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Dear Readers.

 

Welcome to my world!

Writing a book is a labor of love for me. My characters take over my life and I work to make them come alive for all of you. From the first time I sat down at my computer, with the unswerving encouragement of my late husband, David, I had the storytelling bug. I had no sooner finished with one story than I started another

But nothing happens n a vacuum, I promise you. I could not do it without the help of key people in my life. First and foremost, my wonderful beta reader, Margie Hager, who has a super critical eye and finds all my mistakes. Kate Richards, my editing formatting angel. My fabulous covers come from the unequaled Frauke at Croco Designs. Then there is my incredible son, Steven Horwitz, who despite running a successful business of his own, manages the financial side of mine and is also a marketing guru. Kate Richards, best editor and great friend. And last but way far from least my wonderful Assistant, Maria Connor, who takes care of everything so I can devote myself to writing. I am truly blessed.

And finally, there is you, my readers, without whom there would be no Desiree Holt. You enrich my life and inspire me. If you are not already a member of my reader group, Desiree’s Darlings, please come and join me. Every day is a party. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/DesireesDarlings

 

Looking forward to “seeing” you there.

Desiree

Where else can you find me:

www.facebook.com/desireeholtauthor 

www.facebook.com/desiree01holt 

Twitter @desireeholt 

Pinterest: desiree02holt 

Google: https://g.co/kgs/6vgLUu www.desireeholt.com www.desiremeonly.com 

Follow me on BookBub https://www.bookbub.com/search?search=Desiree+Holt 

 

Signup for my newsletter and receive a free book: 
https://desireeholt.com/newsletter/

 


The Phoenix Agency

 

Links to all Phoenix Agency books can be found here:

https://desireeholt.com/phoenix-agency/

 

Jungle Inferno

For Faith and Mark, the telepathic connection they’d shared for years was nothing compared to the scorching physical connection they realized as adults. From the first moment they came together, erotic was too pale a word to describe their relationship. Together they explored each other’s deepest, darkest desires. But now Mark, survivor of an ambush to his Delta Force team, is a prisoner of a terrorist group in the Peruvian jungle, and his telepathic communication with Faith is his only contact with the world. While she searches for help to save him, they survive on dreams that took them beyond all sexual boundaries. Can she persuade the men of Phoenix to undertake a treacherous rescue and bring Mark back to her arms?

 

Extrasensory

Mia Fleming’s precognitive visions about Carpenter Techtronics are so vivid, she resorts to sending anonymous emails to the company. She’s also having visions of a gorgeous man who arouses her to the point she’s satisfying herself just to get some relief. She’s shocked when the man shows up in her office, demanding to know what she knows about Carpenter. Dan Romeo is just helping his friend track down the person threatening his company when he meets Mia. One look at her and he has a hard time thinking about anything but indulging in off-the-charts sex with the intriguing woman—until bodies begin falling. As Mia’s visions escalate, so does the explosive sex between her and Dan, as well as an unexpected emotional connection. When Mia is almost killed, Dan and his team must race to find the culprits before they can strike again—or put Mia down for good.

 

Scent of Danger

Kelly Monroe was shocked when her dog, Xena, a Caucasian Ovcharka seemed to bond at once with Rick Latrobe, a partner in the high profile Phoenix Agency. Ovcharkas are known for linking with only their owners. But Xena is picking up Rick’s wave length, very much aware when an attempt is made on Rick’s life and sensing all kinds of danger signals related to Rick’s current project: ferrying a shipment of arms to a private security cadre in Iraq. Rick is nearly killed when the shipment is stolen by terrorists who are hot on his trail. Only Kelly and Xena—coached by members of The Lotus Circle to expand the psychic link between the three of them—can keep him safe. As Rick scrambles to learn who’s behind the whole mess, the relationship he and Kelly have deepens. But Xena is the real star, not only signaling when danger is at hand but “sniffing” out the killers.

 

Freeze Frame

Katherine “Kat” Culhane was a highly sought after remote viewer, but her gift was beginning to splinter, and just at a time when she needed it the most. Her sister Mari, along with Mari’s employer and his family, have been kidnapped. But Mike D’Antoni, a partner in the shadowy Phoenix Agency, is suddenly back in her life and could be the only person to help find the hostages. The chemistry between them is just as hot as it ever was, but they parted on very bad terms. Can they put the past behind them as they race to find and rescue the hostages? And what will happen when it’s time to say goodbye again? 

 

Feel the Heat

Summer Cahill lives as quietly as she can, protecting her ability as a psychic healer. But danger brings former SEAL and Phoenix partner Troy Arsenault into her life—along with scorching nights and intense emotions. Resisting him isn’t even a question, in or out of the bedroom. He protects her from the evil stalking her even as he takes her beyond the physical boundaries of anything she’s ever experienced. When Summer is kidnapped, Troy’s world is turned upside down and he employs all the resources of The Phoenix Agency to rescue her. He won’t rest until she’s back safely in his life—and in his bed— for the rest of their lives.

 

Formula for Danger

Running back to Texas after an emotional disaster in San Francisco, J. L. Mitchell, microbiologist, is throwing herself into the development of a new, drought-resistant grain. Little did she expect to reconnect with Cole Martin, who rings al her bells, or to discover that her formula was at risk of being highjacked. As her work progresses, so does her relationship with Cole. When she is kidnapped, he brings all the recourse of The Phoenix Agency, where he has just become a partner, into play, hoping they will be in time.

 

 

Unexpected Risk

Janet Rodman barely controlled her psi ability as an empath to teach school and hang with a few friends. She never knew when a wave of unsuitable emotions from others would assault her. She had learned to build walls to live her life but evil could break them down. A job as a private tutor kept her safe from assault…or so she thought. Former SEAL and top tier attorney J. T. Fitzpatrick wasn’t interested in bringing a woman into his house. A bitter divorce took care of that. But when his friends at The Phoenix Agency called on his help to rescue a woman in danger, how could he say no? He’s unprepared for the instant attraction to Janet Rodman, but he’s not looking for a relationship and this is supposed to be a strictly business deal. The Darkman’s plan is working perfectly, and the bodies are piling up. He can’t let Janet Rodman screw them up. But when she disappears, he pulls out all stops to find and eliminate her. And he’ll kill anyone who gets in the way. With the chemistry exploding between them, can the former SEAL keep Janet safe and destroy the killer before he destroys them?

 

Color of Darkness

A Phoenix Agency Short Story

 

Gaby Durand can't escape visions of black fog or the image of a dead body. Phoenix agent Ben Winters is all that stands between her and the killer. Can he save her even as intense attraction binds them together?
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They served their country in every branch of the military – Army Delta Force, SEALs, Air Force, Marines. We are pilots, snipers, medics – whatever the job calls for. And now as private citizens they serve in other capacities, as private contractors training security for defense contractors, as black ops eradicating drug dealers, as trained operatives ferreting out traitors. With the women in their lives who each have a unique psychic ability, they are a force to be reckoned with. Risen from the ashes of war, they continue to fight the battle on all fronts. They are Phoenix.

 

 


Prologue

 

In the quiet of the morning, Cole Martin sat astride his big Appaloosa, shielded by a heavy copse of trees. Behind him, three men and Phoenix Partner Rick Latrobe sat their horses as quietly as he did. Experienced horsemen as well as covert ops graduates, they knew how to move with stealth and take down a situation. Hostage and kidnap rescue was their specialty.

All eyes fixed on the cabin deep in the woods where someone held J. L. Mitchell captive. Cole had to reach for sniper mode, forcing himself to breathe evenly and blank everything from his mind except the task at hand. He wouldn’t do J. L. any good if he couldn’t keep his shit together. He’d done it for people he barely knew. Now he needed to do it for the most important person in his life. He had promised her, this woman who owned his heart he would keep her safe from those seeking to harm her. That he would take care of her. He would protect her from the danger circling around her.

And he’d failed. The taste of it was bitter in his mouth. All his years as a sniper in the Marines, he had never blown a mission. When he’d joined Phoenix he welcomed the resources available to continue to protect and serve.

Some protector you are, asshole.

Self-recrimination wouldn’t do him any good now. He needed to focus on the reason he and his men were here—to get J. L. safely out of that cabin. And then to hunt down whomever had taken her.

. Ever since all the trouble began, J. L. had been working long hours to try and finish the experiment. He’d been hanging out with her. at the lab every evening, bringing them something to eat, making sure she didn’t kill herself with work. Then he’d call Noel and Kevin and have them trail J. L. and himself in a follow car until they got home. J. L. kept accusing him of overkill, but he always said, “Better safe than sorry.”

Tonight, he’d gotten a call from an old friend who had a world of trouble and wanted to see if Phoenix could help him. Cole had been ready to pass it off to Dan or one of the others, but J. L. insisted he meet with his friend himself.

“I’ll be fine,” she told him. “We haven’t had any incidents since the break-in attempt. I have plenty to do here. I’ll work until the day guard finishes his shift then he can drive me to my dad’s when his relief arrives. That way I won’t be alone. We’ll call Kevin and Noel and have them trail us.” She touched his cheek, a gentle, caring caress. “You need to go, Cole. You’ve got the best of the best protecting me. I’ll be fine. This is important, and you know it.”

The meeting had taken longer than he expected, but he was glad he’d gone himself. Before he made the hour-long drive back to Clayton, he’d taken a minute to call J. L. and check on her. But before he could even tap one button, his phone rang and the call from Jed Mitchell threw him back into full alert. Cole pressed the button on the steering wheel to answer.

“It’s J. L.” The man’s voice was hoarse with fear and anguish. “Someone’s taken her.”

Taken her?

Shit.

Cole raked his fingers through his hair, furious with himself. He’d felt in his bones, correctly as it turned out, the whole thing was a setup. It enraged him people close to him had been used to pull this off and snatched J. L. right from under his nose.

Fuck.

Okay, think. You jerk. Hotshot covert ops agent. Do something. The woman you love needs you, so you’d better get your shit together.

“Good thing she was coming to see me,” Jed went on. “She said you wouldn’t want her alone while you went to your meeting, and I agreed. Good excuse for us to get together.”

“Spit it out, for god’s sake.”

“Okay, okay. Anyway, she called me when she and the guards left her lab like you told her to. When it was way past time for her to arrive, I got nervous. Antsy. I tried her cell but it went to voice mail. I had a funny feeling about this so I called Sheriff Davis. He has a patrol car on that highway all the time. I asked him to check and see if she needed help.”

“She had an agent with her,” Cole pointed out, “and two more in a trail car.”

“I-I didn’t think about that. Sorry.”

“And?” Cole ground his teeth. “

“The sheriff just called me. Not good, Cole. Both SUVs were a mess, all smashed up, and the guards with her had been knocked out cold with tranq darts. They were starting to wake up when the patrol car got there. The deputy called the sheriff who called me.”

“What did the guards say?”

“One of them, Kevin something, said a big garbage truck came out of a side drive and smashed into the vehicle J. L. rode in, skidded it around so they got the second one, too. J. L’s driver pushed her down and was just reaching for his gun when two guys in ski masks smashed out their windows and hit them with the darts. They’re all still at the place it happened.”

The goddamn windows, Cole thought. The reinforced SUVs still sat at Texas Armoring, nearly ready to be picked up. They were promised for the end of the week.

“Jesus, Cole.” Fear was evident in Jed’s voice. Whoever’s been after her has realty gotten serious.”

Cole couldn’t disagree with the assessment. In seconds he was flooring the gas pedal and racing down the road, heading toward the highway location Jed had given him leaving the connection open. Only years of training allowed him to fight back the fear and concentrate on the situation at hand.

“It’s that damn grain she’s working on,” Jed growled through the speakers. “If she’s successful, it will be a huge help to all of us here in Texas. And anyplace else the association decides to share it. But I told her the people after it only want to hold it hostage and sell it for as many millions as they can get.”

Developing this formula would be a real boon to the cattle industry, but too many people would see the advantages of control. Now was not the time to debate that situation, however.

“Okay, we’ll figure out where she’s been taken and go from there.”

“Can you do that? I mean, she could be anywhere. Even out of the country.”

“I’m on my way to where they found the car. I want to talk to the guard and the sheriff. And I’m calling Dan Romeo.”

“Can you find her?” Jed begged. “She may be an adult, but she’s still my baby.”

And now someone very special in my life.

“Phoenix has resources,” Cole assured him. “We’ll get her back.” He hoped like hell he knew what he promised.

Dan Romeo’s words of a few months ago came back to him.

“You never know when your skills might be needed,” the senior partner of The Phoenix Agency insisted when he made his offer to Cole. “Give it some thought. We can really use you.”

“I’m on it. You can be damn sure I’ll find her and bring her home.” For me as much as for you.

Shit. He’d better do this right.

“Whoever this is might kill her if she doesn’t do what he wants,” her desperate father said.

He didn’t even want to consider the possibility. But he knew all too well three determined groups of people were pulling out all the stops to get J. L. and control of the grain formula she was developing. It annoyed her they wouldn’t leave her alone. She’d told them on the phone and in person she just wasn’t interested, and he’d seen for himself how angry it made them. He’d set things up so, at work, she was safer than the president but the other times remained dangerous.

“Let me hang up,” he told the older man, “so I can make some calls.”

The thought of J. L. in danger sent fear surging through him again, an emotion he deliberately tamped down. No time for that now.

Three years apart in high school, he and J. L. hadn’t exactly traveled in the same circles. But in a small town like Clayton so it was impossible not to know nearly everyone  at least by name. He hadn’t seen her for a long time. Word had it she was working for a lab in Seattle. But the last couple of times he was home on leave he’d run into her casually here and there. , longer a kid, J. L. Mitchell had grown into a woman who made his body sit up and take notice. No doubt about it.

Before he resigned his commission, his life had been formed around his commitment to the military. Totally focused. His career didn’t leave him much room to explore the kind of relationships he wanted. Even casual dates might have turned sour when he traveled overseas for months at a time. Although a lot of people made it work, Cole knew that wasn’t for him.

Once he arrived home for good, and they’d connected again, the attraction he’d made himself ignore all this time zipped to the surface. Who knew an accidental meeting at the post office and a cup of coffee at Red’s Diner could turn into a relationship that made his body tingle and his mind think of the future?

They’d been together for five months now, more than enough time for him to know what he wanted. Now the woman he hoped to spend the rest of his life with was missing. If nothing else, this gave him a reason to be happy he’d joined Phoenix.

Mia Romeo, Dan’s wife, had concentrated on receiving images. Kat Culhane D’Antoni, a remote viewer, was working with pictures of the victim as well as of the wide general area to locate where the kidnappers held J. L. Mitchell. Andy Moreil, their vaunted computer geek, had gathered aerial and topographical maps of the area so Kat could superimpose her mental pictures on them.

“I don’t get a sense she’s been taken out of the area,” Mia passed along.

With her extrasensory skills, she often received clues to something either happening or about to. Cole thanked every god that this time her mind had been wide open and Andy, as he often did, could interpret her visions and convert them to reality.

Cole prayed they weren’t off on a wild goose chase, but he had to have faith. And Andy and Kat had more than come through for him, actually determining where J. L. had been taken. Andy was still trying to identify the actual owner of the property, but there wasn’t time at the moment to wait. A cabin in the woods was what Kat had come up with.

“A lab,” she added. ”In an isolated area. State of the art. And she’s not the only one there.”

“What the fuck?” Did whoever kidnapped her think they could force her at gunpoint to create her formula for them? J. L. might tell them to go to hell. The possible consequences scared the shit out of him.

More than one player participated in this nasty little game. She’d been approached by all of them, had money waved under her nose. And turned them all down. Apparently someone had decided they didn’t want this formula used for the common good, only their own pocketbooks. .

Even with the Dragon they had not been able thus far to identify the owner through all the layers of names and corporations and more names. Andy sorted through them as fast as he could, but Cole couldn’t wait. One of those scientists was there against her will and on a very short leash.

When they had all the specifics together, they sent everything directly to Cole’s cell phone. He stared at the information.

What the fuck?

Who the hell had set up something like that?

He and the men he’d gathered had moved forward with every piece of equipment they needed to help them. They trailered their horses in as close to the target location as they could without giving away their presence. Then, unloading their animals quietly and mounting up, they managed the rest of the way on horseback, very slowly and stealthily. Cole, former Marine sniper, had his LaRue Predator sniper rifle, the same type he used as a Marine and his first big purchase on his return home.

Not that he’d ever expected to be called on as a sniper again, but once he joined Phoenix all that changed. He wouldn’t hesitate to take out anyone he needed to in order to save J. L.

And, suddenly, there it stood. The private cabin, exactly as Andy and Kat had promised. The log exterior gave it a rustic look, but what Kat told him was inside was far from a normal cabin interior.

Slowly they scoped out the situation so they didn’t head in blind.

Cole sat in the shelter of the trees on his horse, powerful binoculars at his eyes.

“I see two men on the porch,” he whispered into his lip mic. “They’ve got rifles but not at the ready.”

“Probably not expecting anyone to come riding up on them,” Jace Whitney answered.

“I’m sure not. “ Cole reached into his saddlebags for the infrared unit, part of the equipment Dan had shipped to him when he accepted this job. Just in case. Damn good thing, too. It easily identified heat signatures in the cabin. “I count four people inside. J. L.’s in the room standing to the right of the front door. The only female. Check your interior maps.”

Somehow—he wasn’t even sure he wanted to know how—Andy had been able to send them a sketch of the basic layout of the building. He wondered which database he’d hacked.

Cole pulled his cell phone from his pocket and called up the picture of J. L. he used as his screen shot. The camera had caught her sitting on the top rail of a corral at her father’s ranch, head thrown back, laughing at something out of camera range. The streaks in her shoulder-length blonde hair glinted in the sunlight, framing her face with its high cheekbones and emerald-green eyes. A plaid shirt and jeans lovingly caressed luscious curves.

If that bastard, whoever he—or she—is, has harmed one hair on her head I’ll tear every limb from his body.

As soon as everyone dismounted, he waved them come close to him.

“Okay,” he whispered. “Here’s the way I see it. Isolated out here, they aren’t expecting company. I guarantee you whoever owns this place doesn’t think anyone can find out about it. The security is probably more to keep the people inside from leaving than to be on the lookout for strangers. I wish we had the cover of darkness, but it can’t be helped. We can’t wait.”

He went over everything with them one more time before they all moved into position. The heavy forestation giving the cabin its privacy also allowed them to get very close to it and leave their horses concealed by the trees. At a signal from Cole, one of the other men joined him and they crept to the open porch, approaching one from each side. Moving swiftly, they neutralized the guards before the men had time to react.

“Get set,” Cole whispered into his lip mic.

Then he gave a soft whistle. A well-trained animal, his big Appaloosa came trotting up. Swinging himself into the saddle Cole tugged back on the reins so the animal reared on its hind legs, his hooves crashing through the wooden door. In seconds he was inside, his team already there, guns pointed at the people working.

“We don’t want any trouble,” one of the men said.

“Good,” Cole told him. “Stay or go, but get the hell out of my way.”

“Let’s get out of here,” one of them shouted. “If the guards are down, there’ll be hell to pay when they wake.”

“Our stuff,” one of them protested.

“Is it worth more than your life?” the first one asked.

Grab one of them,” he yelled to his men. “We need answers.”

Swooping a relieved J. L. up with one arm, he plunked her down in the saddle in front of him. He wheeled his horse and galloped out of the cabin and off into the woods, barely registering the men running from the cabin, carrying laptops and whatever else they could hold onto. His men leaped onto their horses and in seconds they were flying through the trees. They were still racing when an explosion shook the earth, startling the horses as well as the men.

“What the fuck?” Jace asked.

“My guess?” Cole said. “They set the place to blow in the event of an intrusion. I only hope those poor fuckers got out in time.”

“You can probably write off the guards.”

Cole shrugged. “I hope not, but I can’t feel too sorry for anyone holding prisoners.”

Greg Alvarado had a tight grip on the lab assistant he’d scooped up. “What do you want me to do with this idiot?”

“Let me go,” the man yelled.

“Shut up or I’ll stick a gag in your mouth “Well, Cole?”

“Take him back to the hangar. We’ll give him plenty of time to talk there.”

“D-did the cabin explode?” J.L. wanted to know, shivering against him.

“That’s my guess, sugar.” He stroked a hand down her cheek. “Hold on. I want to get us as far away as possible. Then I’ll be happy to hold you as long as you want.”

Finally, they reached the place they’d left their trucks and horse trailers. He pulled his horse to a halt, took out his cell phone again, and dialed Jed Mitchell.

“We’ve got her, Jed, and I’m bringing her home.” He tightened the arm he had banded around J. L.’s body.

“I owe you big time, Cole.” The man was nearly in tears. “Anything you ever want, you only have to ask.”

“Just getting her back is enough for me. You know that. I’ll bring her by to see you, but then I’m taking her home with me.”

“You can protect her better there,” Jed Mitchell agreed.

“I’m going to find out who the bastard is behind this. You can bet the farm on that.”

“I know you will,” the older man said. “Well, I’ve got a good shot of whiskey waiting for you. And tell your men, anything they ever need from me, they’ve got it.”

J. L. shifted in front of him.

“I think my heart’s about to beat out of my chest.” She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “God, Cole. I should have listened to you more. I’m so sorry.” She pressed her head into his shoulder. “I was terrified.” One corner of her mouth tipped up. “And mad as hell.”

“Not surprised. I was afraid you’d piss them off, tough, and they’d decide the whole thing wasn’t worth the effort.”

“Do you know that they broke into the lab and stole my computer? The stand alone?”

He was glad to hear the edge of anger creping into her voice.

Cole ground his teeth, reaching for control. It wouldn’t do her any good for him to let his rage take over now. “Dan told me, right after I called him about you. He got the alarm five minutes after I contacted him.”

“They planned to make me unlock the hard drive and pull up everything in my files.” 

“That figures. Fuck.” He spat the word out. “That means all your work is lost, right?”

She gave a breathy little laugh. “No, thank god. Last week, I also started saving everything to a mini external hard drive I carried back and forth with me. It’s still in my tote in the car the guard was driving.”

“Then, Sheriff Davis has it. I’ll get it for you the minute we’re out of here.” He cupped her head to turn it up to him, gave her one a brief, hard kiss then turned to the others. “Thanks for everything, guys. Go home, get some rest, and we’ll meet back at my place in six hours. I’m going to tap one or two of my partners to join Greg and me at the hangar and see what we can pull out of that work we took. We need to get to the root of this. Now.”

The men murmured their answers then dismounted and trailered their horses. Greg had stuffed the lab assistant in his truck and threatened him within an inch of his life if he tried to get away.

Cole swung down from the saddle and helped J. L. to the ground. He saw the strain on her face and in her eyes. He wrapped his arms around her still trembling body, all too aware of how easily it all could have turned to shit and he would have lost her.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “I know that’s a stupid question, but they didn’t hurt you, did they?”

She let out a shaky breath. “No. But the men had their orders. If the person behind this didn’t get what he or she wanted from me, they’d have had no hesitation about killing me. I guess if whoever it is didn’t get the formula, no one else would have it, either.”

“Not gonna happen,” he assured her. “But whoever this is, he or she is still out there, probably waiting for another chance.”

She shuddered against his body. “I’m trying not to think of it.”

“I’m going to wring some answers out of that guy we grabbed. Then I’m gluing myself to your side until we wrap this up. And we’ll double the guards again if we have to. Someone spent a lot of money and took a big chance to get you and that formula.”

“Cole, that’s a big demand on everyone’s time,” she protested. “And it costs money.”

“It would be a lot worse if anything happened to you. I’m heading this branch of the agency, so I can call the shots.”

“My dad will want to help.”

“We’ll see. I’ll talk to Dan, and we can discuss it later.”

With his free hand, he lifted his hat, wiped his forehead with his arm, and settled the hat back on his thick head of black hair. Cupping her jaw, he tilted her face up so his mouth could claim hers again. This time, the kiss was a lot slower. As always, she tasted like seventeen kinds of heaven, sweet and spicy and all manner of sin. And all woman.

His woman.

A woman he could have lost. No matter what situations came up, he wasn’t letting her out of his sight until they found whoever was behind this.

She kissed him back, her tongue tangling with his as he licked and tasted her.

They drew apart, both breathless.

“I need to get you back so your daddy can lay eyes on you himself.” He pulled her into his arms. “Then I’m taking you home to my place, and I might not let you out for a week.”

Even though strain still lined her face, she smiled at him. “I hear riding a cowboy is a good cure for a case of nerves.”

“AS soon as we wrap this up, you can have the ride of your life.”

He’s still out there, though, whoever the bastard is. We’ll identify him, however we have to do it. Then I’ll destroy him.

 


Chapter One

 

Three months earlier

J. L. Mitchell took a nervous sip of her drink and looked around at the people relaxing on the large patio. This dinner at Dan and Mia Romeo’s house in San Antonio was to celebrate Cole’s agreement to join The Phoenix Agency as a partner. Rarely were all the original partners available in one place at the same time, unless on a critical mission. But tonight they gathered to meet him and J. L. Five archetypical alpha males—the partners in The Phoenix Agency— and their extraordinary wives. She was impressed with the effort the women as well as the men made to make them feel comfortable and part of the group.

Cole had given her the whole scoop on the agency. Building slowly, Phoenix now had a strong reputation for providing security and training in the private sector and executing ops for the government that had to fly way, way below the radar. She’d heard the details of their hostage rescue of Kat D’Antoni’s sister and the people she worked for from a Mexican drug cartel. Of Lauren Arsenault’s rescue from an insane billionaire who wanted to sell her psychic healing services. Of their capture of the men behind the theft of a huge shipment of arms to private security in Iraq.

Men of honor, integrity, who believed without reservation in what they did. Their invitation for Cole to join them as a partner offered a testament to their high opinion of him. When he asked her what she thought, she couldn’t in good conscience do anything but urge him to accept. If only she could get rid of the tiny thread of fear that kept wiggling through her, choke it back, and give him her full support.

We are defined by our past.

One of her university professors had been fond of saying that, and she couldn’t agree with him more. If only the defining moment in her own past had been a positive one. Then she wouldn’t feel the need to leash in her feelings for Cole, to hold back from making a stronger commitment.

He had been low key but at the same time more insistent lately about wanting her to move in with him permanently. Stop running back and forth between the ranch where she’d grown up and his place. She did spend a lot of nights there. God knew she hadn’t been able to keep from falling hopelessly in love with him. And now she shared this important step with him. Which in itself brought back memories she did her best to keep buried. Memories she worked very hard to put behind her. As well as the fear keeping her from making a permanent commitment to him. She didn’t know if she could handle the pain of loss twice in her life.

On the ride to San Antonio, she’d tried to hide a growing case of nerves. She was okay with meeting new people, and she certainly felt at ease with the Romeos after their visits to Clayton to see Cole. But she worried how the rest of them would accept her and what they’d think if they knew about her so-called special gift. She was getting better at putting up shields, especially since—

She took another sip of her drink, steadying herself. Not so much because as she met each of the men their aura had jumped out at her. She had expected that, and after Seattle actually wanted it. Needed to satisfy herself Cole wasn’t walking into a situation that would be dangerous from the start. She hadn’t put up her shields, wanting to see their energy so she’d know Cole was doing the right thing. The air around them shimmered with mixtures of red and pink indicating strong willed and highly disciplined people. They would expect high standards from others as they did from themselves. And seldom deviated from their values and morals. She saw the same aura surrounding Cole. It gave J. L. a good feeling about his decision to join them.

What she hadn’t expected, and what shocked her, was the tinge of purple dancing around each of the women. Purple indicated psychic ability. Could these women have gifts? All five of them? And, around Mia, she saw a tinge of blue. Clairvoyance. Lauren’s aura held a hint of turquoise, the sign of a healer.

No. Hardly possible. I must be reading them wrong.

For the most part, she did her best to hide what some people called a gift. When she’d discovered her ability to read auras, she tried to shy away from it. Set up a mental block. Wipe it from her brain. But then she began to research it and discovered whether you wanted it or not, it was there. A part of you. As a scientist, it had taken a lot of getting used to. Then she had to learn how to control it.

She never discussed it with anyone, certainly not with Cole. Not anyone since Seattle. Not since—

Don’t go there.

But maybe, she thought, if these women also had psychic abilities, it would be okay to bring it up. She blinked and tried to pull up her shields before everyone at the table invaded her senses. Listened quietly as the discussion flitted from one subject to another, a lot of it dealing with what the different wives were doing. They were all so fascinating, just like their husbands. They had careers covering every field from famous author to art historian to dog trainer. Yet, despite being part of a high-energy operation, they all seemed very laid back and at ease. J. L. guessed that was important when the situations they went into were no doubt very tense.

“So tell us a little more about your work, J. L.,” Dan said. “It sounds very interesting.”

She blushed at their enormous praise when Cole gave them a thumbnail description.

“I’m only a lab rat,” she said, trying to deflect the accolades. “Nothing special.”

“Hell, no,” Cole objected. “J. L. was working in a lab in Seattle when she decided she liked Texas better after all, packed up and came home. The ranchers were all worrying about growing seasons during droughts and asked her if she might want to work on improving the quality of the grains they raise.”

“Wow,” Kelly Latrobe said. “It’s impressive you know how to do that.”

J. L. shrugged. “It’s what I do. Like each of you is an expert in a particular field.” Then she blushed again. “Not that I’m saying I’m any kind of expert or anything.”

“Don’t hide your light, darlin’,” Cole urged and looked at everyone. “The local branch of the Cattlemen’s Association came to her with the idea after I moved back home. Everyone was excited about it, so they reached out to the national organization, too. And they bought into it, since drought hits every state at some time or other. Grant Summerfield, the president of the Texas association, came up with a building to use, and they raised enough to fund the lab she needed.”

“Expensive proposition, I’d think,” Troy Arsenault commented.

J. L. nodded, her discomfort easing a little. “Because of the importance of the project, though, each state group provided funds, and committed to more as we go along.” She rubbed her cheek. “My dad almost lost the ranch a few years ago because of drought. No rain, not enough grain. He had to sell off a lot of the herd at a loss. It’s taken a while, but he’s back on his feet. I’d like to make sure he stays that way.”

“So it’s personal for you,” Faith remarked.

“It is. And we don’t have a lot of staff. Me and one lab assistant is all. Most of the money has gone for the equipment and materials.”

“I’m sure, if you’re successful, the ranchers will all be very grateful,” Mark Halloran put in. “Some of our clients who own ranches say a drought-resistant grain would revolutionize cattle ranching.”

“The best part,” J. L. went on, “is if it works, we’re going to patent it and then lease the patent around the world. And in Third World countries, we’ll make it royalty-free.”

“I’d imagine you have a lot of private interests sniffing around offering you big bucks to develop it for them,” Mark commented.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Cole told him. “Some of those offers have sounded damn near like threats. I finally convinced Miss Independence here to let me put a guard at the lab twenty-four/seven. She tells me I’m overreacting.”

“And you are,” J. L. insisted. “These people are a lot of bluster. I know their type. They think if they throw enough money at something, it’s theirs. They’ll get tired of hitting the wall with me and go away.”

“We hope.”

“You must be so excited to be part of something like this,” Lauren Arsenault said.

“I am.” She frowned. “I hope like hell I can come up with the correct formula. I’d hate for this to be a bust.”

Cole gave her a quick hug. “My money’s on you, darlin’.

“Okay, folks.” Mia Romeo rose from her seat. “It’s almost time for the bugs to come out for their evening parade. I think we’ll have dessert inside.”

“They’re pulling out all the stops for you,” J. L. whispered to Cole as they helped carry dishes inside.

“You think I’m doing the right thing?” he asked, following her inside.

She hesitated for only a brief moment. This was so right for him. Her own feelings about his safety couldn’t come into play. She’d have to deal with them, somehow. She folded the shawl she’d borrowed from Mia, set it on the counter, and smiled at him.

“Absolutely.”

Moving back from Seattle, it was a natural thing for her to stay at the ranch with her dad. Then she’d run into Cole, and five months later their relationship had grown into something serious. She wished she could wipe Seattle out of her mind and give him the commitment he wanted. He was being very patient with her, giving her
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