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Prologue 
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THE ODOR OF SPOILED food mingled with something acrid enough to set camp in the back of my throat like a squatting demon pulled me back from gray nothing to frowning awareness. Cracking an eye open just far enough to take in my surroundings made the world spin with sickening force.

Dim shadows and brick walls shivered into focus, then out again as I breathed into the moist heat weighing heavy against my body. More minutes passed before my eyelids fluttered open again. 

A desultory breeze whirled tattered bits of paper into the corner across from where I huddled in the shadows of a loading dock beside a hulking metal dumpster. Horns blared in the street at the end of the alley that was currently providing my dirty but relatively safe haven. 

It had happened again. Waking up in weird places was starting to become my thing. 

I am the angel Galmadriel.

Sort of, anyway. It’s complicated. One or two bad decisions, a stupid mistake, and the next thing I know I’m yanked out of heaven and shoved into a human body. 

Don’t get me wrong, I know I deserve what happened to me, it’s just that with no better plan for my new mortal life, the Powers That Be have decided to turn me into some kind of spiritual bounty hunter—minus the bounty. At least that’s how it worked on my first assignment. Maybe this one would be different. Probably not. 

Heat shimmers teased a cloud of buzzing flies toward a sticky puddle on the ground while, ignoring a few muscles twinging in protest, I levered myself off the concrete ledge and landed on the pavement.

“Thanks for not dropping me into oncoming traffic again,” I grumbled, in case anyone up there was listening. The council of angels in charge of assignments was a group of poker-faced sticklers for a series of protocols so strict it was impossible to know how many steps there were between them and the divine. One thing I did know was just how seriously they took the job of caring for the souls on this physical plane, and for the ones in transition to the place I had recently called home. 

Heaven, Earth, Valhalla, Olympus. Worlds within worlds—each considered both a myth and a reality depending on who you ask—exist alongside scores of realms in a honeycomb of darkness and light. Take a poll among the beings of each world and most will insist theirs is the more important, the ultimate one. Yet, there are those who haunt the fringes, who brave temptation and preying darkness to glimpse the glories and horrors of legend. Witches, the fair folk, ghouls that feed upon blood, or flesh, or spirit, and even angels like me walk in the gray places where shadow meets light, and balance is the only thing holding back chaos.

I am the angel Galmadriel, yet I am also the human known as Adriel. I live between worlds. I am earthbound.
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Chapter One
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A SECOND GUST OF WIND, this one slightly cooler than the last, carried with it another scent. Fresh blood has a metallic tang to it, and enough of it had spilled nearby that the smell lay strong and coppery on the air. Dreading what she would find, Adriel ignored the screaming instincts urging her to run the other way and hurried toward the source.

Three steps past the end of the dumpster she walked right through a ghost. Little shivers of sensation ran across her skin, and not in a pleasant way. In her line of work, being scared of spirits makes about as much sense as hating the sight of blood and deciding to become a surgeon. You might be able to get the job done, but you’d never be really good at it. Adriel was really good at her job, so ghosts didn’t bother her normally, but this experience had the element of surprise going for it. 

During that one brief touch, everything the ghost had endured during her final moments transferred to Adriel in a rush of sensation and none of what she saw or felt was pretty. A black hood shadowed the upper part of her murderer’s face, leaving only the glimpse of a stubbled chin to identify him by. Rough hands ripped at the girl’s hair. Adriel felt it all, including the hot sting of the blade as it sank between the victim’s ribs. And the long, slow slide of lifeblood pooling into a sticky mess beneath her. Right at the end, the girl had heard the voice of someone begging her not to die, then cursing himself for being too late. 

So caught up was Adriel in the voyeuristic vision of the younger woman’s death that she didn’t see the man standing guard over the body. Or the seething blackness darker than a shadow reaching past him toward the spirit cowering against the bricks. In the split second before chaos broke loose, Adriel caught an impression of white blond hair spilling over broad shoulders and a red garment billowing around the man like a cape. Except no one wears capes anymore, right? 

“Mine.” The word hissed out of the dark mass in a gust of fetid breath. 

“Never.” The mysterious protector shouted as he gathered energy into a crackling ball of light and threw it at the shadowed figure. The smell of ozone hit Adriel just before a small blast of heated air tossed her hair across her face. Nothing but a haze of smoke remained.

“Eat fire, Jackwad. She’s not for you.” Blond-cape guy’s voice sounded ragged from the force of his battle cry, and he pumped a fist in the air, then whirled to make sure his charge was safe. He took two steps before he noticed Adriel and she had to give him credit for how successfully he covered his surprise. His eyes, clear and crystal blue, roved over the former guardian angel from head to toe, searching for any evidence of her involvement in the crime. 

Adriel’s presence drew the crusader’s focus so tightly he was looking the wrong way when the single wisp of darkness that had escaped being vanquished by his ball of light deepened to shadow and resolved itself again into something vaguely man-shaped. It rose up behind him so quickly there was no time for warning. Desperate to save him, Adriel’s instincts took over and did something she had been unable to accomplish on her own for quite some time. With a whisper of sound and a flash of dazzling white, her wings flared out and folded over the man and the spirit. 

Just in time, too.

The dark thing slammed up against pure, feathered light with a sound like a bug hitting a zapper—if the bug was the size of a car, and the zapper was the size of a house. It had about the same effect, too. Little flecks of burnt shadow shot up, then fell back to earth like black snow, each flake disappearing before hitting the ground. Several buzzing seconds passed before Adriel could gather her senses enough to realize the blue-eyed man was plastered against the front of her. Up close and personal. It was the first time she had been able to exert any control over her wings since becoming earthbound. 

Half a second later, I had to amend that thought. No one was in control of her wings—particularly not her. All efforts to fold them away failed, and the harder she tried the more they fouled against the close confines of the narrow alleyway. Physical body, physical wings. Huge ones. Great. Just what she needed at that particular moment.

“We have to get out of here unless you want to explain this,” the protector of innocent ghosts gestured to encompass the area around himself: dead woman on the ground; bits of shadow still floating lazily in the air; the foul, brimstone smell of burnt darkspawn so strong it was an almost visible haze. “There’s not much time.” The distant wail of sirens bore out his claim. 

“Did you kill her?” 

“No, I didn’t kill her. Look, not a drop of blood on me.” The hands he held up were clean, and Adriel chose to believe him. “But we need to go. Right now!”

“I can’t. My wings are stuck open.”

“Put them around me again.” When she didn’t immediately respond to his arrogant order, he gestured impatiently and said, “Hurry up.” He stepped close enough to press against her again and she had no choice but to ignore the way her pulse leapt and her breath shortened. “Now,” his voice thundered in her ear, and she did as he asked. It might have been the reaction to his tone, or that she had stopped actively struggling with them, but the white feathers fell into place without a fight.

All Adriel felt was a little tug in her belly—maybe a ripple of motion—and then everything went still and quiet. 

“You can let go now. We’re safe.” The man treated Adriel to a warm, slightly crooked smile that set her nerves tingling and made her stumble away from him with all the grace of a newborn giraffe. The only bright spot in all the awkwardness was when, because she wasn’t thinking about them, her wings folded back effortlessly and vanished from sight. Guilt for having shown them to a mortal played around the edges of Adriel’s thoughts, but she rationalized it away since the man had already shown he was more than merely human.

“My name is Adriel.” She held out her hand for the preferred greeting, but he ignored it. 

“Leith. And I know who you are. Tell me you brought the dead girl along.” He glanced behind Adriel as though she might be hiding the errant spirit somewhere behind her body. 

“Technically it was you who brought us to...where are we?” A dozen pines circled the clearing where they stood, the previous year’s spills creating a rust-colored carpet that gave off a pungent, earthy smell. A ring of stones marked a second circle inside the larger one. This was a place of power. His place, if Adriel wasn’t mistaken.

Leith ignored the question. “Tell me you didn’t lose the girl’s shade. If she’s not with you, we’ll have to go back for her.” He paced a few steps before turning his face back toward Adriel impatiently. Tight leather pants molded over his lower body, leaving very little to the imagination below a white shirt with puffy sleeves. Was he going for pirate or handsome prince? Or was this the preferred look for arrogant jerks this year?

“No one wears capes anymore. Or is there a runway somewhere missing its model?” That came out snarkier than Adriel normally spoke. 

“I know you did your best back there, but I had things under control until you stuck your nose in where it didn’t belong.” He, on the other hand, totally meant to be that condescending.

“Under control? Another ten seconds and you would have been spook kibble, Obi Wan.”

Centuries of watching over humans hadn’t given Adriel a tenth of the perspective she’d gotten in the past couple of months living as one of them. She now understood why heightened emotions led people to treat each other badly sometimes—the irrational fire that burned hot in the belly and turned the brain to thoughts of wanton destruction. It’s a fact, angels get mad, but it takes a lot more than being treated to a bit of attitude to get one riled up to the point of unleashing sudden wrath upon the world. Usually. 

Therefore, Adriel concluded that since her personal wrath-o-meter was now calibrated to a matter of small degrees, the extreme anger response must come from something bred into the flesh or bone. Leith pushed it to the redline with no more effort than it took to breathe. Hot words gushed against her tongue, so it was a struggle to speak in a mild tone, “Explaining your motives would go a long way toward enlisting my help.” 

The girl must have crossed over. Somewhere between the time when Adriel’s wings closed over the three of them and when the feathery whiteness had turned into a demon zapper, she remembered hearing the girl’s spirit say eek, and she thought she might have seen a flash of leg racing away toward white mist backlit by a bright light. 

“Look, Adriel, the world is going to hell, in case you missed it, and I don’t have time for the tea and cookies version. I’ll drop you somewhere safe before I get back to the business of aiding defenseless spirits against the darkness.” Leith’s gaze measured the former angel; the sneer on his lips indicated she had been found wanting. 

Hot fury must have triggered the center of Adriel’s power because she felt it flare to life in a prickling haze of energy. It felt good, strong, and right. The snotty jerk’s eyes went wide when he felt the electric heat of it slide over his skin, and to his credit, Leith paled a little at the sensation. Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed, he held up a hand. “Okay, okay. Take it down a notch. No offense, but I heard you wouldn’t be much of a player in your current condition.” His eyes raked over her a second time while his words made Adriel sound like an invalid. It rankled.

She bit down on a quick retort and channeled the extra energy back into the seat of all power. It went smoothly, which sparked the hope that she might get beyond the stage of merely being reconnected to her abilities and find herself in control of them again soon. Instinct is good, and it had saved her—them—today, but she preferred predictability to this feeling of riding the edge.

Needing a minute to think, Adriel stalked to the edge of the inner circle where a fine sense of protection buzzed through the energy signature, along with something more. Curious, she lifted a hand to test the swirling current. Behind her, Leith’s breath whistled on a sharp intake. The merest brush across the curtain of his will gave her a better sense of the intention behind it, and she dropped her head back to let the sensations come. 

Flaming red curls slithered down her proud back as a complex series of emotions washed over and through Adriel. Helplessness, burning anger, determination to protect the innocent. She needed more, and so she ruthlessly thrust both hands into the energy field and sifted through it to find the deepest truth: utter certainty that this work would eventually cost him his life, and an unfailing resolution to continue on despite the consequences. Darned if she didn’t find him admirable. Pigheaded, stubborn, and reckless, but admirable.

Oh, and attractive. Let’s not gloss over that. 

“I think she crossed over right before...” And the world went black. Again.
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Chapter Two
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FOR THE SECOND TIME in what she hoped was the same day, Adriel woke up in an alley. What was that saying people used? The one that had made no sense to her until she’d gained a human body. Déjà vu all over again. Given the chance to make a list of wishes, not being bandied around in space without warning or prior consent would be right up there in her top three. 

No coppery scent of fresh blood mixed with the stench of hot garbage, so at least that was different this time. Looking around at the brick walls, sharply scented puddles leaking from the trash bins, and broken pallets that littered the narrow space, Adriel concluded one city alley looked much like another. Great, she thought, with all the chaos, she’d been a little too busy that first time to memorize the exact layout and now she had no idea if she had landed in the same alley or even the same city. 

A moment spent in the attempt to orient herself to place and time only got half the job done. Same city, different alley. An angel always knows where and when she is, an angel in a human body has no such certainty. If her locational senses were correct, leaving this spot and traveling four blocks east would take Adriel to the park where her friend Pam ran the mobile part of her bakery out of the back of a food truck. Place was the easy part, how long had passed since her first visit, or since leaving Leith’s clearing was anyone’s guess. 

Tall walls on either side of her blocked out enough sunlight to cast the alley into partial shade, though with the shade came no sense of coolness. The narrow city canyon was sticky, dank, and redolent with dumpster odors. Though Adriel could see vehicles and foot traffic passing outside, the small space between two buildings felt as remote as a desert oasis. Wobbling to her feet, Adriel began to pick her way toward the mouth of the alley and civilization. 

She managed fewer than five careful steps when she sensed a disruption in the energy around her. Something was coming in fast. 
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Chapter Three
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SLAPPING A FAERIE OUT of the air is considered impolite if she is feeling generous, and a grave insult any other time—but when said faerie is about the size of a dragonfly and only inches from getting tangled in your hair, these things happen. The tiny creature burned the air with a trail of curse words that flowed along behind her as she spun out of control. The force of her ire left an arch of sparkling motes that made Adriel think of wisps of smoke and put the image of an angry cartoon character into her head. She chastised herself for having watched too much TV during her last assignment. The sound of the thud when the winged faerie hit the ground was disproportionately loud enough to make Adriel clap her hands over her ears. 

“Sorry.” When the echo of the impact died down, Adriel infused the word with heartfelt emotion and still knew it came out sounding lame. Light flared behind three or four upended wooden pallets where the indignant Fae had crashed, and while the earthbound angel watched in fascination, the faerie’s insect-sized figure grew to her full height. On the tall side herself, Adriel estimated the Fae woman topped her by several inches. “I didn’t mean to...” 

“Save it.” Cool and collected now, the faerie twitched a lock of hair the color of Caribbean water back into place. Her hand was tipped with nails that had a glittering finish so clear they resembled mirrored puddles and reflected every filthy detail of the narrow alley. “Follow me.” A swirl of dark blue material and a flash of pale flesh moved in a blur toward the mouth of the brick-sided city path before  Adriel had time for a longer look. 

Resentful of the order, Adriel stood her ground. 

“I said follow me.” The command fell through the air like the notes from a gong, sparking an impulse from the half of Adriel anchored to flesh and bone. She wanted to follow the creature before her—was nearly compelled to do so—and yet, the angel’s feet remained firmly planted. Angel trumps faerie in the compel-by-supernatural-means department. Every single time.

A little flick of Adriel’s iron will and the command cease blew the faerie’s water-colored hair back into disarray. 

“Let’s not get into a contest over which one of us has the bigger...stick.” The faerie held up a hand. “I’m Evian.” Irises, the color of a white-capped wave, surrounded luminous black pupils in eyes narrowed to convey her annoyance over having to provide even that brief explanation. “You want to help Julius, don’t you?”

His name commanded Adriel’s full attention. 

Julius was her responsibility—a guardian angel in training under Adriel’s care—and if she took time to think about it, he was the direct reason for her current earthbound predicament. Loathe to let his earthly fortune go undiscovered, Julius had chosen not to cross over after death.  

It happens more often than you think.

Spirits remain anchored to this plane for many reasons, most of them benign. Some stay thinking they will find a way to avenge a perceived wrong. That motivation alone is enough to provide a tenuous connection with the evil forces that inhabit the dark realms and can set an otherwise well-meaning ghost on the path toward becoming something else: Ghoul, Earthwalker, or some other form of darkspawn. Few ever make it that far; it takes an inordinate amount of determination and a truly blackened soul to descend to darkness, which means there are a lot of misguided spirits like Julius wandering the earth. 

When an Earthwalker takes a human vessel, the human dies. That’s how it has always been—until recently, anyway. As far as Adriel knew, she was the only angel ever to save a human vessel. More or less, anyway. Years of bilking the elderly out of their life savings had done plenty to blacken the soul of Logan Ellis long before the Earthwalker got hold of him. If not for the faith of four unique women, the remaining shred of decency Logan had buried deep inside might never have been strong enough to let him survive. Adriel could only hope the man would find atonement behind prison walls as he served his sentence. 

Julius, his own soul in no danger of becoming dark, had still managed to inadvertently serve as a conduit between Billy the Earthwalker and Logan, the ex-fiancé of his own great-granddaughter, Julie Hayward-Kingsley. The situation had spun out of control long before one of Adriel’s charges, an aura reader named Amethyst, stepped into the fray to help Julie and, by extension, dragged her guardian angel into the escalating problem. By the time the dust cleared on that debacle, Logan was saved and the demon, Billy, had been banished back to the darkness. But the error in judgment had also rendered Adriel earthbound and changed everything in her world. 

Now Julius was in trouble—most likely because Adriel’s lack of foresight—and she felt duty-bound to save him. If this faerie could help, not even the legends warning against following any of the fair folk back to their homes would stop Adriel from going along to find out. 

“Evian? Like the bottled water?” Adriel didn’t mean it to come out all snarky like that. Good thing Evian was a water worker and not a creature of fire given the scorching look she tossed over her shoulder. Going up in flames wasn’t the most auspicious way for Adriel to regain her angelhood. 

“I vow to provide you safe passage to and from our destination. Now, do you want to help Julius or not?” She did, so Adriel stopped talking and walked alongside the faerie, their long strides eating up the blocks between downtown and Tidewell Park. Halfway there, two things occurred to Adriel. First, that this was the second time today a map had formed in her head to provide a current position and a likely destination. An angel ability she thought she had lost. And second, no one was paying any attention to the pair of striking women as they strode down the street. At all.

Odd. Now that Adriel was human, more or less, she expected to blend in somewhat, but Evian stood out like a poppy in a field of dandelions. She must be casting a glamour to hide her true appearance. Following that thought to its logical conclusion, if Evian’s efforts didn’t work on Adriel, she must have regained some of her inherent angel powers—like the ability to pierce veils. Not as handy as being able to move through time and space, but better than nothing.

“Not very chatty, are you?” Adriel was saved from hearing what would probably be a scathing retort when a warbling noise rose from her pocket. Reaching in, she pulled out the cell phone acquired during her last assignment. The thing should have been all but dead given whatever caused her to have a negative effect on electronics since Adriel had gained a physical body. Miraculously, it appeared to be in perfect working order. Amethyst’s name popped on the display along with the date. 

Two weeks had passed while Adriel was...well, she wasn’t sure where she had been or why she had no memory of where she went between assignments. Muttering a request for forgiveness, Adriel pressed ignore and pulled up the call log. Missed calls from Amethyst and the others—at least one from each of them for every day since she had been gone marched down the screen. Scrolling back, Adriel saw that Pam Allen’s number showed up for a few days, then petered out. Maybe that was for the best since those who were behind Adriel’s current assignment hadn’t left time enough to say goodbye to the woman who had both her former employer and her first assignment as an earthbound angel. Oh, who was she kidding? Pam had gone beyond being a mere assignment and become a friend. 

A yellow banner popped up over the top of the call log to remind Adriel the only way she would hear her messages was if she set up voice mail. That, too, would have to wait until after Evian finally decided to spill the beans about Julius. Adriel stuffed the phone back into her pocket. Figuring out the reason behind her changing effect on electronics would have to go on the To Do list. 

Heat spiraled up from the dark pavement like impending doom without the slightest breath of a breeze to bring relief. Complaining about the heat, while tempting, wouldn’t bring relief. Brick and steel speared skyward on either side, turning the street into a man-made canyon with traffic running like a river between its walls. 

There was no need for a mirror to tell Adriel she looked like a wilted flower. Pale skin prone to freckling reddened quickly under even the gentlest rays, and today the sun was blazing down like an angry god. Hair, the color of autumn leaves, ran in tangled curls down her back and plastered itself against her scalp. Evian, blast her, looked fresh as a water lily. That alone was enough to make Adriel cranky. 

It took less than half an hour and felt like double that time before Evian turned into the space between the stone pillars that served as a gateway to the park. Intricately carved gargoyles leered down from the top of each column, their faces seeming creepily real despite the bas-relief. 

Leading her largely unwilling guest toward the grassy banks of the bay lining the far edge of Tidewell Park, Evian used a quick nod of her head to indicate Adriel should follow her as she stepped into the water. Green scum ringed the shoreline and floated greasily among a patch of reeds as the faerie’s passage through cloudy water released the scent of long-dead fish and mud. 

“What are you doing?” Adriel planted her feet at the water’s edge. She was not going to wade through that muck. 

“We need to speak privately. This is the place where I have the most control. It’s my element. Are you going to stand there all day or follow me and help Julius?” Evian moved the fingers of her right hand through a complicated gesture that made Adriel shiver when it triggered a feeling like cobwebs settling over her skin. Evian waited, impatience written in the tightness of her shoulders and the tilt of her head. 

“I’m coming.” Thinking the water would be cool, Adriel wrinkled her nose and took a step into the wetness. To her utter shock, the liquid flowed around her foot, which remained completely dry. “Nice trick, but you know I can’t breathe under water, right?”

The tiniest smile played around Evian’s mouth. “Thanks for stating the obvious. Will you come? I promised you safe passage, remember?”

A promise from a Fae was solid as gold, so Adriel walked willingly into the murky depths of the bay.​
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Chapter Four
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WHEN THE WATER CLOSED over her head, Adriel experienced a momentary freakout, but since Evian’s back was to her, hoped the faerie hadn’t witnessed the utter loss of cool. Evian’s spell worked like a charm, or maybe it was a charm, who knew? Call it whatever you want, it let Adriel breathe under water without drowning. Pretty nifty. 

Once the panic subsided, Adriel started noticing things. Like the way Evian’s body gave off light in a radius of about six yards. And the way the silt and mud under their feet turned solid enough to support their weight without letting their feet sink into the squelching depths. The pair passed several rusting hulks of old cars and trucks that had no business being there, and Adriel spared a passing thought for whatever catastrophe had sent them into the watery depths. 

Everything around her undulated to the beat of a slow rhythm that even their passing couldn’t completely alter. The dance of the sea was a waltz in three:four time. 

Just about the time when Adriel began wondering if she would be forced to walk forever, Evian passed through an archway built from a pair of airplane wings jammed into the sea floor and topped by the overturned hull of a boat with its name emblazoned upon the side, Ship of Fools.

How appropriate. 

Evian’s lair would have been the perfect set for a live-action retelling of Disney’s The Little Mermaid. It was so true to form a singing crab might float by at any second. Discarded items lay on shelves formed from rocks and debris. A brass teapot, a puddle of gold and silver chains, and a large bucket filled with rusting guns rested among the detritus.

“Sit.” Ever the queen of brevity, Evian led the way to a pair of paint-flaked bistro chairs, and prepared—Adriel hoped—to elaborate on why she felt it necessary to go to such lengths to have a private conversation. “We’re just waiting for my sisters to get here. Shouldn’t be long. In the meantime, tell me how this,” a mirror-tipped hand waved to indicate Adriel’s fleshly body, “happened.”

Really? Now she wanted to chat? Adriel shot Evian a raised eyebrow. 

“Earthwalker. Battle. Error in judgment. Earthbound.” The former angel nutshelled it for the water Fae. 

Surprisingly, Evian threw back her head and laughed. “You are everything I had hoped you would be.” 

“Is that so?” Wondering how Evian could possibly have formed a set of perceptions about someone she’d yet to meet, Adriel was about to demand an explanation when a disturbance overhead drew her attention. A fireball, of all things, arced through the water on a collision course for the sitting area. Instinct sent Adriel diving for cover under the table while Evian’s silvery laugh pealed out above her head. 

The flaking lattice of a metal chair back only partially obscured Adriel’s vision as the fireball resolved itself into another female figure. 

“Adriel, this is my sister, Soleil.”

Attempting to rise with some semblance of dignity and struggling with the effort, Adriel scrambled out from under the table. Soleil was a vision of opposites compared to her sister. A short cap of disordered hair the color of glowing embers set off a pair of wide, dark eyes in a narrow face of palest ivory. Her lips were black as coal. 

“What do you think? Can she handle it? Is she as good as we hoped?” Soleil ignored the newcomer to ask Evian the questions. Angry heat prickled over Adriel’s face. 

“You can see me, right? I’m standing right here.” Courtesy between species of supernatural beings aside, she’d had just about enough of this. Drawing herself up to full height, she let her voice thunder with power. “Stop wasting my time.”
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