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Chapter One

The Order of Things

Agent Aaliyah “Lea” Shield sat on the dog-park bench. She watched the woman lean forward, gather her shoulder-length cocoa-colored hair to the side, and take a long sip from the bubbling water fountain spout. How cool and refreshing the water must be on a day like today—the radio announcer had said the temperature would be in the high ’90s. Even more refreshing: the woman herself, Sophie.

Lea found it challenging to maintain a single train of thought. As an agent, she was all business all the time, but now her thoughts danced between how cool the water must taste and how beautiful Sophie’s lips were: a conflict, to say the least. As her objective stood, Lea hastily regrouped, focusing on her task again.

Sophie studied the area around them, cornflower-blue eyes piercing the distance between them, causing Lea to shudder. Her eyes were uncommonly soft and caring, the depths of which were deeper than the deepest lagoon. Lea couldn’t look away despite knowing the direct eye contact could possibly blow her cover. The shared gaze captured her soul—and her fear was that it would not let go.

Lea grew uncomfortable the longer she held Sophie’s gaze. Although quite skilled at undercover work, she was a bit out of her element at the dog park. Everyone around her was outfitted in running or exercise gear, as was Lea unfortunately, but she felt seriously out of sorts and regretted not just wearing her three-quarter-sleeve indigo tunic and slacks like she’d wanted to. Her line of work normally called for more than a pair of shorts or yoga pants and tank top, a more buttoned-up kind of look, but from time to time, it also required her to be inconspicuous. And despite her great discomfort, she was on the job despite how much she wished she weren’t in such tight and revealing attire, definitely not her style.

Lea focused on Sophie as she ran her hand through the fountain and then swiped it across the nape of her neck. Lea sighed, captivated as the woman reached down to pet her large beast of a dog’s head, the tank she wore sliding up her torso and exposing her tawny-colored midsection. Lea quietly cleared her throat as Sophie stood, stuck her free hand in the front pocket of her denim shorts, and led her dog down the path in Lea’s direction.

Lea hastily transitioned back into her cover as an everyday dog-park visitor, reaching down to interact with the mutt at her feet while keeping watch. Hopefully, it wasn’t obvious she’d been watching Sophie instead of the curious panting terrier Lea had borrowed from her best friend, Eileen.

Sophie meandered farther down the trail, closing the gap between them. Lea’s heart leaped and fluttered as she fought to maintain focus and clarity. Since the first time she’d seen Sophie, Lea had attempted to read her and been unable. Finally though, she connected with the woman’s mind. The mismatch of images that assaulted her were confusing and slightly overwhelming as she tried to discern and navigate through them. And then they stopped abruptly as though she’d been kicked offline and changed to something like a blank screen, the blue screen of death, if you will, on a laptop in need of technical support.

The first time she’d seen her, Lea had no idea they would become such a huge part of each other’s worlds. But now, she knew how deeply intertwined their worlds would become—and there was no turning back.

*

Sophie strolled by without even a glance in Lea’s direction, leaving her shaken and trying to understand why she could connect with the woman this time unlike all the other times before. Lea tried to shake the feeling off as made her way back to the car to give her report for the week. After dropping the borrowed dog at her bestie’s house, she headed into the office.

The headquarters of the Angelic Order of Nephilim, AON for short, was tucked into a quiet business park on the up-and-coming northwest side of San Antonio. The office they occupied had been there nearly twenty years. The building with the connecting garage stood seven-stories tall. The top five floors were AON offices, while various businesses and an attorney’s office filled the bottom two levels. Unbeknownst to most in the building, security was crucial to AON. Anything above the fourth floor was only accessible by a passcode obtained from security via a camera and speaker.

Lea wiped her brow as she stepped into the stuffy elevator. The citrus smell of a freshly cleaned space greeted her. She pressed the button to take her to the sixth floor, glanced up at the camera, placed her right index finger on the barely noticeable print reader, and positioned her head for the iris scan. Once verification was complete, a disembodied voice from the speaker relayed the passcode that would allow her access to the higher floors.

Using an app on her iPhone, Lea entered the passcode and then leaned against the cool mirrored wall of the elevator, trying not to notice her disheveled appearance, complete with sweaty mousy-brown locks, in her reflection. Next time she had an assignment in the field, she would make sure she changed into something a little more appropriate before coming by the office. It was important to her to always appear professional to her coworkers even if she had just finished a sweaty stake out. Lea hummed along to an instrumental version of a song she recognized playing overhead.

The elevator door opened to a flurry of activity. Lea shuffled past several others in suits and work attire as she moved through the carpeted maze of cubicles to the secure area that housed her desk, all the while extremely self-conscious about her outfit. They’re all wondering what the heck happened to me. She shouldn’t care, but she did.

After an additional iris scan, she gained entrance to her division’s area of the sixth floor and made her way to her cubicle. Unlike most desks she passed, hers was absent of decor, only her books and manuals present on the desktop. No family photos or cute odds and ends decorated her cubicle. Aside from the fact that Lea wasn’t close to her family, she wasn’t at her desk enough to enjoy décor of any kind even if she’d wanted to.

Realizing she hadn’t grabbed a cup of tea on the way in, she padded toward the breakroom, mug in hand. Lea glanced down to avoid making eye contact with anyone on her way. She didn’t care for frivolous conversations about life outside of work—a life she didn’t really have, if she were honest. She’d sooner extract her own tooth than partake in a conversation about the latest episode of The Bachelor or the latest going-ons of the Kardashian clan. Instead, she kept to herself, speaking when spoken to unless it was work related.

Once settled back at her desk, Lea slipped off her running shoes and grabbed a thick folder from a drawer. Lea was eager to review the file on her mystery woman. Although she’d practically memorized every detail in it, she was afraid she’d missed something. Why was this woman of such interest to the Order? It was unusual for her to question the assignments she was given. But after being in the woman’s mind, there was no way she could just take orders without knowing more.

Ever since Lea had learned about AON, she’d made it her goal to work for them after she’d finished college. Shortly after turning twenty-one, she’d been accepted into AON. The past five years had been a lot of work, but she’d progressed through the ranks and become a full-fledged field agent just six months before. After she’d received her first permanent assignment at the South-Central Texas district office located in San Antonio, Lea had packed her car, her Persian cat Angel, and hit the road. She hadn’t looked back on her small East Texas hometown or her disapproving family since.

Her responsibilities, thus far, had mainly been field work: the tracking and apprehending of both unregistered and fallen nephilim and angels. Like angels, nephilim were special creatures. According to the laws set forth by the Council, the governing body established in the beginning to keep the species in check, all nephilim—and angels for that matter—were to keep the secret of what they were from most humans. Those who opted to couple with humans had to be registered and have their relationship vetted by the Order to ensure those humans would adhere to the same regulations nephilim did. It was controlling in a day and age where you were free to love who you wanted, but there were solid reasons for the laws.

Over the millennia, humans had become a great threat to the nephilim. After discovering the nephilim possessed abilities like no other, many sought to harness such powers for their own use. Humans—and other factions such as demons or fallen angels—experimented on the nephilim, attempting to harness their powers for evil purposes. Some believed that the nephilim, half angel and half human, held the key to everlasting life, and they were determined to utilize this key for themselves.

As Lea sipped her tea, she perused the open file in front of her. What is so important about this case…this woman? On the surface, Sophie—known to the Order as Sophiel—was an average, law-abiding twenty-three-year-old, and a recent child-psychology graduate with aspirations of leaving her mark on an ever-changing world. She’d just started a job with the Angels Rescue Center, an organization under the jurisdiction and ultimate control of the Order and Council, specializing in placing children of the winged variety in safe, secure homes for possible adoption. The minors placed had either been removed from or never had a proper nephilim or angel household who could properly deal with the gifts they possessed.

Lea set the file aside and made the decision to do some additional digging via the internal network on the organization itself, also known as ARC. According to the Order’s records, ARC was founded by Zacharael and Dazielle St. James. The couple established the agency twenty years ago after a tremendous need arose for homes that could accommodate children born from the unique union of nephilim or angels with humans, or even with each other. As time progressed, it became apparent even a “blessed”—as approved unions were thought of—joining did not always ensure a proper home for a child with special abilities.

Nephilim were each born with special gifts and abilities, and as Lea scrolled through page after page of electronic records, she contemplated how gifted some of the children the agency came into contact with really were. She knew from spending each summer growing up at a camp for young nephilim how extraordinary a nephilim’s range of abilities were. And the nephilim handled by ARC seemed just as gifted if not moreso.

“Agent Shield,” a deep voice said from behind her.

“Yes?” Lea spun her chair toward the voice.

The large-built, maple-wood-skinned agent stood at the entrance to her cubicle. If she recalled correctly, his name was Simiel. But she didn’t know him, or really anyone she worked with, that well. She did notice though, the man wore enough cologne to give Lea a migraine, and she tried not to inhale.

“Sorry to startle you, ma’am. You’re wanted in Supervisor Marco’s office when you have a chance.”

Simiel swiveled on his heels and marched off, reminding Lea of a robotic soldier.

Lea nodded to herself, pulled her sneakers on, and stood. She’d give her end-of-the-week briefing, and then it’d be time to call it a day. She grabbed her backpack and strolled to her boss’s office. She had plans to head to the lake with some friends for the weekend. A handful of her childhood friends—also nephilim and angels—had organized a last-minute lake-house trip to break the monotony of city life. She wasn’t sure how she’d handle the time free from watching every move Sophie made, but she needed the break. And despite her angst about missing out on Sophie’s weekend, she knew she needed the time to herself.

*

Sophie Leads wasn’t oblivious to the woman shadowing her. The woman, not exactly discreet, paid more attention to what Sophie was doing than what the cute dog with her was up to. I know I’m not paranoid. But it wouldn’t be the first time you’ve assumed someone was following you, and they weren’t. Sophie had lived most of her adult life constantly looking over her shoulder, so her concern wasn’t unfounded. But she knew this time the woman was following her.

This particular woman wasn’t a stranger to her. She’d seen her long before now. And this wasn’t the first time she’d noticed the woman following her either. A little over a month before, Sophie’d been shopping at one of those outdoor outlet malls. She’d been searching for a specific dress she’d seen an ad for.

Sophie recalled she’d been walking from store to store for about thirty minutes when she glanced in a store window—not at the merchandise for sale, but at her own reflection. She spread her hands down the front of her jumpsuit and scolded herself for not running it through the dryer to unwrinkle it before she left the house. As her gaze moved up her form, she caught sight of the woman behind her, standing near one of the rest areas in the middle of the courtyard. The brunette was just staring at her.

There was something so familiar about her; the extreme kindness in her eyes, the strength of character Sophie could feel, the longing etched in her features. At the time, it hadn’t dawned on her the woman was someone she was familiar with and had been for some time. And not until she’d seen her a couple of other places and then at the dog park had it registered for Sophie the woman was indeed tailing her. But the familiarity came from somewhere else. Somewhere in her past. And the memory of this woman was accompanied by feelings she’d rarely experienced in her life. Love. Comfort. Safety. Family.

After loading up Baloo, Sophie sat behind the wheel for several minutes, trying to get a read on why this woman might be following her. She laughed, watching the gorgeous brunette struggle to wrangle the smallish dog toward the Dodge Durango in the parking lot. The dog obviously didn’t belong to her. But the pup had distracted the woman enough where she was no longer watching Sophie, probably unaware she was still in her car and the one spying now.

Has the past finally caught up with me? Sophie decided to do some following of her own. She needed to be sure whether this woman was friend or foe. She’d lived so many years without many friends, she hoped the answer was friend. But that required a certain level of trust, and trust was most often a rare commodity for her.

Sophie pulled out into traffic and started tailing the gorgeous woman. The interesting part was that she knew the woman was definitely not human. The touch had been subtle, but Sophie had been aware the woman had probed her mind. She was dealing with someone with heavenly gifts. What does she want with me? What did she see?

Sophie followed the woman as she stopped to drop off what she assumed was the decoy dog and until she pulled into a large parking area outside a seven-story office building. Deciding not to get too close, Sophie edged into the parking lot of a corner store cattycorner to where her mystery woman had entered. Sophie stared as her pursuer’s vehicle slipped within the confines of the parking garage. Her gaze tracked the woman to a spot near the outside perimeter of the garage where Sophie observed her exit the vehicle and saunter toward the discreet main entrance of the building.

Sophie hesitated to follow the woman, but she was close enough now that it would be silly to not at least go inside and peek at the building directory to see who the occupants were and where the woman might work so she could determine a possible why they were tracking her. There are only a couple of options, Soph—none of them good.

With a deep breath, Sophie grabbed her key fob, left the air conditioner running for Baloo, and locked her doors. She slunk toward the entrance of the nondescript office building across the street. Luckily, the lobby lacked an information desk or security station. She reminded herself that didn’t mean the security in the building wasn’t extremely tight. It just meant they were located somewhere unseen to visitors, adding another level of concern.

Across the lobby from a bank of elevators was a building directory. Scanning the lobby to ensure she was still alone, Sophie slipped past a sitting area and a multitude of potted plants to read the surprisingly short list of building occupants. Most of the bottom floors were rented by various lawyers, a doctor or two, an accountant, and some other offices that meant nothing to Sophie. However, the top floors grabbed her interest.

Sophie wasn’t certain what she’d expected the directory to say. She’d expected something discreet—not as direct as the words in front of her. The Order of Business, a known alias of AON. The top floors—perhaps the entire building—were rented by the Order. The Angelic Order of Nephilim.

She chewed her bottom lip. The beautiful brunette was employed by or visiting the AON. Does that mean AON is following me? Better than some of the other options that had crossed her mind but still not good. The Order had finally figured out where she was. How much do they know about my life? At least it appeared the woman from the dog park was not a Watcher, assigned to track her movements, but rather an employee of the AON. She didn’t know why she was relieved, but she was. Maybe it was the kindness in the woman’s eyes, or perhaps it was the intensity with which she had observed every move Sophie had made.

She knew how lucky she was it wasn’t the Watchers. The Watchers, many years ago, started experimenting on and torturing nephilim like her, doing anything they could to gain the knowledge they believed nephilim held within—everlasting life. They figured out that if they forced them to procreate, they could produce hybrid nephilim as well. Again, with the belief they would somehow eventually be rewarded the key to life everlasting and to use the offspring for their own purposes. The situation had grown grim enough that angels, nephilim, and humans alike were dying from the experimentation or were converted, and they, too, became doers of evil. In the end, those nephilim who sought to preserve the gifts they had been given by birth joined together with sympathetic humans and angels to find a way to stop the chaos, thereby creating the Council—the founders of the Order—to govern.

Tugging at her bottom lip, Sophie glanced around the empty lobby. What do I do now? It wouldn’t surprise her if her pursuer was indeed an AON agent. She certainly fit the part—seemingly all business, all the time. In addition, the fact she could probe Sophie’s mind would make her a useful AON agent.

Behind her, one of the elevators chimed, announcing its impending arrival. Feeling suddenly vulnerable and even a bit in danger, Sophie hurried out of the building and back to her waiting car. Fighting her instinct to cut and run, Sophie inhaled deeply, tightening her fingers around the steering wheel. Damn, what do I do now? She needed to figure out what to do next; she needed to get a plan together.

Run? Sophie chewed her lip. She was done with running. Her shoulders tightened, and her jaw set. She was done with living in fear. No, she was going to turn the tables--by learning as much as she could about this woman and why she was tracking her. Is it because I’m over things at ARC? Sophie grimaced. She should never have allowed herself to be so obvious. People were counting on her—so much for hiding in plain sight!

Sophie started for home, Baloo’s head hanging out the open window. They stopped once to pick up a quick dinner from a local hamburger joint that gave out huge free dog biscuits with customer’s orders.

Baloo sniffed the air wildly, a string of slobber hanging from his mouth. Eager for your biscuit, are ya?

Sophie shook her head. “I promise, big guy, you can eat it when we get home. We’ll eat together.” Or was it the smell of burgers that had him salivating?

Sophie glanced at the rearview mirror but didn’t see anything to suggest she was being tailed. Once they arrived home to her small bungalow, she grabbed the food bag, her cup of Arnold Palmer, and unloaded Baloo from the car. She left behind her bag with the work clothes she’d worn earlier. They needed to be washed, but her goal was to eat her dinner before she did anything else.

After she and Baloo finished their supper, Sophie opened her laptop to research AON and their gorgeous agent. She wasn’t certain she’d find anything on the woman, but she knew from experience many of the standard agents not working undercover could be found in the local AON’s employee directory. Sophie would be content with just a name for now. Just a name.

After an hour of searching the local AON district’s directory, Sophie finally got a hit. “Well, hello, Miss Aaliyah Shield.” Sophie grinned. “It’s nice to meet you, my shadow.”


Chapter Two

Growing into Your Wings

Lea found the drive to Eileen’s lake house peaceful despite the Friday rush-hour traffic. Once she got past the outskirts of San Antonio, it was smooth sailing. She pulled onto the property right after dusk and was immediately greeted by her best friend and a couple of their other friends, who crushed her in uncomfortable hugs after she departed her vehicle.

“Hey, friend.” Eileen’s broad smile was a welcome distraction.

Her bestie led her onto the back porch, and then she nudged Lea to put her weekend bag down and join the others around the small fire pit down toward the lakeshore. Lea walked reluctantly behind her friend, wishing the two could hang alone for the night, but she refused to verbalize her wish, not wanting to mess up the already established mood of the others.

Eileen Bean and Lea had been friends since childhood when their parents shipped them off to a camp for “likeminded” nephilim, Camp Seraph. The two attended the camp from elementary through high school, it promptly becoming their home away from home. Although Lea could’ve attended anyway, the reason her parents initially wanted her to go was because her gifts were quite tardy in revealing themselves, and her wings tended to spread without warning—an embarrassment for them among their social circles.

As the lake house group chatted around the pit with flames lapping at the sides, Lea became slightly entranced in the fire, her thoughts on Camp Seraph and their times there. Without a noise, something shook the lawn chair she sat in, causing her to grab the arm rests to keep from falling. She glanced up to see Eileen standing behind her, her outstretched arm offering Lea a bright-pink frozen drink of some kind.

Lea laughed and reached for the cold glass, the condensation dripping on her chest and then down her chin as she brought the rim to her lips. She could smell the pomegranate and tequila before she took a big sip, the slushy concoction sliding down her throat and cooling her completely from the extreme heat of the Texas evening.

Eileen scooted her chair closer to Lea before she plopped down in it. “Tell me what’s on your mind, chica.”

Lea offered her friend a smile. “Just thinking about the day we met.”

Eileen laughed loudly.

“Do you remember the first day of camp?” Lea took another sip of her drink.

“How could I forget? It’s one of my best childhood memories ‘cause I got to meet you.”

It was Lea’s turn to laugh. “All right, don’t get sappy on me now, E.”

Like Eileen said, they’d met their first day of camp. They must have been eleven. Cabin assignments had been given out, and hesitantly, all the campers made their way to their assigned cabins, four beds to each sleeping quarter. Eileen and Lea were roomies along with two others of about the same age. Immediately, the two girls had plopped down on their beds and began to share their lives with each other.

“Eileen Bean from Louisiana reporting. You?” She stuck out her long, slender hand, a firm handshake to go along with the official-sounding voice. Eileen had been tall for her age with flawless, mahogany skin. Her hair was long in tiny ringlets down to the middle of her back, and she kept it pulled off her face—which Lea would have done with her own scraggly brown locks had she been as beautiful as Eileen. She had narrow light-brown almond-shaped eyes set perfectly symmetrical of each other. Her oval face was thin with a full set of lips and a nose wide at the bottom but narrow at the top.
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