as rapt by Logan’s story as Forrest was.

      Only, Forrest felt something else beneath the wonder and fascination. Jealousy. He had only ever lived in Alabama and Chicago. Logan had been all over the world and seen things that Forrest could only read about or see at the moving-pictures show. They weren’t so different in age, but Logan had accomplished so much more. He didn’t know how good he had it.

      And yet, Logan couldn’t stop gawking at Chicago as they made their way home. He had seen the old cities of Europe and he was captivated by this place? It wasn’t that special. Not anymore. Now that it had become so crowded. Even now, nearing their residential district, the sidewalks and streets were buzzing with activity. They couldn’t go a block without having to weave through pedestrians or shout over honking car horns.

      “I guess so,” Logan replied. “All of that just to find my grandfather.”

      “The one you were looking for in Devia?” Forrest asked. He remembered that first day in Devia so long ago. Logan had been so withdrawn back then, unsure of himself and resentful of what he had become. At least now, he looked a little more comfortable in his own skin.

      “The same.”

      “Sorry we missed them,” Mitch said. “It would have been nice to meet the guy.”

      “They were ready to get going as soon as they dropped me off.” A note of bitterness rang in Logan’s reply and Forrest looked to him, half curious.

      “And who is it they’re trying to find now?” Mitch questioned as they rounded the next corner.

      “Ben Myers. Dustin turned him during the war between the states and left him in Tennessee after some argument. That’s when he disappeared to Europe. We don’t know what happened to Ben, though. He was told to go to Devia, but Darren doubts that he did.”

      Forrest shook his head. “I don’t recognize the name. I was born after the war, but my father kept record of everyone who came through Devia.”

      It was even stranger to talk about the Civil War like it wasn’t that long ago. Any listening ear might have thought they spoke of their more recent war in Europe than something that happened over half a century ago.

      Stranger yet was to talk about Devia and his father without feeling the same degree of grief that he once had. The years had hardened him. Mitch too. They could never escape what happened, but they could move on. They had to. They’d go insane otherwise. Every child would lose a parent. Forrest just didn’t think he would be orphaned so soon as a loup-garou.

      “How do they expect to find someone like that?” Mitch exclaimed. “That’s like trying to find a needle in a hundred haystacks.”

      “They’ve got a list of alphas they’re checking with,” Logan said. “Darren thinks that Ben wouldn’t have stayed without a pack for long. They’ve been going from pack to pack looking for him.”

      Mitch’s brows rose, impressed. “Well, when you put it that way, I guess it would be a little easier.”

      “What if he didn’t join a pack?” Forrest asked. “It’s possible he would have stayed alone.”

      Logan chuckled. “Not with Ben’s problem, he wouldn’t. His eyes are permanently gold. Dustin could never help him to fix that.”

      All three stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, humans funneling around them and minding their own business as they talked about packs, alphas, and golden eyes. One advantage of a big city was that few dared to bother people like Forrest and Mitch. Their reputation allowed some privacy and respect.

      “Permanently gold?” Mitch repeated. “As in, they’re never just normal?”

      “Never.” Logan shook his head. “Ben would need the help of an alpha to make them better.”

      Forrest couldn’t even begin to imagine what that would be like. To never walk down the street and meet the gaze of those he passed for fear they would find out what he was. He never let the gold of the wolf show unless it was totally necessary. And in their line of work, it was never necessary. Dominance was enough to get what they needed.

      “I hope they find him,” Forrest said. “Having someone like that just roving around would be bad news for our kind. Too inconspicuous.”

      Then again, Forrest and Mitch and countless others in Chicago could be seen as acting recklessly for the betterment of their race. But at least they had alphas to help them stay low-key. Alphas and a little extra leverage.

      On the note of leverage, Forrest knew they were coming upon a house they had been watching for some time. He took this route for that very reason, whether Mitch would recognize it or not. The four-storied brick apartment building had been built recently. Wealthier citizens of Chicago took up residence there, as opposed to immigrants or working class families.

      His steps slowed as he listened, mentally combing through the labyrinth of rooms to get a bead on the right one with his senses. Mitch noticed and grabbed Logan’s sleeve to pull him to a stop.

      “Is he there?”

      Forrest prided himself on his superior senses. He had honed them over the years for jobs like this. It saved time to know who was in a building before going in. Saved lives too.

      Finally, he found the room and heard the light shuffle of playing cards and mumbling of voices. He wouldn’t make out the words on the third story flat, but the man was undeniably home.

      “Yeah, he’s there.”

      “About damn time!” Mitch was far too excited for this chance and turned to Logan. “You wait here. We’ve got something to take care of.”

      Forrest made his way toward the stone steps that led to the front doors. “No, bring him along. There’s more than one guy up there.”

      That only excited his cousin further and he took the steps two at a time.

      “What are we doing?” Logan asked as they entered the lobby. His voice echoed off the marble floor and high ceiling. Elevators flanked the foyer, but they would take the stairs. They always took the stairs. The lifts were too slow and perfect for traps.

      “We just need to see a man about some money,” Forrest answered. “Nothing serious.”

      “Just keep your trap shut and follow our lead, okay?”

      That didn’t settle Logan at all. Hopefully Pat O’Leary would cooperate this time and there wouldn’t be a scene. Nice and clean. No fuss.

      Logan didn’t ask any more questions as they passed door after door down the second floor hall. Cigar smoke and illegal liquor smothered their senses, making it difficult to tell who exactly was in the room with Pat once they came to the door.

      Forrest waited and listened while Mitch straightened his suit and hat. Three distinct voices. The men inside would think they’d be evenly matched. They would be wrong, of course. With their quick reflexes and strength, Mitch could take on six thugs. He’d done it before.

      Clearing his head, he rapped heavily on the door. Logan stood a few paces behind, alert and eyes fixed ahead. Forrest trusted him, and that was the only reason he let him come up with them. If he couldn’t trust Logan, it’d be like walking on eggshells the entire time he stayed in Chicago. There was no way they could put their operations on hold for that long.

      The door opened and Pat O’Leary stood at the threshold, suspenders undone, the first few buttons of his shirt unfastened, and a cigar clamped between his teeth. The Irishman’s sharp eyes narrowed at the sight of them, but he couldn’t fool a werewolf. He was scared. The peppery odor of it cut through the stench of the apartment floor.

      “What do you fellas want?” he mumbled, never bothering to take the cigar out of his wide mouth.

      “We’re on a bit of business for Tony Valetta,” Forrest answered. “May we come in?”

      The fear intensified, but it never showed. Smart move. He glanced over his shoulder into the apartment, thought about it, and then waved them on in.

      Mitch gave Logan the cue to have him leave the suitcase in the hall. He wouldn’t need it.

      Inside, the place was as any bachelor pad might be. According to what they had heard, Pat hadn’t lived there for long. The kitchen, devoid of the smell of food, was confirmation of that enough. Trash scattered across the rich, new carpet, the walls were bare, the furniture sparse. In the center of the living space was a round table spread with playing cards and cigarette trays.

      Two of the four chairs pushed underneath were occupied. Forrest recognized the men. They wouldn’t cause trouble, but he was well aware of the pistols in their pockets. They were dressed more completely than Pat, with the exception of their suit jackets and hats that were slung on the coat rack by the door. The pile of poker chips in the center of the table told him that the game was just getting good.

      “What’s this business?” Pat asked, taking a puff of his cigar and standing between his guests and his buddies at the table.

      Forrest made a show of relaxing in their presence, folding his hands in front of him and widening his stance just a bit. “There’s a debt we’ve come to settle. You owe Valetta tribute from the last three weeks. We’re here to collect.”

      Tension spiked inside the apartment, but Forrest never took his eyes off Pat. Mitch and Logan could watch the others.

      Pat’s greasy laugh broke the moment. “A debt? Shit, I don’t owe him nothin’. I’ve been paying.”

      “According to Frankie, he hasn’t seen you since the beginning of the month.”

      “Fuck Frankie and his books. I’ve been sending my boys to drop it off every week, just like we agreed. Right?” He glanced to his friends and they nodded, giving their own false testimonies. Not smart.

      Forrest knew they were lying. He didn’t trust them and Frankie knew better than to be skimming money. He didn’t waiver as he might have years ago when they first started in his business. He wouldn’t just apologize for wasting their time and leave. He knew when he was being played.

      “I’m not leaving here without the two thousand you owe, Pat.” He racketed up his dominance just a hair. Enough for them to feel, but not enough to make the humans cower in their patent leather shoes.

      Pat bridled at the sum. “I ain’t got two thousand. Come back in a week and I might.”

      The Irishman moved like he was ready to lead them out, but Mitch countered him by stepping forward, arms folded and eager to break a few legs.

      “We know you have two thousand because you bring in twice that much almost every night.” Forrest ticked off the names of his bars and businesses on one hand, as if the Irishman needed reminding that he owed a cut to one of the more powerful of the Italian gangs on the west side. “You know if Tony wasn’t putting the cops off your tail, those places would be raided like that.” He snapped his fingers for emphasis. “You’d be arrested and no one’s going to pay for your bail or your attorney.” Forrest strode forward and the Irishman shuffled back a bit. “You’ve got enemies in the pen, Pat. You really wanna test Tony’s patience like this?”

      “Maybe he forgot the meaning of respect,” Mitch chimed in. “Think we should remind him?” The boys at the table flinched when Mitch cracked his knuckles. They all knew what he was capable of. Not a gangster in Chicago didn’t know.

      Forrest lifted his hand to hold back his attack dog. The fear in the room was at just the right concentration. They’d break. No need for bloodshed this time. “Let’s give him one more chance to think about the word… What’s it mean to you, Pat?”

      The Irishman ground his teeth and every muscle stiffened before he finally gave in. “I might have that two thousand. Give me a sec’.” He turned his back, socked feet thudding across the dirty floor as he went toward another room. Under his breath, they clearly heard his muttered curses, “Feckin’ dago.”

      That was enough for Mitch and Forrest didn’t hold him back. The werewolf rushed forward, grabbed Pat by the shirt and pinned him to the wall. His feet dangled a few inches and broken plaster
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