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      Coming together wasn’t supposed to be this difficult.

      

      Tensions run high when prejudices are brought to light in Drexdenberg. A harsh penalty for attacking the migrant shifters is instated, but that doesn't mean Adeline and her family are safe from the bigoted assaults of the vampires. When she finds she can't be quiet any longer over the exploitation of her people, all targets aim themselves at her, whether she's ready for the abuse or not.  

       

      Ronin knows that keeping his relationship with Adeline a secret is the best move, but when the hatred of his people threatens to take her out, he realizes he cannot stand by quietly any longer. Fighting for her cause will only earn him more enemies, but when Adeline makes it clear that there's no turning back, his fate is certain: Ronin's love for Adeline might just cost him his country... or even his life.
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            The Value of a Shifter

          

          Adeline

        

      

    

    
      I can’t imagine how the queen hasn’t dropped from exhaustion yet. She’s been on her feet all day, and her address to the nation isn’t exactly going as planned.

      Actually, tha’s not true. Benny and all of us guards planned for exactly this—the majority of the Drexdenberg territory throwing a fit because they don’t like what she’s got to say.

      “I’ve been educated at length on the greatness of the Drexdenberg nation, of the vampires who mine the purest ivorum the world has ever seen. I’ve learned of ivorum’s many properties, one of which is that it’s a purifier. When ground into dust, it can cleanse quicker and more thoroughly than just about anything. Did you know your ancestors used to grind the ivorum into powder to take when they had stomachaches or food poisoning?”

      Judging by the murmurs, that’s not something a lot of them were aware of.

      Lilya’s head is held high. “It cured them. Purified their insides. We’ve moved onto other medicinals now, because of the high premium the fae put on ivorum to build their towers.” She pauses to admire them all. “You turned an old stomach remedy into a palace. You do that. You make the world beautiful. That’s part of your legacy.”

      Queen Lilya pauses for the gruntled shouts of affirmation, which come begrudged but are there all the same. Her lavender hair and pale white skin mark her as fae, but when she married the vampire prince Destino, and then he inherited his family’s throne, the unthinkable happened—a fae woman was given rule with her husband over the vampire people.

      They took it about as well as anyone could imagine.

      Her dainty chin is raised in calm defiance of everything she was never supposed to become. It’s a beauty of a sight, tha’s certain.

      Though I’m a shifter and far from anyone with authority, she is my queen. Such is my respect for this fearless woman tha I feel united with her, and tha surpasses any differences we might have been born with.

      Queen Lilya grips the railing on the balcony as the wind picks up and whistles through her curls. “So it’s no surprise to me that you would want to protect your heritage and your future from corruption.”

      This is the part where the racist arses feel safe enough to come into the light, nodding with fervency because they think she’s talking about the first (and only) wave of one hundred shifters who migrated into vampire territory once the borders were torn down.

      I fight back a smile of pride, thinking of how masterful she is. She’s practiced this speech on me a dozen times already, but I never tired of hearing it.

      “The corruption we must all band together to fight off is the habit of hatred. That engrained need to be small and safe. That was never supposed to be Drexdenberg’s destiny. The vampire people are made of daring and beautiful stuff, and they don’t shy away from progress just because it looks a little different or requires some work.” Her voice rises to an impassioned shout. “The citizens of Drexdenberg are fearless!”

      A healthy portion of them are confused enough to agree with her, their fists in the air with a triumphant, “Yeah!”

      Benny’s guarding Ronin, so I shouldn’t worry about him. Ronin’s not my charge; the queen is. It’s the most important job a guard can have, and, thanks to the wretched political climate of the day, it’s also the most dangerous.

      And I friggin’ love it.

      Queen Lilya keeps her head high. “So we will not tolerate any belief that dictates we keep our future small.”

      She grips the stone balcony as if she means to tear it off and hurl it at the people below just to knock some sense into them.

      “We lowered our borders and invited one hundred shifters into our land to show them what an amazing place Drexdenberg is. I was so excited to let them move from famine into our land of plenty. I trusted in the stories I was told about you, that you were wise.”

      Her tone turns bitter as King Destino, her vampire husband, steps forward to stand at her side on the castle’s stone balcony, and Ronin, the retired King of Drexdenberg, stands at her other, enforcing her speech and her rule.

      “I was wrong about you. You took one hundred starving and hopeful shifters and killed off thirty of them in the first six months. Their biggest crime was that they were foolish enough to trust you had it all together, and that you cared about life more than about winning a game only you are playing. Four vampires have gone missing in the past month near what used to be the Faveda border. Four. There have been memorials and search parties to look for them, which is good. You should care. You should also care about the thirty shifters who died on our soil.”

      She shakes her head at them, her upper lip curled in disgust. “Children care about winning. Heroes care about life.”

      Her voice rises to a pained shout, her words scraping against the injustice as my own soul rises to right alongside hers. “Where are my heroes? Where were you when our shifters were accused of violent crimes they couldn’t possibly have committed? Tell me why no flowers were strewn on the graves of the shifters you murdered! They are citizens of Drexdenberg now, too, and they deserved better from you.”

      Queen Lilya quiets, collecting herself for the final blow. “They came in search of heroes, but you chose the habit of hatred, because it was easy. Every time you are silent when injustice happens, I will be loud in my shame of you. In fact…”

      The queen turns and motions for the scribe to bring forward a chart large enough for the nation to see, even those far back on the greens. He keeps it under the direct light of the lantern, because vampire speeches have to be done by moonlight, since they all burn in sunlight.

      Queen Lilya jabs her finger at the chart, which is a clear illustration of the national budget. “We are going to own our crimes. For every shifter Jacoba entrusted to us that we did not care for, I am sending fifty bags of gold from the treasury in that person’s name back to the city from which they were born. The party you were all hoping to come to on the castle grounds today has been cancelled. The funds for the celebration will be going to Jacoba to make reparations for our shifters in the first wave who’ve already lost their lives.”

      King Destino takes the second half of the speech, his voice carrying the respect earned from endless generations of his kin standing on this very balcony, giving speeches to the vampire masses.  “The fifty bags will be taken from programs like Annual Celebration Day, and the Society for Social Betterment. If you want to implode all you love about your nation, keep up your habits of hatred.”

      Ronin is captivating with his easy demeanor and designer suit. Even when he flashes a wicked smile out at the stunned audience, I can’t help but swoon. “It sounds like the shifters just went from being hunted to being the most protected citizens in all of Drexdenberg.” He lets out an airy laugh. “I wouldn’t want to be the chap who lost the entire nation their next shipment of cigars from Jacoba.”

      Is it obvious I salivate for this man? Can anyone tell it’s me who messed up his hair when we made out in his bedroom just this morning?

      No, he combed it. Ronin’s never out of sorts.

      We’ve been sneaking around for three months now. It would be quite the scandal if we were found out—the retired vampire King of Drexdenberg and the bastard shifter woman who was accused of murdering a slew of vampires by putting poison in their vodka.

      Of course, I was cleared of all charges, but tha would hardly matter if we were found out.

      Actually, my genetics alone would be enough to cause a riot. Sure, the queen married outside of her race, but I am no queen.

      I’m Queen Lilya’s shifter guard when she’s in Drexdenberg, so I tear my eyes from Ronin’s tight backside and scan the crowd for anyone with something other than a grudge to throw at my charge.

      Benny steps forward, since tha’s the last of her speech. I listened to her go over it three times this evening alone, so I know this is the moment to escort the royals back into the castle.

      But instead of turning back, Lilya leans forward, her waist pressed to the railing. “I’ve got one last message to those who call themselves the Territorialists out there.”

      My spine straightens but I try to keep my face composed.

      Nothing should surprise a guard. If it does, I’m not doing my job. I should’ve guessed the queen would go off-book.

      Lilya’s voice is strengthened with rage. “When we selected the first wave of shifters to come into our land, we chose the best, with the cleanest records. Thanks to a leak in your organization, we know exactly who you are, and we’re watching. You will be found out if you try to pin any more crimes on the shifters in our care. You think they are the monsters? It’s you who are despicable, murdering your own kin to frame the innocent. Territorialists are the worst thing about Drexdenberg, and I will see you thrown into my dungeons so the true spirit of Drexdenberg can be free.”

      The Territorialists framed me a few months ago, in hopes I would be thrown in the dungeon so the vampires would never have to look on my shifter complexion again.

      The queen doesn’t pause for a reaction or wait to see if anyone agrees with her.

      Like the stunning ruler she is, Lilya turns on her heel and exits the balcony, moving into the safety of the castle.

      Though I want to make sure Destino and Ronin get in safely, Queen Lilya is my charge, so I’m never more than a few feet from her the moment she’s out of the castle and in the open.

      The second we’re hidden from view of the territory, she presses her palm to her chest, her eyes wide. “Well, we’re in it now.” She lets out a nervous chuckle tha reminds me she’s around my age, and capable of nerves. One would never guess it by the way she takes charge and doesn’t shy away from insisting the truth is told.

      “Was it your plan to call out the Territorialists like tha? I don’t seem to remember tha being part of your speech.”

      Her chuckle grows even as she tries to muffle it with her hand. “No, it just slipped out. Oh, Ronin’s going to be mad.”

      Uh, yeah. One of the many things I adore about my secret boyfriend is tha he needs to know all the details of what goes on in his country. He cares deeply about the vampires, and wants to know which curveballs are coming for his head before they’re launched.

      True to form, Ronin marches in with Benny on his heels. “Is it your goal in life to give me a heart attack?” he asks Lilya. There’s underlying frustration in his tone, but not rage. “I’ve already handed down the throne to you and Destino, there’s no need to speed along my death. And well done bringing up the four missing vampires our soldiers still haven’t managed to find.”

      Lilya leans against the wall, her hands between her back and the stone surface. “I don’t regret a single sentence. Shifter lives matter, Ronin. They needed to hear everything, so they did. I’m not about to let them think they’re being all sneaky.” Her upper lip curls. “The fact that I mentioned they have a leak in their organization is going to create distrust.”

      “But it’s not true. We have Dovid, who isn’t part of their madness. They’re going to wreak even more havoc,” Ronin warns. “This is why we rehearse the speeches before we give them, Lilya. Honestly.”

      The queen flips her hair over her shoulder, making her truly look young and unaffected. “I did rehearse that part, just not in front of you. You never would’ve let me say it.”

      “Of course I wouldn’t!” Ronin balks, but King Destino comes in from the balcony to distract from the tirade.

      “Blue eyes,” he greets his wife with his hand on her hip, “I trust Ronin’s giving you the hard time I’m too chicken to?”

      The queen huffs, her hand on her hip. “He’s trying to. You two are impossible. You don’t see what I’m trying to do here. They’re going to be so busy turning on themselves and trying to suss out which one of them is the leak, that it’ll buy us some time to get ahead of the problem.”

      I love my job. Benny meets my eyes with concealed laughter because, as much as we might want to weigh in with an opinion, it’s to the royal family to duke it out. They’re just cute, is all.

      Kaven catches my eye and shares in the smirk.

      I’m still getting used to the new guard. Truly, they’re all new to me, except for Benny. Kaven isn’t nearly as tall as Benny or Ronin, but he’s just as solid as Benny, which is saying something. Benny’s to guard Ronin, I’m to guard Queen Lilya when she’s in Drexdenberg, and Kaven travels with King Destino as his guard.

      The three of us are on duty together a fair amount, being tha our charges are often together. When our charges were discussing politics about the border tha was taken down, the three of us started up a poker game.

      It’s strange to have money again. I was barely scraping by, supporting my sister and our daughter in a land where no one would give me a job for far too long.

      I need to go check on Maisie and Heidi.

      I fend off the overprotective urge as soon as it rises in my sternum. Maiseline’s capable of looking after herself now, and Heidi’s with her tutor. They’re safe, so I can do my job of protecting the throne.

      The din outside grows to a fever pitch while Ronin, Destino and Lilya go back and forth.

      I move to the door tha leads to the balcony while Benny instinctively knows to position himself at the door to the hallway, just in case.

      I take only two steps onto the balcony before a rock is lobbed in my direction.

      Instead of backing up, I close the doors behind me and step to the edge, locating the idiot who’s so proud of himself for his stellar pitch.

      I catch the eye of one of the perimeter guards and give him a nod, which thankfully, he obeys. He plows through the throngs of people, some leaving for their homes, now tha no party is going to happen, but most stick around to grumble and shout about their anger.

      It takes the guard a minute to get to the roundabout area of the offender, and when he does, he looks up at me to direct him to the right vamp. I guide him with subtle nonverbal cues I learned to communicate with when Benny gave me the grand initiation onto the team.

      The rock-thrower is apprehended, which perhaps is a petty thing to lock someone up over, but I don’t take chances with my queen’s safety. A rock thrown in her general direction is an attack on the throne, so I don’t bat an eye enforcing the strict edict. I’m proud of myself, even as the people below are calling for my head for no reason other than tha I’m a shifter. My tan skin shines out in the sea of olive, marking me as different.

      Scary.

      Unwelcome.

      I scan the crowd for my kin, but don’t find the sixty-seven of us left. I want to band us together. I want to make sure we’re all accounted for and safe. But the world isn’t ready for tha yet. They’ll accuse us of espionage and whatnot, so best stand here to make sure my kin get home, if they were brave enough to leave their places to begin with.

      There are too many people for everyone to remain calm while they digest the weight of Queen Lilya’s speech. People are shouting, shoving, and pockets of chaos break out in waves tha worry me.

      I remind myself of my job. I’m not crowd control down there. I’m only to guard Lilya.

      “No!” a woman shrieks above the din. “Didn’t you hear the queen?”

      My eyes dart in the direction of the outrage, realizing her shock is quickly becoming mine. An arrow aimed right for me sails through the air and thunks straight into my shoulder.

      Shite.
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      I didn’t move fast enough to dodge the arrow tha was aimed for Queen Lilya, but at least I was able to spare the queen by using my body as her shield. The thing was pointed straight at my chest, so a shoulder wound is a relief.

      I ignore the blade in my flesh and point, so the guards see clearly who to go after, though they’re already moving toward him.

      Those nearby shove and punch the man who no doubt dubs himself a vigilante.

      Everyone else is going to label him a menace, because, even though I’m not dead, an attack on the queen’s shifter (tha’s what I’ve been told they call me) won’t go unnoticed.

      “You’re going to lose us our cigars!” one of the men near him shouts.

      Benny and Kaven burst through the balcony doors like the superheroes they are. The blood dripping down my sleeve is ghastly enough, but I want to scare the people even more.

      Though I can’t feel pain, just discomfort, I play up the injury, letting out a damsel’s cry as I slump forward so they can all see a shifter’s been badly injured. I want them to wonder if I’ll make it. I want them to see their cigars and their treasury flashing before their eyes. If they don’t take our lives seriously, they’ll at least take their money seriously, and gasp at the loss they’ve inflicted upon themselves.

      Part of me is livid as I play up my pain. Letting my arm hang over the railing so my blood can drip down on their heads.

      My life should matter, even if Lilya hadn’t put monetary value on it.

      But since this is the hand I’ve been dealt, I take it and play the heck out of the cards at my disposal.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Kaven frets as he takes in the scope of the damage when I turn with the arrow still sticking out of me.

      I wink at Benny, because he knows my secret, tha I can’t feel pain, but Benny doesn’t return it. His face is ashen as he puts himself between my body and the people, guarding me because he’s my friend.

      I have a friend here.

      I’m perfectly capable of walking. I mean, I got shot in the shoulder, not the leg. Kaven must really buy into my acting skills. He scoops my legs out from beneath me and carries me like a babe toward the exit.

      I let my head loll, just to make the kingdom sweat.

      If all they care about is their cigars, then I’m going to let them feel the weight of their crime. Let them bite their nails a bit.

      “Bar the door!” Kaven shouts to Benny over his shoulder, who truly doesn’t need the instruction. Benny’s the head of the guard, and he’s well aware of what needs to be done. “Call in a healer!”

      Ronin cries out his alarm.

      “I’m alright,” I assure him, though my words do nothing.

      In the next breath, Kaven’s lowering me to the stone floor while Benny rushes down the hall to bid one of the guards to fetch a healer who will deign to treat me.

      We’re still working on finding me one of those, but I don’t care right now.

      “I’m really fine. Looks worse than it is.”

      Lilya gets in my face with equal amounts of anger and fear. “It has to come out. It might take us some time to find a qualified healer.”

      I chuckle as Kaven and Ronin fret over my shoulder. “You’re a sweet liar, lass. Ain’t no one coming to help me. I’ll yank it out. I just need someone who can sew me up.”

      “Salem’s not here! He’s in Jacoba helping his mother and brother direct the fae who are coming over to help grow more trees for them!”

      I do a one-armed shrug. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “Will you stop acting like this is no big deal?” Ronin roars, kneeling beside me.

      “You’re panicking,” I scold him. Though the arrow’s still in me and my arm is soaked with my own blood, I’m by far the calmest person in the room. “S’alright, Your Majesty.”

      Ronin’s nostrils flare. He hates it tha we have to keep our relationship secret. Everyone in the room knows, except for Kaven, but I’d like to keep it tha way.

      Something hits my nose strange. “Do ye smell tha? Who’s making porridge with honey?” The stench of honey is suddenly so strong, I can taste it in the back of my throat. I smack my lips with distaste. “What is tha?”

      “What is what? I don’t smell honey, just your blood,” Destino tells me as he kneels beside Kaven.

      Then something dreadful hits my senses. Maybe it’s pain. I dunno, since I don’t have the ability to decipher tha. It feels like hot lightning is shooting through my veins, waking up nerves tha usually know better than to feel at all.

      “Ah! There’s something in me!” I shout, shaking my bum arm as if I’m trying to get ants off it. “Are there bugs inside my skin?”

      “Of course there’s something in your arm, daft girl. You were shot!” Kaven scolds through a nervous laugh. “This is an arrow.”

      “No, there’s something in me! Inside my arm! Get it out!”

      The second the words come out of me, I watch my arm burst into flames.

      I scream and flail, but no one understands there’s a danger more imminent than the arrow. They don’t know to put out the flames, and stop me while my arm slowly burns. It’s like they can’t even see the fire consuming my arm.

      Benny and Kaven wrestle me, pinning me down while I fight to smother the flames.

      When Benny kneels on my wrist, I choke out my agony. “No! Benny, be careful! The fire’s going to burn ye too!”

      Benny gets in my eyeline, searching my face for answers I don’t have. “Fire? Addy, there’s no fire.”

      “My arm is on fire!” I guffaw, stating the obvious.

      Benny locks eyes with Ronin, worry creasing both their brows while I burn.

      Finally Benny touches the side of my face, as if tha’s the thing to do when a person’s burning alive. “Easy, Addy. There’s no fire. We’ll get the arrow out.”

      My hips jerk, since tha’s the only unsecured part of me. Ants crawl through my veins by the millions, driving me to the brink of insanity with the urge to itch all over, but not being able to move from beneath the weight of Kaven and Benny.

      Ronin moves an auburn curl from my face, his eyes clouded with moisture. “I’ll fix this, darling. I’ll make it all better.”

      But of course, he can’t. Though I know Ronin loves me, he lets me burn while I scream for help tha never comes.
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      It’s all I can do to keep from shouting at every person who looks at my Adeline without answers as to what it is that scared her so.

      “I can’t handle this,” Benny mutters as the fourth healer packs his bag. “You barely did more than take her vitals. You didn’t ask one question about her medical history. You didn’t even check her wound!”

      I’m relieved that Benny is voicing the rage I feel. I have to be more subdued about the whole matter, because she’s supposed to be merely a guard on my staff, not the woman in my life.

      Except that she’s both.

      The healer whose name I’m not going to bother to remember gives a hapless shrug. “She’s not awake for me to ask questions about her medical history. I’ve been trained extensively to heal vampires, not shifters. This is simply over my head.”

      Over his head. As if she’s a mutant from the clouds or something. As if an arrow through her shoulder is vastly different than it would be in mine.

      Only this one did seem different than any wound I’ve seen before.

      “She hallucinated,” I say quietly to Benny once the imbecile excuse for a healer exits. “She said bugs were crawling inside her arm, and then that it caught on fire.”

      “That’s troubling, sure, but more so was the fact that she felt it. She can’t feel pain,” Benny reminds me, as if I’ve forgotten the details of my own girlfriend.

      Kaven enters the room with only a precursory knock to announce his arrival. It reminds me that no matter how badly I want to climb into the unadorned bed next to my love, this spare room in the castle isn’t the place for such things.

      “Evening, Your Majesty. I may have found someone who…”

      But that’s all he gets out before a woman’s loud and gravelly voice reaches us from down the hall. “If the queen’s shifter needs a healer, I don’t know why you think a great oaf like yourself is going to stop me. No, I don’t have identification. Either let me through, or let her bleed out. It’s your choice.”

      Benny rises to deal with whatever the problem is, leaving me with Kaven. I don’t want Kaven near my pain. I don’t want him near Adeline when she’s injured. The first healer gave her something to knock her out, but that’s the only progress we’ve made, other than Benny yanking the arrow out of her shoulder and making a mess of things.

      I thought I was going to faint; there was so much blood.

      “Can you help her?” Benny asks out of view.

      “If I can’t, she’ll be no worse off than she is. Let me through, or it’s her funeral.”

      It takes much to surprise me in my old age, but this woman warrants a second look when she ambles through the door.

      “What care has she been given so far?” she asks in her gruff tone. She’s wearing a black eye patch and she walks with a horrid limp. She’s got a ratty old brown burlap bag with her, which she plops atop Addy’s feet as if my love is a mere piece of furniture.

      I move to snatch it up, but Benny beats me to it. “She was given valerian tonic to knock her out. I yanked out the arrow, but I’m dreadful with stitching. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Healer Orpah.” She narrows her eye, as if her name should conjure up a fight, but it doesn’t ring a bell. “Did you clean it out? Disinfect anything?”

      Benny slips into guard mode, his hands behind his back. “Show me how.”

      I rise by his side without commanding my body to do so. “Me, as well.” When Benny quirks an eyebrow at me, I shrug. “What? Adeline is the queen’s guard. Should something happen to her again, I don’t want to be in a lurch, as I am now.”

      Healer Orpah looks us up and down with her one eye. “Very well. You would first need to clean out the wound. Given that she’s already sedated, this will be much easier.”

      I watch carefully, making a note to have whatever it is she’s got in her vial stored in my carriage, Lilya’s carriage, my bedroom, Adeline’s chambers and pretty much a dozen other hidey-holes to ensure my girlfriend is never without the help she needs.

      Girlfriend. What a trite word to encapsulate all Adeline is to me. As the healer pours a few drops on my love’s shoulder, I wish there were better ways to tell her all that she’s done to set me free.

      Adeline won’t accept gifts. I’m not sure why. Gifts are fun for me to pick out, to give. We can’t be together in public for too many asinine reasons. I loathe the charade that she works for the royal family, and that’s her only function in the castle.

      She soothes the unease in my chest whenever she’s near. That’s not in any guard’s job description.

      She’s so many things to me, and she blushes whenever I mention them.

      Right now, she’s my strength. In this transitioning time in our world, I have to present a strong chin to the territories, never wavering, never apologizing for the state of things when progress is on the line. But behind closed doors, she lets me be a person, which is something I haven’t been permitted to be in a very long time.

      The cleansing elixir hisses and bubbles over Adeline’s shoulder, so I watch the healer’s expression to gage whether or not I should be worried.

      It’s when the injury starts smoking that Benny and I add shouts into the air.

      “Why is it doing that?” Benny articulates, which is a good thing, because I’m a blur of wordless angst.

      Healer Orpah’s brow furrows, and then she looks at us as if we’re to blame. “Why didn’t you tell me the arrow had been dipped in midnight acid?”

      I balk at her. It’s been a long time since I’ve even heard of that noxious ingredient. “Midnight acid? Isn’t that a paint remover?”

      Benny looks as though he might have a panic attack. He’s sweating and fists the material over his chest. “It’s one of the ingredients used in street drugs. They cook it down and… It’s supposed to be a psychedelic.”

      The healer grumbles at us. “Had I known we were dealing with this, I would’ve cleaned more deeply. The poison’s probably already too deep in her bloodstream for me to get all the way out.”

      It’s Kaven who speaks up from behind me. “How were we supposed to know that? We didn’t shoot her.”

      I’m utterly beside myself. “She’s been poisoned?”

      The healer shrugs, studying Adeline’s features. “Clearly not too horridly, otherwise she’d be screaming in agony, no matter how well she’s been sedated. Midnight acid cuts through any numbing agent and addles your brains so you hallucinate excruciating pain. My cleanser that’s drawing it out now is effective, but it’s scaled to how deep the poison’s gone. Must not have been all that deep, since she hasn’t woken to scream. That should be good for her recovery time.”

      Too many alarms go off in my mind, but only one makes it out of my mouth. “You gave her something that might hurt her so much she might wake through sedation drugs screaming in pain?”

      “Pain is nothing to losing an arm. This wound needs to be cleaned, and her blood needs to be scrubbed of the Midnight acid. If she must endure discomfort, so be it.” She drips more of the cleansing potion into the open wound, and I watch Adeline’s breath hitch. “Surely you understand that before something can shine, it must be purified. Isn’t that what your consequences for harming shifters is all about?”

      Though Addy’s still asleep, a scared whine escapes her lips. “She’s hurting! No more!”

      “But it’s not enough to truly heal her.”

      Another desperate whine, and I’m panicking far worse than I would if it was my own injury. “Yes, but Adeline’s been through too much already! I don’t want her writhing in agony. No more of that cleanser!”

      The one-eyed woman turns slowly in my direction, and in that moment, I can tell she knows.

      She may not understand the extent to which Adeline owns my every waking breath, but she knows enough to see how very bent I am for someone not of my own race.

      I used to care far less about what other people thought. That was before my love for a woman might paint a target on her. Too many attacks are already aimed her way. She’s a shifter, for one, which sets her up to be publicly pushed to the bottom rungs of Drexdenberg’s society. Add that to the fact that she guards my Lilya, who’s also made too many enemies.

      Just being near me puts her in danger. Loving Adeline is selfish, I’m sure. If I was a better man, I’d walk away so she could have a less chaotic life.

      But in the end, I guess that’s the man I am. I’m selfish to my core, so much that I cannot divorce myself from her side.

      “Interesting,” the healer comments, saying too much with a single word. “If I go easy on her, give her wound only a drop or two of the elixir, it won’t clean what’s truly haunting her. Sometimes pain is the payment life requires for progress.” Her eye flicks to Adeline’s sleeping form. “Is she willing to pay it?”

      “That’s never been the problem.” This manky woman has me confessing things that ought not be heard, but I feel them coming out of my mouth before I can stop myself. “I’m the one with the problem. Her pain hurts me.”

      Benny stills at my admission, shooting me a look to silently ask if I’ve gone mad.

      Perhaps I have. Madness doesn’t seem like too far a leap when the woman who breathed life into you can’t lift her own head.

      “Please,” I say to the healer. “I cannot stand her pain. No more.”

      Benny grips Healer Orpah’s wrist. “Don’t listen to him. Do what you need to heal her.”

      At his words, the healer narrows her eye at me. “Love will require you to be made of stronger stuff than this.”

      Then she tips the tiny bottle halfway, drenching Adeline’s shoulder in the cleanser that steals her breath, even in slumber.

      A scream belts out of Adeline, shaking my innards and turning my limbs to mush. Her eyes are still closed, but she’s feeling the psychedelic twists from the Midnight acid, telling her there’s pain even if no one’s touching her.

      I don’t hold back any longer, but sit on the edge of Adeline’s mattress, holding her hand in case she needs someone to anchor her to the land of the living.

      Benny sits on her other side and mirrors my actions, their friendship a solid connection for them both.

      “Do what you need to,” Benny tells the healer. He says what I cannot, because as much as I think I love her, I might always be a selfish man.

      Healer Orpah pours the rest of the cleanser onto Adeline’s shoulder, and
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