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      Aster, 12 Years Old

      Oma thinks I'm asleep, which is the only reason I hear her order a child’s murder.

      As a seeress for the Adalwulf pack, I’m called to use my power for the good of the pack. But on this cold, dark night, I wish I could live as a normal girl. Then I wouldn’t be overhearing Oma, the seeress, plot with the high priest of the Moonborn, the Warden.

      I’m curled up in an overstuffed armchair in her quarters, where I’d passed out with an aching head after she put me through a grueling afternoon and evening of training. I woke when the Warden entered, my body coming alert, wary in the presence of a predator, but pretended to be asleep, remaining still and keeping my breath slow.

      I work hard to make myself invisible here in the Adalwulf castle. It helps me avoid verbal or physical abuse at the hands of Odin or Aiden. They hate anything they can’t control–and no one can control the Sight. Deep down, they fear and resent our witch-muddied bloodline, even though Oma and I are prized possessions as their pack’s veilwalkers–the Seeresses who can see beyond the veils of reality into the future.

      “I had a vision,” Oma tells the Warden.

      I can’t see him, but I can sense his aura. It’s grey and thick and oily like putrid smoke. In man form, he’s big and burly, a brutal enforcer. He’s always in war paint–his ice-blue eyes framed in a band of black. It’s supposed to evoke his wolf’s distinct markings. I think he looks like a raccoon. His long, white-blond hair worn with a drastic side-part, makes him look like a mad wizard. Right now, he’s probably taking Oma’s measure. Normally, she would offer her visions up directly to Odin, so the fact that she called the Warden in here and is speaking to him in hushed tones means there’s subterfuge going on.

      My skin prickles with warning. Knowledge is power, and secrets are the most powerful of all. I learned that early in my seeress training.

      “You need to kill the wolf without ears,” Oma murmurs.

      “What did you see?” The Warden’s voice always sounds harsh. Cold and hungry for violence, never sated.

      “It is not for you to interpret the visions,” Oma says in the authoritative voice she uses when working with the big egos of dangerous wolves. “I am the Seeress.”

      “And I don’t take orders from you.” His voice is as cold as his eyes, and I have to stop myself from reflexively curling into a tighter ball.

      I hear Oma pace around the small antechamber to her bedroom. Unlike the wolves who prowl this mansion, her movements are loud and uneven. We’re in the medieval stone behemoth built in the crook of the Adalwulf pack’s pine forest, nestled at the foot of a mountain beside a crystalline lake. There’s electricity and hot water, but Oma insists on living in the dark ages, lighting candles and using the fire for heat. She says fire contains magic, so we must keep it close.

      I hear the sound of Oma’s teapot boiling, and she pours two cups of tea. The scent of lavender and lemon balm nips at my nose. She’s stalling. She always pours tea when she’s debating her next course of action.

      Oma’s ancient–she won’t tell me exactly how old, but I think it’s over one hundred. She and Odin, the alpha of the Adalwulf pack, are magically bound by a powerful spell. Oma draws power from Odin’s body, giving her an unnaturally long life. By sharing in his alpha magic, all of her visions are of and for the pack’s well-being. She siphons some of his alpha power, as she did from his father before him. He will be the last alpha she serves, though. When he dies, so will she.

      The fire pops and crackles in the grate.

      “I won’t drink your witch's brew,” the Warden says.

      “I have no reason to poison you.” A touch of condescension in Oma’s tone. A bluff, a challenge. Oma has plenty of poisons in her apothecary. My first chores revolved around tending, picking, drying, and storing the powerful plant medicine. I wouldn’t put it past her to put something in the Warden’s tea, to make him more pliable. She’s done it to me plenty of times.

      Another long silence. This is how you play pack politics: slowly, using silence to shift the power to your side. It’s not easy when you’re the lone woman among arrogant alphas–cruel wolves who’d rather kill first and never ask questions.

      A chair scrapes across the stone, the sound startling me. I stifle my gasp. It’s nothing, I tell myself. Just Oma is settling into a seat at her table.

      There’s so much tension, it’s hard for me to breathe.

      “I had a vision of a wolf without ears breaking the stone altar. Desecrating the bond of magic shared by the Moonborn and the Adalwulfs. The dais itself cracked in half, and the pup straddled the broken halves. He was bathed in moonlight. He wore the mantle of the Adalwulf alpha.”

      The clink of china and a slurping sound tell me Oma’s sipping her tea.

      “You think it’s the deaf pup born from the Blood Heir Alpha Rites.”

      Goosebumps inexplicably race across my skin. Every nerve in my body charges, like I’ve been asleep for all of my life until this moment.

      It takes all my concentration not to bolt upright, wide-eyed and ready.

      Everything in the pack revolves around the Adalwulf alpha. His power is propped up by the cult of the Moonborn.

      Hundreds of years ago, the Grandmothers’ Coven made a pact with the Adalwulfs. The pack provided protection to the coven in the new world, and in exchange, the coven offered up and bound their most powerful veilwalker to the Adalwulf pack to serve as Seeress. Over the years, the veilwalkers and the wolves bred together to become the Moonborn.

      The Alpha Rites–the sex ceremony in which the alpha females are stripped naked and blindfolded, bound with vines to the ceremonial stone to be bred by the alpha or several powerful alpha males–ensures the most powerful pup becomes alpha.

      Oma’s vision means the end to all that. And it all revolves around a deaf pup. Is that why Oma wants to kill him, “the wolf with no ears”?

      Pain stabs my head, a return of my headache from earlier. I hear whispers from beyond the veil. The Grandmothers speak to me, and they have much to say. Trouble is, they’re all clamoring at once–I can’t distinguish any message.

      “Yes, the one we swapped for Aiden.”

      Swapped for Aiden! Swapped. For. Aiden.

      Oh, sweet moon goddess. This is a revelation. Aiden isn’t really Odin’s son? The pup he raised as his own? The pup meant to rule the pack?

      Suddenly, Oma’s vision makes sense. She’s taught me how to interpret the visions and signs we receive. The symbols the Moon Goddess uses to make things clear.

      The Moonborn leaders didn’t want to face Odin’s wrath if they presented him with a deaf infant after conducting the Blood Heir Alpha Rites. They must have told him Aiden was the first child born from the rite, swapping out the true firstborn, who was deaf. Now, with the vision of that child being the true heir to the pack, Oma must destroy the threat to Odin’s “son” Aiden before her lies are uncovered.

      The whispers in my ears grow louder and more tangled.

      “You told everyone the boy was dead,” the Warden grates.

      “And you let his mother bargain for his life. Track him down and destroy the threat.”

      My stomach clenches into a knot. I hate this part of being a seeress–choosing who lives and who dies. I don’t know if I’ll be able to do it. I don’t know if I’ll be able to become as hard and brutal as Oma.

      A horrible sound echoes through the room. It takes me a moment to realize it’s laughter. The Warden is laughing. “You fucked up,” he says to Oma. “You thought you’d cover it up, but it didn’t work, and now you want me to fix it, or you’ll suffer Odin’s wrath.”

      “We both will,” Oma’s tone is cool. “Or don’t you remember the part you played?”

      I strain my ears, wanting to know what the Warden did that makes him fall silent when Oma reminds him, but neither of them explains.

      “Find the wolf with no ears and kill him,” Oma repeats.

      “Again, I don’t take orders from you. But I’ll kill the pup.”

      I hear the door open and close, but otherwise, the Warden moves silently.

      Oma’s cup clinks in the saucer, and she sighs. “How much of that did you hear?”

      Keeping secrets from Oma is a game I hope to win one day. Unfortunately, it seems the woman can fish anything out of my head. I sit up and rub my eyes against the candlelight. “All of it.”

      “You think I’m being too harsh? Ordering the death of a pup?”

      Yep, she plucked the thought right out of my head. “I know you see beyond the veil and judge accordingly.”

      Oma hacks up a laugh. “An evasive answer if I ever heard one. Well done.”

      She’s the one who taught me “seeress speak” or the art of saying nothing yet still sounding wise. I’m good enough to fool most wolves but not her and probably not the most alpha wolves like the Warden or Odin. It’s a skill I’ll need to master before I’m the seeress for real.

      “Ask the spirits then and see for yourself.” Her black eyes bore into me. Ask, she orders silently, and I hear it like a booming voice in my head. A compulsion.

      So I center myself and open up my senses to the beyond. This is what it means to be a veilwalker, though I’m apparently stronger than most. Lucky me.

      Is the boy a threat? I ask in my head.

      The answer is immediate. A flood of images that rush through my head too quickly for me to see while every muscle in my body tightens. My breath is stifled like I’m being choked.

      He wields destruction. He will bring an end to the Moonborn.

      An end to the Moonborn, the cult at the heart of our pack. I am Moonborn. All my life, I’ve been taught to uphold the sect’s traditions. My position as future Seeress, all my training revolves around the Moonborn’s service to the Adalwulf pack. Someday I will be bound to Aiden in a bonding ritual the way Oma is bound to Odin.

      If the cult is gone, my entire world would be destroyed.

      Oma won’t allow that to happen.

      I gasp when the spirits release me.

      Oma is still watching me with her usual piercing stare, but I can sense that she’s pleased with me. “Did you see?”

      I nod because even though I didn’t see the vision clearly, I heard the message, loud and clear.

      “Then you know why I summoned the Warden. You may never speak of this night.” The look she gives me tells me death would be my reward if I do.

      I bow my head. “You know I won’t.” Even though my head swims with all the secrets. The false heir. The wolf with no ears.

      The destruction of the Moonborn and probably our entire pack.

      “Good. Go to bed.”

      I untuck my legs and stand, feeling the pins and needles attack my sleeping feet. I curtsey. “Goodnight, Oma.”

      She rests her hand on the top of my head, sending a moon blessing down through my crown. “Sleep.”

      I rush out of the room, running through the dark corridors to reach the stairs to the dim tower where they make me stay.

      I crawl into bed without brushing my teeth, trying to ignore the whispering voices warning me of the wolf with no ears who would destroy us all.
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      Aster

      “The alpha requested your presence in the throne room.” Aiden’s errand boy, Sam, a fifteen-year-old wolf shifter molded into a super-servant, looms on gangly legs in the doorway to my chambers.

      I stand to follow as ordered.

      The throne room. Eye roll.

      Because that’s not pretentious.

      Aiden uses all the drama and theater of the best cult leaders, following in his father’s footsteps. He rarely subjects me to a big show. I’ve lived in this mansion since I was ten. I am mostly ignored or treated like furniture, which is the way I prefer it.

      I drape myself in a white outer robe and go to the mansion’s largest room, where Aiden holds court when he wants to invoke the majesty of the alpha.

      I can almost hear Oma scoffing, foolish pup.

      At times like this, I’m reminded that I’m the only one who knows that Aiden killed his own father. Not only that, I know something he doesn’t—that he’s not truly the firstborn. If I wanted, I could use this knowledge to challenge Aiden’s rule.

      These are dangerous thoughts, but being pack seeress is a dangerous job.

      Secrets are power. Aiden knows this.

      That’s why he hates me. He doesn’t like anyone having power but him.

      With its stone floors and arching beams, the throne room is almost medieval. It stinks like blood. As I walk in, my gut twists. Odin used to deal out his worst punishments here, in full view of the top wolves of the pack.

      Today, it’s only me and Aiden. And the Warden. I walk in just as Aiden’s dismissing him. I try not to breathe too deeply, but I still sense his oily gray aura, a putrid fog that stinks like rotting bones. Of all the Adalwulf wolves, his aura is the most tainted. And that’s saying something.

      Behind him is another wolf, a thin white woman dressed in the robes of an acolyte. I recognize her narrow face and long brown hair from my childhood days in Moon Hollow. Vera, I think her name was. She scurries to follow the Warden out a side door, and when I glimpse her aura, it seems just as tainted as his. Who knows how he’s used and abused her.

      As he’s leaving, the Warden pauses to shoot me a disdainful look, and I ignore him. He’s not a threat to me right now. I know enough of his secrets to destroy him.

      Aiden is another story. He’s a very real and present danger.

      There was a time when I hoped a new alpha would make our pack better, kinder. But it didn’t take long for my childish fantasy to fall away. Aiden is worse than his father. Aiden isn’t needlessly cruel; he’s strategic about it. He’s the sort who would patiently explain why your life must be forfeit for the good of the pack, then slit your throat and walk away.

      He has no conscience, no empathy. While I feel the full weight of what must be done. My pack has been at war with the Blackthroats since before my birth, and in that war, I am the Adalwulf’s most powerful weapon.

      I’m caught between honoring my gift and my calling–listening to the Grandmothers–and trying to survive. It’s like walking a tightrope, blindfolded, over a pool of hungry piranhas.

      “Alpha.” I clasp my hands and bow my head before Aiden. His aura is a roiling black with red streaks. Heavy, oppressive, weighing down my shoulders.

      “Aster.” He doesn’t call me Seeress, which throws me off, since we’re clearly doing formality at the moment. “The Warden has called to my attention the fact that you haven’t given a credible vision for the pack since the last seeress died.”

      A tight fist closes in my solar plexus. I’d feared this day would come, but I hoped I’d given him enough to keep him from demanding more.

      “I see visions all the time. Not all come to pass.”

      How do I explain that I have bright dreams every night of a gorgeous young man–packed with muscle and fierce with drive–somehow related to the Blackthroat pack. Not a Blackthroat  but near them.

      Close to our enemy. The visions feel raw and intimate, not like other foretellings. They wake me in the middle of the night. Several times, it felt like the enemy wolf had also been awakened in dreamtime. Sometimes, he looked right at me.

      Who is he? Why am I Seeing him? What does he have to do with me?

      There’s something inside me that longs to find him, but that’s delusional. Especially if he’s a Blackthroat.

      He’s the enemy. And I’m the Seeress. My power lies in my bloodline as a veilwalker, maintaining my virginity–and therefore my second sight–and being bound to the alpha of the Adalwulf pack.

      Those tenets have been drilled into me since I was seven years old and selected to be Oma's acolyte. They said my magic was strongest. That I’d be able to hold the binding. And they wanted me to be trained early, so I knew nothing else but this destiny.

      But they can’t control my dreams.

      Nor can they stop Fate. But I don’t know what Fate wants for me. I don’t know why she is sending me the images of this man. I have enough to deal with in the aftermath of Oma and Odin’s deaths and Aiden’s ascent to power.

      Aiden assaults me with his cold blue gaze. “We will complete the Blood Bonding ritual during the upcoming lunar eclipse.”

      I reel, suddenly dizzy. The decree punches me in the solar plexus, and I have to struggle to breathe. Outwardly, I show nothing but acquiescence. I know better than to anger my alpha. Aiden’s never struck me in the face the way Odin did, but I watched him kill his father in cold blood.

      The Blood Bonding. Dammit. I had hoped Aiden would shun the old ways.

      The ritual is the magical binding of alpha to seeress. Aiden resisted it until now because he knows the binding will siphon some of his life force and alpha power to me. He needed his strength after murdering his father and taking the helm of a pack that just suffered serious losses in the war with the Blackthroats.

      Now, it seems, I’ve made it necessary.

      I should have tried harder to receive a message for the pack, but the Grandmothers just weren’t giving me anything I could say. Not without terrible repercussions.

      But the lunar eclipse is less than a month from now.

      My stomach churns.

      Even though I have been groomed my entire life for this binding, the thought of completing it makes me sick.

      But I have to. It is part of my role.

      There’s no other life for me.

      “During the eclipse, you’ll bind your magic, and your fate with mine. Then you will produce the guidance I require.”

      Still struggling to breathe around a constricted throat, I bow my head. “Yes, Alpha.”

      “You will give your visions to us.”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      “If after the binding, you still fail to see beyond the veil, there’s an alternative.”

      My head jerks up. An alternative? I thought there was only this one path paved for me. Without meaning to, I raise my gaze and meet Aiden’s stare. His eyes flash silver, a sign that his wolf is ascendant.

      There’s a touch of an evil smile on his face when he utters. “You will be made into a sacrifice.”

      White-hot lightning strikes my body, burrowing a hole in my skull. My hands begin to twitch with the energy running through me. Still, I force myself to appear calm–not that Aiden can’t smell my fear.

      Still, I’m proud of how soft my voice is when I speak. “So you’re saying I must give you credible visions, or you’ll kill me?”

      Aiden pins me with his alpha stare, a cruel smile curving his lips. He enjoys my discomfort. Knowing he holds the balance of my life in his hands. He could tell me to drop to my knees right now to beg for it, and I would have no choice.

      “No,” he answers finally. “The Warden will breed you, so your children will become veilwalkers. But I don’t want to wait for the next generation to find our true seeress, Aster.”

      I blink at him, looking at his throat to avoid the searing alpha gaze. My heart pounds faster than a rabbit’s. Under my seeress's robe, my skin is cold and clammy.

      “Don’t disappoint me.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t intend to, Alpha.”

      He lets that settle between us. I’m trembling, head bowed, hands clasped, legs shaking before him, and he simply makes me wait.

      “Good. The Tiara of Ix-Chel is coming to the Gem and Mineral Museum in the city on Thursday. I will arrange a special viewing for you to see it up close.”

      It takes me a moment to refocus on the task he’s giving me, my mind still spinning on the Blood Bonding.

      “The Tiara of Ix-Chel?” I repeat to buy time.

      “It’s a headdress fashioned for the Mayan goddess of the moon, made with a giant moonstone. I want you to hold the headdress in your hands and evaluate it for its power. If you sense any, I will purchase it for the ritual.”

      I fold my arms in front of me, keeping my expression calm even though I’m freaking out. “Understood.”

      “We need all the power we can get. We live in perilous times. We’re pressed from all sides by our enemies–” He means the Blackthroats. “And the humans are also becoming more of a threat.” Aiden gazes off into the distance for a moment, while I try to figure out what he means. I never heard him acknowledge humans as equals, much less a threat.

      What is he plotting?

      Whatever it is, he doesn’t see fit to share it with me, the seeress he treats like a servant.

      “I need your visions, Aster. I need a true veilwalker who can guide us to victory, or we’re all fucked. Understand?”

      I don’t, not at all, but I nod anyway. “I live to serve.”

      “You do.” His voice is flat. He makes me wait for another interminable minute before he flicks his hand. “You’re dismissed.”
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      Noah

      I scrabble up the mountainside. Something tangles in my hind legs, catching me, pulling me back…

      No. Fuck.

      It’s the sheets bunched, snagged between my legs. I sit up in bed with my heart pounding, sweat soaking my hair.

      I need to shift and let my wolf run with a desperation that’s driving me more and more mad. I have nowhere to run in Manhattan. No pack to hunt with. Brick Blackthroat may have hired me, but he hasn’t invited me to join his pack. I don’t think it’s because I’m deaf–the entire executive team learned ASL to speak with me. Moon Co is an inclusive company. The Blackthroat pack seems progressive, perhaps a result of being led by a young, successful alpha.

      I suspect my exclusion from the pack has more to do with etiquette. I gave offense to them by not presenting myself for inclusion the moment I moved to Manhattan. I was keeping my options open, hoping to get in with the Adalwulfs.

      Go back to sleep, I command myself. My wolf won’t get to shift and run this week. Probably not this month. I went home to Kentucky over Christmas, so at least I let him out then.

      Before I slide back into the dream of hunting, I picture the waifish she-wolf with the long, moon-pale hair and skin as luminescent as starshine. I’d rather dream of her.

      The Adalwulf princess.

      The one I saw from a distance at Blackthroat’s wedding. The one who came to me in a dream.

      Find me before it’s too late.

      Trying to conjure her when I’m in hypnagogia is my favorite pastime.

      I slip back into the place between sleep and waking. I’m on a hunt, chasing a deer. Then prowling around a stone mansion. Then I’m in a dark bedroom.

      It worked! This is where I’ve seen her before. Where she seems to be a prisoner. I saw the way she stood behind Aiden Adalwulf, hands clasped, head bowed like a servant. Every time I remember it, I want to tear Aiden’s throat out.

      She sits up in her bed. She’s exquisite. Slender and slight, her platinum blonde hair tumbles across her shoulders, which are bare, save for the tiny satin spaghetti straps holding up a cotton cami. Small breasts rise beneath the fabric. She looks a little too thin–like she’s been starved into submission. The dark brown blanket on her bed is a basic rough wool, like a camping blanket, chosen for function over beauty.

      Her wide blue eyes stare straight ahead, unfocused. I remember what Billy told me–she’s the new Adalwulf Seeress. Perhaps she’s having a vision.

      Is it of me? Does she project these visions to me? Is that why it feels like I’m in two places at once? It feels like I’m right there, in her cold, harsh bedroom, but when I reach for her, my hands close on air.

      Aster. I try out the name Billy had given me for her at the wedding. I don’t know whether I actually speak it or say it in my head.

      Either way, it pulls her out of her reverie. She jerks in surprise, her soft pink lips part, eyes suddenly focusing right on my face.

      My heart pounds. Excitement is pumping through my veins.

      Aster. That is her name.

      You know me? she says, but her lips don’t move. She projects the words into my head again.

      I nod. My fingers move to sign, I saw you–outside the Blackthroat wedding. You got out of a limo with Aiden Adalwulf.

      She doesn’t look at my hands but seems to understand my words just the same.

      Stay away from me. I don’t hear her voice, but words lay themselves across my mind.

      Stay away. She wants me to stay away. Does she know that I intend to hunt down their Moonborn?

      The vision slips away. I’m out on a hillside staring at my paws.

      No!

      I will myself back to her bedroom by imagining it. I need to find out what she means to me. What she knows.

      I find myself not in her bedroom but staring into the face of Aiden Adalwulf. He’s on some kind of ridiculous throne. A metaphor? Or does this asshole truly put himself on a stone throne in his dark palace?

      He looks down his nose at me with disdain. I watch his lips move as he speaks.

      The Tiara of Ix-Chel is coming to the Gem and Mineral Museum in the City on Thursday. I will arrange a special viewing for you to see it up close.

      I stare at him, puzzled, but then I realize he’s not looking at me but at Aster.

      He’s saying something else–I miss it because I was looking her way, but her lips move to form the words, Yes, Alpha.

      The dream or vision vanishes, and I’m in my tiny apartment. It’s dawn. I throw the blankets off and surge to my feet with mad purpose.

      The museum. Today is Thursday. The dream must have been guidance from the Moon Goddess. Fate is leading me to the Moonborn. A sense of satisfaction surges through me as I yank on my joggers and shirt for my morning run around Central Park. I can’t shift, but at least I can run off the aggression. This morning, I’ll probably sprint the entire six miles.

      I’m going to find the Adalwulf seeress. She’s the key. I know it.

      I remind myself of her warning to me the last time I dreamed with her. The war is coming. You must decide which side you’re on.

      What if she’s appearing in my dreams to seduce me to pledge fealty to her pack? She’s an Adalwulf, after all. They are a dark, twisted, devious lot.

      But isn’t that what I wanted? My entire plan revolves around infiltrating the Adalwulf pack. That’s why I came to the city and worked so hard on my degree and all the credentials that would make me a great candidate for Adalwulf Associates.

      Except they didn’t hire me, and now I work for their enemy, Brick Blackthroat. A twist of misgiving moves through me. I haven’t been taken into the Blackthroat pack, but they’re honorable. Brick is an admirable leader who has fought and overcome huge hurdles to hold his pack strong. Betraying them doesn’t feel right.

      But I didn’t come to Manhattan to ingratiate myself with the Blackthroats.

      I’m here to get in with the Adalwulfs. For revenge. For justice. And because they may still hold someone precious to me. Not Aster although something in me longs to protect her.

      No. I’ve been working toward this purpose my entire life. I can’t let a growing loyalty to Brick Blackthroat and his pack thwart my designs. They aren’t my friends. They aren’t my pack. They are just people I work for.

      I step outside and hit the pavement running, trying to ignore the knot of misgiving that wars with the unquenchable need to meet the Adalwulf’s new Seeress.
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      Aster

      The bulletproof limo pulls up in front of the Gem and Mineral Museum. Aiden had a designer send a dress, shoes, and bag up to my tower for the trip, along with a long white rabbit fur coat. While Oma had insisted on our living in austerity to keep our gifts pure, Aiden sees me as a representative of the pack. Today, I represent him and his interests. I have to look good.

      I braided my hair into a wreath around my head, and teardrop moonstones dangle from my earlobes. They were a gift from Catherine Adalwulf when I turned sixteen. She’s the only person who ever remembered my birthday. I regret not being able to help her in the terrible position she was in. Her mate was a Blackthroat. She gave birth to Blackthroat pups and was hardly allowed to see them. And then Oma and Odin made her the instrument of her mate’s death. Her own pups’ father.

      I can’t imagine anything worse than that fate.

      I haven’t seen her since she defended her son’s mate from Odin’s assassins. She’s exiled now–a fate I’m sure she would’ve chosen for herself from the beginning.

      Now that I’m Seeress, I hoped to steer the pack away from their feud with the Blackthroats. Away from the poison and hate and focus on tearing the Blackthroat pack down instead of building our pack up. Both sides have lost enough.

      Of course, I haven’t voiced that opinion. I wouldn’t dare. But I plan to give them only the guidance that leads in that direction.

      I plan to withhold any prophecies that support this war. It’s all I can do to steer this pack towards a better path.

      But I failed to earn their satisfaction with my visions, and now I’ll be bound to the alpha.

      I wonder if it will change me.

      Did Oma become the hate-filled instrument of destruction through Odin’s dark power, or did her black heart infect him?

      I wrinkle my nose. The air in the limo is tainted, probably from Vera’s aura. She accompanied me to the city, too, and was dropped off at her Manhattan apartment. We rode the whole way here with her staring at me, like she was watching me for the Warden. I ignored her. It was rude, but when I thought about being polite, my intuition whispered Rat, and I kept my mouth shut.

      She’s gone now, but the oily taste of her aura still lingers.

      Blech.

      I wait for the driver to open my door and offer me a hand before I step out onto the sidewalk. I wobble a bit in the heels–I’m usually in bare feet at the keep. My trips to Manhattan are infrequent. From the time they moved me from the Moonborn lair to the Adalwulf’s Adirondack mansion to study with Oma, I’ve been to the city only a half-dozen times.

      Today, I will get to go without Aiden or Oma breathing down my neck. Oh, I will certainly still be heavily guarded, but I’ll be my own woman. I’m the pack Seeress. The men will have to respect me and my wishes.

      I resist the urge to look around and gawk at all the noise and activity around us. Instead, I hold up my head, making my neck long and regal as I click up the marble steps to the glass doors, following Otto, my handler, in.

      “Ms. Adalwulf is here for the private viewing of the Tiara of Ix-Chel,” Otto tells the museum attendant.

      “Ah, yes. I’ll let the director know. If you could just pass through security here.” She waves us toward the metal detectors.

      Aiden’s security team looks like any human security team, except they don’t need to carry weapons. They are weapons. He chooses the largest and most ferocious young males the pack produces, and they all stand over six feet tall. They will shift and kill in an instant if Otto gives them the signal.

      I send my purse through on the conveyor belt and walk through the metal detector, sandwiched between three of my six bodyguards. The remaining three follow me.

      “Have a seat on the bench, right there,” the young woman behind the counter tells us. “Director Houserman will be right with you.”

      I take a seat and look around. Several groups of young elementary school children move through the exhibits in twittering clumps. A bunch of high school students jostle and tease each other. Adult museum-goers meander through the exhibits, stopping to peer into the glass cases containing specimens of crystals and gemstones.

      The energy of all the crystals and minerals in the building emits a frequency that makes my head feel like it’s about to explode.

      Pressure grows behind my eyes. I hope the energy doesn’t bring on a vision.

      A short, stout man wearing eyeglasses and dressed in a sweater vest and tie emerges from an office behind the desk. “Ms. Adalwulf?”

      Otto steps forward like he’s going to take charge of the conversation, but I ignore him, standing to offer my hand. “Yes.” I am the Adalwulf Seeress, advisor to the alpha. I’m no longer just the acolyte they keep locked in a tower.

      I sense Otto’s surprise. For years, I’ve played ghost, trying to remain invisible. Now I’m pulling out alpha she-wolf energy. Somehow, the growing pain around my eye sockets cuts out the noise of second-guessing myself.

      The director also ignores Otto.

      Otto follows my lead. He won’t slight me in front of the director–not when I’ve been sent here as the emissary of the Adalwulf family. Appearances are everything to Aiden, and diminishing his authority as bestowed through me in this situation would infuriate him.

      Still, I do not doubt that the moment we’re out
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